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THE FAR-WANDERER: PROCLUS ON THE TRANSMIGRATION
OF THE SOUL

While commonly referring to us as ‘human’, ‘particular’ (uepikoi), or ‘rational’
(Aoywcad) souls, in one striking passage, Proclus (In Ti. 3.259.21-7) instead describes
us as

10 molvmAoveg kod péypt 100 Toptdpov komov Koi ovdig dveyelpouevov movtold 1e eidn
Cong dvelittov 1Peol te ypouevov mowkilowg kol mabeotv GALOTE GALOG KOA HOPPOS
{dov dAoTTopEvoY ToAVEISETS, Soupovicg dvBparivog GAdyous, katevduvouevoy 8 odv
Sumg Vmod g Aikng kol €lg ovpovOv GmO YNig Gvopéyov Kol €ig volv Gmd Thg VANg
TEPLOYOUEVOV KOTOL 1) TIVOIG TETOYUEVOS TOV AV TEPLOS0UG.

a far-wanderer, who descends all the way to Tartarus only to be raised up again, who unfolds all
possible forms of life, making use of diverse manners and suffering one passion after another,
who takes on the forms of living beings of every sort, daemons, men and irrational creatures,
and yet is guided by Justice, ascending from earth to heaven and from matter to intellect,
being led round and round in accordance with certain prescribed revolutions of the universe.!

With this last epithet, Proclus reveals what sets us apart from the rest of reality.
Although we are not the only ‘human’, ‘particular’ and ‘rational’ souls in the
Proclean universe,? nothing else, soul or otherwise, shares in our vagabond existence
and ‘is borne from one to the other extreme, as far as the Good and as far as
Tartarus’ (In R. 2.310.25-6).

Given that this is Proclus’ most precise definition of what we are, it comes as a sur-
prise that his teachings on the transmigration of the soul should have received so little
attention.? The present study therefore proposes to take a step towards filling this unfor-
tunate gap in the scholarship by offering a synthesis of Proclus’ reflections on our soul
as a far-wanderer, followed by a brief discussion of how these reflections shaped his
understanding of the human condition.

' All translations are my own. This work has been supported by the Fonds de recherche du Québec—
Société et culture, as well as by a Marie-Curie postdoctoral fellowship, co-funded by the University
of Liege and the European Union. I should like to thank Marc-Antoine Gavray and the anonymous
referee for CQ for their helpful comments.

2 The so-called ‘immaculate souls’, which we shall discuss below, may be equally described as
such.

3 Especially in view of the current interest in Neoplatonic reflections on selfhood and subjectivity.
With the exception of J. Trouillard’s two late articles, ‘Proclos et la joie de quitter le ciel’, Diotima 11
(1983), 182-93, and ‘Métensomatose proclienne et eschatologie érigenienne’, Annales de [’Institut de
philosophie de I’Université de Bruxelles (1984), 87-99, there exist only passing treatments of Proclus’
reflections on transmigration in the context of broader surveys of transmigration amongst late antique
Platonists in general. For an example of such a survey, see H. Doérrie, ‘Kontroversen um die
Seelenwanderung im kaiserzeitlichen Platonismus’, Hermes 85 (1957), 414-35.
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1. SOURCES

Proclus’ theory of the transmigrating soul was, in his opinion, merely an exegesis and
collation of certain passages of Plato, principally the so-called ‘laws of Fate’ (7i. 41e—
42d) and the ‘decree of Adrasteia’ (Phdr. 248d-249b). Proclus attempted to harmonize
these two narratives not only with each other but also with the myths of the Republic,
Phaedo and Gorgias in order to arrive at a single description of our soul’s journey
through the cosmos. There is no evidence, however, that Proclus ever attempted to
present this description in a single subject-specific work along the lines of his
Platonic Theology. He seems to have rather discussed it piecemeal in his commentaries
on the dialogues and elsewhere. By offering a synthesis of these occasional discussions,
we are therefore attempting to do what Proclus himself perhaps never did (or at least
never got around to doing).

Of Proclus’ interpretations of the five key Platonic passages, we now possess only
those on the ‘laws of Fate’ and the myth of Er in a complete form. However, Proclus’
own attempts at harmonization over the course of these two discussions somewhat compen-
sate for what has been lost, as do two other extant works from Proclus’ intellectual milieu:
Hermias’ Scholia on Plato’s Phaedrus and Damascius’ commentaries on the Phaedo.

Hermias of Alexandria studied the Phaedrus alongside Proclus under the tutelage of
their master, Syrianus, and his Scholia on the dialogue preserve many of Syrianus’
explanations of the dialogue. Both students seem to have remained faithful to
Syrianus’ exegesis of the ‘decree of Adrasteia’, as what remains of Proclus’ interpretation
closely resembles what we find in Hermias. We may therefore look to the Scholia for
guidance, when the surviving Proclean interpretations of the ‘decree’ are wanting.

Besides the Scholia, the surviving lecture notes from Damascius’ lessons on the
Phaedo are also of use to us, since Damascius appears to have taught the dialogue
through a critical reading of Proclus’ lost commentary on the same work.* His lessons
are therefore replete with references to Proclus’ interpretation of the myth of the Phaedo.

2. TRANSMIGRATION AS AN ENDLESS CYCLE

Indian texts such as the Upanishads and the early Buddhist sutras are not alone in
portraying the cycle of transmigration as a negative state from which one must seek
ultimate release. Not only does Socrates speak in the Phaedo of ‘those sufficiently
purified by philosophy’ who ‘live altogether without bodies for all time to come’ (Phd.
114c2), but in the same dialogue and elsewhere he also mentions certain ‘incurable’
(&vaitiog) souls that are cast forever into Tartarus (Phd. 113e6; Grg. 525e¢5-6; Resp.
615d3). Despite their apparent clarity, Proclus and his successors demanded that these
passages be interpreted allegorically, as ‘it is impossible for any soul, either to remain
forever in the intelligible world ... or forever in Tartarus’ (Dam. In Phd. 1.492, 1.547-8).
Our soul, according to the members of the Neoplatonic School of Athens, undergoes an
endless and inescapable cycle of transmigration.

We find the earliest extant Neoplatonic argument in favour of an endless cycle of
transmigration in a short treatise written only half a century or so before Proclus’

4 This, at least, is the opinion of L.G. Westerink, The Greek Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo
(Amsterdam, Oxford and New York, 1976), 1.18.
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time. The author, a certain Salustius (or perhaps Sallustius), argues first that it is in the
soul’s nature to animate mortal bodies and second, assuming that both the cosmos and
the soul are eternal (as Salustius and his pagan successors indeed do), that a cycle of
transmigration from which one could escape would lead to a gradual emptying of the
world of generation (yéveoic) (De deis 20.3.1-6). Although otherwise heavily indebted
to the teachings of Iamblichus, Salustius here breaks with his famous predecessor,’
perhaps under the influence of Iamblichus’ great rival, Theodore of Asine.
Nevertheless, whatever its true origin, Proclus adopted this notion of transmigration
as an endless cycle and drew up the following argument in its defence.

Like all aspects of reality, Proclus holds that our soul exists according to the funda-
mental cycle of povi-npdodoc—Emiatpogn, of remaining, procession and reversion. In
the case of our soul, this means that it remains above the world of generation, proceeds
into it and reverts from it back to the world of Being. The soul’s immortality demands
that this cycle be either a single endless process or an endlessly repeating one, and
Proclus argues for the latter alternative. He reasons as follows: to say that a soul, having
hitherto been eternally transmigrating between mortal bodies, suddenly begins a
permanent existence in the world of Being, or vice-versa, would be to impose a temporal
limit on an eternal process. It is thus necessary that the cycle be repeated indefinitely, so
that, as Proclus (ET 206) writes,

TEPLOS0VG EKAGTNY TOETGOON AvOSWV TE €K THG YEVECSEMG KOl TV £1g YEVESY K0BOSwV, Kol
100710 GIOVGTOV E1VOIL S1L TOV GREPOV XPOVOV. EKAOTN GPO. WuXT UEPIKT KOTIEVOL TE €T
dnepov dVvarton kKot OviEval, Kol ToDT0 00 [T TOVGETOL TEPL ANAGOG TO TAONUA YIVOLEVOV.

each [particular] soul periodically ascends from the world of generation and descends into the
world of generation, and does so unceasingly because of the infinitude of time. Therefore, each
particular soul can descend and ascend an infinite number of times, and this condition will never
end for any such soul.

Proclus’ commitment to a system of perpetual transmigration and his conviction that this
was the position of Plato obliged him to engage in a certain amount of creative
interpretation. For example, he understood Socrates’ remarks concerning the souls
which supposedly remain forever in Tartarus to imply that they would remain there,
not for all eternity, but only for the remainder of the current ‘cosmic period’ (In R.
2.178.2-8). The same logic evidently holds for those passages where Socrates indicates
that certain souls may find ultimate release from the cycle of transmigration.

Proclus inherited the notion that the cosmos experiences a periodic drokatdoTOGLS OF
‘restoration’ from the Old Stoa via earlier Platonists such as Severus (fI. second century
C.E.), who read this idea into both the Timaeus and the myth of the Statesman.°
According to Proclus, not only does ‘every encosmic’ soul have its proper life periods
(nep1odo1g ... Lomng) and drmokataotdoels’ (ET 199), but so does the soul of the cosmos

% Tamblichus himself seems to have held that some form of release from the cycle of transmigration
was possible. See, inter alia, S. Gertz, Death and Immortality in Late Neoplatonism: Studies on the
Ancient Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo (Leiden and Boston, 2011), 187-8.

© On the origins of this idea, see E.R. Dodds, ITpdxiov Atoddyov Zroyeinotg Ookoyueh. Proclus:
The Elements of Theology. A Revised Text with Translation, Introduction and Commentary (Oxford,
1963%), 302-3; 1. Ramelli, The Christian Doctrine of Apokatastasis: A Critical Assessment from the
New Testament to Eriugena (Leiden, 2013), 7-10. On Severus specifically, see Procl. In Ti. 1.289.6.

7 That is, every soul that is permanently attached to a three-dimensional body (Procl. In Ti.
2.143.31-2; 3.252.24-5).
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itself. A ‘life period’ of the cosmic soul, a cosmic period, constitutes ‘the whole of time’ or
the full revolution of the fixed stars (/n 7i. 3.129.16-3.130.3). Our own ‘life period’, on the
other hand, refers to one of the ‘cycles of experience’® described in the Phaedrus, which
occurs over a discrete period of time, running from one ‘dnokardotocig back to the same
[point]’ (In Ti. 3.291.31-2) to another, and encompassing many terrestrial lives. This
anokotdotocts culminates in the vision of intelligibles described in the Phaedrus, the
apogee of the soul’s journey.

Over the course of ‘the whole of our [life] period’ (/n Crat. 86.23 [§152]), our soul
may therefore be said to lead various types of lives: the life beyond the world of
generation, the lives in terrestrial bodies and the lives between terrestrial incarnations.
What is more, our individual life period is also regulated by that of the cosmos itself,
for, as we shall discuss below, we may only experience one dmOKATAGTOGIS Per cosmic
period. Various durations are given for these periods, both ours and that of the cosmos,
in Plato’s texts, but Proclus regards them all as allegorical images rather than as concrete
calculable figures.®

3. THE JOURNEY OF THE SOUL

3.1 There Above

Our soul thus undergoes an infinite number of life periods, each of which begins well
beyond the sublunary world of generation. According to Proclus, the soul’s life at this
point is described allegorically not only in the Phaedrus, as the heavenly ride of the
psychic charioteers, but also in the Statesman, as the life in the ‘kingdom of Cronus’
(PIt. 269a7-8; Theo. Plat. 5.29.6-10). As an example of this allegory, we might take
the heavens of the Phaedrus, which are not, Proclus contends, the visible heavens
that they appear to be, but the intelligible heavens (Theo. Plat. 4.18.23-4.22.8).
When our soul is said to ‘traverse the heavens’ (Phdr. 246¢1-2; Theo. Plat. 4.19.16)
or when the divine souls are said to ‘stand upon the vault of heaven, and ... are carried
round by its revolution” (Phdr. 247b8—cl; Theo. Plat. 4.20.18-19), we must therefore
understand not a physical journey but an intellective one during which the souls
contemplate ever more universal orders of intelligibles.'® Therefore, even when living
the ‘most blessed’ life there above (Phdr. 250cl), contemplating the intelligibles and
participating in the divine governance of the cosmos (Procl. De mal. sub. [Strobel]
23.13-14),'! the soul still exists within the cosmos,'? undoubtedly in the upper reaches
of the heavens.

Although the souls in the kingdom of Cronus are said to be ‘naked’ (Plz. 272a5), this
does not, in Proclus’ opinion, imply that they are disembodied. They are rather, one

8 Dodds (n. 6), 302.

° See, inter alia, Procl. In R. 2.169.27-2.171.6; In Ti. 3.129.16-3.130.3; 3.290.12-17.

19 As described in Book 4 of his Platonic Theology, Proclus understands each of the ‘places’
through which the souls pass in the palinode to symbolize a different order of intelligibles.

1 On the governance of the cosmos, see, inter alia, Procl. In Alc. 149.1-8. Proclus is drawing, of
course, on Phdr. 246e4—6.

'2 In keeping with his allegorical reading of the palinode, Proclus holds that the soul does not
actually stick its ‘head’ outside of the cosmos (Phdr. 248a1-5), but that this is an image which is
meant to convey that the soul is linked to something which transcends the cosmos within itself, i.e.
an intellect. See Procl. In Ti. 2.105.30-2.
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might say, minimally embodied. Proclus holds that a soul, by its very essence, perpetually
animates a body (ET 196, page 171, lines 20-2). Therefore, even beyond the world of
generation, an encosmic soul, whether divine, daemonic or human, animates a body
which is congenital to it, coeternal and composed of light, to which Proclus refers as the
soul’s ‘astral’ or ‘luminous’ vehicle.!3

Proclus takes the chariot of the Phaedrus to be an image of this astral vehicle (In Ti.
3.268.5-8), and, in keeping with Plato’s description, holds that this vehicle contains two
powers, symbolized by the chariot’s two horses:!* one rational, which ‘leads it from
generation to Being’ (3.296.19-22), and the other irrational, which leads the soul towards
generation. This irrational part is elsewhere referred to by Proclus as the ‘summits of the
irrational life’ (3.236.32; 3.238.30-1; 3.284.24-7). These ‘summits’, ‘the enduring
roots’!3 of the irrational powers of the soul, such as sensation and desire, are the sources
of the irrational powers native to our lower mortal bodies (3.237.24-31).1¢ While the
power of the divine and daemonic souls leaves them unaffected by these summits
(3.237.11-14), we are not impervious to their ‘influence (ponn)’ (3.237.8). Proclus’ choice
of words is revealing, for, in its most concrete sense, porn refers to the weight placed in a
scale pan. We can therefore imagine these summits as what tips the scales of our choice in
favour of a return to the world of generation, an idea to which we will return below.

Mounted on its astral vehicle, our soul lives ‘there above’ (€kel) amongst the train of
its ‘leader-god’ (3.263.28), a divine soul. Proclus maintains that it is to this divine leader
that Plato refers as our ‘kindred star’ in the 7Timaeus (42b4-5), and that is depicted in the
Phaedrus as one of the ‘army of gods’ (Phdr. 246¢7), who follow the twelve divine
charioteers through the heavens (/n Ti. 3.264.3—13). Our divine leader is a ‘star’ in so
far as behind all celestial bodies, including the Earth and the Moon, there is a divine
soul and its astral body, some of which reveal themselves to us as the fixed stars
(3.264.19-3.265.12; 3.308.7-17). One may therefore belong to the company of the
divine soul of the Earth, but, while we are beyond the world of generation, we are in
the company of the god’s astral body rather than of its material body (3.309.8-10).17

In accordance with the Phaedrus (252c3—el), Proclus holds that the divine soul’s
attendants all share in their leader’s ‘form (gi8oc) and character (yopoxtip) (In
Ti. 3.262.6-3.263.5; 3.305.4-11), as well as in what we might call its gender
(3.283.11-20). For example, those of the train of Zeus are male, of Aphrodite female,
and of Hermes ‘male-female (&ppevobnivv)’ (1.46.21-2). The attendants of each
particular god also differ amongst themselves by the degree to which each participates
in the several powers of its divine leader (3.262.26-30; 3.279.11-24). For example, an
attendant of Helios may participate in the god’s healing power more so than it does the
god’s prophetic, demiurgic or elevating powers (3.262.26-8).

Hermias (In Phdr. 197.15-18) writes on this subject that

'3 On this body, see, inter alia, ET207-9; In Ti. 3.236.31-3.238.26; 3.298.12-3.299.9; Dodds (n. 6),
320-1; M. Griffin, ‘Proclus on place as the luminous vehicle of the soul’, Dionysius 30 (2012), 161-86;
J. Opsomer, ‘Was sind irrationale Seelen?’, in M. Perkams and R.M. Piccione (edd.), Proklos: Methode,
Seelenlehre, Metaphysik (Leiden, 2006), 136-66.

14 As well as by the periods of the ‘Same’ and the ‘Different’ that are said to reside in the soul at PI.
Ti. 42c. See Procl. In Ti. 3.296.19-25.

!5 Dodds (n. 6), 320.

16 On this subject, see Opsomer (n. 13), 152-61.

'7 On this subject, see A. Lernould, Physique et théologie: lecture du Timée de Platon par Proclus
(Villeneuve d’Ascq, 2001), 59 n. 68, 60 n. 75.
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Koo TV 1810t 100 oikeiov B0 kol TOV Epduevoy kol T Emtndevpoto kol T 0N Kol
oVt EKAEYOVTOL, KO TEAOG 0DTOTG TO TOV OIKETOV EMLYVAVOL BEOV KOl KOTOL TNV 01KEOTNTAL
010D TG €KAOYOG TOlETGBOIL.

it is according to the specific character of their proper god that the [souls’] beloved, [their]
occupations, [their] manners and all else are chosen, and that the souls’ goal is to recognize
their proper god and to make their choices in accordance with their connexion to him.

Though Proclus nowhere says so much, it is reasonable to assume that he held the form,
character and gender of a soul to weigh upon its choices. It is also reasonable to assume
that he understood the injunction from the Theaetetus (176a9-bl) to assimilate
ourselves to god to mean, at least in part, that we must discover our god and our divine
power and attempt to live in accordance with these. ‘All souls’, as Proclus writes, ‘are
undoubtedly children of the gods, but not all have recognized their god; those, however,
that have recognized their god and have chosen a life which resembles them are called
children of the gods’ (/n Ti. 3.159.29-31).

Yet, choosing a life in accord with the power of our divine leader in which we most
share is not the only—nor even the primary—way to assimilate ourselves to the divine.
There is, more importantly, our choice of the way in which we will lead this or any life
(3.279.20-1). For example, two souls belonging to the same god and partaking to the
greatest extent of the same divine power may choose to lead the same type of life,
and yet one may live it well and the other ill (3.279.23-4). Although Proclus does
not elaborate on the cause of this difference, Hermias may again be of some assistance.

Every god, according to Hermias, bestows his gifts upon the members of his com-
pany, gifts which the recipients may use either well or ill (/n Phdr. 197.31-198.18).
Ares, for example, is ‘a friend of division’ and all which belongs to him is ‘excited,
in motion and unstable’ (197.28-9). These characteristics are partaken of in different
ways by different souls of that god’s company. For instance, a lover of the company
of Ares with a base disposition (€€1g) tends to become jealous and vengeful (Phdr.
252¢5-d1), while another with a virtuous disposition will become a philosophical
lover whose spontaneity and forcefulness help his beloved break away from the material
world when the moment is right.

Thus, we see that living a life well or ill is not simply a matter of having chosen
appropriately but of possessing a good disposition, one which allows us to manifest
our god’s particular gifts in the best possible way in any given life. Controlling one’s
disposition is, of course, the object of philosophy, which remains the primary form of
assimilation to the divine for the members of the School of Athens.!®

3.2 Descent

If the soul leads such an ‘easy existence’ (In R. 2.350.2) there above, why then should it
descend into generation? This was a vexed question within the Platonic tradition, as the
dialogues are not unanimous as to whether the descent of the soul is a necessity or a
choice, or even whether it is harmful or beneficial for the soul. While many
Platonists chose to defend one or the other of these perspectives,!® some, such as

'8 On the definition of philosophy in general for the members of the School of Athens as an assimi-
lation to the divine, see, inter alia, Amm. In Porph. Isag. 4.5-14.

19 A doxography may be found at Tamblichus, De anima 375.5-16. See also A.-J. Festugiére, La
révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste (Paris, 1986), 3.69-96.
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Proclus, saw them as complementary rather than as contradictory. ‘The soul’, as he puts
it, ‘goes into generation for all sorts of reasons’ (2.158.18).

3.2.1 The Necessity of Descent

The soul not only can but also must descend at least once during each cosmic period (/n
Ti. 3.278.25-6). This descent is necessary both for the cosmos and for the soul itself. As
we learn in the Timaeus, the assimilation of the cosmos to its intelligible model requires
that the former be populated ‘by the entire range of living beings’ (7i. 39e4-5). The
descent of the soul is therefore necessary for ‘the perfection of the cosmos’ (In Ti.
3.324.15). To ensure this perfection, the cosmic body, like a human body, acts upon
all things within itself, compelling them to move to their proper place (In R.
2.258.10-2.259.22). The soul is therefore impelled downwards so that it may exercise
its natural activity of animating a body in generation.

Aside from its cosmic necessity, our descent into a material body is also necessary
for our own perfection, in so far as it allows us to imitate an aspect of the divine activity
that we could not imitate while there above. Regarding this imitation of divine activity,
Proclus (In Ti. 3.324.6-14) tells us that,

Surtiig Yop obong T Belog TEAEIOTTOG, THG UEV VOEPDGS, THG O€ TPOVONTIKTG, KOl THg LEV €V
GTAOEL, TG 8’ €V KIVIGEL, TO HEV LOVILOV 0LDTAOV KO TO VOEPOV KOl TO BkAVES dmelkovileTon
S0 Thg Bewplog, TO d€ TPOVONTIKOV KOl TO KyNTIKOV S10 TG YEVESL0UpYoD Lwig. kot domep
1 vonolg o pepikn €otv, obtm Kkod 1 Tpdvola peptkh, UePLKN 8¢ ovoo mepi odua
Srotpifet pepikodv.

as the divine perfection is of two sorts, the one intellective, the other providential, [the soul]
reproduces by contemplation that which in them is steadfast, intellective and undeviating,
while it reproduces by its life in generation that which is providential and mobile in them.
And just as the intellection of the souls is particular, so too is their providence particular,
and, being particular, it takes care of a particular body.

Only in the world of generation, therefore, can we exercise the special type of
providence that is all our own, namely, caring for our material body.

3.2.2 The Choice of Descent

Although descent is necessary, no soul is simply dragged down into generation against
its will, for this would violate our basic self-determination (avte€ovotov). Our descent
must therefore be as much freely chosen as it is necessary (3.280.13—16). Proclus holds
that this choice is apparent even in the opening lines of the ‘decree of Adrasteia’ (Pl
Phdr. 248c3-8):

nng AV \uuxn O cmvomxSog yevouévn kotidn T tdv dAnbdv, HEXPL TE ThG £1épag TeEPLOS0V
elvou omnuovoc KOV el 10010 dvvnton molely, del aPrafn eivor 6tav 8¢ dduvortnooco
émonécbot un 1dn, kol TVt cuvtuyle xpnoopévn ANBng 1€ kol Kokiog mTAncHeloo
Bapuvoi, Bapuvbeico 8¢ mrepoppunot T Kol €nt THY YRV TEoT ...

every soul, which, while in the company of a god, has seen any of the truths, is free from harm
until the next period, and, if it can always do this, it is always unharmed; but when, through
inability to follow as it should, it fails to see, and through some mischance, having been filled
with forgetfulness and evil, it grows heavy, and having grown heavy, it loses its wings and falls
to the earth ...
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According to Proclus, this decree ‘applies to all the genera of souls’ (Theo. Plat.
4.53.11-12). Its first clause, however, marks the distinction between particular and
‘universal’ (6Akoid) souls (that is, divine and daemonic souls), for only the latter can
forever contemplate the intelligibles and therefore remain ‘always unharmed’. Our
contemplation, by contrast, is transient; therefore, in accordance with the decree’s
second clause, we must inevitably descend.

This descent, however, does not happen ‘simply ... and suddenly’ (In Ti. 3.349.7). In
the Phaedrus, Socrates mentions three sets of human souls, namely, those with a clear
view of the intelligibles, those with a periodic or partial view, and those with no view at
all (Phdr. 248al-bl). Proclus understands these to be three different states through
which the soul gradually passes (/n Ti. 3.348.30-3.349.9). The soul begins each life
period with a clear view, which will later dwindle to a partial view and, finally, to no
view at all. Once the soul has arrived at this third state, it simply ‘follows the
gods by habit’ (3.349.7). The causal sequence behind this gradual passage from
contemplation to non-contemplation, mentioned with the utmost brevity in the
Phaedrus, is carefully worked out by Hermias (In Phdr. 170.27-171.8):

nTPpOTOV 0VV 1} Aduvopio 100 cuvénesBon tolg dmadolg TV Bedv- devtepov 1O U duvnBfvor
oOTv 18€lv 1L 1OV vomt@v: tpitov kol 7 ocuvvtuylos abtn 8¢ €otv i doudvev Tvedv
GUVAVTNOLG KOKOTOW®MY, OG 10 €ikdg Omootdon yop TOV Onod®dv Oedv mepurintet
Soipooty, ol kol tog €mbupiog o0Thg ToG Tepl My yéveowv £€dmtovctv: Gdomep &M Kol
évtodfa. Opduev, €v 6cw pev ocuvénetod Tig 1@ SidookOr® (Zwkpdtel @épe 1| FAA®
XPNOTD NSOCKAAM) KOGUIOG T KOl EMEIKTNG YiveTon Kol LETOAOUPAVEL OyolBoD TvOg: €0V
8¢ dmooth 100 S1800KAAOV, TEPLTLYYEVEL AKOAAOTOG KOl AvoudEoty avBpmmols, ol ovTov
€ml 106 evovtiog €yeipovoty €mbupiog. TETapTov oitiov 1 ANON TAVTOY TV vonTtdv Kod 1
oOTNG £TEPOTOL0G KoL YEVESI0UPYOG dUvoptg Bopuvopévn Aomov kol TANBoveo pev 10D
TG ANONG ToOUTOG Kol o0 TAV THG YEVESEWS deo®Y, Tomootdong 8¢ Kol movteAng Anon
TV VONnTOVY.

the first [cause] is the inability to accompany the attendants of the gods; the second is for the
soul to be unable to see something of the intelligibles; and a mischance is third; this is an
encounter with certain maleficent daemons, as might be expected; for having departed from
those accompanying the gods, [the soul] falls in with daemons who kindle in it the desires
concerning the world of generation; just as we observe here below, in so far as a certain
[student] follows his teacher (such as Socrates or another good teacher), he becomes both
well behaved and reasonable and partakes of a certain good; but should he depart from the
teacher, he falls in with undisciplined and shameless men, who rouse him to the opposite
desires. Oblivion of all the intelligibles is the fourth cause and the differentiating and
generation-centred power of this forgetfulness having weighed it down, it is then filled with
the river of forgetfulness and what belongs to the shackles of becoming, and, having been
left [that world] behind, it undergoes a complete oblivion of the intelligibles.

Hermias’ interpretation of the Phaedrus passage corresponds to certain descriptions that
Proclus gives of our soul’s descent (for example, De mal. sub. [Strobel] 23.14-21). And
while the latter also speaks of us as the first beings to suffer from the ‘influence’ (pomn),
the ‘downward inclination’ (vedo1g) or the ‘recklessness’ (toAuc), and the ‘shedding of
the wings’ (ttepoppinoic) (In Ti. 1.52.23; 3.255.29-30; 3.258.19), these two sequences
are easily reconciled.

Our soul’s turn from the intelligibles begins with what Hermias calls its ‘inability’ to
remain forever in the company of its god. While the celestial gods and daemons, as we
have said, maintain a perpetual mastery over the irrational aspect of their astral vehicles,
we cannot. We are, by nature, unable perpetually to contemplate the intelligibles, and
are therefore susceptible to the aforementioned ‘influence’ of the summits of the
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irrational life on the soul. It is through this influence, as Proclus describes here in his
explanation of the ‘gladness’ of the souls arriving in the ‘meadow’ (Aewdv)>®
(PL. Resp. 614¢2), that the soul ‘grows weary of the life there above’ (Procl. In R.
2.159.21-2.160.11):

Kol HEV 31 KoL T0 AOUEVMS EKOTEPOS EIG TOV AEUMVO, APIKVETSBOL Kol TO €K TOAANG Tvog
oOtig Topeiog @aivesBor fikely dnAol Ty [1e] TEPL TV YEVEGIV AUPOTEP®V PILOPPOCHVIV.
el yap 0 }\smﬁov dpxh g ysvécsd)g €01V, 0l € GOUEVOL TOV AEWAVO KOTOAOUBAVOLGLY,
(p(xvspov 6 ozp(porspou mv yevsmv npoeupouvroa Kol usrexew seskoucn Mg €vOAoL
wvmg Cofg moAAN yocp €0tV €v wum n svspysta T0iG ovpomoug ovv Kod Toig xeovtmg

N petoPoin tig Lofig dopévn €otl, Kopovoog v Tolg TPoTEPOLG Evepyeions, Toig UEV YE
silc()r(og, év r?mnocesioug oi')coug, Toig 8¢, €i kol €v si)noceeioug, AN (’xnoxomm’)coug Kol
TpOg EKElVV TV C_,u)nv 00 yocp Shoug sowroag svnpyouv OALO. HOVD T® usvsw Gve
SUvocusvo) Képo 0OV adTdV copsyero mg év oupocvco C(ong, 10 8¢ lowdv, dcov eiyev
€kdotn g @uhoyevécens Lmifg, €Kel eV Avevépyntov Uévov, £@léuevov 3¢ €vepynoa,
Kképvew €noiel kol doBevelv Ty SANV KoTd T 0VTHG WYV Kol KGuvovsay diddvor ko
@ oLlovtl xdpov Kol di8obooy douevilely TOv ASudvo PO OUUATOV 0T TOL0VVTOL
™V YEVEGLY.

‘gladness’ signifies the affection of both groups of souls [that is, those arriving from the heavens
and those arriving from Hades] for generation. For if the meadow is indeed the source of
generation, and if they come upon the meadow with ‘gladness’, it is clear that both groups
have a strong desire for generation and that they wish to participate in this material life: for
there is much activity in this place. Therefore, for the celestial souls, just as for the chthonic
souls, the change of life is gladdening, as they are tired of their former activities, some indeed
with good reason, as they endured much hardship, while some, even if they existed in a state of
ease, nevertheless grew weary of the life there above. For they could not act with their entire self
but only with that part of themselves able to remain above. It was therefore their head that
yearned for the life in the heavens, while the rest, all that which each soul has of the life
which loves generation, remaining inactive there above, and desiring to act, produced a
weariness in the entire soul and weakened it with regard to a certain part of itself, and, having
thus wearied it, it gave way to that which throbbed within it, and, having given way, it gladly
arrived at the meadow, which placed before its eyes the prospect of generation.

According to the ‘decree of Adrasteia’, those souls that have contemplated the
intelligibles, that is, those that have achieved their aroxotdotoctg during this cosmic
period, will remain above with the celestial gods for the remainder of the current period.
To ensure this, certain beneficent daemons will help them keep their place (In R.
2.187.23-4; In Phdr. 170.16-17). By the same law, however, those who have grown
weary of contemplation and have turned their attention away from the intelligibles
must descend, and this is ensured by certain maleficent daemons with which these
souls have the ‘mischance’ to meet (In R. 2.187.25-8; De mal. sub. [Strobel]
23.25-7).21

Thus far, there seems to be very little that is freely chosen about our descent into
generation. Yet, Proclus will insist that this natural process is consummated by the
soul’s choice of generation over Being. Indeed, the maleficent daemons do not drag
the soul down, but instead offer a glimpse of earthly delights sufficient to persuade
those loitering above by force of habit alone to descend. This choice of a ‘licentious
fantasy’ (dxorootov @ovtooiov) (In Ti. 3.334.5) over true reality constitutes the

20 On the location of this ‘meadow’, see below.

21 These daemons are, of course, not maleficent per se but only relative to certain particular souls.
From a cosmic perspective, they simply enforce the ‘decree of Adrasteia’ by tempting those souls unfit
to stay above into generation. See Procl. De mal. sub. [Strobel] 17.10-23.
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soul’s choice to descend, which is variously qualified by Proclus as a ‘downward
inclination’, ‘recklessness’, or, simply, an ‘error’ (3.334.4). Once it has been made,
there follows ‘the oblivion of the divine things which results in the loss of our
wings, the fall and the association with perishable bodies’ (3.343.4-10).

Having made its choice, the soul gravitates from the outer rim of the cosmos towards
the sublunary world of generation. It descends from the sphere of the fixed stars through
those of the five planets, gradually gaining more and more affinity with our world
(1.147.29-1.148.16). While Saturn (Cronus) still represents the intellective life, when
passing through Jupiter it ‘descends into the concept (€vvown) of a political life’
(1.148.1-2). With Mars it experiences the first traces of Bvudg and the love of honour,
with Venus €mBvuio and, finally, with Mercury ‘it projects the Adyor’, through which
‘it is bound to the body’ (1.148.4-7).

Eager to enjoy the world of generation, the descending soul takes to its new material
body with gusto and makes a fast friend of its ‘image’ therein, the irrational soul
(3.324.27-30). Yet, no sooner has it entered a body than it is overcome by a terrible
tumult of sensations, passions, pains and false opinions.?? Incarnation will not be the
wholly pleasant experience that it had imagined.

3.2.3 The Immaculate Souls

Not all souls who descend, however, do so because of a bad choice. In the myth of Er
the souls are said not only to arrive ‘gladly’ in the meadow after their celestial or
chthonic journeys but indeed with the glee of those arriving at a ‘festival’ (Pl. Resp.
614e3). Proclus, making use of a well-established Pythagorean metaphor, explains
that Plato chose this word because souls descend into generation for as many reasons
as people go to a festival (Procl. /n R. 2.158.18-2.159.2):

€ig YOp TNV YEVESY TOVTOdOmOl Wuyol QEpovTal, Kol ol peEv B€og €veko OV THoE Kol
iotoplog dg &v taig movnydpesty, oig ko 1 k&Bodog dverayOig, oi 8¢ Eumopevcdueval T
TV yeEVESEL KOONKOVTOV Kol Gmodwoduevol Tt tdv olkeimv (ol 8 Kol cuvierovow €ig
v edyoviov t@v &vodwv), ol 8¢ olov @vnoduevoi T TV Gmd ThHg Yevécewg Koi
TPOANYOUEVOL TTETPOV TV YEVEGLOVPYDV TalBAV, ol 8¢ GALO TL TPOCEOIKOG £YOVCHL TOIG
elg 10g movnyvpelg dpucvouuévolg oi uév olov eig Gvectv S10r 10 memoficBon mOAATY
nopeloy kol kdépotov fikovoon, ol 8& St T0UT0 GPIKVOVUEVOL, GG TOVG EPOPOVG
gxpeMEmvton TG YEVEGE®WS, DOTEP EKEL TIVES, VOl TOVG THG TOVNYVPENS BEponetomoty:

some souls come to see the things here below and to enquire about them, as one does at a
festival: for these souls the descent is not at all burdensome. Others to import some of things
befitting the world of generation and to ‘sell” what belongs to them: these souls contribute to
the fruitfulness of material beings. Others to ‘buy’ some of the things from the world of
generation and to gain a preconception of the experience of the passions incident to generation.
Others because they have some other resemblance to those who come to a festival: some come
to relax, for they have made a long journey and are weary, while others come for the following
reason, namely, to appease the gods who watch over generation, just as certain people go to
festivals here in order to pay court to those men who run the festival.

We have discussed how our souls may be said to descend through weariness of the
celestial life or in order to appease the gods by perfecting the cosmos. In this extended
metaphor, however, we find that there are also souls who choose to descend in order to
help others, to learn about the passions or simply to observe the pageant of earthly

22 On the troubles associated with incarnation, see 7i. 43a6-44b1; In Ti. 3.323.14-3.348.20.
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existence. These souls, although they may inhabit human bodies, differ from us in that
their descent into generation, while cutting short their contemplative activity, does not
affect their contemplative disposition (De mal. sub. [Strobel] 21.15-18). They therefore
descend into generation ‘immaculately’ (&ypdvtog) (In Ti. 3.259.18), untroubled by the
tumult that overtakes our souls (De mal. sub. [Strobel] 21.18-19), and Proclus refers to
them simply as the ‘immaculate’ (dypdvtoug) souls (21.19). These souls have lived
amongst us in the guise of such heroic figures as Orpheus, Pythagoras, Heracles,
Asclepius and others (/n Crat. 38.11-14 [§81]), all of whom descended in their time
‘for the benefit of the places here below’ (De mal. sub. [Strobel] 21.7-12).

The immaculate souls have been compared to ‘bodhisattvas’,?? spiritually advanced
human beings who choose to be reborn here below for the benefit of others. This
analogy, however, is false. While they, like us, are particular souls (/n Ti. 3.278.11)
that inhabit human bodies and have Adyog as their principal cognitive faculty, they
are nevertheless distinct from us with regard to transmigration. They too are subject to
the second clause of the decree of Adrasteia and must therefore descend at least once
per cosmic period (In Ti. 3.278.13-15).2* Yet, they descend not out of ignorance but
knowingly and with the blessings of their superiors (De mal. sub. [Strobel] 21.11-12).
They are therefore not a group of former far-wandering souls but a distinct intermediary
order of souls between those that remain forever above and those that wander at length
through the world of generation (/n R. 2.332.4-12).

3.3 The ‘First Birth’

The soul’s initial descent during a given life period, which Proclus takes to be the ‘first
birth’ (yéveoig npd) mentioned in the Timaeus (Pl. Ti. 41e3; Procl. In Ti. 3.277.31-
3.279.2), is the only descent common to both the immaculate and the far-wandering
souls (3.277.4-6). The immaculate souls, because of the faultless lives they lead here
below, need not descend more than once during a cosmic period, while we, on the
other hand, will inevitably lead several terrestrial lives.

The soul first descends, according to the Timaeus, into one of ‘the most god-fearing of
living beings’ (42al). This, for Proclus, designates ‘all the living beings able to participate
in intellect and to turn towards the gods’ (/n Ti. 3.280.30-1), which includes not only
what we commonly think of as human beings but also other rational beings inhabiting
other parts of the Earth (which we shall discuss below). As Proclus understands the
Earth to be the “True Earth’ described in the Phaedo (Pl. Phd. 108¢5-8; Procl. In Ti.
1.180.25-1.181.28), he considers there to be at least® three earthly abodes for the
human soul: 1) the land masses within the Earth’s surface craters, 2) the heights of the
true surface of the Earth and 3) the subterranean world.

2 e.g. 1. Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis in Platonis dialogos commentariorum fragmenta (Leiden,
1973), 243.

24 This passage, however, which states that the immaculate souls, like us, must descend once per
cosmic period, is seemingly contradicted at /n Crat. 69.1 [§117], where it is said that these souls
‘pass many periods there [i.e. outside of the world of generation]’. Barring an error on Proclus’ part
or a shift in his teachings, this may simply be a mistake on the part of the reportator or the excerptor
of the In Crat.

25 We say ‘at least’, as Damascius, who is drawing on Proclus’ lost commentary on the Phaedo,
mentions that there are also human souls inhabiting ‘the bottom of the sea’ (In Phd. 1.552.10-11).
Proclus’ passing mention of rational beings ‘in the other elements’ (/n 7i. 3.280.23, 3.230.15-16)
does not exclude this possibility.
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On the Earth’s true surface live rational beings ‘more divine’ and ‘longer-lived’ than
humans, yet still mortal (3.280.23-34).2¢ The body of these beings is what Proclus calls
the soul’s ‘pneumatic vehicle’, a material body which all souls take on upon entering
into generation. This body, as E.R. Dodds summarizes, ‘consists of successive layers
of the four elements, which are successively attached to the immortal vehicle in the
course of the soul’s descent and discarded in reverse order during the ascent’.?” It is
the seat of the ‘irrational life’ of the soul and it accompanies us so long as we inhabit
the world of generation. It is only with the soul’s dnokardotacig and its return to the
life of celestial contemplation that the pneumatic vehicle finally disintegrates back into
its constituent elements.?8

When inhabiting what we commonly think of as a terrestrial being (that is, a being
living within one of the Earth’s craters), in addition to its astral and pneumatic vehicles,
the soul takes on what Platonists called our ‘oyster-like’ (0otpé€ivoc) body.>® Should a
soul enter into such a body on its first descent, it must, according to the Timaeus, first
enter into the body of a man. Proclus, however, as we shall discuss below, found here
some interpretative latitude and believed that we might equally enter into the body of a
man or into that of a woman.

The type of existence of this first terrestrial body is determined, as per the ‘decree of
Adrasteia’, by the extent of the soul’s vision of the intelligibles (Phdr. 248c9—e4).
Although Proclus’ interpretation of this passage has been lost, what little remains
seems to suggest that he, like Hermias, attempted to harmonize it with the myth of
Er.3 Hermias holds that the soul receives one of the nine ‘types of existence’ (Biov)
proposed in the Phaedrus like it receives its lot in the myth of Er. As all of these,
save the worst, contain more than one possibility, the soul then makes a choice. He
tells us further that the nine types of existence have nothing to envy the seemingly
limitless existences of the myth of Er, as they effectively cover ‘all of the plane of
life’ (In Phdr. 172.9-10). He also, despite Phaedrus’ silence on the subject, believes
that we may reasonably divine the extent of the vision of the intelligible world necessary
for each type of existence (173.32-174.24).

In order to obtain the first and highest type of existence, that of a philosopher or a
lover of beauty or a follower of the Muses and of love, one must have contemplated
the intelligible form of the Beautiful, of Wisdom or of the Good. To enter into one
of the royal existences, one must have contemplated all the genera of being, while
the political or acquisitive existence requires only a partial contemplation of these
genera. The fourth type of existence, that concerned with strengthening or healing the
body, is brought about by the contemplation of the form of Health or the form of
Body, while the priestly or prophetic life demands that one have contemplated the
elevating gods. The last four types of existence depend on the contemplation of the
forms of Similarity and Dissimilarity, the mimetic and manual types of existence

26 Proclus (In Ti. 3.309.25-30) takes Pl. Phd. 111a5-6 to refer to such beings.

27 Dodds (n. 6), 307. The Platonic inspiration for the idea that the soul entering generation should
accumulate a series of elemental ‘tunics’, as Proclus calls them (ET 209), is found at Pl. 7i. 42¢c—d.

28 On the pneumatic vehicle, see, inter alia, Procl. In Ti. 3.235.9-3.238.23, 3.297-8; ET 207-9;
Dodds (n. 6), 319-21; Opsomer (n. 13), 140-1.

%% In reference to Pl. Phdr. 250c6. See, inter alia, Procl. In R. 1.119.14.

30 An indication that Proclus attempted this sort of harmonization as well is to be found at De mal.
sub. (Strobel) 24.11-13, where he says that souls, during their initial descent, stop in the ‘meadow’
mentioned in the myth of Er and even pass under ‘the throne of Necessity’ (Pl. Resp. 621al).
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depending on Similarity, and the sophistical and tyrannical types of existence depending
on Dissimilarity.

3.4 Between Lives

Upon the end of'its first terrestrial life, the soul begins what Proclus calls the ‘intermediary
period between lives’ (ueta&b v Biov) (In Ti. 3.300.10-11). At the beginning of this
intermediary period, it ascends into the sky, all the way to the lowest part of the ethereal
sphere just below the moon. Proclus understands this to be at once the ‘meeting of three
roads’ (tpiodog) in the ‘meadow’ (Aewwav) of the Gorgias (524a2), as well as the ‘meadow’
and the ‘daemonic place’ (t0mog doupdviog) (Resp. 614¢2) of the myth of Er (In
R. 2.132.20-2.133.25; 2.157.19-22). Here a series of judges, both daemonic and divine
(2.134.24-2.135.12), including the three judges mentioned in the Gorgias, assign the
souls to one of three different journeys based upon the justice of their mortal lives
(2.145.2-15).31

To live justly for a particular soul consists in avtonpayio (that is, doing what befits
it) and in living according to its ontological rank (t&&ic), while injustice consists in
arotpromparyio (that is, doing what befits other, lesser, beings) and living in disaccord
with its ontological rank (2.146.21-3). Those souls that have lived justly are therefore
assigned a celestial journey, while those that have lived unjustly are assigned a chthonic
journey. Those who fall somewhere in between, however, embark immediately upon
another terrestrial existence (2.133.32).

3.4.1 A First Ascent
For our soul, as Proclus (In Ti. 3.292.3-9) tells us,

UETPOL YOp €0tV €0d0oviaG: Kol Sutth 1 6ivodog, | LEV Gvidvimy, 1) 8 dveAnluBdtov. dote
Kol TNV €15 10 oUVVOUOV BOTPOV GPLKOUEVNV dUVOTOV T TOAg TEPIKOOUIOS SuvapEeEst
ouvtdttecBor 100 oPeTEPOV B0V N Kol AvOTEp® YOPely. €1 8¢ példol mpog 0T TO
vonTov avadpapelodor, delton Thg TPLoYIMETOVS TePLOdov: St yop todng M GikpoTdn
TTEPWOLC.

there are degrees of happiness, and there are two types of ascent: there is, on the one hand, that
of the ascending souls, while, on the other, there is that of the returning souls. So, even for the
soul that has arrived at its kindred star, there is the possibility of either coordinating themselves
with the pericosmic powers of its proper gods, or ascending even more highly. And if the soul
wishes to elevate itself to the intelligible itself, it requires a period of three-thousand years: for it
is after this that the highest plumage grows.

The first of the two types of ascent mentioned here is described in the Timaeus (42b3—-4)
as the ‘return to the soul’s kindred star’ and in the Republic (614c5-6) as the soul’s jour-
ney ‘through the heavens’ (Procl. In Ti. 3.291.23-30). This journey is the privilege of
both those souls that have led a philosophical life ‘honestly’ (&86Awc) (Phdr. 249al)
here below and those that, having been born into favourable circumstances, practised
virtue simply by habit rather than by choice (Procl. In R. 2.131.1-2; 2.161.3-6; In Ti.
3.291.27-30).

31 On Proclus’ assimilation of the judgment scenes from the myth of Er and the Gorgias, see
J. Finamore, ‘What the Hades? Iamblichus and Proclus on judges and judgment in the afterlife’,
Mediterranean Perspectives: Philosophy, Literature, and History 1 (1998), 45-59, at 50-2.
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The souls embarking on this journey leave their pneumatic vehicles behind in the
sublunary world and, mounted upon their astral vehicles alone (In R. 2.162-3), coord-
inate themselves with the ‘pericosmic powers’ of their divine leader. In the company of
their ‘star’, these souls are treated to a vision of the heavens in all their glory (In R.
2.167.18-22) and, at the end of this journey, they descend back into generation.
Despite having been cast off, the pneumatic vehicles remain intact and circle about
the sublunary sphere awaiting the return of their pilots, who have yet to free themselves
entirely from the irrational life that this vehicle represents (2.300.18-19).

3.4.2 Nekyia

Unlike the celestial journey, the soul embarks upon its chthonic journey still clad in its
pneumatic body (In Ti. 3.235.11-3.236.6), which has become ‘heavy and earthy’ (/n R.
1.121.17) with accretions of the lower elements. Both body and soul must therefore be
purified by a passage through one of the three realms mentioned in the Gorgias, the
Phaedo and the Republic: the Plutonian Isles of the Blessed, Hades, also called the
‘place of purification’, and Tartarus, also referred to as the ‘prison of retribution’ (In
R. 2.140.19-20).

With the loss of Proclus’ commentary on the Gorgias, the exact role of the Plutonian
Isles of the Blessed in the soul’s purification remains uncertain. The roles of Hades and
of Tartarus, however, are somewhat clearer. Following the distinction established in
the Gorgias (525b3-5; In R. 2.184.14-19) between the souls ‘paying justice’ in the
underworld and the souls ‘suffering retribution’, Proclus distinguishes between Hades
and its various rivers as a chthonic purgatory and Tartarus as a place of exemplary
punishments. In both realms, the soul is chastised by daemons who exemplify the
same passions by which the soul allowed itself to be ruled: émbupia, Buudg or perverted
opinions (Stootpooi doyxol) (In R. 2.147.13-18). As Proclus contends, ‘it is only when
we are suffering under these passions that we grow to hate them, and not when we are
acting upon their impetus’ (2.147.13-14). Yet, these punishments, even those inflicted
in Tartarus upon the ‘incurable’ souls of tyrants, are always corrective in nature
(2.184.19-26). They are meant to heal, not to harm.

In keeping with this therapeutic principle, the chthonic journey employs remedies
both bitter and sweet.>?> Proclus, faithful initiate of the Eleusinian mysteries that he
was, held that the soul is cared for below by certain Plutonian daemons, which perfect
the soul, purify it by means of a divine light, assure the providence of the chthonic gods,
and present it with serene images (2.184.29-2.185.18). An unfortunate lacuna (2.185.1)
prevents us from knowing whether such ‘blessings’ are reserved for the inhabitants of
the Isles of the Blessed, but it is entirely possible that Proclus held all souls travelling
through the underworld to partake of them to some extent.

3.4.3 The Choice

As described in the myth of Er (Resp. 617d6—620e4) and in the Phaedrus (249b2-6), at
the end of their celestial and chthonic journeys, the souls return to their point of
departure, which, for Proclus, is in the ethereal sphere below the Moon. With the

32 1n the line ‘such then were the punishments and retributions; and, on the other hand, the
blessings were the antistrophes of these’ (Pl. Resp. 616a8-bl), Proclus apparently understood the
‘blessings’ (evepyeoiog) to refer to something which occurred during the chthonic journey rather
than the blessings of the aforementioned heavenly journey.
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changing of the phase of the Moon (/n R. 2.190.30-2.191.2), the souls ascend to the
sub-celestial vault and the top of the column of light mentioned in the myth of Er
(Resp. 616bS; In R. 2.190.19-20). Here, according to the myth, they encounter the
three Fates and their prophet and choose their next incarnation. In preparation for
their choice, the prophet makes a brief address (Resp. 617d6—e5; 619b3-6) and then
casts lots amongst the souls to determine the order in which they will choose from
amongst the various lives he presents them (617e-618b).

Proclus has a rich interpretation of the scene of the choice of lives.?3 According to
him, each soul receives a single lot that contains a series of types of existence, those
which the universe offers to that specific soul at that moment. The universe cannot
force a single type of existence on the soul, for that would impinge upon the soul’s self-
determination (2.262.10-21), nor can it offer the soul every possible type of existence to
choose from, for that would lead to chaos here below. As Proclus remarks, given the
disposition of most humans, were every soul to choose from all possible existences,
tyrannies large and small would rapidly fill the world (2.262.24-6). A balance must
therefore be struck, one which preserves the order of the universe as well as the
soul’s basic self-determination.

The lots for those souls making their choice at the same moment of the cosmic period
are distributed according to merit: those who lived justly choose before those who lived
otherwise. These lots differ based on the earthly time frame that they embrace, a longer
time frame implying a greater diversity of types of existences from which to choose. For
example, the choice of types of existence over the course of a century will be more
diverse than the choice over the course of a decade.?* The lot of the soul who is awarded
the first choice, therefore, both contains the largest number of types of existence and
embraces all the types that the other lots contain.33

Each type of existence within a given lot is composed not only of what Proclus calls
‘the form of the life’ (that is, the life of a monarch, a farmer, etc.) but also of a variety of
accidents that the universe assigns to the form after it has been chosen, based upon the
merits of the chooser. Proclus sees this as the ‘chance of the lot’ (Pl. Resp. 619d8)
described in the myth. A soul may therefore choose the life of a farmer, but whether
that farmer will be born rich or poor, in good or in ill health, and so on, is up to the
justice of the universe (Procl. In R. 2.263.26-9).

By choosing a certain type of existence, the soul falls under the surveillance and
protection of one of the daemons assigned to that type (2.271.6-2.273.5). Whatever
the soul’s choice, once made, it is binding. The soul having chosen the life of a monarch
will inevitably lead such a life. Nevertheless, the soul’s actions over the course of this
life are not preordained. No matter its incarnation, the soul always maintains its basic
self-determination and control over its own disposition. Virtue is therefore possible in
every incarnate life, even in the life of a tyrant (2.275.19-30).

According to the prophet, ‘god is blameless’ in our choice of lives. Yet, as Plato demon-
strates, there are other factors that weigh upon our choice. In the same way in which a soul,
on its first descent, assumes a type of existence based on the extent of its contemplation of
the intelligibles, the souls choosing their next incarnation choose ‘for the most part ...

33 For a summary of the basic points of his interpretation, see Procl. In R. 2.264.31-2.266.26.

3 There will, of course, be moments when a greater number of souls are choosing than others. In
such cases, the overall number of different types of existences will not change, but there will simply be
a greater diversity of qualitative differences between similar types.

35 On this paragraph, see Procl. In R. 2.264.17-30; 2.273.6-2.274.21.
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according to the habit of their former life’ (Resp. 620a2-3). Proclus holds that, just as there
are infinitely repeating natural cycles, so too do our habits (£6c) cycle infinitely over the
course of our eternal existence (/n R. 2.306.24-7). Unlike the cycles of nature, however,
the force of habit is not irresistible. This, at least, is what Proclus takes Plato’s above-cited
qualification ‘for the most part’ to signify (3.304.23-3.305.17).

The experience of hardships, whether on Earth or in Hades, is sometimes enough to
break old habits. Thus, ‘many of those souls who came from [under] the Earth, because
they themselves had toiled and had seen the hardships (tdvor) of others, were not in a
rush to make their choices’ (Resp. 619d3-5), and the soul of Odysseus, ‘from memory
of'its former hardships’ (620c5) on Earth, chose the life of a humble private man. On the
other hand, those ‘unexperienced in hardship’ (619d3), the souls that had lived
virtuously by force of habit alone, often made miserable choices, such as the one
‘who had drawn the first lot ... and immediately chose the greatest tyranny’ (619b7-8).

These last two examples, Odysseus and the future tyrant, illustrate the closing
statement of the prophet: ‘Let the one who begins not be careless about his choice.
Let the one who is last not be disheartened’ (/n R. 2.289.25-2.290.12). It is possible
to choose well, according to Proclus, if we have a ‘correct judgement concerning the
better and the worse amongst the types of existence offered’ (2.302.15-17). We must
therefore ‘philosophize in a healthy way’ (Pl. Resp. 619d9) concerning our choice
and let it always tend, on the advice of Plato, towards ‘the happy medium’ (u€coq)
(PL. Resp. 619a5; Procl. In R. 2.287.8).

Having chosen their lives and had their choice ratified by the Fates, the myth depicts the
souls heading to the plain of ‘Forgetfulness’ (A10n) in the stifling heat and drinking from
the river ‘Neglect’ (Auéinto) (Resp. 621al-5). Proclus interprets this scene as an image
both of the soul’s forgetting of the intelligibles, as it focusses its attention on the world of
generation, and of the growth of its pneumatic vehicle, as it descends from the ethereal
sphere into thicker and eventually humid regions of air (/n R. 2.346.17-2.350.23).

3.5 The Second Incarnation

The Demiurge states that a soul, ‘having failed in these things [that is, having failed to
live justly during its first terrestrial life], shall be changed into woman’s nature at the
second birth’ (77. 42b5—c2). Proclus and his predecessors found this fatal injunction
difficult to reconcile with their own views on women, as well as with other passages
in the dialogues. For his part, Proclus held that there is necessarily ‘a community of
virtues between men and women’ (/n 7i. 3.281.19-20), and that, as Plato makes clear
with the figure of Diotima, women can lead the highest of philosophical lives
(3.281.20-7). How then to interpret this injunction?

For those who wish to take it literally (3.293.25), Proclus first argues that Plato
teaches ‘the procession according to nature (koret @Uowv) and the decline (Vpeoic) of
life’ (3.282.8-9) in the Timaeus. This decline must be properly understood as the
decline ‘from the immaculate and immaterial form of life to a vigorous being, partici-
pating in intellect but material, and from this into a material and weak being but capable
of the intellective life, and from this into a being entirely without a share in intellect’
(3.282.11-13). There is thus a natural difference between men and women for
Proclus, but it concerns merely brute force rather than intellectual capacity.

That this procession from man to woman to animal is koto @Vowv does not, however,
necessarily imply that it represents the typical order of incarnations for the soul. The
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political models of life, Proclus argues, while depicted by Plato (Resp. 544d6—2) as
declining kot @Oow from the aristocratic life to the timocratic life to the oligarchic
life, may also pass directly from the tyrannical life to the timocratic life and so forth
(3.282.14-21). In the same way, a soul’s sequence of incarnations may follow the
natural procession of lives, or it may not (3.282.21-3). We may pass from man to
woman to animal, but equally from woman to man to animal.

Proclus’ second argument concerns the true ‘gender’ of a soul. ‘If the female was
created by a deviation from the male,” he writes, ‘it must be that the newly initiated
souls begin in a form in accord with nature’ (3.292.28-30), that is, in a male body.
Yet, the female cannot simply be a degradation of the male, for ‘[it] exists even amongst
the gods’ (3.293.2). While our oyster-like carnal body may be either male or female, our
true gender, as we have seen, is that of our soul and of its astral body. As proof of this,
Proclus cites the speech of Aristophanes from the Symposium, which he apparently took
to indicate the existence here below of male souls in female bodies and vice versa
(3.284.4-8; 3.293.19-24). If, therefore, the leader gods of certain souls are female,
‘what prevents [these souls] from imitating their proper leader gods in this, choosing
not only the types of existence appropriate to these gods but also the nature of living
beings suited to them?’ (3.293.2-5).

Aside from the literal interpretation of the injunction, however, Proclus is also open to
the symbolic interpretation of certain earlier Platonists, who held that the ‘female nature’
mentioned in the Timaeus refers not to the body of a human female per se but simply to a
weak and effete human existence in a body of either sex (3.293.27-30). In sum, despite the
apparent clarity of the Timaeus, Proclus holds that neither the soul’s first incarnation nor its
second incarnation is necessarily into the body of a man or a woman.

3.6 From Human to Animal

Proclus’ teachings on the human to animal transmigration described in the dialogues are
based, in large part, on those of Theodore of Asine. The simplest formulation of
Theodore’s argument is found in Salustius, who writes that, ‘if the transmigration of
the [human] soul happens into a rational creature, the soul becomes precisely that
body’s soul, if into an irrational creature, the soul accompanies it from outside as our
allotted daemons accompany us’ (De deis 20.1.1-5). Proclus (/n R. 2.309.28-2.310.6)
offers us a somewhat more nuanced picture in his commentary on the myth of Er:

koo v TTAGtevog yigov petiévor v yuynv €ig dAoyo (oo St v ouodnta thg {ofg
Kol MUElG Qopev, GAL ovk évowilecBor 10l cdpacwy odtdV (0l YOp PUOKOL
Sopyavaoelg néyovror mpog Ty toldTy Kororabv), €v oxéoel 8¢ uovn tg {oig
ouvdeloBot mpoOg TV €Kelvov Yuxmyv 10 OIKETOV GO0 WYuxdoooay, 0VdEV Thg GvBpmrivng
TPOGIEOUEVIV: TOVTO YOp Kol 0 Actvolog Oeddmpog odTog mp®dTog EMPIA®Y Kol MUAG
QVETELGE PPOVELV TE KO YPOPELY

according to the judgement of Plato, we too claim that the soul passes into irrational living
beings because of a resemblance of life but does not inhabit their bodies (for natural structural
differences are opposed to such a coordination), only in relation to its life is it bound to this
[animal] soul animating its appropriate body, which is not [itself] bound to the human
[soul]. Of this idea it was Theodore of Asine who had the first intuition, and he persuaded
us both to think and to write likewise.

According to this theory, while our soul may exist ‘in coordination’ (€¢v xototd&et) with
a human body, fully inhabiting it and serving as its principal source of animation, we
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may also exist ‘in relation’ (€v ox€oet) to the irrational soul of an animal. A particular
soul existing ‘in relation’ to an animal’s native irrational soul shares in the animation of
the animal’s body, ‘while remaining exterior in a relational manner’ (2.310.18). The
particular soul is therefore in contact not with the animal’s body but with the life of
its irrational soul, over which it exercises no direct control.3¢

The origin of this relationship, or ‘what connects each soul’, as Proclus explains, ‘is the
ordinary mode of its affectivity (m&00g), which draws to it the envelop (kvtog) of the soul
which corresponds to the life and the impulsion (0punv) of this affectivity’ (2.310.7-8). In
other words, while ‘a commanding Adyog leads us into a human [body], an excess of
passions thrusts us into in an animal body’ (2.316.1-3). The soul that acts as an animal
during a human existence will subsequently be drawn to that animal life which best
corresponds to its prevailing passion, be it ‘airborne, aquatic or terrestrial’ (2.333.2).
Conversely, the soul that lives according to its Ad0yog can avoid this fate altogether during
its life period (2.332.13-27). It is for this reason that both the Timaeus and the Phaedrus
state that the soul’s first incarnation cannot be into an animal body, since only here below
can we abandon our rational faculty to such an extent as to resemble beasts.

Proclus notes that this mode of existence is not exclusive to transmigration from
human to animal, for our soul can also exist ‘in relation’ to a daemonic or a divine
soul (2.310.18-21). It is ‘through the intellect and that which is beyond the intellect
that the soul becomes daemonic and divine’ (2.310.26-7), which corresponds to
Proclus’ idea that we are able both to contemplate intelligible Being, when our Adyog
is illuminated by the particular intellect of a daemonic soul (/n 7i. 1.245.17-22), and
to unite with the gods, when the ‘one’ of our soul is divinely inspired (In Parm.
1071, 19-22 [Steel]). A soul therefore exists in relation to a daemon or a god, and
may even be said to be, in a certain way, daemonic or divine, when it is inspired by
one of these higher souls.

Proclus suggests that the relationship of a daemonic soul to a human soul resembles
that of a human soul to an animal soul. A human soul bound to an animal soul ‘sets
itself over this irrational being like a daemon, as it is clearly connected to this being
by irrationality’ (In R. 2.334.16-18). Proclus nowhere directly describes the life of
the human soul existing in relation to an animal soul, but he does relate the encounter
of Nestorius, the celebrated hierophant and father of Proclus’ own teacher, Plutarch of
Athens, with a Roman noblewoman who had a vivid recollection of her past lives.
Having at some point entered into the life of dog, she caused the animal to kill itself
by jumping off a roof. As punishment for killing her hapless host, she entered into
the life of a snake, which she again slew by compelling it to slither into the path of
an oncoming carriage. As punishment for this further crime, she was placed into the
body of bear, a state which she patiently endured until fate ordained that the bear should
perish. She was then duly rewarded with a human body (2.324.11-2.325.10).

Although it may seem to us no more than an amusing anecdote, the authority of
Nestorius led Proclus to consider this story as proof that a human soul can migrate
from one animal into another, an even more savage and irrational one, on the basis
of injustices committed during the previous animal’s life. He was therefore convinced
that the woman had a hand in the death of her animal hosts. But how could this be
so, given that she exercised no direct control over their actions?

36 For the mocking description of this doctrine by the Christian author Aeneas of Gaza, see Theoph.
14.7-16.12.
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Proclus holds that, for animals, ‘evil is the privation of a virtuous disposition’ (De
mal. sub. [Strobel] 26.13—14) and that this disposition may be influenced for the better
by the animal’s allotted guardian daemon (26.4-5). Of course, were a daemon tasked
with doing so, it might just as easily inspire a vicious disposition in the same animal,
leading it to give itself over to unnatural impulses, which would in turn bring about
injury or malnourishment. Recalling that Proclus states that the human soul ‘sets itself
over this irrational being like a daemon’, an idea seems to suggest itself. Could it be that
the human soul, according to the Theodorean explanation, assumes a role similar to that
of a guardian daemon for the animal to which it is attached? If so, then the human soul
‘in relation’ could choose whether to inspire the disposition of its animal companion for
the better or for the worse. This would explain not only how the aforementioned woman
was able to bring about the death of her canine and ophidian hosts without having direct
control over their bodies but also how she was able to act virtuously and earn her way
back into a human existence.

This, then, is Proclus’ explanation of transmigration from human to animal. Numerous
questions concerning it immediately spring to mind, three of which Proclus addresses
directly while commenting the myth of Er. He first answers the question of whether all
souls that descend into generation must some day find themselves ‘in relation’ to an
animal’s irrational soul by underscoring the fact that the transmigration from human to
animal referred to in the Timaeus and in the Phaedrus is the result of a failure of the human
soul to live as a human being, that is, a lack of adtomparyio (In R. 2.330.18-2.332.27). The
immaculate souls therefore always avoid this fate and we too can avoid it, at least during a
given life period.

To the question of whether the soul can exist ‘in relation’ to a vegetable body Proclus
answers no, citing the fact that Plato never indicates such a possibility (2.332.28-2.333.28).
Finally, to the question of whether all animals carry a rational soul about with them
Proclus, after some consideration, states that the entry of a rational soul into an animal
life must remain an exceptional and unnatural arrangement and that, consequently, it
must not be necessary for every animal to harbour a rational soul (2.333.29-2.341.8).

3.7 The Return

According to the Phaedrus (248e5-249a5), a soul’s sequence of descents into gener-
ation may come to a close either at the end of a ten-thousand-year period or, if it has
honestly led three successive philosophical lives, after three thousand years. For
Proclus, one must look to the spirit of this passage rather than the letter. He, like his
colleague Hermias (In Phdr. 176.31-177.19), holds the time periods given in Plato’s
text to be symbolic (/n R. 2.170.9-2.171.5). Three successive philosophical lives will
indeed bring an end to the soul’s current life period (/n Ti. 3.291.24-6), but three
thousand years is only a possible duration. The same goes for the ten-thousand-year
period suggested for other souls (/n R. 2.170.26-2.171.2). As a soul can no more remain
within the world of generation indefinitely than it can remain without, one must imagine
that the ten-thousand-year life period symbolizes a long but finite series of descents.
What might bring an end to such a series? Proclus (In Ti. 3.296.7-11) tells us that

uio. compio g Wuxig o Topd 100 dNULOVPYOD TPOTEIVETAL TOV KUKAOV THG YEVECEMG

dmodldrtovoa kol Thg ToAAg mAGVNG Kod THe dvnvitou {ofig, 1 Tpdg O voepdv £1d0g Tiig
YuYhG Gvodpoun Kol 1 QUYN TAVTOV TOV €K THG YEVEGENMG ULV TPOCTEPUKOTOV"
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the soul’s only salvation, that presented by the Demiurge, delivering [us] from the cycle of gen-
eration, from the long wandering and from the useless life, is the ascent towards the intellective
form of the soul and the flight from all that which has grown on us because of generation.

To free ourselves from the cycle of generation, we must ascend towards the intellective
form of our own soul contained in the particular intellect of our guardian daemon
(3.269.15-3.270.16). It is this intellect, as we said, which illuminates our Adyog and
renders it intellective, opening the way to contemplation. For Proclus and the other
members of the School of Athens, the prerequisite of the contemplative life is not
merely the measuring of our passions but their total purgation through philosophical
or theurgical practice. It is only once the soul is ‘completely purified” (In R.
2.177.25, 2.300.15) that it may accede to the contemplative life. There is thus no
possibility of riding out our stay in generation through a long series of undistinguished
lives. We must live well in order to reach our ‘énoxatdotocis back to the same [point]’
(In Ti. 3.291.31-2).

The soul that has been completely purified rejoins the company of its divine leader
circling the heavens. Having entirely abandoned its pneumatic vehicle and the irrational
life it represents, this vehicle eventually disintegrates back into its constituent elements
(In R. 2.300.15-18), taking with it the accumulated memories of the preceding life
period (2.177.26-8). Reduced once again to its astral body, the soul eventually ascends
back to the upper reaches of the cosmos and begins its long contemplation of the
intelligibles. By arriving once more at a vision of the intelligibles, the soul has come
full circle. It has reached its dnoxatdotocic and has embarked upon a new life period.

Having attained this vision, the soul will, according to the ‘decree of Adrasteia’,
enjoy it for the remainder of the cosmic period. Not all souls, however, are party to
the same vision. As we have seen, while certain souls can contemplate some of the
highest forms, such as the Beautiful or the Good, others see no more than Similarity.
Although neither Proclus nor Hermias tells us what determines ‘the prerogative and
value of the vision of the intelligibles’ (In Phdr. 171.20) afforded to each soul, one
assumes that it must be based on the quality of the contemplative life led here below.
The most profound earthly contemplatives would therefore make the most profound
celestial contemplatives.

Once the current cosmic period has elapsed and the beneficent daemons have with-
drawn their aid, the soul, unable to maintain perpetually this life on its own, will see its
contemplative vision become periodic and eventually cease altogether. Thus begins yet
another descent and the long series of mortal lives that follows.

4. TRANSMIGRATION AND THE HUMAN CONDITION

The wanderer, as Silvia Montiglio argues,?” was a deeply ambivalent figure for the
Greeks. While suffering and ignorance were his lot, such a life could also bring
great, even divine, wisdom. Thus, the archetypal wanderer, Odysseus, declares that
‘for mortals, nothing is worse than wandering’ (Od. 20.343), and yet owes his very
survival to the wisdom acquired on his journeys (20.19-22).

Like other Platonists before him, Proclus read the Odyssey not as the story of the
trials and tribulations of a single man but as a general allegory ‘of our passing through

37 S. Montiglio, Wandering in Ancient Greek Culture (Chicago, 2005), 3.
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the successive journeys in generation and thus being restored to the place beyond all
wave crash and ignorant of the sea’ (Porph. De ant. nymph. 34.8-10).38 Yet, beyond
affirming that each soul undergoes its own odyssey across the cosmos, Proclus went
so far as to hold that these journeys will be endlessly repeated. We may, like
Odysseus, find ‘rest from hardships’ (Pl. T7i. 42c4; Procl. De mal. sub. [Strobel]
24.24), but only for a while. Wandering is therefore more than simply a moment in
our existence. It is the human condition.

By placing us under the sign of the wanderer, Proclus made the profound
ambivalence of this figure the essence of what it is to be human. On the one hand,
our wanderings across the ‘sea of generation’ (In Crat. 86.11 [§151]; 88.22-3
[§158]) are the source of ‘the most tragic of sufferings’ (De mal. sub. [Strobel]
24.23-4), and, in keeping with the Theaetetus, Proclus enjoins us to flee ‘the cycle of
generation, the long wandering and the useless life’ (/n Ti. 3.296.7-11) and to assimilate
ourselves to god through the contemplative life (De mal. sub. [Strobel] 24.35-6).
Paradoxically, however, our wanderings are in themselves a form of assimilation to
the divine, for it is only in the world of generation that we can fully imitate the
providence of the gods, as well as that of our immediate superiors, the immaculate
souls, who choose to descend for the benefit of others. The prospect of an infinite series
of personal odysseys is therefore neither to be celebrated nor to be lamented. It is simply
our lot.

University of Liege SIMON FORTIER
simon.fortier@uliege.be

38 Porphyry here tells us that this was already the reading of Numenius. Proclus’ understanding of
the Odyssey as a whole, given that he read the /liad as an allegory for the soul’s descent and its suffer-
ings in generation (/n R. 1.175.15-21), resembled that of Porphyry.
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