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CHAPTER 7
Olympiodorus’ View of Civic Self-Knowledge

Albert Joosse

In his Alcibiades commentary, Olympiodorus uses the notion of a civic mode
of knowing oneself. Many philosophers have thought about self-knowledge,
but not many distinguish a civic mode of it. So what does Olympiodorus mean
by knowing oneself civically? From his use of it, the notion appears to be
something complex. It seems to involve such philosophically crucial aspects
as our knowledge of ourselves as beings at the juncture of intellection and
action. It also encompasses features that we nowadays often associate with
self-knowledge, such as knowing oneself as an embodied being, as the author
of our actions, as an individual. Examining this notion will therefore help us
understand Olympiodorus’ view of our place as human beings in this world.

1 Self-Knowledge as a Soul Using the Body

When Olympiodorus speaks of a civic mode of self-knowledge, it is in direct
relation to other modes of self-knowledge: the mode of purification and that
of contemplation. This is the case from early on in the Alcibiades commen-
tary. Civic self-knowledge is introduced when Olympiodorus raises the ques-
tion of the dialogue’s target (oxomés). This is one of the preliminary questions
to be considered about the dialogue before studying its contents.! Having
reported Proclus’ answer, he cites and agrees with the following modification
made by Damascius (4.15-17):

Damascius conveys its goal (oxomés) more exactly and more truly when
he says that it is not about knowing oneself unqualifiedly (amAdg), but
about knowing oneself civically (moArtiedg).

in Alc. 41517, tr. GRIFFIN, modified

1 See Mansfeld 1994.
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OLYMPIODORUS’ VIEW OF CIVIC SELF-KNOWLEDGE 117

For Damascius and Olympiodorus, Proclus’ answer in terms of self-
knowledge is a rough answer that fails to make necessary qualifications.? There
are many modes of self-knowledge, and the target of the Alcibiades is only the
civic mode. But what is it to know oneself in a civic mode? Olympiodorus fur-
nishes a core answer when he goes on to report Damascius’ reason for this
specification and to distinguish the civic mode from the purificatory and con-
templative modes of self-knowledge.

And he establishes this from the definition of the human being in this
dialogue as a rational soul that uses the body as an instrument. Only
the civic person (6 moAitiedg) uses the body as an instrument, since he is
sometimes in need of spirited emotion (Buuds), for example in defence of
his country, but also of an appetite (émbupia) for doing his citizens good.
But neither the purificatory person (6 xa8aptinds) nor the theoretical per-
son (6 BewpnTinés) need the body.

in Alc. 415-5.1; tr. GRIFFIN, mod.

Damascius’ reason appeals to the course of Socrates’ conversation with
Alcibiades in the Platonic dialogue itself. Socrates makes Alcibiades see that
the human being is his soul. He does so by arguing first that the human being
is whatever it is that uses the body, and second that nothing else uses the
body but the soul. Although the Socrates of the Alcibiades nowhere explicitly
defines the human being as the rational soul using the body, this is a common
interpretation of the upshot of the dialogue in the Platonic tradition. In the
Neoplatonic scheme of the modes of life, the purificatory and contemplative
modes are defined in terms of the process and the result of liberation from the
body, respectively. Damascius’ reasoning makes perfect sense from that per-
spective, if we take the Alcibiades to be about knowing oneself as a soul using
a body.

This is a core answer to the question of what it is to know oneself civically:
it is to know oneself as a soul using a body. What this involves becomes clear
when we consider other aspects of civic self-knowledge that Olympiodorus
describes, and that are related to the soul’s use of the body as consequences
or aspects of it.

This applies, in the text just cited, to the second argument Olympiodorus
adduces: to know oneself civically also means to know oneself as a tripartite

2 This itself is a rough characterization of the disagreement between Proclus and Damascius,
which is not easy to reconstruct. My focus here is on the nature of civic self-knowledge. For
discussion of the disagreement, see Segonds 1985, Iv—Ixi, Ixxx—Ixxxi.
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118 JOOSSE

soul. This argument is not used to support the identification of the target of the
Alcibiades with the civic mode of self-knowledge, but to explain or to substan-
tiate why it is the case that the civic person needs the body. The appeal here
is to Bupds and émbupia, which we recognize as the two irrational parts of the
soul in Plato’s Republic. According to standard Neoplatonic doctrine, the soul
has its irrational parts in virtue of its embodiment. If the soul would never have
been embodied, it would not have had its irrational parts.® These parts are
necessary, our passage argues, in view of the tasks of the civic person: to defend
his country and to do good to his (fellow) citizens. This further specification of
what it means to be a civic person also gives us further content to what it is to
know oneself civically. When you know yourself civically, you will know your-
self as a soul using Gupég and emibupia.

As Olympiodorus sees it, the requirement that the civic person engage with
the irrational parts of the soul also means that there is a use for the passions
(mdfy). This surfaces in in Alc. 4.15-5.1, the passage cited above: in mentioning
the irrational soul parts themselves, what Olympiodorus has in mind is the
passions that result from them and that drive particular types of action which
the civic person is called upon to engage in. Rather than extirpating them as
the Stoics would recommend and as the purificatory person does, then, the
civic person aims to use the passions for the purposes for which they were
given. As Olympiodorus comments in the Gorgias commentary: the creator
gave man the passions in order that he might use his temper and his desire in
view of the good.* Knowing yourself civically, then, involves knowing yourself
as using passions in certain ways.

Furthermore, the civic person will deal with pleasure and pain, in an
attempt to moderate them and to have the right amount of them. The Phaedo
commentary specifies that, in contradistinction to the philosopher of purifica-
tion and of contemplation:

3 This does not mean that the irrational parts disappear. Post-mortem punishment as required
in the myths of the Gorgias and Phaedo, for instance, makes sense only on the assumption
that the irrational soul parts persist for them to be curtailed (but cf. Olympiodorus’ views on
punishment in the Gorgias as analysed by Renaud in this volume, pp. 173-176). In order to
deal with this difficulty the Neoplatonists had a doctrine of various types of ‘vehicle’ (§nua)
or ‘garments’ (y1t@ves) of the soul, which it successively comes to occupy or wear in the
course of its descent. The thing we nowadays would recognize as our body is only the last
in a series. See Dodds 1963, ‘Appendix II'; Hadot 1978, 98-106, 181-187; Finamore 1985; and
Fortier (p. 225) in this volume.

4 In Gorg.19.3,109.8—-9W; cf. 32.5 and 49.6.
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OLYMPIODORUS’ VIEW OF CIVIC SELF-KNOWLEDGE 119

The civic person is concerned also with pleasure and pain, for he pays
attention to the body, too, as an instrument, and his aim is not freedom
from affects, but moderation in them.

in Phd. 4.3.12—14; tr. WESTERINK, mod.

The civic person’s engagement with pleasure and pain is presented here as a
direct consequence of his involvement with the body. This is intelligible against
the background of the idea that pleasure and pain are natural concomitants of
the satisfaction of bodily desires. Since the civic person makes use of the body
as an instrument, he will also care for the body, in the same way that a crafts-
man cares for his tools: it should be in the proper shape to allow him to exe-
cute whatever is his duty. Therefore the civic person will satisfy the necessary
desires like hunger and thirst, which cannot be ignored on pains of death or
malfunctioning. As with any desire and any satisfaction, this will involve pain
and pleasure. Civic self-knowledge, therefore, involves knowledge of oneself as
choosing the appropriate course among pleasures and pains.

The last two points, concerning passions and concerning pleasure and pain,
both involve the pursuit of moderation. In a passage of the Phaedo commen-
tary which connects the two points, Olympiodorus says: ‘The civic person, who
aims at moderation of affects, will choose [pleasure and pain] within narrow
limits’ (in Phd. 4.11.7-8; tr. Westerink, mod.). This is in contrast with both the
mode of purification and that of contemplation: in the former one seeks, and
in the latter one has achieved, freedom from passion (dndfeta).5

2 Knowing Oneself as Involved in Particular Actions

Knowing oneself in a civic way is knowing the soul in its connection to the
body; this involves knowing it as a tripartite structure, as something subject
to passions, and involved with pleasure and pain. We can call this the affective
dimension of civic self-knowledge. A second dimension of civic self-knowledge
is also a direct result of the soul’s embodiment: its activity in relation to

5 Inthe Gorgias commentary we find many statements to the effect that Olympiodorus recom-
mends the extirpation of the passions. See e.g. 34.3, 35.3. JLT are right to emphasize this (1998,
233 n. 668; 289 n. 873), but I would argue that this does not constitute a real departure from
uetptomafela as the aim of civic life. It is, for one, not wholly clear that Olympiodorus is speak-
ing within the confines of the civic mode when recommending dmdbela (so for 21.5 and 22.2).
Moreover, the context of the Gorgias matters: speaking among others to a committed hedo-
nist like Callicles, it makes perfect sense to emphasize the reduction of passions. The same
commentary also includes more positive statements about the passions (see previous note).
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120 JOOSSE

particular actions. Let us call this the particularist dimension of civic self-
knowledge. Consider the following passage from the Phaedo commentary:

The civic philosopher draws his conclusions from a universal major prem-
ise based on reflexion and from a particular (uepwy) minor, because he
uses the body as an instrument and is therefore concerned with actions
(mpaxtd), and actions are particular (pepied), and such things are individ-
ual (xad’ éxaarta), so that the civic philosopher depends on one particular
premise for his conclusions.

in Phd. 4.41—5, tr. WESTERINK, mod.

This passage focuses on the kind of arguments a civic philosopher will use. For
Olympiodorus, a paradigm argument is one in Aristotelian syllogistic form. In
this specific case we recognize the structure of Aristotle’s practical syllogism:
one premise is universal and could qualify as a piece of knowledge. The other
is particular, involving reference to a this, a concrete particular that is available
to us through perception.® Olympiodorus suggests here that it is a neces-
sary consequence of the instrumental role of the body that the civic soul deal
with particulars. We can readily imagine the reason behind this: a corporeal
entity like the body cannot act on universals, which are necessarily incorpo-
real. We should note that Olympiodorus does not explicitly describe civic self-
knowledge as knowledge of oneself as active in relation to particulars. Given
the intimate connection this passage makes between using the body as an
instrument and being active in relation to particulars, this must nevertheless
be part of his view.

This also follows from a wider identification of the subject matter of the
civic philosopher. Three passages are relevant here. Olympiodorus expands
on the subject matter of civic knowledge in his Gorgias commentary, which
is devoted in great part to an analysis of the civic virtues and civic expertise
(moArtuen émotuy).” While this commentary is surprisingly silent, in explicit

6 Cf. EN 1143b2—5 and 1147a25—28. This also lies behind the reference in in Alc. 204.5-8 to mpd-
teic as being concerned with ta xa8’ éxaota (more on this puzzling passage in fn. 32 below).
While concrete particulars are grasped through perception, Péter Lautner argues that per-
ception is not limited to concrete particulars (see above, pp. 85—9o in this volume).

7 See Tarrant 1997, 202—203 for an argument that we should not translate oAty (émiotiuy,
dpety, ebdatpovia) as ‘political’; in JLT, 31 he extends this to ‘social’ and ‘civic’ as well. To my
mind this restricts Olympiodorus’ concern too much to the internal order of the soul. The
principles given in the Gorgias and Alcibiades (see below, p. 121) commentaries suit external
politics very well; even the Phaedo commentary contains passages like 4.3.1-6 (cited below,
p. 135) that are best interpreted as at least including external politics.
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OLYMPIODORUS’ VIEW OF CIVIC SELF-KNOWLEDGE 121

terms, about self-knowledge, it does make clear that the expertise it outlines
includes or presupposes self-knowledge. As Olympiodorus puts it at one point:

It is impossible without knowledge to become a statesman. For the
statesman seeks to understand who are his subject-matter. If so, he seeks
to understand also what is the essence of man, whether it is the body,
or external things, or the soul. And when he discovers that it is the soul,
again what sort of soul. So he seeks to practice knowledge.

in Gorg. 40.4, 202.28-203.4 WESTERINK; tr. JLT

According to this passage, the civic philosopher seeks self-knowledge as part
of identifying the subject matter of his expertise. The description of the civic
philosopher’s quest here is reminiscent of the trajectory of the Alcibiades I,
with its triad of external things, the body and the soul and with its subsequent
attempt to characterize the kind of soul involved. Given that the passage talks
about the civic philosopher, it is natural to think that the answer to this latter,
indirect question is that it is the soul in its relation to the body. The passage
itself leaves this open, however. But a comparison with two other passages,
that similarly talk about the subject matter of civic expertise, gives us a much
more specific description.

In the proem to his Gorgias commentary, Olympiodorus speaks of the tri-
partite soul as the matter (0Ay) of civic knowledge. This is part of a discussion
of the six ‘principles’ of civic knowledge.® These principles are related to the
traditional Platonic causes: the material, the creative, the formal, the paradig-
matic, the instrumental and the final (0.5, 4.11-5.9 W).°

In addition to this six-causal account of civic knowledge in the proem of the
Gorgias commentary, the Alcibiades commentary also includes an account of
civicknowledge, this time analysed in terms of four causes (in Alc.178.1-179.10).1
This time, the material cause is identified as actions (mwpouctd).

8 JLT suggest that the six are principles of constitutional well-being (1998, 58 n. 21) and
supply this consistently in their translation. The Greek is fairly clear in asking motot tiig
moMTIKS EmoTuyg dpxal. Perhaps we can combine the two by saying that the state of
well-being has these six as its causes, and that these therefore are dpyai of the associated,
civic, knowledge.

9 As to the other principles: its form are justice and temperance; the creative cause is the
philosophical life (but cf. 45.1, 232.7W and 46.7, 240.5W); the paradigm is the cosmos; the
instruments are habits and education; and the goal is the good.

10  Itis not clear how these two accounts relate. The identifications in the Alcibiades com-
mentary occur when the commentary is in full swing and are very closely tied to the text
on which Olympiodorus comments, Alc. 124e1-127d5. This may be evidence that this
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122 JOOSSE

The three passages combined suggest that civic self-knowledge is part of
civic expertise as knowledge of its subject matter. They further give us reason
to believe that this subject matter is the soul in its tripartite structure and as
engaged in particular actions.!

Further light is shed on the particularist dimension of civic self-knowledge in
the course of Olympiodorus’ exegesis of an Orphic myth. This exegesis is an
intriguing ingredient of the Phaedo commentary’s discussion of the civic vir-
tues, but we will have to go through it with some patience due to the allegorical
details involved. With other Neoplatonic commentators, Olympiodorus thinks
Socrates’ comment, in Phaedo 62b4, about human beings being in the ‘custody’
(ppovpa) of the gods, is an appeal to this myth as being an esoteric argument
against the legitimacy of suicide.!? The Orphic myth, as Olympiodorus relates
it, speaks of the reigns of four successive gods (in Phd. 1.3.4—9):13

The first is that of Uranus, to which Kronos succeeds after emasculat-
ing his father; after Kronos Zeus becomes king, having hurled down his
father into Tartarus; then Zeus is succeeded by Dionysus, whom, they say,
his retainers the Titans tear to pieces through Hera’s plotting, and they
eat his flesh. Zeus, incensed, strikes them with his thunderbolts, and the
soot of the vapours that rise from them becomes the matter from which
men are created.
tr. WESTERINK

account is more local than the account in the Gorgias commentary, which occurs in the
proem and is much farther from any particular passage in the Gorgias.

11 Olympiodorus does not have much to say about the way in which an agent is dependent
on factors outside himself for the external success of his particular actions. We do find
concern with this in other Neoplatonic texts, see O'Meara 2003, 132-139.

12 Based on Socrates’ statement that this is a Adyog, which, ‘in the language of the mysteries
(év dmoppyolg)’ says that ‘we men are in a kind of prison (¢povpd). Socrates considers
this to be ‘an impressive (uéyag) doctrine and one not easy to understand fully (Sudetv)
Phd. 62b2-6, tr. Grube. On Olympiodorus’ discussion of suicide see Gertz 2011, 27-50,
with 40—-44 on the Orphic myth. According to Damascius (1.2.3—5 Westerink), the connec-
tion between the gpovpd and the Orphic myth of the Titans and Dionysus harks back to
Xenocrates.

13 We hear of other gods in other tellings of the myth of successive reigns. Plato’s Philebus
(66c8—9) speaks of the sixth and final generation, which implies that in the version
referred to by Plato, Phanes and Night precede Uranus. As Brisson 1992, 490 argues,
Olympiodorus was aware of other candidates, but for some reason or other (cf. the note
in Westerink 1976 ad loc.) chose not to include them here. See Demulder and Van Riel
2015, 278—287 for an argument that this has to do with what they think is Olympiodorus
recognition of only five degrees of virtue.
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OLYMPIODORUS’ VIEW OF CIVIC SELF-KNOWLEDGE 123

We need to add a number of elements from other texts to make the cen-
tral part of this story intelligible.'* The reason Zeus is angry is, of course, that
Dionysus is his son. The reason Hera plots against Dionysus is, of course, that
Dionysus is not her son: he is the offspring of Zeus and Kore. In her jealousy,
Hera incites the Titans to kill Dionysus in an ambush. The Titans divide him,
boil him, and eat him. In other tellings of this story, Zeus sends Apollo to gather
up the remains of Dionysus, while Athena has managed to save his still beating
heart. This allows Zeus to revive Dionysus.

Olympiodorus interprets this myth in a complex way that most likely con-
tains elements original to him.!> The first move in his interpretation is the
detemporalization of the narrative. Myths relate in temporal succession what
in reality constitutes a hierarchical succession, he claims.’® A second move is
to see the different reigns as representing the different levels of virtues. In this
way, Uranus comes to stand for the contemplative virtues, Kronos for the vir-
tues of purification, Zeus for the civic virtues and Dionysus for the ethical and
natural virtues.

It is worth our while to consider what happens to Dionysus, before we turn
to Zeus. Even though Olympiodorus claims that Dionysus stands for the natu-
ral and ethical virtues, the realities he and his history denote turn out to tell us
much about the civic mode of existence.

(i) [Dionysus] is torn to pieces, because these [sc. the ethical and natural]
virtues do not imply each other; (ii) and the Titans chew his flesh, masti-
cation standing for extreme division, because Dionysus is the patron of
this world, where extreme division prevails because of ‘mine’ and ‘thine’
(iii) In the Titans who tear him to pieces, the ¢ (‘something’) denotes the
particular, for the universal form is broken up in genesis, and Dionysus is
the monad of the Titans.

1.5.8-13; tr. WESTERINK

In this passage we find three (compatible and related but) different explana-
tions of Dionysus’ being eaten by the Titans. In (i) the division of the god is
linked directly to the scale of virtues that shapes the exegesis of the myth of
the successive reigns as a whole. In Neoplatonic doctrine, civic virtues never
occur separately from each other, even though we can still distinguish between

14  Ifollow the reconstruction in Brisson 1992, 490—91.

15  For discussion see Brisson 1992 and Edmonds 200g9.

16 This is a common Neoplatonic move; for a clear statement elsewhere in Olympiodorus
see for instance in Gorg. 48.1-2 and see Renaud, p. 174 in this volume.
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124 JOOSSE

the different virtues. On the level of purification and contemplation, such dis-
tinction is overcome, the four cardinal virtues being used to describe differ-
ent aspects of the same thing. But on the level of natural and ethical virtue,
someone can have one virtue without having any of the others. On the natural
level, one virtue can even be at odds with another, according to Damascius’
report.1” On the ethical level, mutual clashes are no longer possible, but it is
possible for ethical virtues to occur in isolation. These virtues are the result of
habituation and good upbringing, and involve a kind of true opinion.’® The
latter aspect makes them good starting points for education.®

We will return below to part (ii) of the passage, which involves reference
to different human individuals and their interests. With part (iii) we return to
the particulars with which civic self-knowledge is concerned. As an explana-
tion of the Titans’ eating Dionysus, it is much more ontological than part (i).
It is no longer related to the natural and ethical virtues per se, even though it
concerns the domain in which they occur. Dionysus and the Titans symbol-
ize the domain of genesis and particulars. In their mutual relation, the Titans
stand to Dionysus as participated items stand to their unparticipated monad.
As our passage expresses it, Dionysus is the monad or universal of which the
Titans are the particulars. This fact is supported by the etymological derivation
of ‘Titans’ from ¢. Paradoxically, Dionysus is the enduring patron of generation
and the universal of material division.20

This interpretation of the Dionysus myth as dealing with ontological par-
ticulars resurfaces when elements of the myth recur later in the commentary.
This is the case specifically in connection with Socrates’ citation, in the Phaedo,
of an Orphic line: ‘there are many who carry the thyrsus, but Bacchants there

17  InPhd. 1138.2: évavtiot GAAaig @ T& TOAG.

18  Dam. in Phd. 1139.1: €81ou@ xoil 8pBodokia Tl éyyryvéuevar. See Griffin, pp. 59-63 in this vol-
ume about the lack of unity of natural virtues. See Saffrey and Segonds 2001, Ixix—xcviii;
O’Meara 2003, 40—49; Brisson 2006 for discussion of the Neoplatonic doctrine of virtues.

19  For an example see Proclus in Alc. 100.17-19, in which Alcibiades’ rejection of his lovers is
ascribed to true opinion, considered there as the point of entry for Socrates’ instruction.
Alcibiades is the paradigm of someone who possesses ethical virtues but now needs to be
turned towards the civic ones.

20  Damascius’ exegesis contains other and partly more specific ontological identifications.
Damascius’ and Olympiodorus’ treatments are both in all likelihood based to a large
extent on Proclus’ commentary, so that there are good grounds to use Damascius’ com-
mentary as background to that of Olympiodorus. On this point, however, there is reason
for caution. In general terms, Olympiodorus is much more reluctant than Damascius and
Proclus to multiply the gods in his explanatory scheme (and, specific to this context, mul-
tiply demiurges). Furthermore, in the explanation of this myth Damascius clearly dis-
agrees with Proclus (see Dam. in Phd. 1 4).
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OLYMPIODORUS’ VIEW OF CIVIC SELF-KNOWLEDGE 125

are few’ (69c8-d1).2! Olympiodorus specifies that the thyrsus-bearers are
civic philosophers, whereas the Bacchants are those being purified.?? The
civic philosophers, that is, still find themselves in division, whereas the stage
of purification is also a stage of unification. In his exposition of the virtues,
Olympiodorus comments on the same line by highlighting, again, the onto-
logical division of our human situation, this time making explicit that it is our
involvement in matter that is responsible for the division:

[he means] by those who carry the thyrsus without becoming Bacchus
philosophers still involved in civic life, while the thyrsus-bearers and
Bacchants are those on the way to purification. We are chained to matter
as Titans by extreme partition, in a world where mine and thine prevail,
but we are resuscitated as Bacchus.

8.7.5—7; tr. WESTERINK

What ties this exegesis to civic self-knowledge is that we are dealing here, again,
with the subject matter of civic knowledge, represented in these exegetical con-
texts by the reign of Zeus. According to Olympiodorus, Zeus is the demiurge
‘whose activity is directed on secondary existents’ (1.5.7). This is an instance of
the outflow of higher levels that recurs across the Neoplatonic metaphysical
picture. In the first Phaedo lecture it is linked directly as to its symbol to Hera,
who prods Zeus time and again to exert ‘providence towards secondary things’
(1.5.18-19).23 Furthermore, and as we saw already, Zeus, incensed, strikes [the
Titans] with his thunderbolts’ (1.3.8). Olympiodorus interprets this as signify-
ing the reversion (émotpogy) effected among the Titans by Zeus, so that the
Titans once again become unified towards himself and become Dionysus.
The identification of Zeus with the demiurge is frequent in Neoplatonic texts,
while Zeus is often presented as legislator and judge as well. Demiurge and
civic expertise both direct their attention to what is below them.?*

21 Onthisline and its history see Bithler 1999, 371-372 (I owe the reference to Bremmer 2017,
112 n. 73). On a possible difference in Damascius’ and Olympiodorus’ take on this line see
Demulder and Van Riel 2015, 287-289.

22 in Phd. 7.10.10-14: 81 xai otiyov adtod enow épekiic ‘Tolhol pdv vapdyxopdpot, Tadpot 3¢ te
Byol. xai vaipBnxopdpot pév, od uny Bdueyol, of moArtiotl pthdoogot, vapdxopdpot 3¢ Bduyot
ol xabapTuxoi.

23 & debtepa, a term which in causal contexts refers to effects, often specifically corporeal
ones (cf. in Phd. 4.2.2, 4.8.2, 5.1.2—5)—though not all corporeal things are secondary (I am
grateful to the anonymous reader for discussion of this point).

24  Incivic contexts like the Gorgias, Zeus the demiurge plays a prominent role, especially in
interpretation of the final myth. lamblichus is said to have made the demiurge the oxomég
of the Gorgias. For discussion see JLT, 23-28.
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3 Knowing Oneself as a Human Individual

Olympiodorus’ exegesis of the Orphic myth also refers to division of a different
kind: that between ‘mine’ and ‘thine’. This brings us to a third, personal dimen-
sion of civic self-knowledge. In part (ii) of 1.5.8-13, as cited earlier on page 123,
Olympiodorus explains what happens to Dionysus in the following terms: ‘and
the Titans chew his flesh, mastication standing for extreme division, because
Dionysus is the patron of this world, where extreme division prevails because
of “mine” and “thine”. The division of Dionysus’ unity by the Titans is a division
into different spheres of ownership: ‘mine and thine’ The citation alludes to
the discussion of Republic book 4 and so introduces a clearly political aspect
to the story of Dionysus and the Titans. In the Republic, Socrates devises a méAig
that is as unified as possible, in which the guardians feel pleasure and pain
as one. To this end, he introduces the community of property, of wives (and
husbands) and children. The reasoning behind this is that an alignment of the
predicates ‘mine’ and ‘thine’ and of the personal interests expressed by them is
necessary for the city to act and feel in unison (Rep. 462c2-8). Possessive pro-
nouns used in a conflicting way are evidence of a defective constitution that
allows for differentiation of interests. The civic structure Socrates proposes,
with its virtues (the specifically civic virtues, as the Neoplatonists interpreted
them), ensures that property and interests are aligned between the members
of the guardian class.

To return to Olympiodorus’ text: in the absence of the civic virtues, Dionysus
is divided by the Titans, i.e. there is differentiation between what is mine and
what is yours, what is perceived to be in my interest and what in yours. Hence,
the function of civic expertise is to unify people’s interests and possessions.
It does so by inculcating the civic virtues, which aim at the coordination and
unification—in brief, the ordering—of people’s interests, when these people
live together in a community. As knowledge of the subject matter of civic
expertise, civic self-knowledge must therefore involve knowledge of oneself
as having interests, claims and an identity that pertain to one as a human indi-
vidual different from others, or in a non-committal sense of the word ‘person,
as a particular person.

This personal dimension of civic self-knowledge is at stake in two other
significant passages as well, this time from the Alcibiades commentary. One
occurs when Olympiodorus distinguishes the civic mode of self-knowing from
other modes. This is part of his comments on the mirror passage (132c-133c¢),
which Olympiodorus thinks deals directly with the other modes. In this pas-
sage Socrates exhorts Alcibiades to look into a soul in order to see god and
wisdom there. Olympiodorus comments:
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Now by saying ‘look away to me’ he has indicated that the target of the dia-
logue is self-knowledge in a civic sense; and by saying ‘not to any random
part, that it is also self-knowledge in a purificatory sense ... and by saying
‘you shall see intellect, he has indicated that it is also self-knowledge in
a contemplative sense ... and through saying ‘and god’, he has indicated
that it is also self-knowledge in an inspired sense.

in Alc. 8.5-11; tr. GRIFFIN, mod.

The most remarkable difference here between the civic and the higher modes
is the social dimension to which Olympiodorus appeals. If his purpose were
to identify an element in the text that would describe the object of civic self-
knowledge as the soul, he had ample choice.?? In fact, Olympiodorus does
not cite the dialogue verbatim, but paraphrases it in a significant way.26 The
dialogue does not feature the explicit words ‘look away into me’. It in fact seems
to leave it open, on the explicit level of the text, whether the soul into which a
soul must look is the soul of someone else or itself. Olympiodorus’ interpretive
choice makes clear that the interpersonal dimension is important to him in
specifying the civic mode of self-knowledge.

A similar emphasis on the interpersonal dimension of the civic mode of
knowing oneself is present in a difficult passage much later in the Alcibiades
commentary. This passage confirms the tight connection between civic self-
knowledge and knowing oneself as an individual. But it also complicates this
connection: it seems to suggest that we can know the civic soul, the level
at which the individual soul interacts with other individuals, and yet fail to
know the individual. This, I will suggest, underlines the imprecise and transi-
tory nature of civic self-knowledge which Olympiodorus is also concerned to
bring out. Because of the difficulty of the text, we will have to go through it
patiently to draw out its implications for civic self-knowledge. Lecture 26 starts
as follows:

(a) He describes the rational soul as ‘the self itself’ when it does not use as
an instrument the body or life in a body, like the purificatory or contem-
plative person: and he describes the rational soul as ‘self’ when it avails
itself of the affections and the body as an instrument, referring to the
civic soul. (b) And he also describes this ‘self’ as ‘each self’, because of the
individual life (&touov {wiv) that clings to it due to its activity concerning

25 el Yoy adtfj PAemtéov (133b8) is the most obvious choice.
26 I should note here that Tarrant 2007 has proposed a significantly different text of Alc. I
133c as the text that Olympiodorus may have read.
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individuals (mepl T dtopa). (c) And since, when his aim was to discover
‘the self itself’ he discovered ‘each self’ he indicates in what follows that
he did not discover what he set out to. (d) But perhaps he does not even
discover ‘each self’, but only ‘self’: for he discovers who the civic person is,
but not who Socrates is. (e) This is why Proclus investigates—not as part
of an independent digression, but in his interpretation of the primary
text—who is the common (xowég) human being and who is the singular
(13tog) human being.... (f) The text adds this point on next, saying, ‘For
if we discover the common human being, perhaps we will also discover
each particular human being, which we also need: for we also care for
this. For the discussion was about Socrates and Alcibiades. But if not the
former, then neither the latter.

209.24-210.16; tr. based on GRIFFINZ?

In order to understand what Olympiodorus is saying here, we need to review
briefly what happens in the Alcibiades. Once the interlocutors have agreed on
the need for self-improvement, they quickly agree also on the prior need for
self-knowledge, citing the Delphic maxim know yourself’ in support. Socrates
sums this up by saying:

if we know it (a0t6), we will perhaps know the care of ourselves (u&v
adtév), but if we do not, never.
Alc.I1129a8—9

A few lines later, Socrates remarks:

Come on, then, in what way may the self itself (a0t Ta01é) be found? For
in that way we will perhaps find out what we ourselves are (¢auév adrof),
but if we stay ignorant of this I suppose we will not be able to.

Alc. I129b1—328

The identification of the human being with the soul follows. Next, Socrates
remarks that they have answered their question only imprecisely (uv dxptf&g),

27  Modifications especially in 210.5, where I take it that éx to0 ... évepyetv gives the reason
why individual life clings to the civic person. In 210.6 Griffin seems to translate ¢ adté
instead of adto 6 avté. Numbers (a) through (f) are my addition to facilitate discus-
sion below.

28 My tr. Here and below I translate a0té 6 a0té by ‘the self itself’ in order to remain close
to Olympiodorus’ text. The Platonic phrase by itself could also be translated as ‘the itself
itself’ (among other options).
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since they have passed over the original object of their search. He explains
what he means:

What we just now formulated in this way, that we had first to search for
the self itself (a010 10 adté). But now instead of the itself (tod adtod) we
have searched for what each oneself (a0t62° &xactov) is. And perhaps
that will be enough. For we would not pronounce anything to be more
authoritative (xvptwtepov) about ourselves than the soul.

Alc.1130d3-6

Much in these passages from the Alcibiades is open to controversy. But at least
they seem to establish a chronological order of inquiry and a cognitive order.
In chronological terms, we first have the announcement that we will search
for adto 16 adté and subsequently the observation that they have effectively
searched for até €xaarov. In cognitive terms, knowledge of a0té is necessary
for knowing self-care (129a8-9) and knowledge of adtd 16 adTé is necessary
for knowing what we ourselves are (129b1—3). In the third passage it turns out
that this may be necessary only if we wanted precise knowledge; searching
for a0to €xagtov may fulfil the requirement too, though it will yield a less pre-
cise answer.

If we now turn back to Olympiodorus’ passage we see that the details of the
text are vital for an understanding of his argument. In section (a) he makes
clear that a010 10 a6 refers to the rational soul in the modes of purification
and contemplation. This much is clear also elsewhere in the commentary, as
is the identification of adté with the rational soul in its civic mode.3° But the
other two elements of the Alcibiades passages above are more difficult to pin-
point: ad1o éxaatov and éopev adtoi. They are Olympiodorus’ focus in (b)—(f).

In (b) Olympiodorus identifies a0té and a0t Exaatov, since ‘individual life’
clings to a0T6, owing to ‘its activity concerning individuals’ From the grammar
of the sentence it seems that the civic soul’s activity concerning individuals
is responsible for the individual life that grows or is added onto (mpoogioav)
the civic soul. What is meant here by ‘individual’ and ‘individuals’ (&topov/-a)?
There are three possibilities, which need not exclude each other. We encoun-
tered two options in the interpretation of the Orphic myth about Dionysus’
division: Olympiodorus associated the civic virtues with division because they
deal with (i) ontologically divided things in general and also because they deal

29  Our Plato manuscripts have adtév €xagrtov, but in Olympiodorus we find adto éxagtov
(areading also adopted in many modern editions since Stephanus).
30  See 4.7-17; 204.12—15; 209.15-19; 222.11-14.
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with (ii) numerically distinct human beings and their interests (the division
of the pre-philosophical virtues seems not relevant to our present passage). A
third possibility is suggested by the specification of the subject matter of civic
knowledge, as we have just encountered it in the Alcibiades commentary, as
(iii) actions.®! This last option would work only for the second occurrence of
dropa in this passage, not for dtopog {wy). The combination of &ropog with {wn
in fact makes it seem most plausible that this expression refers to individual
life in the sense of the life of numerically distinct human beings.

Section (b) of our passage seems to suggest that this individual life is some-
how connected to the civic soul because the civic soul is active with respect
to individual actions or to human individuals.32 We could describe this as
a principle of individuation: activity concerning individuals (actions and/or
individuals with their interests) is responsible for the division into numerically
different individuals of the civic rational soul.33 That is to say: Socrates is dif-
ferent from Alcibiades owing to their preoccupation with actions through the
body and their engagement with other individuals.

The next section, (c), is relatively uncomplicated. Olympiodorus empha-
sizes that a016 10 20T and adTo €xaatov are not the same: after all, they sought
the former but found the latter. So far, then, based on (b) and (c), we seem to
have a clear division between, on the one hand, ‘self’ and ‘each self’, which they
have found; and on the other hand ‘self itself’ which they wanted to search for
but ended up leaving aside.

In section (d), however, matters become very complicated. Olympiodorus
negates elements of both (b) and (c). Against (b), he tentatively (‘perhaps’)
denies that adté and adté éxactov are the same, since, he claims, they have
found ‘who the civic person is, but not who Socrates is. The implication is
that the civic person is a0, in agreement with the identification in (a), and
that Socrates is o016 £xagTov, or in any case one of them. Against (c), then,

31 Cf. 204.5-8, where dtopov refers to the individual person or soul (Alcibiades), and mpd&etg
is used for actions, which are about particulars (nept ta xa8’ éxaota).

32 This makes it very puzzling why in 203.20—205.7 Olympiodorus (and Proclus, if his refer-
ence is correct) introduces an adté 10 adTo éxactov. He argues that benefiting (Q@geAfioat)
Alcibiades requires knowledge, not only of adté 16 a6, but even of a0t 16 adT6 ExaaTov,
which is 16 dtopov (204.3—6, cf. Griffin 2015, 40—43). This is a puzzling passage: it does not
connect ‘the individual’ with the civic soul; nor does the text of the Alcibiades contain
the phrase adt6 10 adtd €xaorov (cf. fn. 6; Griffin 2015, 40—41 elides the difference between
adTo Exaatov and adTod 16 adTod Exaatov). I hope to return to this difficult passage and its
relation to 209.24-210.16 elsewhere.

33  Note the element of circularity in explaining individuation by an appeal to individuals.
A precise statement of this mechanism would probably have to involve co-implication
rather than the priority of one over the other (éx 09 ... at 210.5).
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Olympiodorus now claims that they have not found adt6 éxagtov. We should
appreciate that this claim rests on a careful reading of the dialogue, which
nowhere claims that they have found adto éxaatov, but only that they have
been searching (¢oxéupeba, 130d4) for it. Socrates clearly has found something
in the meantime, however, and Olympiodorus chooses to identify this some-
thing with the rational soul in its civic mode, a0té. The link made between the
civic rational soul and particular human beings is now severed again.

This presents us with a problem. All along in this chapter we have seen a
close connection between the civic soul and activity through the body and
concerning other human beings. Now, however, it seems that individual one-
selves (Socrates, Alcibiades) and the civic person are different. Let us consider
sections (e) and (f) of the passage in an attempt to solve this difficulty.

In section (e) Olympiodorus introduces another pair of concepts, explic-
itly attributed to Proclus: the common (xowég) and the singular (18i0) human
being. In section (f) Olympiodorus (and probably Proclus) puts this pair to
use in a paraphrase of a passage from the Alcibiades. It is not clear, however,
which passage it is a paraphrase of. There are two candidates: 129a8—9 and
12g9b1-3, the first two passages from the Alcibiades cited above. Like (f), both
have a conditional ‘if ... then’ structure with a ‘perhaps’ (tdxa) in the conse-
quent. In 129a8—9, finding a0t6 is a precondition (but not a sufficient one, it
seems) for getting to know proper self-care. In 129b1-3, finding o076 6 adTé
is also a precondition (but not a sufficient one, it seems) for knowing who we
are. In his paraphrase, Olympiodorus mentions both care and the identity of
Socrates and Alcibiades in the consequent. There is therefore no way of tell-
ing, on the basis of the consequent, which of the two passages he has in view.
However, from the pairing of Socrates and ‘each self’ here and the opposition
of these terms to ‘civic’ and a0t in (d) it seems most natural to take xowdg to
refer to a074, i.e. to the rational soul in its civic mode. Finding the civic self is
not sufficient, the paraphrase claims, for knowing how to care for Socrates and
Alcibiades. Further epistemic work is required.

This inference at least helps us to formulate our problem, which is the prob-
lem of the relation between (d) and (b) in general, more precisely: how come,
if the activity of the civic soul is responsible for the individuation of human
beings (per b), that the singular (1di0¢) human being turns out to be something
different from this civic soul (per d and e), which is now called the common
(xowég) human being, and that it is harder (‘perhaps we will also discover,
210.14) to get to know the singular than the common? As far as I can see the
text does not offer us one clear answer. Here are four possible construals.

First, the opposition between ‘common’ and ‘singular’ may bring to mind
the relation between a universal and the particular that partakes of it. Perhaps,
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then, they have found the universal of the civic soul but Socrates in addition
needs perception of the particular that is he. Only with that added percep-
tion can he take care of himself.34 This would be a simple solution but fails to
account for Socrates’ epistemic caution. If all that remains for him to do, once
he has found the common civic soul, is to recognize Socrates as a particular
civic soul, Socrates should be much more confident than to say ‘perhaps we
will also discover’ (210.14). Perception of a particular does not seem to fit the
additional epistemic work that is required.

Alternatively, perhaps Socrates and Alcibiades have learned something
about human nature at some level, but have failed to learn this de se. That is,
they now have general knowledge of the civic person, but have not yet been
able to grasp that they themselves are such civic persons. While this is a pos-
sible interpretation, it introduces a distinction between de se knowledge and
general knowledge that does not seem to match any of the distinctions present
in the text.

Third, we may detect a further source of individuation in this passage.
Earlier in the commentary, Olympiodorus makes reference to the idea that
people have their own proper (oixelog) god.3> This idea ultimately derives
from the Phaedrus and its view of human character as associated with one or
another of the Olympian gods in whose trains souls journey around the cos-
mos (246e—253c). It may be that this conception of human character is in the
background in this passage too. In that case it is necessary for Socrates, if he is
to know himself as an individual, to surpass the civic level and ascend all the
way to the inspirational level in order to know the specific god whose follower
he is. An indication in support of this interpretation is that one of the earlier
passages that reference this idea does so in the very context of the different
levels of self-knowledge (172.5-12). The text of 209.24—210.16 itself, however,
shows no sign of this conception of proper gods. Moreover, it is not clear that
this conception involves any specific concern with individual character rather
than character types. Cognition of the latter would certainly help, but not be
sufficient, for Socrates to care for the individual Socrates.

Finally, Olympiodorus may here be including, in the reference to ‘Socrates)
all higher levels, from the purificatory upwards, as well as the civic ones. In
this case, we may have discovered the civic level, and with it even something
like the cause of individuation, without having discovered all there is to know
about Socrates. While Socrates’ civic self-knowledge may be sufficient for him

34  This may fit 204.1-7 too, but see nn. 6 and 32.
35  InAlc. 20.4-13; 156.6-8; 172.10-12; cf. in Phd. 7.4.4-10. Cf. Griffin in this volume, esp. pp.
65-68.
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to know himself qua individual, there is more to Socrates than the individual.
Knowing Socrates in a sufficient degree to care for him requires knowledge of
Socrates in the purificatory, theoretical and higher modes as well.

Whichever of these construals is most successful (and there may be more),
we have found in this complicated passage a double aspect to civic self-
knowledge. On the one hand it ties civic self-knowledge to knowledge of our-
selves qua individuals and to knowledge of ourselves as dealing with other
individuals. On the other hand, it seems to insist that civic self-knowledge is
not even sufficient to care for the individuals Socrates and Alcibiades. This
constitutes an important ambiguity in Olympiodorus’ conception of the civic
mode of self-knowledge. A similar ambiguity about the civic mode is also pres-
ent in a last group of passages which we will look at.

4 The Ambiguous Status of Civic Self-Knowledge

Civic self-knowledge, it turns out, involves affective, particularist and personal
dimensions of knowing oneself. For all that, however, it is not a self-contained
kind of knowledge. As we saw, Olympiodorus describes civic self-knowledge
as a rung of a ladder, below the purificatory, contemplative and even higher
forms of self-knowledge. In the course of our cognitive development, we are
not meant to remain at the level of civic self-knowledge. The same holds with
respect to the scale of virtues. Civic virtues occupy an intermediary position
between the natural and ethical virtues on the one hand and the purificatory,
contemplative and higher virtues on the other. In Olympiodorus’ remarks
about the civic level generally, this intermediary position manifests itself in a
certain ambivalence which it is worth bringing out.

A suggestive instance of this occurs in Olympiodorus’ discussion of the civic
virtues and revolves around a lexical feature of the Phaedo. One of the instru-
ments Neoplatonists used in finding the whole ladder of virtues in Phaedo
68c5—69e5 was extreme attention to detail and the willingness to connect sub-
stantial differences to differences of expression. In the Phaedo passage, Socrates
at some point speaks about the difference between sham virtues and real vir-
tues. The two expressions for ‘real’ here are ¢ dvtt and dAndvg (6g9b2, 3). A
little later, we find the expression dAnfeg ¢ &vtt (69b8—c1). While most modern
interpreters would consider this a mere variation of expression, Olympiodorus
interprets this difference as conveying an important distinction. The former
two expressions refer to civic virtues, which are real virtues and not fake ones,
while the latter expression refers to the purificatory and contemplative virtues.
He comments that this is parallel to the distinction, in the Alcibiades, between
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a0t and a0t 10 avté, of which the former refers to the soul (Yuyy) and the lat-
ter to the rational soul (Aoyue) Ypuyn).

We may wonder whether Olympiodorus merely draws attention to a
similarity in the mechanism of lexical duplication (the text uses &omep); or
whether we are meant to interpret the single and double expressions in both
texts to refer to things of the same respective levels. In view of the context of
the Alcibiades, the latter seems more likely. That is, in the same way that the
Alcibiades speaks about a0té as the soul insofar as it finds itself on the civic
level (in its tripartition),3¢ the t& dvtt or dAn0els virtues are the civic virtues.
Similarly, in the same way that the Alcibiades speaks about a0To 10 0016 as the
soul in the mode of purification or contemplation, the Phaedo calls the purifi-
catory and contemplative virtues té &vtt dAn0eis.

This helps us interpret the position of the civic virtues. In the Alcibiades
the identification of the adt6 is presented as a preliminary, indeed imprecise
answer to the search for who we are. The more precise answer will be found
once we have found the a0t 16 adté, Socrates remarks in 130¢8—-d4. In view
of the parallel Olympiodorus draws, we can treat it as an interpretive possi-
bility that Olympiodorus likewise considers the civic virtues as virtues only
in a rough sense: not fake, but not the final answer to the question ‘what is
virtue?” either.

In looking at the civic virtues we already noted that these occupy a middle
position between the natural and ethical virtues, on the one hand, and the
purificatory and theoretical virtues on the other. We saw that this involves
a qualification of the status of these virtues, for instance in the distinction
between the ‘really true’ virtues in Pad. 69b8—c1, which Olympiodorus takes to
refer to the purificatory and theoretical virtues, and the ‘true’ and ‘real’ virtues
of Phd. 69b2, 3, which he takes to refer to the civic ones.

In other ways too, the Phaedo commentary seems to downplay the status
of the civic level. For instance, in lecture 3 Olympiodorus states that the civic
philosopher is not a real philosopher, because he is concerned with the body
(3.6.5-8). This statement is connected to the idea, central to the Phaedo, that
philosophy is the practice of death, in the sense that a philosopher strives for

36  This applies regardless of whether what we find here is Olympiodorus’ adoption of the
position of Damascius or that of Proclus. It is not clear to me that he prefers Proclus’
position here, as Westerink ad loc. suggests. Damascius indeed interprets the a0té as the
logical soul in in Alc. 4.12, but specifies this as the moArriey) YPuyy, i.e. the rational soul in its
relation to the other parts, in 204.13, 209.18. Olympiodorus clearly ascribes to Damascius
the idea that a0t6 6 276 is the rational soul in its purificatory and contemplative modes
(in Alc. 204.14-15, 209.18-19), which tallies perfectly with its alignment with the purifica-
tory and contemplative virtues here.
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the separation of the soul from the body. Note that it is not an incidental feature
of the civic philosopher that disqualifies him from being a real philosopher;
involvement with the body is central to the civic mode.

Similarly, in citing Socrates’ citation about the many who bear the thyrsus
and the few who become Bacchus, Olympiodorus consistently interprets the
thyrsus bearers as referring to the civic philosopher and the few who become
Bacchus as standing for the purificatory and theoretical modes.

Counter to this aspect of downplaying the civic mode is a passage in
lecture 4 of the Phaedo commentary, in which Olympiodorus makes an oppo-
site movement.3” Here Olympiodorus asserts that the civic philosopher knows
all things, precisely on the grounds that he is a philosopher. In the context,
Olympiodorus discusses and rejects a classification of the civic, purificatory
and theoretical modes on the basis of the objects which they study. According
to this rejected proposal, the civic philosopher is occupied only with what is
‘secondary’, i.e. located on a lower level than the rational soul itself (the purifi-
catory mode is said to be about the soul itself and the theoretical mode is char-
acterized as striving upward). Olympiodorus rejects this proposal because

In this case no one would be a true philosopher, since no one would
possess ‘the knowledge of all things that are’, but each will have a par-
tial knowledge only, and even this part of reality he will not discern
clearly (dxpipv Bewpds éatan), if he does not know its relation to the rest.

(4.2.7-10)

Note that this is not an observation that applies only to the civic philosopher,
but also to the purificatory and theoretical one. Each needs to cover the whole
of reality if he is to qualify for the title of ‘philosopher’. In the case of the civic
philosopher, Olympiodorus specifies his knowledge as follows:

The statesman refers to the principles present in himself to organize the
visible world, his eye directed upon the soul: upon reason to guide the
leaders, upon spirit, for the soldiers, upon desire, for the labourers; but
also, by their education, he shows the leaders the upward way to the
Good, so that he must have knowledge of all three. (4.3.1-6)

37  The curricular position of the Phaedo (above the Alc. and Gorg.) therefore does not suf-
ficiently explain the elements in the commentary that downplay the civic level.
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On the basis of this passage it appears that the scope of knowledge of the
civic mode is the same as that of the purificatory and theoretical modes. This
amounts to an appreciation rather than a depreciation of the civic philoso-
pher. How then should we explain the discrepancy between this passage and
the passage from lecture 3, in which the civic philosopher was denied to be a
real philosopher?

Apparently Olympiodorus is willing to speak of the civic philosopher in dif-
ferent ways. And perhaps this also involves using the term ‘civic philosopher’
in different ways. Perhaps we can put the difference in the following terms.
Insofar as he is a philosopher, the civic philosopher knows all things. Insofar
as he operates on the civic level, including its involvement with the body, the
civic philosopher is not really a philosopher. Hence, he qua civic does not
really know all things.

If this is right, we have come upon a challenge for the civic philosopher. If
his job is to guide the guardians to goodness and to construct the state accord-
ing to the divisions in the soul, as lecture 4 says it is, he needs to know all
things. Hence, considered as a civic philosopher, he seems unable to carry out
his civic responsibilities, for which lecture 4 requires knowledge of all things,
i.e. his being a true philosopher.

This observation matches well with the intermediate role the civic mode
plays. It is at the same time the first stage of philosophy proper and also defi-
cient. Its internal structure points beyond itself towards the higher modes of
philosophy.38

Based on this conclusion we might surmise that insofar as knowing one-
self is concerned, doing so in a civic manner plays a similarly intermediate
role between not knowing oneself and true knowledge of oneself. Recall that
we found Olympiodorus amending his explanation of what Socrates and
Alcibiades end up finding. From their (Alcibiades’) position of ignorance, after
much searching, they have attained civic self-knowledge. This is insufficient
for self-care, however. We saw Olympiodorus add that they have not yet found
the individual Socrates (and Alcibiades) (210.9, text cited on pp. 127-128). This
is a puzzling statement because civic self-knowledge is so intimately tied to
human individuality. We can now connect this puzzle to the double nature
of civic self-knowledge (consistently, I think, with the last three of the four
proposals suggested on pp. 131-133). At the end of the Alcibiades, Socrates and

38  Speaking of the virtues, Porphyry says: xat mpédpopol ye ai molrtixal Tév xaddpaewv (Sent.
32.20—21 Brisson). The civic stage is transitory in a different respect too: as Griffin argues
(2015, 16-19), it represents the pivot from the non-philosophical to the properly philo-
sophical stages and as such is the locus of the student’s first reversion.
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Alcibiades have reached civic self-knowledge. But when we call their self-
knowledge civic, we not only specify aspects like embodiment as part of their
knowledge, we also qualify its cognitive quality: they know themselves in only
a civic mode.

The commentary allows us to specify this deficiency in a way that helps
explain why civic self-knowledge points beyond itself. It is its lack of precision.
Olympiodorus specifically qualifies the civic way of knowing oneself as impre-
cise compared to other modes of self-knowledge. In making this distinction,
Olympiodorus uses the text of the Alcibiades, which has Socrates claim that
the result they have obtained is petpiwg, not dxpifd¢.3% Olympiodorus links
these different grades of precision to the two phrases for ‘oneself’, a0té and
adT6 6 adTo (we discussed these earlier), and via these phrases to the civic per-
son and the purificatory/theoretical person, respectively. Knowledge of one-
self in the purificatory and theoretical modes counts as precise knowledge of
oneself, whereas civic self-knowledge is imprecise self-knowledge.

One symptom of this imprecision, in Olympiodorus’ view, is the coarseness
(mouuépeta) of the definition they have obtained. If we define a human being
as the soul using a body, we have in fact only circumscribed the civic human
being, not the purificatory and theoretical one.*® What is more, the definition
is also too broad in an important respect, because there are other souls that
use a body, i.e. the celestial beings. A proper definition, Olympiodorus points
out, would define the civic human being as a soul using a body that moves in a
straight line.*! Refinements of this kind, it seems, are open only to a soul that
has progressed beyond mere civic self-knowledge. So the soul that knows itself
in a civic way does not even know itself precisely. Hence, to the extent that
it is a soul which wants to know itself, the civically self-knowing soul points
beyond itself by its very nature.

39  130c5—d1: Ixavidg, keTpiwg, U dxptis vs. capéatepoy, axplBig; to be connected with évap-
YéoTata in 132¢7.

40  InAlc. 208.10-15; 209.7-14, 19—21.

41 In Alc. 208.8-10; 212.10-11. [ take it that Olympiodorus gives this as an example of the
greater precision still to be desired in civic self-knowledge. For the addition of the mere
phrase ‘moving in a straight line’ seems too easy to bridge the cognitive gap between the
civic and higher levels. See also 209.19—21 for the wider sense in which answers in terms
of the civic soul are imprecise.
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5 Conclusion

The transitional aspect of civic self-knowledge suits its intermediary role in
ethical development. It also makes it a suitable choice as the specific axomdg of
the First Alcibiades, the dialogue that starts the Platonic part of Olympiodorus’
curriculum.#? The imprecision of the knowledge this dialogue delivers pre-
pares the students for the rest of the curriculum and stimulates them to pass
through it.

Nevertheless, civic self-knowledge is the kind of self-knowledge that most
corresponds to what many would nowadays understand by self-knowledge.
It crucially involves knowledge of ourselves in our embodied condition and
of the emotions and desires that are part and parcel of that condition. It is
also the knowledge of agents who act with respect to particular things, and
in particular times and places, including the here and now, but also the many
other times and places to which our lives take us. And, finally, it is knowledge
of ourselves as beings with property claims, interests and personal identities,
broadly conceived. Absent, it seems, from Olympiodorus’ treatment of civic
self-knowledge is the idea that one should know the potential as well as the
bounds of one’s specific abilities. Instead, Olympiodorus focuses on a differ-
ent kind of ability: that of rising above one’s civic state to reach higher lev-
els of identity, in imitation of and ultimately inspiration by the divine. For all
the emphasis on embodied life that we find in Olympiodorus’ commentary, it
remains characteristic of the difference between his view and what many of us
would understand by self-knowledge that he takes the latter to be something
partial and imprecise.
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