CHAPTER 6
The Virtue of Double Ignorance in Olympiodorus

Danielle A. Layne

The aim of this paper is twofold. First, it hopes to elucidate the problem, symp-
toms and cause of double ignorance or the shameful ignorance of ignorance
that leads to both intellectual and moral error as portrayed by Olympiodorus.!
In analyzing this shame-worthy condition, particular attention will be paid to
understanding its role in living a life of appearances and tending not to oneself
but to one’s reputation, body and/or belongings. Obviously drawing on Proclus’
arguments that the doubly ignorant are attracted to material objects and qual-
ities that resemble or remind them of the reasoning principles constituting
the essence of the soul,2 Olympiodorus draws attention to why the doubly
ignorant believe their natural and habitual virtues constitute human excel-
lence. This section of the essay will be followed by an examination of Socrates’
unique mimetic form of purification which aims at transforming interlocutors
who suffer from double ignorance via turning them away from the images of
what they want and leading them toward the realities they actually desire.
Second, we shall tackle what seems to be, at first blush, a strange error in
Olympiodorus as well as the anonymous Prolegomena insofar as they both
associate a kind of double ignorance with one of the highest levels of philo-
sophical excellence, the latter even identifying Socrates as an exemplar of
double ignorance.? Indeed, in his commentary on the Phaedo Olympiodorus
repeatedly appeals to the philosopher of Plato’s Theaetetus (173c6-174a2)
as one who possesses ‘a double ignorance that is superior to knowledge’ (in
Phd 6.3.14). While seemingly paradoxical, Olympiodorus argues that those who
have reached the height of philosophical excellence are the inverse of those
who depend upon their natural and habitual virtues in terms of the objects for

1 Insofar as the dialogue is concerned with self-knowledge, Olympiodorus, like Proclus before
him, spends a considerable amount of time discussing the problem of double ignorance in
his commentary on the Alcibiades. See 11.9; 98.10;100.4; 103.25; 123.21-125.9; 128.19—22; 132.4-8;
134.16; 142.4—6; 145.19-146.20; 169.11-170.8; 190.13; 196.22. For double ignorance in Proclus, see
Layne 2009, 2015 and 2018. For a comprehensive treatment of Olympiodorus’ commentary
see Tarrant and Renaud 2015.

2 For Proclus’ arguments regarding this see Layne 2015. For parallel identifications in
Olympiodorus see In Alc. 20.1-21.5, 34.3-8, 104.15—21; 150.19—23.

3 See Proleg. 16.19—29. Quoted in full below.
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96 LAYNE

which they are ignorant. In other words, the doubly ignorant person does not
know they are soul while the contemplative person ‘forgets’ they are embodied
or part of this material world (see in Phd 1.2.14-16 and 1.4.15). They are ignorant
of the body but are also ignorant of that ignorance, i.e. unlike a person of pur-
gative virtue, they are no longer even aware of the world they seek to escape or
the body that interrupts. In the end, what shall be seen is how Olympiodorus
neither simply parroted Proclus’ conception of double ignorance and the pro-
cess by which one is purified from it but, notably, expanded upon it, seeing
how even double ignorance can become a virtue in the life of the philosopher.

1 The Problem of Double Ignorance

As most scholars of Olympiodorus are well aware, one of the recurring themes
of his commentary on the Alcibiades I is the condition of double ignorance
and, to be sure, much of his analysis on this subject can be directly traced to
Proclus’ own commentary on the dialogue. Some of the common themes in
their analysis include 1) the definition of this condition as ‘the ignorance of
ignorance’ coupled with blind conceit; 2) the belief that a symptom of this
condition is the failure to agree with oneself and others,* and; 3) that it is
the most shameful and reprehensible state insofar as it is the cause of moral
error.® Overall, both believe that double ignorance is the greatest obstacle in
obtaining self-knowledge or the realization that we are neither body merely
nor even body and soul, but a rational soul.6 The conceit of the doubly igno-
rant for both Proclus and Olympiodorus prevents self-knowledge or reversion

4 See inAlc. 92.3—4; 96.4; 98.5;129.7; 225.1.

5 See in Alc. 124.4-12, where he contrasts the error of the doubly ignorant with the simply
ignorant: ‘[...] since Socrates wants to free Alcibiades completely from double ignorance, he
attacks it and condemns it with dramatic flair, claiming that it is the cause of our going astray,
the cause of error, the most shameful and ugly thing of all. That’s because simple ignorance is
‘most shameful), but [double ignorance] is the ‘most shameful thing of all’ and ‘most deserv-
ing of reproach, since the person who knows the path doesn't go astray, nor the person who
while not knowing, recognizes ignorance (for this person does not even undertake the jour-
ney); but it’s the person who is ignorant, while at the same time supposing he knows, [who
wanders astray]. And he is the cause of ethical mistakes as well: for this person tries to teach
others what he doesn’t understand, and instills damaging beliefs in them.

6 See in Alc 4.8—9.20. Olympiodorus repeatedly attempts to synthesize Proclus and Damascius’
debates revolving around whether the ‘self’ and the ‘self itself” are to be identified with the
tripartite soul or civic life and the rational soul respectively or the rational soul and the intel-
lective or contemplative life. Olympiodorus concludes that self-knowledge is about all three
levels of rational soul, e.g. civic, purificatory and contemplative. On the Neoplatonic levels of
virtue see Brisson 2006 as well as Griffin 2016, 4-12.
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 97

and, as a consequence, makes it impossible for individuals to flourish and as
such both believe the dialogue should be the first text for students of Plato to
engage.” Olympiodorus remarkably emphasizes how double ignorance is not
merely an individual moral problem but is also a political, psychological and,
even, metaphysical miscarriage, a falling short in the very terms of our life,
being and good. As he writes:

And the person who is in this condition has fallen short of Soul and
Intellect and God. First, due to his double lack of knowledge, he has fallen
short of Soul, since understanding is congenial to the soul; and due to his
being in a ‘most shameful’ condition, he has fallen short of Intellect, since
he is unable to revert to himself, which is distinctive of mind, and also
because the noble or beautiful is congenial to Intellect, and thus becom-
ing ‘most shameful’ he has fallen short of it; and he has fallen short of
God in ‘producing the most harm’ and ‘deserving of reproach’, since sim-
plicity is congenial to God, and wellness also derives from simplicity.®

Particularly concerned with the psychology, i.e. the imagination and desires of
individuals who suffer from double ignorance, Olympiodorus underscores the
mania of this condition. For example, just after emphasizing that the cause of
error is not simple but double ignorance,® Olympiodorus likens Alcibiades
to Ajax, decrying the precariousness of the young man'’s state by describing it
as a kind of moral lunacy that not only harms the young man but haphazardly
threatens to injure others who may haplessly follow Alcibiades’ leadership:

For his case is analogous to Ajax in Sophocles, who supposed as he
slew the flocks that they were the Greeks; likewise [Alcibiades] here sup-
poses that he knows about justice, in spite of his ignorance, so he too
brings those who take his advice to harm. And just as the presence of a
teacher is useless in the face of double ignorance, for a teacher is no help

7 InAlc 9.9-12; 11.9.

8 InAlc. 125.9-13: xal éEémeaey 6 Eywy tadmy xal Puxhs ol vod xai B20D. wg pév yap SimAf) dpadol-
vaw, Puyds, N obxela 1) yvdals Eotwv. ag 8¢ aloyiotog, vod EEémeaey, Gg i Suvdpevog emaotpéat
Tpdg Eautdy, & 1dtov vod, xai 8t olxelov T xahdv T v§. EEémeaey odv altod wg aloyiotos wg 8¢
noncovpYoTdTy) Xol émoveldiotog eEémeat Beo, & olxelo ) dmAdThg, €5 0 Epyxcet xal 1o €d. 76 ydp ‘€D’
TPOTENA ETTWY ATASTYTOS, 316 xal Tovg Aol Tovg TpdTous evndels papév. See also at 103.9—21.
All translations of the in Alc. derive from Griffin 2015 and 2016.

9 InAlc.103.19—20: 00 yap apaptddog aitia 1) &mAs) dyvota, GAN 1) SITA.
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98 LAYNE

to the person who supposes he knows, it is the same way with the doctor
and the madman: that’s why [Socrates] calls [Alcibiades] ‘mad’1©

Poignantly, Olympiodorus synthesizes the Sophist 227d—228d! with Plato’s
tripartite soul of the Republic and characterizes double ignorance as the defor-
mity of the soul at all the levels from reason to spirit to appetite. In short, the
person of double ignorance is one who fails to have reason at its helm and,
as such, is either ruled by their spirit or their appetite. Consequently, one of
the common symptoms of double ignorance is that these individuals pursue
a life of images instead of reality, caring for their reputation instead of their
true self. Like a good Socratic, Olympiodorus recognizes that when we are in
this state we do not do as we truly want in pursuing and constructing images
of the well-lived life. We are simply clinging to phantoms as our only hope for
meaning while depending upon our faculty of imagination to rescue us from
our ignorance. As Olympiodorus articulates:

And we should recognize that among our vital capacities, the reputation-
loving affection is difficult to cast aside, while among our cognitive capac-
ities it is imagination. For imagination is always available to our soul, as
our soul is constantly fashioning impressions of what it does not know,
and bestowing shapes, sizes, and bodies on the non-bodily, and confining
[even] the god in terms of place.!?

In short, double ignorance is the life that mistakes appearances for reality, des-
perately pursuing that which they do not want, i.e. the shame-worthy, the impo-
tent, the meaningless, because our imagination allows us to see resemblances
of the objects of our desire in the external world. Overall, Olympiodorus, like
Proclus before him, believes that the doubly ignorant mire the divine content

10 InAlc.103.21-26: xai €oixe Tolg pavopévolg 6 AdxiBiadng: domep yop 6 mapd ¢ Xogox el Alag
gqbveve T TpdPara oldpevog adtd Todg “EXnvag elva, obtwg xod odtog ) eldag é Sixato
oletat eidéva, 810 xai xaxols TeptBdMet Todg aupuBovAevopévous. xal 8Tt damep dxpnaTés EaTv
6 818dioxohog apwv TTPoS SIMAY dyvoodvta, 00SEV Ydp GVTEL adTOV oidpevoy idéval, obtw xal
latpog oG patvouevov. 1o xal ‘uavixdv’ adtdv dmoxaAel (referring to Alc. 113c5). See in Gorg.
15.5, 89.27—30W for a similar comparison to Ajax’s madness in the context of involuntary
wrongdoing. For another reference to the madness of double ignorance see 226.5—7.

11 See in Alc. 197.1-5 and 124.4-125.1.

12 In Ale. 5110-16: loTéov 3¢ 81 16 @ATipov mdbog év tals {wtixals V)] &Y Suvdueowy éotiv
SuoamdPAnrov, 1) 3¢ avtacia &v Tals yvwatixals. mdpeaTt yp del Tf NeTépa Yuxh 1) pavtacia,
oMo GvaAdTTovaa GV dyvoel 1) Py xal Tolg dowudTols axpoTa xal peyEdy xal cwpata
neprtiBelon xal Témw Teptopilovoa Tov Oedv. See also in Alc. 65.13.
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 99

of their souls by haphazardly looking outward at objects that are derivative,
that appear like the contents of our soul. Consider Olympiodorus’ remarks
on the nature of the true and the false and how the confusions and errors of
human beings are not detached from their pursuit of their authentic objects
of desire.

But since every false belief takes its start from a true one (for the false,
as a ‘falling away’ from the true, draws substance from it and depends
upon it, lacking the power to exist in its own right: for the true through
its abundance of power, influences even its contrary the false, and there
is no such thing as a total darkening of the common concepts)—{for all
these reasons] we need to articulate Alcibiades’ grounds for thinking
that what appeared to be good was [in fact] the greatest good, and then
becoming proud about it.13

The madness of Alcibiades and his clinging to a life of double ignorance is
therein transformed by Olympiodorus, as he shows how even the worst of us,
despite our ignorant and shameful state, desire the good. As he writes in his
commentary on the Gorgias:

God has sowed in us the seeds of the common notions (xowag évvoiag),
so that we should not be utterly lost. So however godless and unbridled
a man may be, there is always some way in which he desires the good.*

This method for understanding the good even in the life of the doubly ignorant
is explicitly appealed to in Olympiodorus’ analysis of Alcibiades’ vanities. In
short, we are able to recognize that young man’s pride in his physical beauty as
a trace of his desire for intelligible beauty, but since he lacks self-movement,
i.e. self-knowledge which is constituted by our inward turn or reversion to the
self, the rational soul, Alcibiades depends upon imagination and has thusly
been ‘fighting over shadows) images (phantasia) of beauty that are perceived

AQ1 13 InAle. 32.6-13: AW émeidy) mdoo Peudig d6&a e dAnbols Exet ™y dpxy (dmdmTwots Yop dv
8 Peddog Tod dAnbols mapupioTartar adtd xal €€ avtod HpTan i Suvduevov avbuméotatoy
ebvat. T8 Yap dAndis Sid meplovotoy duvdpews xal To Aumvelpevoy Peddog Eavtd Exproey xal
008¢ TAVTEADS AUAPWALS EYEVETO TAV XOWEY EVWOLRY iov éBev 6 AXtf1adng T gatvope-
vov dyabdv uéytotov evéuley elvat xol TolTe peydAa EppoveL.
14 In Goryg. 39.6, 200.1—4W: 6 Bedg éyxatéamelpey MV TAS XOWVAG Evvoiag, Vo ) TEAEWS ATTOAND-
pueba. 8mwg odv &v Tig iy dbeog xal dnblacTo, Epletar dnwadmote Tod dyabod. All transla-
tions of the in Goryg. are from jLT.
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100 LAYNE

and apparent rather than intelligible and original.’® In other words, coupling
his lack of care for the rational element of his soul and his desire for beauty
that derives from the contents of that part of the soul, he therein utilizes the
faculty of reason available to him and imagines that real beauty is physical
beauty. The same reasoning applies to his attachment to his familial legacy.
His confidence that his esteemed lineage makes him a notable and powerful
citizen of the polis reflects his inchoate and imaginative remembrance of the
magnificence of the divine hierarchy that unifies and directs multitudes and
connects even the last of things to the first.!6 In other words, Alcibiades does
not knowingly pursue objects of lesser worth. Rather, the condition of his soul
is such that all a person can value are the objects of appearance. Whether it
be our body or its possessions or our natural and habitual virtues, these are
the imaginative garments that we don to cover over our confusion. In fact,
Olympiodorus is keenly aware of how this perversion of the soul can be wit-
nessed in one of the most mundane of human desires, i.e. the desire for luxu-
rious clothing, an image that Olympiodorus employs to discredit those who
mistakenly regard the body as an authentic image of the self.

But why on earth does the soul want to employ the costume that lies
outside itself, its clothing? Really, it’s after other, different things, and it’s
wrapped up in other things: for it holds a concept of its inward wrap-
pings, the luminous, pneumatic, and shell-like [vehicles]; by means of
this visible clothing, then, the soul demonstrates her desire to possess
pure inward wrappings [...].t7

In short, we desire costumes both literal and metaphorical, both the mundane
clothes that we wear, their fashion, as well as the clothes of our image/reputa-
tion before others because they are traces of the inward wrappings, the ethe-
real vehicle, of the soul.!® The vanity of the doubly ignorant—those adrift in
the sea of appearances, of posing, of pretending to be—is the haughty confi-
dence laid in a residual image of the truly beautiful and our pursuit of such
images is a perverted misstep, a desperate reaching out to be and to be good.

15  InAlc. 32.13-16 and 42.14-15. Cf. Rep. 520c—d.

16  InAlc. 32.20.

17 In Alc. 107.1-10: 6N\& ti dmote Epietan ) Yuxd) Ths oxeviic The E&wbey TAV ipatiny; # dMwy
épletan wal Tepl M Evetheltat. Evotav yaip Exovaa Tév Evdobev yitwvawy adTig, Tod avyoetdods
xai 100 mvevpatinod xal o0 dotpeivoy, Epietan did THS patvouévng aToAfis TadTyg xabapods
&xew Tobg Evdov X1Tdvag |[...].

18  SeeFinamore1985 forthe now classical account of the vehicles of the soul in Neoplatonism.
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 101

For Olympiodorus, this desperation is most notably seen in Alcibiades’ mad
desire to secure a praise-worthy reputation that is dependent upon his natural
and habitual virtues, e.g. his brash courage or oratorical skill. Olympiodorus
never fails to remark on the young man’s instrumentalization of these virtues
alongside his persistent attachment to his reputation, i.e. the image of selthood
that is desired by the ambitious, by those ruled by their spirited element.’®
As an example of this, Olympiodorus highlights Alcibiades’ intuitive disdain
of villains and cheaters ‘grasped from his common concept alone’?® and
his natural oratorical talent to change the terms of an argument.?! In this,
Olympiodorus hopes to underscore how Alcibiades’ skill in oratory appeals to
and reinforces his love of reputation and appearances. Highlighting the dif-
ficulty of Alcibiades coming to accept his ignorance of justice by emphasiz-
ing both Alcibiades’ dependence upon his oratorical skills and his self-love,
Olympiodorus writes:

Because Alcibiades has been proven doubly ignorant about justice [...]
given his natural talent as an orator, [Alcibiades] replies, ‘From what you
say, it's plausible that I don’t know about justice. And when he uses the
word ‘plausible’ and ‘you, he displays his own character, one that cares
for reputation. Now care for reputation is a difficult affection to discard,
we have frequently pointed out, because whatever the soul puts on first,
it casts off last.?2

Notice, first, how Olympiodorus transforms the love of reputation into a meta-
physical phenomenon of all souls, of the descent into the world of appearance
and, in so doing, shows how we, even the philosopher, may don this garment.
As Olympiodorus charges in his commentary on the Phaedo:

19  SeeinAlc. 99.1-15 for Olympiodorus’ explicit appeal to Alcibiades’ use of his natural talent
and love of reputation. See also in Alc. 91.1;100.9;101.1-3; 102.22—25; 114.12; 115.3—-5 as well as
passages quoted below. See also Griffin 2016, 12—16 for an introduction to Olympiodorus’
analysis of how Socrates and the lamblichean curriculum use the natural virtues to turn
one to civic virtue (and see Griffin in this volume).

20  InAlc. 90.6—7.

21 See again in Alc. 911; 98.13; 100.9; 10818; 114.15; 137.19. To summarize, Olympiodorus
believes Alcibiades’ natural talents help him make well-aimed guesses that help him to
respond and momentarily derail Socrates’ refutations.

22 In Alc. 98.10-17: ActyBelg 6 AliPiddng SimAfj duabaivey mept T Sixatov [...] bg edpuig xal
pNTopueds grow 8t ‘Gg ob AEYELS, elnds ue () eldévar T8 Stxatov’. gnaly ‘éx piv v ab Aéyelg odx
elebg), S1a oD ‘ebieds’ xarl ToD ‘o’ T8 prddTipov HBog Eautod Setevis. SucamdBAnTov yip Tdog, tg
elpn ot ToMAxXIG, TO PIASGTIHOY, DIOTL & TTpdTOY Evedvaarto 1) Yy, Tadta Votepov dmofaMetat.

9789004466692_Joose_06-Layne.indd 101 22/04/2021 5:13:10 pm



102 LAYNE

The first garment of the soul, where the vital faculties are concerned, is
ambition, because it is the will to rule that decided the human soul to
descend into genesis; even if we seem to have no ambition, ambition is the
motive behind it, and we have again failed to escape from this passion.?3

In the Alcibiades commentary Olympiodorus explicitly analyses why the love
of reputation is so difficult to cast aside, arguing that it might be metaphysical
proximity and similarity to reason that leads us to cling so desperately to it.
He writes:

We should investigate why the affection of caring for reputation is most
difficult of all to wipe out. Consider: it is so [difficult] that even those who
decide not to care for their reputation, do that out of care for their repu-
tation, that is, in order not to appear to care about reputation. We assert,
then, that the affection of caring for reputation is difficult to wipe out for
the following reason: it is closer to reason than other affections are, and
is sibling to it, and reason is not something we can cast aside; therefore
what is close to reason is difficult to cast aside.?4

Ultimately, Olympiodorus believes that persons like Alcibiades ‘will not stop
caring about [their] reputation [...] but will want ever more’ because ‘it is not
the case that all human beings long for just the same affections (for these are
unlimited), but they long for more, because they possess a concept of certain
other things that they are unable to secure.?® In other words, the love of repu-
tation is never sated but due to the veracity and the perfection of the concept
of reality and knowledge residing in our souls, we are ever goaded into needing
more and better promises of our worth—thus explaining Alcibiades’ inability

23 In Phd 6.2: mp@rog 3¢ yitawv Ths Puxis év {wais 1) prhotipia, g yap @idapxos 1) NpeTépa Yuxm
Henoato xoteABely elg yéveaw. el yap xal Soxobuey piy ebvar prAdtipol, 4G 8t adtd TodTo,
S1a puhotipia, date T odx eEepvyopev T mdbog. All translations of in Phd. are from
Westerink (1976).

24 InAle. 50.25-51.5: Gymtéov 8¢ Sia i 10 pAdTIMoY Tdbog TAéoV TavT@Y EoTi SuaéxvimTov. olTw
Ydp &otwy, &t xal of pi) BovAduevor prAdtipot elvar S grhotiuiov motoboty aldté, Gote Soxelv
81 obx elot pAdtipor. pauév odv 81t Sid Tobro Sucamdlutov Tdbog T @IASTIHOY, STt HANAOY TRV
My mAnatdlet T@ Adyw xal GUYYEVES E0TL TOUTE: O 88 AdY0g GvamdPANTSS Eo Tty U@V: 0hxodV
xal ta TAotddovra adtd SuoaméBAnta. See also 101.1-8.

25  InAlc. 50.20—24: &yo 3¢ gy 81t ote dvtadba NGV othoeTat THS QLhoTipiag, dAN &t petlbvwy
EMOUUNTEL, xal XATA TO XWXV, A8y TadTar dviay, TeTTapdxovta BodAetarl. ws ydp elpytal,
mavteg dvBpwot odx adT@V TRV Tabdv dpéyovtat (dmetpa yap TadTa), GAN ETEPwY TIVAV EYo-
vTeG Evvotay xat o) SuVAEVOL TOOTWY TUXELY EpievTal TV TTAELOVWY.
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 103

to cast off the admiration of the masses as they continuously feed his need for
absolute value.26

Returning to Alcibiades’ dependence on his natural talent in oratory, the
orator is one who can seduce and persuade easily. Put otherwise, they are ones
who can naturally craft appearances and, most particularly, the appearance
of being a self, of living the life well lived. As we have already highlighted, this
indeed is an authentic desire but one unfortunately perverted by Alcibiades’
thoughtless inability to know himself, to be self-moved rather than other-
moved. In the end, Alcibiades’ laziness and love for reputation prevent him
from authentic self-care,2” which due to his possession of such a strong nature
is more dangerous than those with weaker constitutions. As such, Socrates, in
Olympiodorus’ estimation, recognizes the threat that Alcibiades’ doubly igno-
rant life poses:

[...] great natures cause great harm when they go without cultivation,
just as when they happen to be cultivated, they are the causes of great
goods. As a matter of fact, this is analogous to the case of rich land that
produces good fruit when it is cultivated and farmed, but when it is
uncultivated, naturally produces thistles (for it knows only how to gener-
ate its produce, without distinguishing whether it is thorny or otherwise);
this is just the situation with talented natures.?8

Talented natures, like Alcibiades, impulsively or hastily forge with the proper
cultivation an image of themselves from an image of power, and so Olympio-
dorus decries Alcibiades as ‘not only miserable, but a maker of misery....2° In
other words, the ‘greatness’ that underscores Alcibiades’ condition may actu-
ally lead to his own as well as others’ self-destruction.3°

26  Cf.inAlc.134.a5.

27  InAlc. 143.4.

28  In Alc. 173.3—9: S16Tt al PeydAal QUTELS GUEAOVUEVAL HEYAAWY Xax®V aliTlan yivovTal, homep
émpeelag Tuyxdvougal eYdAwy dyaddv. xal yop Gamep 1) mielpa Y1) EMUEAOVUEVY) eV Kl
yewpyoupévy dyafods xapmods éxdidwaty, duehovuévn 3¢ dxdvlag mépuxey dmotixtey (0v3ev
yép oldev 1) yewdv i) mpoohoytoouévy T6 xdpmipoy, elte dnavBddés Eatwy elte Etepov), obtw xal
al 3ekiat puoeis Sdevtar. I would like to thank the external reviewer for their references
to this problem of the “greastest nature” in both Plato, Republic v1, 491d—e and Proclus,
Ten questions, § 56.

29  InAlc. 224.5-15 see also 22515-25.

30 At in Alc. 226.3-13, Olympiodorus argues that ‘the person who is ignorant of himself
makes others more miserable if [they] should obtain power’ is proven by Socrates insofar
as such persons are, first, like the sick who refuse to listen to doctors and indulge in food
that harms them. Second, they are like tyrants who are ‘nothing but power deprived of
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104 LAYNE

For it’s just as badness leads to ruin, and likewise as if someone inexpe-
rienced in steering attempted to steer a ship: for he becomes a cause not
only of his own destruction, but also of [the destruction] of his fellow
sailors and those who voyage with him.3!

2 The Purification from Double Ignorance

Since Alcibiades is ruled by his spirited element and as such is a lover of repu-
tation, Olympiodorus highlights how Socrates gears his refutation of the boy
toward shaming him—an act which chips away or questions the reality of his
constructed self-image. As we shall now discuss, this is one of Socrates’ tools
for purifying the doubly ignorant from the madness and illusion of their lives.

For Olympiodorus, there are five forms of purification within the dialogue,
all of which are utilized by Socrates or appealed to throughout the philoso-
pher’s refutation of Alcibiades.3? Olympiodorus identifies the method of
‘escaping into sacred precincts’ (dmoguyelv eig Tepévy) with a form of purifica-
tion that leans on acquiring good teachers or studying insofar as such persons
and texts direct us toward self-knowledge. A good teacher is not one who pours
knowledge into a student. Rather, good teachers are those who invite us into
the sacred precinct of our soul, stimulating us to discover knowledge. This is
witnessed most clearly in Socrates’ demands that Alcibiades name a teacher
of justice as well as the philosopher’s insistence that Alcibiades recognize
that the refutation is not caused by Socrates but by Alcibiades’ own internal
inconsistency.

The second form of purification is ‘forceful correction’ (¢mmAngews)33 which
reinforces the shame of double ignorance and the damage it does to one’s cur-
rent object of desire—in the case of Alcibiades, a praise-worthy reputation.3+

reason’ and, finally, like such tyrants fail to realize they do not even have power, as power
preserves persons but the doubly ignorant act in manners that are clearly self-destructive.
Cf. in Alc. 124.12—14 where the person of double ignorance is ‘the cause of ethical mistakes
as well: for this person tries to teach others what he doesn’t understand, and instills dam-
aging beliefs in them. See also 125.1-8 and 131.5. Cf. 17d-118a.

31 InAlc. 226.13-15: 66 Yap xoncia Baptien a1, xai Suotov g ei dmetpog xuBepwTixis Emiyelpn-
goL xuPepvay- aiTiog yap yiveTat ob uévov Thg Eautod dmwAelag, G xal THg TV TUWaVTAY xal
@V cupmAedvTtwy. Cf. Statesman 302b.

32  InAlc.14513-146.13.

33  Seealso in Alc. 132.1.

34  SeeinAlc. 83.25-29; 115.4; 119.14. See further in Alc. 102.23—-25: ‘Notice again how his fond-
ness for reputation makes it unbearable for him to fully acknowledge his ignorance but
instead he says “it appears”’
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 105

In short, Socrates understands that in some cases a mere revelation of cogni-
tive dissonance alone, i.e. the discovery of double ignorance through logical
analysis, would not heal the person in the habit of caring about their repu-
tation. Rather, his use of ‘tragic flair’ (éxtporywdéw)3® shames individuals into
wanting to distance themselves from their reputation as, under scrutiny, it
becomes clear that their soul is in a reprehensible condition.?¢ An example of
this method can be observed when Olympiodorus describes how Alcibiades
feels he is being tricked by Socrates’ questions. Olympiodorus explains that
Socrates’ use of forceful correction depends upon reason insofar as it reveals
the cognitive error Alcibiades is making but, further, insofar as the young man
feels personally attacked, the method stimulates Alcibiades’ spirited element,
his anger and courage, to defend himself as his reputation is suffering from
being discredited as an illusion.

The third form of purification is the Pythagorean, that Olympiodorus
describes as perilous insofar as it gives patients a taste of the passion from
which they suffer: for one could never heal the person who is aflame with
the passions without some concession to them.3? Olympiodorus points to
Socrates’ compliments of Alcibiades’ natural talents, which exalt rather than
deflate the young man’s ego. Olympiodorus repeatedly warns that this method
can often have the opposite effect on the doubly ignorant—rather than puri-
fication, it gives students, patients or interlocutors an opportunity to foolishly
think they are not in need of assistance.

The fourth form of purification is characterized by a convergence of oppo-
sites, and is seen in a variety of philosophers including Aristotle and the Stoics
as well as doctors like Hippocrates. Each of these traditions, in Olympiodorus’
eyes, prescribes opposites as cures for opposites. While there is some inconsis-
tency about what exactly it means to bring opposites together, Olympiodorus
suggests the mixed nature of refutation that brings compliments and exhorta-
tions together so as to both encourage and accuse.3® He also suggests that this
convergence of opposites is not necessarily the use of two opposing methods
(compliments and refutations) but is opposing insofar as it applies or invokes
the disease or mistake of the soul caused by double ignorance with an opposed
inclination. Specifically referencing Aristotle, it is a procedure that checks
spirit with appetite and appetite with spirit.

35  InAlc. 124.4-14,132.5,142.6 and 145.18.
36  InAlc. 132.1-8.

37  Seealso in Alc 6.12—14.

38  SeeinAlc 6.8-12 and 55.9-13.
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Finally, the Neoplatonist characterizes Socrates’ unique method as a pro-
cedure of transformation (petdfaoig). This method operates on the basis of
drawing out the disease of the soul via similarities or, better, as showing how
the object desired by Socrates’ interlocutor is an image or likeness of what they
truly desire. Olympiodorus writes:

[...] the Socratic method of purification converts like to likes: by saying to
someone who loves possessions, ‘learn what true self-sufficiency is’ or to
someone who loves pleasure, learn what divine repose is’...3°

Interestingly, in elucidating this form of purification, Olympiodorus offers a
unique response to Socrates’ use of praise, which at first blush appears to feed
the boy’s arrogance and therein possibly reduces Socrates to the role of flatterer
(the threat described in the Pythagorean method of purification). In contrast,
Olympiodorus argues that Socrates uses encouragement as a ‘honey-drenched’
form of purification that supports transformation versus other methods that
result merely in pain and violence.*? Insofar as Socrates’ remedies begin with
appealing to the current condition of the soul, the philosopher focuses on the
chains of Alcibiades’ current state of self-understanding, trying to release him
and turn him around towards authentic self-knowledge, moving him away from
the shadows on the wall to reality. For example, Socrates appeals to Alcibiades’
pride and his political ambition in order to reveal the power of self-knowledge.
As Olympiodorus declares:

So he is all but shouting aloud, ‘Learn what is true power: knowledge!
(For as he says in the Theaetetus, there is nothing more powerful than
knowledge existing in the soul’, for this alone, and the good life, can't be
seized by tyrants nor taken away.)*

In other words, instead of merely focusing on the ridiculousness of Alcibiades’
double ignorance, Socrates’ employment of irony emphasizes that there is a
kind of truth to his praise. Indeed, Alcibiades acts, despite being led by his
ambition, with a blind conceit drawing from the wellspring of the common

39 InAlc. 55.9-13: 6 3¢ Zowxpatixdg TpOTOS THS Xaddprews amd TGV ouolwv Emt T Gpolal HETAYEL
el pév Tig €ott QrAoypnpatos, Aéywv ‘wdbe Tig 1) dvtwg adTapxeta’. el 3¢ @rAndovog, ‘Tic 1) Bela
paatwvy’ [...]. See also in Alc. 146.7-10, 174.15.

40  InAlc. 30.1—4 and 86.27. Cf. Proclus in Alc. 228.21—4; 232.10-233.7.

41 In Alc. 36.14-16: S0 ydip TtovTOU MoVOV 0D Bod- ‘wdbe Tig 1) Svtwg Svauis, Tt V) EmETAUY. ©G
Yap &v Ottt Qraty, ‘EmaTung & Evodarg €v Yuyh SuvatwTepov 003EV. pévy Yap adty xai 1
evwio olite dAioxeton OTd TVpdVVWY olTe datpettal.
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notions in him and, as such, is drawn to a life lived with cause, purpose and,
corresponding power. This is all despite the fact that he currently does not
live as he wants and is wandering, in his state of double ignorance pursuing
merely the appearance of these things. Consider Olympiodorus’ comparison
of Socratic method and the philosopher’s appeal to the reason (logos) underly-
ing Alcibiades’ sense of superiority to other lovers:

Socrates uses these words to acclimate the young man to a life lived with
purpose. Consider that Alcibiades might have scorned his other lovers,
not due to pride and great-mindedness, but rather due to an empty con-
ceit of the soul. But instead [Socrates] addresses him as someone who
scorns them for a reason, not out of ignorance, but rather due to a kind of
knowledge that can’t be articulated, thus drawing him toward a life lived
with cause [...].#2

Following Proclus, Olympiodorus sees Socrates as employing different meth-
ods of care for different individuals as each individual uniquely pollutes
their knowledge, orienting themselves toward different appearances.*® For
Olympiodorus, Socrates attempts to reorient the lover of pleasure to see that
they simply desire the ease or rest of the divine, while the desire for money
derives from remembrance of divine self-sufficiency, and political ambition
mirrors the power of the One. At in Alc. 42.10-20, Olympiodorus argues that
reputation-lovers, pleasure-lovers and money-lovers appeal to a notion inher-
ent in their souls, causing or promoting double ignorance, and so individuals
like Alcibiades, as a lover of reputation, ‘fight over shadows, reflections and
expressions of this [higher idea].*+ All of them confuse higher ideas, e.g. divine

42 InAlc. 34.20—25: 3o toltwy 0ilel TOV véov 6 wxpdtng xat aitioy {Av. lowg yap 6 AlxiBiadyg
00 316 TEUVOTYTA KAl UEYXAOPPOTVVYY XATEQPOVITEV TGV GANWY EpaTTAV, GG J1d YLV THTA
Yuyds. 6 3¢ &g Exelvov peta aitiog xatappovioavtog adT@v, obtw eaty, odx dyvoia dXA dmop-
phTw MoV EmiaTuy, TEoBLBAwy abTdv xat aitiay, wg elpyrat, {Av.

43 As Olympiodorus succinctly writes at in Alc. 151.16—-152.20: ‘Each individual is not to be
brought up in the same way, but he who has the natural aptitude to be a philosopher dif-
ferently from the person inclined to love or music [Phdr. 248d]’ The distinction between
true or philosophical rhetoric and false or base rhetoric will be concerned with the state
of the soul of the interlocutor. Consider also Herm., in Phdr. 224.1—3 where the commenta-
tor suggests that there is a kind of rhetoric which is soul-leading; and see further Bohle in
this volume.

44  épletanxal Tadty Evotay Exetl. w) Suvdpevog 3¢ Tuyely mepl TO eidwhov xat TV ATOTTWIY Exel-
g oxtoporyel.
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108 LAYNE

tranquility, fulfillment and self-sufficiency, with their shadows flickering on
the wall of appearance.*

Overall, the Socratic method of purification begins with a recognition of the
needs of the interlocutor, adapting his methods so as to accord with the images
that his interlocutor currently pursues so as to redirect them, to turn them
inward toward themselves and toward the realities that constitute the doubly
ignorant’s desperate and vain pursuits for meaning. For Olympiodorus, this is
the power of the Platonic dialogues, as texts like the Republic offer methods
that ‘put a stop to the Thrasymachus in us) the Gorgias shows how to transform
Callicles’ love of pleasure and Polus’ love of reputation, the Protagoras guides
those who simply love appearance, as it is an image of reality, and, finally, the
Alcibiades assists in transforming individuals who love power, showing readers
that the boy will need to paradoxically ‘become a servant’ of Socrates if he is
ever to understand what it truly means to rule.4

Interestingly, Olympiodorus connects this transformative/mimetic proce-
dure of Socratic method to a typical Socratic enigma, i.e. the philosopher’s
claims to ignorance and his corresponding use of ambivalent language like
I think’ Does this ambivalent language indicate ignorance on Socrates’ part?
Olympiodorus answers: ‘Not at all, but instead [it indicates] the highest [level
of] knowledge, to approach [different] personalities using a method that is
appropriate [to each]4” Ultimately, Olympiodorus thinks that Socrates is

45  Seealso in Alc. 47.1-5 or107.1-10.

46 InAlc. 61.7-15. It is interesting to note here that Olympiodorus is also stressing the value of
dialogue form in his exegesis of why Socrates prefers question and answer, insofar as the
dialogue form, like question and answer, demands that arguments be alive and wielded
on a diversity of characters. For Olympiodorus this allows for us to learn about ourselves
and our own tendencies toward pride, pleasure, power, etc. See also in Alc. 24.12—20 for his
explicit defense of Socrates’ methods as ‘lively’. Of course this parallels the Neoplatonic
insistence that dialogue as lived speech best resembles the living being that is the cosmos.
He writes, ‘... just as this [world] serves as a meadow of diverse living beings, the speech
should likewise be full of all kinds of characters.’ For more on the lived nature of dialogue
form and its goals, see Layne 2014 and 2017 and Mansfeld 1994.

47  InAlc. 2413-16. Like Proclus, Olympiodorus defends Socratic ignorance by appealing to
different forms of cognition and different grades of ignorance. Cf. in Gorg. 34.3, 175.21—
176.6W: ‘For he says “I do not speak as one who knows at all”. It is worth debating why he
says ‘I do not speak with knowledge.” What? Is Socrates ignorant? We say, first, that he
teaches modesty of character and that we should not praise ourselves. Second, that there
are many degrees of cognition, as also of truth. How is it that there are many degrees of
cognition? We must say that cognition by means of sensation is different from cognition
by means of opinion (for the former is of particulars, while the latter is of universals),
and different again is intellective, i.e. divine, cognition. It is this last that Socrates says he
does not know. For who possesses cognition in the way that Intellect itself does? Hence,
he invites criticism and calls a man who helps him his benefactor, since there is nothing
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THE VIRTUE OF DOUBLE IGNORANCE IN OLYMPIODORUS 109

feigning ignorance and employing, once again, a kind of pedagogical irony that
is not wholly false or dissembling but leans on the distinction between appear-
ance and reality. While knowledgeable, Socrates can claim ignorance for a vari-
ety of reasons, e.g. he is ignorant of divine cognition as opposed to human
cognition. As a Socratic lover who operates through the method of likeness,
a method that exposes the connection between seemingly disparate things,
the philosopher ‘does not want to ascend alone, but along with his beloved’
and so he employs pedagogical irony at one time, sincere praise at another
or, indeed, forceful correction, refutation or dialectic at yet another. Indeed,
Olympiodorus has Socrates take up the defining traits of the Neoplatonic cat-
egory of the hero, who willingly descends for the sake of purifying and assist-
ing other mortal souls.*® In fact, Olympiodorus characterizes Socrates’ heroic
nature as deriving from his singular ability to discern the needs of his conversa-
tion companions.*® Explicitly deemed a protector of humankind®® and a ‘safe
guarantor’,® Olympiodorus defends the idea that the life of the philosopher
is one concerned not merely with acquiring knowledge, but that knowledge
leads the philosopher to descend, to return, in order to assist friends and fellow
citizens in shaking off the coil of double ignorance, and in this way Socrates
becomes a ‘proximate cause of Alcibiades’ salvation’.5?

greater than the truth. See also in Alc. 175.7-10. For more on Socratic pedagogical irony
see in Alc. 52.21-53.7 and 88.5-10. Cf. also in Alc. 140.12 where Olympiodorus praises Zeno’s
use of pretense.

48  Seealso inAlc. 40.16; 41.1; 59.24—60.12;135.1;156.7; 175.3—5. Cf. also in Alc. 171.8 for an explicit
description of heroes like Perseus and Heracles as purifiers. They ‘were born to purify [the
world] of evils’ and Heracles is a ‘just destroyer’ who ‘slaughters for purification’ while
Perseus’ wings and other symbols can also be associated with purification. For more on
the Neoplatonic category of the hero see Layne 2017 as well as Tarrant and Renaud 2015,
199—201 and Griffin 2014 for accounts of the status of Socrates in Neoplatonic metaphysics
and the hierarchy of virtues.

49  Cf. in Gorg 0.3, 217—26W: ‘Hence Socrates, seeing the people being led astray in this
way, and because he grasped what was good for all the youth right across the spectrum,
determines to save the souls of the Athenians and of Gorgias too. So he does not think
it beneath him, but takes Chaerephon the philosopher along with him, the one who is
also referred to in the comedy, and proceeds to the house of Callicles, it is there that the
encounters and investigations occur. Socrates took Chaerephon rather than going by him-
self, so as to demonstrate how people acquire knowledge and engage in dialogue.

50 InAlc 1351

51  InAlc. 230.10.

52  InAlc.11.8.
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3 The Virtue of Double Ignorance

Before turning to Olympiodorus’ unique account of the double ignorance of
the contemplative philosopher, we should begin by sketching another compel-
ling difference in Olympiodorus’ account of double ignorance. Unlike Proclus,
Olympiodorus argues for the existence of an intermediary position between
double and simple ignorance, a position that marks the transition from natu-
ral virtue to the care of the self, a requisite turn of the soul prior to reach-
ing the level of civic virtue. In short, Olympiodorus addresses the question
of how Alcibiades can recognize his ignorance but not yet see the need for
learning and inquiry constitutive of the philosophical life. Focusing on one of
Alcibiades’ premier admissions of ignorance, Olympiodorus does not yet think
he has actually transitioned to simple ignorance but grants that Alcibiades is in
a borderland (uef6ptog) state.

And this [state] lies between simple ignorance (namely, knowing that
one does not know) and double ignorance (namely, firmly supposing
that one knows), that is, supposing at one moment that one knows, and
another not holding that supposition (just as opinion is a mean between
double ignorance and knowledge. For a person holding an opinion who
knows that it is so, but remains ignorant of why it is so, is so to speak ‘in
the borderlands’ between those cases [i.e. double ignorance and knowl-
edge] that are diametrically contrary to one another).53

Indeed, for Olympiodorus, this intermediate position is one of the founda-
tional moments in the relationship between Socrates and Alcibiades, secur-
ing their friendship as, according to the Neoplatonist, Alcibiades ‘climbed
one rung [on the ladder of knowledge]: for he stepped from double ignorance
into the intermediate condition between simple and double [ignorance].5*
Despite not yet reaching the level of simple ignorance, Olympiodorus regards
this mere distancing from double ignorance as a significant ascent, as in this
stage he begins to truly see the value of Socrates and is therein drawn to a new
image of the good life that Socrates offers.5> Ultimately, the move to simple

53  InAlc.123,19-124, 1: péoov 8¢ ¢ott Tobto dmAiis dryvolag (Toutéatt Tod eldévar &tt ol oldev) xal
SumAfi (Toutéott oD oteaBan Pefatwg 81t 0ide), T8 ToTE pév oteaBou, ToTe 82 ) oleaba, Gomep ¥
38&0 péam Eati Ut dryvolar xarl EmLoTAUNS. Exelvay Yap &x StauéTtpov AvTixXelpuévwy GAAAOLG
6 SoEaaTinds eldg uév o 8tt, dyvodv d¢ Ty aibtia, év pebopiw mdg ot

54  InAlc. 1291-6: xoi di6tt Evor Bodudy dviAdev. drd yap StmAfig dryvolag eig péany EE amAfis xal
SimAfjg évémeaey.

55 InAlc.130.5.
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ignorance arises when Alcibiades agrees to deliberate and enter into joint
inquiry as his need for knowledge becomes increasingly shameful, causing
him to momentarily cast off his care for reputation. Then, and only, then,
does Alcibiades enter into simple ignorance.>¢ To be sure Alcibiades does not
achieve civic virtue/knowledge by the end of the dialogue but rather remains at
the level of natural virtues/knowledge; but, however momentarily, Alcibiades
cares for himself rather than his image.5”

So, turning now to what seems, at first blush, a strange error in Olympiodorus
as well as the anonymous Prolegomena, both authors associate a kind of dou-
ble ignorance with one of the highest levels of philosophical excellence. In
fact the anonymous author even identifies Socrates as an exemplar of dou-
ble ignorance:

[...] we distinguish simple ignorance, double ignorance, supreme igno-
rance and sophistical ignorance. Simple ignorance occurs when a man
does not know a particular thing and knows that he does not know; dou-
ble ignorance when he does not know a thing and is not aware that he
does not know, as Socrates is when he says in the Phaedrus: ‘I am yet
unable, as the Delphic inscription advises us, to know myself’; supreme
ignorance is when a man knows that he does not know, but owing to the
emotional appeal of the opposite belief refuses to give up his ignorance;
sophistical ignorance is when a man does not know, but attempts to dis-
guise his ignorance by specious reasoning.>8

Striking in its identification of Socrates with double ignorance, this is never-
theless complemented by Olympiodorus’ repeated appeals to the philosopher
of Plato’s Theaetetus [173c6-174a2]%° as one who possesses ‘a double igno-
rance that is superior to knowledge’ (in Phd 6.3.14). Seemingly paradoxically,
Olympiodorus argues that those who have reached the height of philosophical
excellence are the inverse of those like Alcibiades. In other words, the doubly

56  InAlc.146.20 and 190.14.

57  For the care of the self as directed toward the rational soul rather than one’s body or pos-
sessions, see in Alc. 171.17.

Y AT S P on .

58  Proleg.16.19—29: xal dpadi (1)) ™yv amAijv dyvotav dyvoodvta 1) ™v SR 1) TV keylomyv i) v
GOQLITIXV. ATAR Mév oDV EaTiv duabior Stav Tig dryvof) T68e Tt [elva] xaid oldev 8Tt dryvoel: SimAf)
gativ dtav xal dryvoy) Tode Tt xal i) Ywwaxy 6Tt dyvoel, wg eatv év Paidpw ‘ob Shvauat xatd to
Aehuedy Ypdipia yv@vor Euantév ueylom F8yvold éotv Stav xal dyvof) xal oidev 81t dyvoel,
xpatoduevog 8'0mé Tod Taboug Tod Evavtiov doypartog ox dpioTartal TH oixelag dyvolag: cogpt-
oty & ativ dyvota 8tav dyvofj mév Tig, omeudy 3¢ diad mibavoroyiag Emtcadipat TV olxeloy
dyvotav.

59  See Tarrant in this volume pp. 192—193##
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ignorant person does not know they are soul while the contemplative person
‘forgets’ they are embodied or part of this material world (see in Phd 1.2.14-16
and 4.15.3—4). They are ignorant of the body but are also ignorant of that igno-
rance, i.e. unlike a person of purgative virtue, they are no longer even aware
of the world they seek to escape or the body that interrupts. Olympiodorus
alludes to the philosopher’s double ignorance when he discusses how Thales
may appear to be foolish and suffer ridicule but, in all actuality, he is at the
height of virtue and the good life.

[...] for indeed they will be laughed at by the foolish. So too Thales while
walking about and with his mind on the heavens and astronomy fell into
a well. And a Thracian woman said to him ‘This man does not know the
things on earth and seeks to know the things of heaven. We must not
attend to such people, even if they box our ears, but direct ourselves up
towards the divine.6°

The double ignorance of the contemplative person is best understood by
recalling the differences between the Neoplatonic levels of virtue as under-
stood by Olympiodorus. In his estimation the natural virtues arise through
one’s personal temperament and can best be observed in animals insofar as
there are inclinations that are natural for certain species, e.g. the lion is brave,
the cattle temperate, etc. Ethical virtues revolve around habit and are linked
with knowledge of the laws and rules of the deterministic world. One cultivates
ethical virtue through the training that comes from experiencing the world as
determined, so that even irrational forms of life can be governed by reason.
While trying to offer a theological reading of the various virtues, Olympiodorus
compares the natural virtues with the Titans and the ethical/habitual with
Dionysus insofar as these virtues do not necessarily entail a complementary
relationship. Rather, the natural virtues can destroy or upend the habitual,
tearing them to pieces like the god.®! In this, we have a stunning description
of the turmoil that would occur when someone like Alcibiades, because of his
double ignorance, relies only on natural virtues and as such fails to care for
the divine within, exposing it continuously to the carnivorous appetite of the
Titanic aspect of his existence.

60  In Gorg. 26.16: xal ydp 8€Aovaty OO T@V dvonTwy xatayeddabat. obTw yodv xal 6 OaAfjg mept-
TaTév xol TOV vodv €l TOV 0Dpavoy Exwv xal GaTPOVOURY Elg TEAU Evémeaey: xal @Yoty adT®
Opfiooa yuw) 8t ‘olrog Té xartd Yy 0dx oldev xal Té v odpavols Béhet eldévar. 8el totvov TV
TOLVTWV AUEAEDY, X8V xatd xdppns TTortd&waty NS, Tpdg 3¢ 10 Belov dvarteivew Eautolg.

61 In Phd 1.51-15. For more on the Orphic elements of this passage and Olympiodorus’ role
in advancing the myth of Dionysus see Edmonds 2009.
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Next, we have the rational virtues, beginning with the civic life that knows
itself as a tripartite soul and so regards the body as an instrument. Such a per-
son is godlike, imitating the divine in their concern for that which is below.52
Then we have purificatory virtue, which aims at freedom from passions and
regards the body as a kind of ‘talkative neighbor’;%3 in the ascent to the divine
the main aim is purification from the body. When the contemplative person
is finally free from the body, as their life and being are always turned to the
intellective world, however, they take on a new form of double ignorance.5+
To quote in full the passage where Olympiodorus identifies the contemplative
philosopher as possessing a kind of double ignorance:

[...] the man who has dedicated himself to purification or contemplation
pays attention to the body as to a talkative neighbor, so as not to be dis-
turbed in his thoughts; this is what Plato says about the perfect philoso-
pher, that he does not know where in the world he is, and is unaware that
he does not know [ Theaet. 173c6-174a2]. Here we find a double ignorance
that is superior to knowledge.5>

Contrasting the purificatory life with the contemplative in this respect,
Olympiodorus writes:

When a man whose goal is purification shuns the body, this very act of
fleeing the body is a relation to it, and he knows what he is fleeing. As
for the contemplative philosopher, he neither flees nor knows the body;
for he does not know where in the world he is, and he is unaware that he
does not know.6¢

62  SeeinAlc. 32.4 or 26.18: ... the philosopher both flees and does not flee. Not the theoreti-
cal [philosopher’s] gaze always flees toward the divine, whereas the [philosopher-] states-
man’s, if he has worthy citizens, remains and shapes them. If they are not worthy, then
in truth he retreats and makes a fortress for himself and sits there in flight from the bois-
terousness of the city. This is what Plato and Socrates did. In this way Socrates became so
great that the Pythian Apollo testified to it.

63  InPhd 4.31-16.

64  In Phd 8.1-18; see also 4.31-16.

65  InPhd 6.3.10-15: olov 0v pAbapov yeltove Td o@ua Bepamedet 6 xoBopTinds xol ewpnTiess, tva
&v Talg vooeaty dxaAutos Jj. Gamep pnotv mept Tob xopugaiou grhogdpov St dyvoel dmot Y
gow, xal dyvoel 81t dyvoel. xal ebpev 6 Aéyog Sty dpadiay émiomiung xpetttova. Todta Eyet
1) Bewpion.

66 In Phd 4.15.1-5: €l pevyel 6 xabopTindg TO oA, xal év adTR T) PeVYEW axéaty Exel Tpog adTo
xatl oldev 8 pedyeL. 6 yap Bewpntinds olte pebyet olite oldev T c@par dyvoel Yap Emot Y Eotwy,
xat 8Tt dryvoel dryvoel.
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And, again:

Plato in the Theaetetus [173c6-174a2] represents the perfect philosopher
as not even knowing what kind of man he is himself, and moreover as
ignorant of the fact that he does not know this, though he lives in a body.%”

To be sure, the key characteristic of the move from the purgative to the contem-
plative life revolves around the disparagement and forgetfulness of the body,
as the body is what returns us to the realm of division and disillusionment.58

In the end, given this identification of double ignorance with the philosoph-
ical life, we can, first, excuse the Proleg. of mistakenly identifying Socrates with
double ignorance as commonly understood by the Neoplatonic tradition. The
anonymous author may simply be appealing to the same understanding of the
contemplative person as we find in Olympiodorus, as Socrates certainly and
repeatedly, throughout both the Prolegomena and Olympiodorus’ commen-
tary, appeals to all three levels of the rational life. Second, Olympiodorus’ novel
transformation of the Procline concept of double ignorance allows even the
greatest of obstacles for human souls to become a kind of excellence in the life
of contemplation. In short, Olympiodorus has applied the Socratic mimetic
method to double ignorance itself, appealing to it in the life of the philosopher
so as to invert it, transform it into something higher than the life it is typically
mired in.
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