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High-Minded Souls Choose Tyranny:
Pride and Ambition as Epistemic Virtues in Proclus?

L. A problem with tyrannical life

Text 1: Souls choose their future life
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After these words, Er said that the first in the lot came up at once and chose the greatest tyranny. And in the grip of folly
and gluttony he chose without having considered everything adequately, but he failed to see that the destiny contained
in the life meant that he would eat his own children and suffer other evils. When he examined the life at leisure, he
began to beat his breast and lament his choice, ignoring the priest's earlier pronouncement: for it was not himself that he
blamed for these evils, but fortune and the gods and everything but himself. He was one of those who had come from
the sky after living his previous existence in a well-ordered state, and having had some share of goodness by habit but
without philosophy. In general, there were just as many of those from the sky who were caught in such predicaments,
because of their lack of training in hard toils; while the majority of those from the earth, because they had toiled
themselves and had seen others doing so, did not make their choices impulsively.

(transl. Halliwell 1988, italics are the translator's)

Text 2: Aristotle the tyrant is the least capable of Parmenides' listeners

Obto toivov kal 6 TTappeviong, dte duvotdTatog MV, Kol TOV Eloyiotnv £xovio TNV EMITNOEOTNTO TV GLAAEYEVTOV
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(In Parm. 691.30-692.11)

So therefore Parmenides, being the most competent, helps even that member of the company who has the least aptitude.
Plato indicates the weakness of his capacity by calling him the youngest of the group, which is a symbol of his
undeveloped nature, and by adding to the words about him that he later became one of the Thirty. From this we draw the
plausible analogy between him and souls who are at one time inspired and live with the angels (just as Aristotle here
made his entrance with Pythodorus), but later lose the capacity to do so. (transl. Morrow&Dillon 1992)

Text 3: Souls may cause harm when they do not realise that human affairs don't work like the heavens
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(In Remp. 11.326.15-24 ; see also 11.301.9-302.8)
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Then, that [souls] run to tyrannies happens though there having been ruling powers in souls descended from the
heavens; this comes through [these souls] being accustomed to heavenly things. But that all these souls go [down] to
human existence, this comes from their having come to the heavens from human existence. So, having mixed the human
State and the ruling power [of the heavens], they developed the desire for the tyrannical life. For they removed from the
human State the fact of being ordered (that which had brought them to their stay in the heavens), and they were ignorant
of the conformity of heavenly rule to intellect, because they had made their ascent [to the heavens] without intellect.
(transl. O'Meara 2016)

Text 4: Some souls remember being in the company of the gods

‘0 p&v obv uf veoteAc i SiepBoppévog odk dEémc 8v0ivde Skeioe pépetol TpOg amTd TO KGANOG, [...] 6 88 dpTitelic, O
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TV YOPELTHC, SKETVOV TIUMV T€ KOl PpoVpevog eic 1o Suvatdv (i (Phaedrus ; 250el1-2; 251al-5; 252¢8-d2)

Now he whose vision of the mystery is long past, or whose purity has been sullied, cannot pass swiftly to see Beauty's
self yonder [...] But when one who is fresh from the mystery, and saw much of the vision, beholds a godlike face or
bodily form that truly expresses beauty, first there comes upon him a shuddering and a measure of that awe the vision
inspired, and then reverence as at the sight of a god [...] And so does each lover live, after the manner of the god in
whose company he once was, honouring him and copying him so far as may be. (transl. Hackforth 1972, my italics)

Text 5: Socrates deemed Alcibiades worthy of love because of his ambitions
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Topavviot kol Toig SLVAEST KOl TOAG TYATG EmmNODOL, Kol ol eV avT@dV GIAOTILOV, 0l 08 TupavVIKOV aipodvtar Bilov.
oidev obv 6 Zokpdme 6Tt 10 @ilopyov TodTo KOl GUOTIHOV éxefvoug Tpootkel Taic Wuyoic Toic ovpoviog
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(In Alc. 137.3-138.9)

So much one may observe in regard to souls, how this quality of leadership and enterprise makes them worthy of love,
and for what sort of reason. I think one may mention too the well-known account which Socrates relates in the Republic
about the souls descending from heaven viz. that all such especially run after power and hunt after the lives of rulers and
leaders. For having accompanied the gods of heaven and be held their powers that rule over the universe and their
kingdoms which range from on high to the lowest and the series upheld by them, they also desire a similar life and want
to rule over the largest possible number: to excel the rest of men, as the gods do the world of process, and to govern the
affairs of the universe, as the gods govern all that lies inferior to them; in their yearning for this, they jump at tyrannies,
positions of power and honours, and some choose a life of ambition, others a life of one-man rule. Now Socrates knows
that this love of authority and honour belongs to those souls which once shared the company of heaven and have come
from there to the region about the earth. Therefore in this passage he says to the young man that "he would have long
ago given up his love" if he saw him content with things present. For this is a sign of a small-minded and ignoble nature
and of one that has arrived from the parts somewhere underneath the earth and for this reason is satisfied with the
present, but does not look up to the universal or the pre-eminent nor through great achievement attain qualities worthy
of love. (transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 6: Critias the Tyrant is as such very capable, for he is used to rule the world with the gods

"Enetta 4T Kol a0TO TO TOPAVVIKOV E0QVING £0TL TEKUNPLOV, ¢ oLV [ToAteig d1ddckel pbBog T0G £ 0VpavVOD KATIOVCNS
YUYOG S1opePOVTMG £l TOV TUPAVVIKOV dymv Plov: elbicpévar yap Ekel cupmeplmoAelv Toig Be0ic Kai cLUVOLOIKELY TO TTaV
KavtadBo taig @avopévalg EmTpEyovct duvapesty, MG ol oD KGAlovg 10D vonTod UvAunY £Yovieg T0 QPOIVOLEVOV
aondlovtar kéArog. (In Tim. 1.70.29-71.6)



Next, note that the tyrannical element itself is also evidence of natural gifts, as the myth in the Republic teaches us when
it shows those souls ‘who come down from the heaven’ specially drawn towards the tyrannical life. That’s because, after
becoming used to ‘spinning about with the gods [up] there’, and managing the universe with them, they rush off to what
appear to be roles of power here too — just as it is those who have a memory of the intelligible beauty who welcome the
appearance of beauty. (transl. Tarrant 2007)

Text 7: The memory of the heavenly life leads to the choice of tyranny

‘Ohwg yap aOTd TO TVPAVVIKOV Yoy®dV €0TtL HeYEBOVE AVTITOIOVUEVOV Kol VYOS Kol dLVAUEDS Tvog obtm Kol O &v
[MoMteig Tokpdme Tac &5 odpavod katovcaE M¢ £mi 1O TOAD TVpovVIKOV enotv oipsicBor Piov: dve yap odoar
coumeplemOAovY 1O Thv, o0 81 kai &v toic aipéoecty povaciav ioyovcom Tag Suvepels kol Thg TVpaVVISag GopEvmg
dwokovow. (In Parm. 1, 693.14-21)

In general the tyrannical element is characteristic of souls that aim at greatness, or dignity, or power. So Socrates in the
Republic describes the souls that return from heaven as choosing, for the most part, the life of a tyrant; for when they
were up there they traversed the whole of things in their revolutions, and of this they retain a memory when in their
choices they go after power and tyranny. (transl. Morrow&Dillon 1992)

II. Why do tyrannical souls make good pupils?

Text 8: High-minded souls choose high-standing lives, for they bear an echo of the heavenly life

To yap 1@V TAPOVTOV HEV DTEPPPOVETY OG ECKLAYPAPNUEVOVY Kol 00deVOC a&iwv, GAAO &€ Tt TpO ToVT®V EMNTEY Héya
Kot Qo pooTOV Kol VITEPEYOV TOV TOAAGDY TEKUNPLOV 0TIV EUPAVES TR TEPL ADTO TO KAAOV BOIVOG TAV YuYdV. ToDTO O
Kol 0 &v [Mokteig Xmkpdtng Evépnve, TdV ' 0VPAVOD KATIOVGAV YYDV TO MYELOVIKOV Kol AOPOV Kol LEYOAOPPOV £V
T0ig aipéceot T@V Pimv Bov gimdv: &l yap amqynue eépovat tiic £kel Lofig kol d1d Todto Toig duvapesty EmTpéyovaot
Kol TdV BAA@V ATdvimv O¢ uipdv kod 00devdg atimv dmepopdoty. EoTt 8¢ TodTo 10 Taoc, £0 Taudaywyn0Ly, dpym TG
campioag TdV yoydv. (In Alc. 99.9-100.1)

To despise what lies at hand as illusory and worth nothing and to seek after something else superior to this, something
great and wonderful and surpassing the common variety is a clear sign of the travail of souls in regard to beauty itself.
This was indicated by the Socrates of the Republic, when he said that in the choices of lives the authoritative, lofty and
high-minded was a characteristic of the souls descending from heaven; for they still bear an imprint of life there and for
this reason run after power and despise all else as insignificant and worth nothing. This condition, when carefully
trained, is the beginning of salvation for souls. (transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 9: Contempt for unworthy lovers proves Alcibiades' preparation to virtue

TTévtog 81 0BV ikOTMC TOVE TO10VTOVE 6 AMKIPBIASNG VIEPEPAAETO TG PPOVIILUTL UGV YAVPOTEPAY TIVEL KOl ASPOTEPAV
AoV, Kol QUYGdag ovTovg AmESEIEEY OVK EvEYKOVTOG TO POV aTOD TO VITEPOYKOV [...] TO Yap TV PEV ava&iov
00 £pwTog VIEPOELV, TOV 6¢ d&ov Bavpdoat, TOAANY aOTd HOPTUPEL TV TPOG TO KOAOV OIKEWOTNTO KOl €ig ApeTNV
nmapackevny. (In Alc. 98.3-7 & 99.3-5)

So naturally Alcibiades "overcame by pride" all such persons, since he possessed a nature more haughty and grand, and
made them "runaways" since they could not endure his excessive pride. [...] to despise those unworthy of love but
admire the one worthy is evidence in him of great kinship with the beautiful and predisposition towards virtue.

(transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 10: Souls chase appearances according to their innate notions

aco yap yoyn, enoiv 6 Idtov, edosr tedéoton té dvta. £10ev ovv kel 10 GANOGC, Tipov Koi TO TYEHoVIKOV Kod TO
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Kot THS apyiig i The Ndoviic §| tdv ypnudtov. (In Alc. 135.9-17)

"Every soul," says Plato, "has by nature beheld the ultimate realities." So in the other world it has seen what is of real
value, the powers of leadership and rule established among the gods themselves, and having seen, it is astounded at
them and retains within itself some echoes thereof; but, again, on account of its forgetfulness and unawareness it does
not know what it is that it admires and the kind of notions in view of which it reaches after power, greatness and rule, or
pleasure or wealth (transl. O'Neill 1971, slightly modified)



Text 11: Socrates' intervention aims to lead Alcibiades' gpovnpa to true beauty, love and philosophy

"0 81 Kol 0 XokpaTng EVOEKVOUEVOS d10 TG TPOTNG TAVTNG KANOE®MG EYEIPEL LEV TO EPOVILLAL TOD EPMUEVOL TPOG TNV
0D GANOwod KdAAovg AvToyy, dvakivel 8¢ TO v adTd Badua Tig erlocopov {wilg, mepldyel 6& avTov €ig TV Ti|g
aAnBodg épatikiig anomAnpwoty. (In Alc. 27.3-8)

Socrates, indicating as much by this first appellation, arouses the ppoévnua of the beloved towards attachment to true
beauty, stirs up his inward admiration of the life of philosophy, and leads him round to the fulfilment of true love.
(transl. O'Neill 1971, modified)

Text 12: Honour-loving souls are fallen but gihotipia is the second best condition

‘Ex o1 tpitev AeyéoBm kol 0Tt pHetd TV KoTd TOV A0Yyov moAteloy 1 GIAOTYLOG €0TL KOl TIHOKPATIKY® TPOGEXDG YOp
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Toivov 1] TPOTN TAOV YuxdV KAB0S0G 1] IAOTILOG €0t LN, dNAOV MG 0VK E0TIV 1| aq)sclg abt tdv &ig faBog TecdvTmV,
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138.7-139.10)

In the third place let it be observed that after the constitution which is in accord with reason comes the honour-regarding
and timocratic form of government; for the latter arises immediately after the former and the departure from the best
form of life proceeds to this kind first, as Socrates observes in the Republic, and on the way back is purified from this
last of all. Therefore Plato called love of honour the "last garment of the soul." Disdain of wealth and contempt of
pleasure are also qualities of the more moderate souls, but many even of those considered powerful characters succumb
before honour, reputation and power. As, then, we ascend and cast off the emotions and the garments which we have
acquired in our descent, the last garment to be cast off is that of ambition, that being made "naked," as the oracle says,
we may establish ourselves near to god, after becoming pure and undefiled reason, leaving behind all the emotions in
the region of earth, which is the place assigned to them, and assimilating ourselves completely to the divine life. Now if
the first descent of souls is the life that loves honour, clearly this desire is not characteristic of those who have fallen to
the depths, but of those who haunt the doorway of reason. Precisely on this account Socrates has considered such a
character to be worthy of love, as being superior to the world of process and more akin to reason; for our spirited
appetite is nearer to reason than our sense appetite. For these reasons, then, Socrates considered the life that is eager for
rule and honour to be worthy of loving care. (transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 13a: Usefulness of praise — Alcibiades

"Eotv oV o0 pévov Emouvog Tod veoviokov, GAAY kol mpotpom| eic edlwiav: o yap un yeipovag eaivesOar tic Tdv
M@V avBpodTeV dToANYemS Ikavoy £oTv MUAG dveyeipat Tpog TV Eavtdv émpédeiay. (In Ale. 100.19-23)

So there is not only praise of the young man, but also exhortation to goodness of life; for not to appear worse than the
estimate formed of us by the rest of men is sufficient reason to arouse us to attention towards ourselves.
(transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 13b: Usefulness of praise — Socrates

IIpootibnot 8¢ 11 dvaxiiocet Tov Ematvov, O 01 €0t duvapemg TAElovog LETASOOIS ol YOp mopd TdV Oeimv avopdv
£MOVOL TOVG EVQPLEIG VEOLS EPPOUEVEGTEPOVG TTOLODGL TTPOC TNV AVTIANYY TdV pelldovav ayabdv: (In Parm. 782.19-25)

To the salutation [Parmenides] joins praise, which is an imparting of additional power; for praise coming from inspired
men renders a well-endowed youth stronger for the reception of greater goods. (transl. Morrow&Dillon1987)



