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Scepticism in the Sixth Century?
Damascius',D oubts and Solutions

Concerning F irst P rinciples

S A R A  R A P P E

'rlan Doubts and Solutions ConcerningFirst Principles, an aporetic work of the sixth

century Neoplatonist Damascius, is distinguished above all by its dialectical

subtlety. Although the Doubts and Solutions belongs to the commentary tradi-

tion on Plato's Parmenides, its structure and method make it in many ways

unique among such exegetical works. The treatise positions itself, at least in

part, as a response to Proclus' metaphysical system. Thus the first principles

alluded to in its title refer to a metaphysical structlrre consisting of five central

elements, the Ineffable, the One, and the Noetic Triad, which Damascius both

adumbrates in opposition to Proclus' as well as subjects to his own, internal

critique. In this article, I will be asking whether or not Damascius' critique ol

Neoplatonic metaphysics is informed or inspired by ancient Scepticism. No

doubt this question catches the reader off guard: if the last exponent of an-

cient Scepticism is Sextus Empiricus, how could this sixth-century Neo-

platonist Scholarch, the last officially appointed Platonic Successor, revert to a

tradition that seemingly disappears for well over three centuries?z In what

483

+8g

'As is well  known, Damascius modif ies Proclus' own exposit ion of the Parmenidean hypothe

ses, posit ing a f irst principle to which he gives the t i t le "the Ineffable." For those interested in z

dense outl ine of the elements involved in this treatise, I  note that this Ineffable is prior to the One
which Damascius says is "unrelated" to the noetic tr iad. Once more, this noetic tr iad seems to be i

modification to Proclus' system, according to which the dyad follows the One. These five elements

the Ineffable, the One and the intel lectual tr iad, then, complete this system that functions ar

ontologically parallel to Plotinus' first two hypostases, the One and Being/Intellect.
'The question of Damascius' Scepticism was raised by Ritter in his llisrorre de la phibsophie. h

his Introduction to the Bude edition, Combès (xxv, xxxi) suggests that Damascius' aporetir

method is tied to his negative theology and is not motivated by Scepticism. Obviously, it ir

anachronist ic to suggest that Damascius is a Sceptic in the sense that he represents a specif ir

school such as Pyrrhonism, or that he attempts to subvert Platonism in favor of Scepticism

Rather, in this art icle my purpose is to examine Damascius'aff i l iat ions.
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follolvs, I suggest that a plausible historical context for such a reversion can be
found in contemporaneous Neoplatonic allusions to Sceptical readings of
Flato. I then analyze the Sceptical techniques deployed by Damascius in his
critique of Neoplatonist metaphysics, focusing especially on his attacks on
Neoplatonic theories of intellect and causation. I conclude by speculating on
some ideological factors that shaped Damascius' Sceptical affiliations, suggest-
ing that here it is possible to see an initial volley in what was to become a
centuries-long skirmish between reason and revelation.

I .  T H E  N E O P L A T O N I S T S  R E A D  T H E  S C T P T T C S ?

R. T. Wallis has suggested that Plotinus borrows from the Sceptics' arsenal in
voicing his own objections against Stoic or Stoicizing epistemology and theol-
ogy. The seemingly radical stance that Plotinus takes against Stoic notions of
divine rationality, virtue, and providence is anticipated by the Sceptics' refusal
to grant that an omniscient mind could stand in need of rational deliberation
or exercise virtues that imply the presence of corresponding vices, etc. Not
only is it the case that Plotinus makes a detailed use of specific Sceptical
arguments in his own polemics against the Stoics, he seems to have been the
first philosopher to have grasped the implications of Sceptical challenges ro
Stoic theology, and to have circumvented Sceptical dilemmas by means of his
highly original formulations of nondiscursive thinking and negative theology.

That this Platonist might side with Sceptics against dogmatic phi losophy
would hardly be surprising to the modern student of Plato, but it is also rrue
that historically, this has been an uneasy alliance. In fact, it isjust this question,
the alliance between Platonists and the Sceptics, that gets rehearsed in the
sixth century. Olympiodorus devotes Chapter ro of his Prolegonlena to the Study
of Platonic Philosophy to the refutation of an ephectic, or nondogmatic Platos:
"Plato also superseded the philosophy of the New Academy since that school
gave Precedence to akatalepsea (nonapprehension), while Plato demonstrated
that there do exist cognitions grounded in genuine knowledge. Nevertheless,
some assert, assimilating Plato to the ephectics and to the Academicians, that he
too maintained the doctrine of akatalepsia." These remarks are curious, for we
have no indication that a Sceptical reading of Plato was current or even con-
ceivable at this time. In fact, as the context makes clear, the Sceptics are
represented in this passage as a prior philosophical school; chapters 7 through
ro Present a concise history of philosophy that is remarkably free from any
notions of philosophical currency attributable to any of the views that fall

3 On the authorship of the Prolegomena, see Segonds' Introduction. The attr ibution to Olym-
piodorus is based on a detailed comparison between features of the Prolegomena and Olympio-
dorus' Christ ian student. El ias.
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under its purvue: "there has been no shortage of philosoph\cal haireseis

lschools] both before and after Plato, yet he surpassed all of them by his

teaching, his thought, and in every possible way"4 (Prolegomena, J.t).
Olympiodorus performs the exegete's role throughout his refutation of a

non-dogmatic Plato, turning first to the grammatical item, Plato's use of what

Olympiodorus terms the "hestitating" adverbs, such as "probably lellxosl,"

"perhaps ltooS]," and "as I imagine tteX'ÓS oipar,]." Nevertheless Olympi-

odorus manages to sustain a superficially pedantic tone in the four pages he

devotes to this'end, eschewing any close reading of the dialogues, briefly

glossing topoi such as Recollection, or importing issues that have no founda-

tion in Plato, as e.g., his refutation of tlr,e tahula rasa theory of the soul (to.z7).

In short, Olympiodorus' schoolroom lesson has little interest as a document

of sixth-century Scepticism: one wonders, for example, if Olympiodorus

would have been familiar with any of the writings of Sextus Empiricus, or if it

is more likely that he is using the brief paragraph in Diogenes' Life of Plato to

inform his topic.r Nor indeed has it much value as an exegetical text, as we

have seen. Its importance, if it can be said to have any, lies rather in the

particular fascination that Scepticism seems to have held for the school of

Ammonius, the teacher of Olympiodorus and of Damascius.

We know from Olympiodorus' commentaries on the Gorgias and on the

Phaedo that Ammonius had written a treatise devoted to Phaedo 6gD4-6, prov-

ing that this passage did not call into question or cast doubt upon the immortal-

ity of the soul.6 Quite possibly, this precise issue, the soul's immortality, was of

theological and thus ideological significance at this time, given the comfortable

toleration that Olympiodorus had managed to exact from the Christian Patri-

arch of Alexandria, Athanasius II.z Hence the question as to Plato's stand with

+On Otympiodorus' Platonism, see the forthcoming translat ion and introduction to Olympi-

odorus' Gorgias commentary by Lykos, Jackson, and Tarrant. Tarrant suggests that for Olympi-

odorus, "the term 
'Platonist' was not strictly accurate. There was no difference, as far as he was

concerned, between Platonist phi losophy and phi losophy i tself" ( ix).

sTheword  epheht ihos ,usedofP la to inPro legonenaro is found inDiogenesLaer t ius .A tanyra te ,

Sexttrs at PH I zzr does not in fact define Plato as a Sceptic. An alternative possibi l i ty is that the

Neoplatonisrs were famil iar, not with the works of Sextus Empir icus, but with Aenesidemus. We

know that Aenesidemus' book survived unti l  the t ime of Photius, because of Photius' synopsis of

the ten modes associated with Aenesidemus.
6We also know that the subject of Plato's dogmatism or Scepticism was frequently raised in the

introductions of the Aristotel ian Commentators, possibi ly due to the inf luence of Ammonius. See

the introduction to Prolegomena, lxiii.

TSegonds, Introduction, xi i i .  See Damascius V.L, z5o.z-g and R. Asmus, 469-79 (cited by

Segonds) for the persecution of pagan philosophers in Alexandria and the possibly profit-

motivated cooperation (so Damascius sneers at him) col lusion of Ammonius: "Ammonius was

shamelessly interested in money and tr ied to discover a prof i t  in al l  he devised" (V'L z5o).To go a

l i t t le further into the realm of speculat ion than the evidence warrants, we might imagine t lrat

Aristotle was the principal Pagan interlocutor in the Neoplatonist debate with the Church over the
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regard to such problems naturally arose. Prior to canvassing Plato's opinion,
the exegete will of course have to decide if Plato actually can be said to have

any opinions.s But I will return to pagan apologetics and the place that
Scepticism may have occupied in this process at the'end of this article. For
now, f note that Olympiodorus transmitted his obsession with the dogmatic
Plato to his own student, the Christian Neoplatonist Elias, who again discusses
the Ephektikoi as a distinct philosophical school in the preface to his Commentary
on the Categories. In this charming rendition of Plato as champion of truth
against its arch detractors, the Ephecúics who deny that anything can be known,
and the Protagoreans who assert that everything is true, Elias too alludes to the
immortality of the soul ro illustrate his theme:

[The Ephectics] suppressed the refutation of a premise. And this school is also known
as the Three-Footed, since they answered with three alternatives: when asked the
definition of soul, whether it was mortal or immortal, they answered, "It is either
mortal or immortal or neither or both." The school is also known as "aporematic,"
because it maintains a state of aporia and does not permit solutions. And they oppose
the Protagoreans. The Protagoreans maintained that truth prevailed, saying that what
each person believes is actually true.

But Plato takes both schools to task in his own terms, refuting the Ephectics in the
Theaetetu,s thus: "Do you maintain that nothing can be known as a result of knowing

temporal status of creation, a theological question that has implications for the immortal i ty of the
soul. On Arisotel ianism versus Platonism in the Alexandrian school, see H. Tarrant, "Olympi-

odorus and the Surrender of Paganism," in L. Garland, ed., Conformity and Non-conforrnity in Byzan-
lium, ByzantinischeForschungen (rgg7), t 79-9o. Tarrant, Introduction to Olympiodonts, CoÌnrnentary on
Plato's Corgias, trans. rvi th ful l  notes byJackson, Lykos, and Tarrant (Bri l l ,  rgg8), surmises that the

Alexandrian ernphasis on Aristot le may have been related to Christ ian opposit ion to pagan theol-

ogy and metaphysics. He notes that neither Olympiodorus or Arnmonius lectured on the so-cal led

theological dialogues of Plato.
8On the "Alexandrian" (associated with Ammonius and Olympiodorus) school 's doctr inal

compromises with Christ ianity, see Tarrant, "Olympiodorus and the Surrender of Paganism." In

the forthcoming Introduction to Olympiodorus' Corgias Commentary, Tarrant summarizes his
stance with regard to Christ ianity as fol lows: "Olympiodorus' work is also interesting insofar as he

was an openly pagan teacher who was apparently able to practice within a suspicious and occasion-

al ly hosti le Christ ian environment, although not without some concerns. He was able to continue
his activi t ies after the measures taken byJustinian to suppress pagan teaching (chief ly at Athens)

in 5zg. The Alexandrians' less defiantly pagan stance, as witnessed by their relat ive lack of interest

in metaphysical system-building, may have helped" ( ix).

On the "Alexandrian" (associated with Ammonius and Olympiodorus) school 's doctr inal com-

promises with Christ ianity, see Tarrant r997. In a forthcoming Introduction to Olympiodorus'

Gorgias Commentary, Tarrant summarizes his stance with regard to Christ ianity as fol lows:
"Olympiodorus' work is also interesting insofar as he was an openly pagan teacher who was

apparently able to practice within a suspicious and occasional ly hosti le Christ ian environment,

although not without some concerns. He was able to continue his act ivi t ies after the measures

taken byJustinian to suppress pagan teaching (chief ly at Athens) in 5zg. The Alexandrians' less

defiantly pagan stance, as witnessed by their relat ive lack of interest in metaphysical system-

building, may have helped." Tarrant, r998, p. IX.
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[this fact] or as a result of not knowing it? For if you do so knowingly, then behold,
there is knowledge. But if not knowingly, then we shall not accept what you say, since
you don't know lwhat you are talking about] when you say that nothing is knowable."

Plato refutes the Protagoreans in the Protagoras, as follows: "Are we right or wrong
when we say that you are wrong, Protagoras? If we are right, then you are wrong, and
therefore, there is falsehood. But if we are wrong while you are right, there again
falsehood exists. Therefore, whether you are right or wrong, you are wrong." (Elias, /n
Caú. Prooemium rog.z4- r ro.8)

What strikes one about this simple juxtaposition of two free renditions of these

dialogues is the imposition of a dilemma concerning the existence of proposi-

tional truth. In what follows, we see that Elias is concerned once more to

portray Plato as a dogmatic philosopher, and so to rescue him fron-r what he

sees as a pair of unattractive, sophistic alternatives. We find in the next passage

an almost verbatim echo of the Prolegomena t interest in the grammar of doubt:

"Some have thought that Plato too belonged to ttre [Ephectic] school, above all

since he used adverbs that indicated doubt, as when he said, "I think so,"

"Perhaps," "Maybe," and " I  guess." This quotation from Elias echoes many

themes found in the Prolegomena; perhaps the Prefaces to these works were

stamped out of a single mold. Whether this material became some kind of

scholastic siglum, a seal of orthodoxy or had perhaps a propagandistic pur-

pose, is a question worth exploring, but one that must be postponed for the

present. Meanwhile it is enough to notice that Ammonius, Olympiodorus, and

Elias not only all belonged to the Commentator tradition, and therefore that

their works could well be sets of lecture notes, school disputations, or textbook

material,e but that their work on Plato was rather mediocre. According to

Damascius, these teachers were entrenched Aristotelians; posterity has dis-

posed of their Platonic Commentaries, which had to compete with the more

brilliant works of Proclus and Damascius. We should not expect to find great

insights or staggering hermeneutics on the subject of Platonism in these Pref-

aces or textbooks.r"

Instead, we do find a consistently developed theme, which has to do with the

Sceptical reading of Plato's dialogues. " Although it is not clear how thoroughgo-

ing these authors proved to be in their scrutiny of Plato's epistemolog"y, one fact

sStill useful on the subject of Olympiodorus is R. Vancourt, Les Derniers Comrnentateurs

Alcxandins d'Aristote. LEcole d' Olytnpiod.ore (Lille, l 94 l ).
ro Damascius , Life of Isid,ore, I roi "Ammonious was extremely diligent and proved to be of the

utmost assistance to the various Commentators of his generation. Bur he was a rather entrenched

Aristotelian." For a comparison between the Prolegomena and the DidaskallsÈos of Alcinoos, see

Segonds' Introduction, vii.
'rNot that the Alexandrian school themselves advocated this Sceptical reading of the dia-

logues. Rather, they went out of their way to refute such a reading, but also used this refutation in

order to emphasize the difficulties of textual exegesis.
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seems trenchant: they (like most Neoplatonists) emphasized the hidden if not

inscrutable aspects of Platonic doctrine. That is, this concern to defend the

dogmatism of Plato arose out of their sensitivity to the qualified, possibly hesi-

tant nature of his assertions, and no doubt to the negotiable character of truth

that inevitably arises in the dialogue form, and is marked by the adverbs of

hesitation" Olympiodorus casually inserts the Neoplatonic interpretation of Soc-

rates' denial that he is a teacher: "again lPlato] says, 'I teach no one', in the sense

of 'I do not impart lmy own] teachings to anyone'," and caps this gloss with a

paraphrase of the Theaetetus and the Seaenth Letter. In reply to these worries,

Olympiodorus and Elias cull sentences from the dialogues that reveal a bias

toward what they might regard as true teaching. For example, Olympiodorus

ends his refutation of Plato's Scepticism with a paraphrase from t}:^e Gorgias: "If

you do not listen when you yourself are making assertions, then you will not be

convinced if someone else is the speaker. How could we consider [the author of

this sentence] to be a Sceptic?" (Prolegomena,, r r.z5).

To summarize this discussion, it is reasonably clear that these later

Neoplatonic Commentators were less concerned with the actual writings of the

Sceptics than with the issue of Plato's dogmatism. Why and how this particular

issue arose as a concern for Ammonius is entirely unclear. Furthermore, Am-

monius and his school are at least somewhat ambivalent in their assessment of

Plato's dogmatism; they clearly distinguish the style and teaching methods that

he cultivates from ordinary dogmatism. At times, they hint that Plato's teach-

ings involve an appeal to a kind of intuitive wisdom, based on introspection,

divine or innate knowledge.'" Finally, this hermeneutics of ambivalence is

peculiarly associated with one particular exegete, Ammonius, and his immedi-

ate students and philosophical descendants. We have evidence that Olympi-

odorus and Elias were students of Ammonius, and we have very strong verbal

agreements within the prefatory material to the Commentary works that these

philosophers authored.og With these conclusions in mind let us turn to con-

sider the case of Damascius.

We knolv from the Vita Isidori that Damascius at some point had studied

wi th  Ammonius (V. I . ,  l l r . ro :  "Damascius records that  Ammonius had ex-

pounded Plato to him").'4 However remote his intellectual affiliation with the

'gCf. p.6r of Segonds'Commentary on the Prolegomena,and the references cited there. See

also tl-re following passages. I am extremely indebted to Professor Harold Tarrant of New Castle

College for these references. Indeed i t  is his own work on the exegetical works of the Alexandrian

Sclrool that has made possible my own very limited inquiry. Hermeias, In Phaed,ntm zo.7; Proclus /n

AIc .  z r .  ro -24 .  ro ;  95 .25-96.22 ;  O lympiodorus  In  A Ic .24 . r r -zo ;  I3 .2 r -94 .2 ;  2 r2 . r4 -  t8 ;  O lymp.  In

P h a e . l 8 . 3 ;  6 ;  r 4 ;  O l y m p .  I n  G o r g . 6 o . r r - r 5 ;  r 8 8 . t 5 - t 7 .
,+Zintz" fr" rz8. From Suda IV 76r, g s.v. 9e€vopl 'cBe6.
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Alexandrian school, Damascius makes a point of reporting and recording the

activities of the group in the Vita Isidori, so that we can safely assume his

familiarity with its exegetical methods. While this path of inquiry has certainly

not led us to the discovery of a Sceptic revival in the sixth century, it has at leasl

enabled us to track the exegetical puzzle of a nondogmatic Plato back into the

Late Athenian Academy, via the shadowy figure of Ammonius. Above I have

noted that this group of exegetes may or may not have been familiar with the

writings of Sextus Empiricus; the evidence warrants us to surmise at most a

superficial acquaintance with Sextus. In the next section, I turn to consider the

possibility that Damascius employs this conception of Plato as a nondogmatic

philosopher to Neoplatonist ends in his aporetic work, tll,e Doubts and Solution:

Conceming Firs t Principles.

2 .  D A M A S C I U S  A N D  T H E  L A N G U A G E  O F  S C E P T I C I S M :

T H E  P E R I T R O P E  O F  R E A S O N

It must be said at the outset that there is admittedly only slight linguistic

evidence connecting Damascius to the thought of Ancient Scepticism. Never'

theless, one term has captured the attention of scholars who work on

Damascius. Almost uniquely among the Neoplatonists, Damascius uses the

expression peritrope, or the collocation peritrope ton logon, as away of framing the

implications of language about the ineffable.'5 This word has a history in the

annals of skepticism.'6 Although it can be literally translated as 'reversal', its

sense in the context of dialectic refers to arguments that are overturned from

within, that is by premises internal to, the argument. Sextus Empiricus, for

example, refers to a whole class of such turned-about arguments, or argu'

ments whose very assert ion undermines the posit ion at issue. '7

Damascius' appropriation of this Sceptical term relates primarily to any

statement made about the Ineffable, since the Ineffable is by designation and

definition outside the reach of any linguistic system: "our language is self-

refuting when we attach such predicates to the Ineffable as 'outside of lan-

guage', 'nothing at al l ' ,  'ungraspable by the intel lect '  "  (C-W I.ro). Predicating

anything of the Ineffable is, for reasons to be discussed shortly, a very inter-

r5 For an excellent discussion of the term peritrope, and especially of how it fits into the philo-

sophical vocabulary of Damascius with regard to the Ineffable, see A. Linguiti's section entitled, "Il

Metodo Apofatico e il 'Capovolgimento' del Discorso ," in Principi primi e conoscienze nel tardo neoplato-

nismo greco (rggo), 6g-Zg.Linguit i  points out that this word is only to be found in Syrianus, and

hence that Damascius' use of this word is virtual ly unique in the annals of Neoplatonism. This

discussion is entirely indebted both to Linguit i 's book as well  as to the cogent and intel l igent

cri t icism of Dr. Linguit i .  Nevertheless in what fol lows, any errors remain my responsibi l i ty.
,6For the history of the word peritropein Sceptical debates see M. Burnyeat, "Protagoras and

Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy," Philosophical Review 85 (t976): 44-69.
'7See ib id .
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esting and important form of self-contradiction in Damascius' philosophy of
language" One scholar has also identified a secondary type,8 of self-refutation
that arises from the first category Ianguage about the the Ineffable violates
the principle of noncontradiction because any statement made about the
Ineffable must also be denied. That is, when applied to the Ineffable, any
statement entails its own contradiction, because any such statement fails to
refer to any actual object, and so is technically false, as in the following
example:

If one is compelled to try to indicate [the tneffable], then it is useful to do so by
negating these [predicates], and [deny] that it is either one or many, that it is either
productive or unproductive, that it is either a cause or not a cause, and yet, these very
negations also prove to be indefinitely, inconceivably self-refuting. (C-W Lzz.rb-18)

Since speaking about the Ineffable inevitably generates a series of false
statements, Damascius devotes his chapter on peritrope to solving these linguis-
tic aporiae both through standard Platonic arguments and by arguments from
his philosoPhy of language. As a Platonist, Damascius has no trouble in show-
ing that contradictory predicates are unproblematic if they are viewed as rela-
tive terms that attach to their subjects under certain conditions; 'knowable' 

and'unknowable' 
are analogous to 'big'and 'small'. That is, they are relative terms

whose subjects participate in the forms predicated and rhus are not predicated
within the conrext of any identiry srarements (c-lv l .  ,z,rz). In rhis sense,
virtually any subject of predication will be subject to contradicrory predicates;
hence Damascius can say that the Ineffable imparts its ineffability to every-
thing: "in everything there is something ineffable, but some things are by their
own nature more ineffable than others" (C-l l l I .zS.g_S).

Itr a less standardly Platonic solution to the problem of peritropr, Damascius
argues that the language of negation is not referential; negative adjectives
when applied to the Ineffable do not attribute anything to it nor determine its
nature. Instead, by using negative language we succeed only in delimiting our
own discursive practices:

Nor do we affirm that [the Ineffable] is unknowable in rhe sense that the unknowable
has a determinate nature, being something other, nor do we call it "being," nor .,one,,,
nor "al l , 'nor "principle of the al l"  nor "beyond al l  things. 'We deny that i i is possible to
make any statement, about it at all. But this again is not its nature, viz., the eipressions
"not a thing," "beyond al l ,"  "causeless cause," and "unrelated to anything," nor do
these attributes constitute its nature. Rather, they serve simply to remove anything that
arises after the Ineffable. (C-WL l3- l4)

'tLt"g"tri first pointed out these two kinds of self-refuting arguments at work in the perd
Archon. See Principi primi,68-6g.
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Again, Damascius does not reify the conventions of negative discourse nor
does he claim that such negative language succeeds in referring:

No name will be able to convey the meaning of the transcendent, since a name belongs
to a system of reference. One must finally deny the [name of the transcendent] as well.
But even denial is a form of discourse, and that makes what is denied an object of
discourse, but the transcendent is nothing, not even something to be denied, in no way
expressible, not knowable at all, so that one cannot even negate its negation. Rather the
only way of revealing that of which we speak is simply the deferral of language and of
conceptions about i t .  (C-WI.zr)

This dissolution of the problem of falsehood from the pragmatics of nega-
tion is interesting when we compare Damascius' solution and use of arguments
that result in peritropswith that of the Sceptics which we find in Sextus Empiricus.

As is clear from the work of Burnyeat, Barnes, and Annas,rg overturning
arguments from within (peritrope) was a strategy that, like Lhe sorites, both
Sceptics and Dogmatics employed across the board in response to a good
number of disputes concerning the existence of demonstration, signs, true
impressions, and causes. In order to show that the argument "turns i tself
around," the opponent exposes the contradiction entailed by the assertion of a
proposition within a dialectical context that makes the proposition untenable.
Thus one cannot prove that there is no proof or show that there are no signs.
Another way of showing that the argument "turns itself around" is to show
that a contradiction is entailed by the assertion of a proposirion, as when the
statement that "all statements are true," entails the truth of the statement that.
"no statements are true."z' Finally, there is a class of arguments that turn
themselves around when the contrary of a position is maintained, as in the
"Relat ive Mode." ' t  The sceptic asserts, "everything is relat ive." The opponent
says, "not everything is relative" and the Sceptic replies, "relative to you, the
statement 'everything is relative', is false. Hence this statement, 'everything is
relat ive',  is relat ive."

Damascius is on the whole less interested in these dialectical forms of the
peritrope, and this fact alone suggests that he might not have been familiar with
the examples that the Ancient Sceptics, whether Sextus or Aenesidemus, use.22

'sBurnyeat, "Protagoras and Self-Refutat ion";J. Barnes andJ. Annas, Saxla.r Empiicus: Out-
lines of Scepticism (Cambridge, rg94), gz, n.l30; J. Annas andJ. Barnes, The Mod.es of Scepticism
(Cambridge, t  ggo), Chapter r r .  Burnyeat's catalogue of turn-about argmuenrs is complemented
by the extensive citations given in the footnotes of Annas and Barnes.

""Again, these two classes are well discussed and profusely illustrated in Burnyeat's article.
2r On the fallacy of this argument see Annas and Barnes, Modes of Sceplicism, Chapter r l.

""Linguit i  leaves the question open (Principi primi, Tr- jZ, but see his footnotes l lg-21,
especial ly rzr, which does corroborate the idea that Damascius may have read the Sceptics). My
discussion is indebted to his careful analysis of Damascius' text, his comparisons with Sextus, and
his detai led investigarions into the language of Damascius.
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However, there are some notahle exceptions to this generalization that could
point to a familiarity with the writings of the Sceptics.zl One very crucial

assertion for both Dogmatists and Sceptics is the statement that "nothing is
apprehensible." This statement seems to entail its contradiction, viz., " 'noth-

ing is apprehensible' is apprehensible." The Sceptics offer a solut ion to this

particular peritrope at the level of pragmatics. The statement, "nothing is appre-

hensible," is not, so the Sceptics reply,24 "an affirmation, as the matters investi-

gated by the Dogmatists are, of such a nature as to be inapprehensible; rather,

it is to report our feeling in virtue of which, we say, 'I suppose that up to now I
have not apprehended any of these things'.  .  .  .  Hence everything brought

forward to turnus about seems to me to be atvariance with what we profess."

Above we saw that Dasmascius offers this kind of solution to the peritrope

generated by statements made about the Ineffable: "nor do we affirm that fthe
Ineffable] is unknowable in the sense that the unknowable has a determinate

na tu re "  (C -W I " , 3 ) .

This solut ion involves showing that the speaker's utterance does not consist

in a descript ive statement and so is not an assert ion about the nature of things.

Rather, the statement "everything is unknowable" is more l ike an index of

one's own ignorance; it is perhaps a confession of helplessness, reveals confu-

sions, or simply ends the conversation. In a similar way, we could dismiss the

Liar 's Paradox by claiming that the words "everything I say is a l ie" do not

assert anything. They simply help me to realize my desire to confuse my

opponent in an argument and actually have no indicative value.

What needs emphasis at this point is not only that Damascius concludes his

first presentation about the Ineffable with a chapter that dwells extensively on

peritrolte. More important is the fact that Damasicus tries to solve the peritropein

away that directly parallels the Sceptic response to the Dogmatists' fundamen-

tal charge, that Scepticism entails dogmatisrn. Such possible borrowings or

echoes of Scepticism in Neoplatonic apophatic theology have already been

suggested by Wallis.'s Perhaps, then, it is useful to go back to the historical

context introduced at the beginning of this article and try to make sense of this

notion of peritrope from an interpretive standpoint.

Above we saw that Damascius works in an environment that evinces rnore

ztAt PH IIL z8, Sextus advances an argument against the dogmatic assert ion that there are

causes in a way that direct ly cal ls to mind the Peri Archon,'s cr i t ique of the First Principle as

transcendent. Damascius' demonstrat ion that transcendence is an incoherent idea rel ies on the

conceptual reciprocity ofcause and effect. See below and PH III  z8: "I t  is no doubt plain that for

these reasons too the concept of a cause is again to be turned about. For if a cause, being relative,

cannot be conceived of before its effect." Italics mine.
24Sexrus Empir icus, FH I zoo: Annas and Barnes trans., 5o. I tal ics mine.

"sR. T. Wall is, "Scepticism and Neoplatonism," AFRW 36.t (r987), section enti t led "The

Sceptícs and Negative Theology," and Linguit i ,  Pincipi pimi, also notes this section, n. l2o.
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than a casual interest in the question of Plato's dogmatism, but that the answe

to this question is ambiguous. The very intensity of their inquiry, their fascina

tion with Plato's vocabulary of hesitation, and their recollection of the Aca

demic appropriation of Plato, all suggest that the school of Olympiodorus, a

we have been calling these commentators, are genuinely puzzled as to thr

nature of Plato's teaching. The solutions that they offered might not convincr

a present-day student of Plato's dialogues, since they are for the most par

external to the text of Plato. For example, Olympiodorus suggests that Plat<

teaches by emphasizing the contrast between divine and human intelligence

or by means of maieutics, or by helping the student cultivate self-knowledge

Although these are surely legitimate forms of teaching, to the modern studen

of Plato, they would hardly count as convincing demonstrations that th(

doctrinal components of the dialogues are meant to stand as a theory o

knowledge, for example. The hesitations they discover in Plato's writingr

about the force of the doctrines under review are actually mirrored by their

own pedagogical practices. Not only are these commentators themselves work

ing in the exegetical tradition and so concerned with the interpretation o

texts, they are asking some very profound questions about the nature of peda

gogy. Hence their inquiry into Plato's possible Scepticism or concern with t

Sceptical reading of Plato could signal a fundamental agreement about teach

ing methods appropriate to the kind of subject matter Plato had in mind. Thir

subject matter is not easily grasped through doctrine, though of course there ir

a doctrinal aspect to Plato's methods. What appears as a mere worry in tht

Prolegomena oî Olympiodorus becornes a full-blown effort on the part ol

Damascius to reorient the direction of Platonic pedagogy-or so I shall arguc

in what follows.

Although it is possible that the now lost works of Aenesidemus may be

behind the revived Scepticism of Damascius,"6 it is nevertheless possible to ust

Sextus' Outlines of Pyrrhonirz, as a key to the Neoplatonistversion of epoche.In the

opening chapters of this work, Sextus considers the dangers of lteritropeinherent
within Sceptical methodologies: how successfully can the Sceptics maintain

their position against the dogmatists, if the school as a whole teaches the doc.

trine of ungraspability or akatalepsia? The Sceptics' response is to offer a prag-

matic solution: ahatalepsiais not a doctrinal statement about the way things are

but rather signifies the refusal to make any pronouncement about the nature ol

things. Apelles the painter is said to have captured the look of horse's lather only

after giving up attempts at representation and tossing the sponge at the canvas,

,6The works of Aenesidemus were extant unti l  Photius at the very least. The Galen/Favorinur

debate.would have been known to Neoplatonists via Galen, so they may have taken the trouble tc

read Favorinus' study of Academicism,/Pyrrhonism.
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Just so, the Sceptic gains tranquillity after suspending judgment about the

lìature of reality:27 "Now the Sceptics were hoping to acquire tranquilli{ by

deciding the anomalies in what appears and is thought of, and being unable to

do this they suspended judgment. But when they suspended judgment, tran-

quillity followed as it were fortuitously" (PH I xii, z7).

The opening chapters of the Outlines of Pynhonism explain epoche as a

bracketing off of doxa, of the attempt to represent reality to oneself or to

others. Therefore Scepticism is not an alternative doctrinal system, but simply

a number of techniques developed for the purpose of removing the tendency

to dogmatize. Damascius seems to take his cue from this Sceptical attitude in

writing his own chapter on peritrope. After all, how coherent is a metaphysical

system that bases itself on the Ineffable as a first principle? If the first principle

is unknowable and ineffable, surely a philosophical system formulated on this

foundation is subjec t to peritrope, to aÍr overturning from within because of the

fundamental premise of this very system. Damascius will then recognize that,

whatever metaphysical system he ultimately espouses, this system itself must

be called into question if it purports to be a description of reality, or if it

presupposes knowledge of the absolute.

If the Sceptics embrace epoche, suspension of belief, as their solution to the

impending dangers of peritrope, one could argue that in a parallel way,

Damascius embraces silence or ineffability. As he says concerning the first

principle: "we define this term 'ineffable' in such a way that it is not even a

te rm"  (C -W I . 62 .  r o ) "

If, in speaking about the One, we attempt the following collocations, viz. that it is
ineffable, that it does not belong to the category of all things, and that it is not appre-
hensible by means of intellectual knowledge, then we ought- to recognize that these

constirute the language of our own labors. This language is a form of hyperactivity that
stops on the threshold of the mystery without conveying anything about it at all'

Rather, such language announces the subjective experiences of aporia and misappre-
hension that arise in connection with the One, and that not even clearly, but by means

of  h in ts . "  (C-WL6)

The "limit of philosophical discourse [nbqclg roù ivbyou]," refers to the

complete removal of any proposit ion or any statement about real i ty. This l imit

is "si lence without recourse" (C-W l.zz), or "si lence that frees us from [our

own] productions" (C-W l.zz).
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By the time that Damascius was writing, the so-called 'negation of negation'

was a standard provision of Neoplatonic apophatic theology: "nam per negari

et ipse removit omnes negationes.".s This move allowed Proclus precisely to

use analogical language and so to affirm the causal, or explanatory, status of

the first principle, operating as a linguistic switch, so that positive statements

could then apply to the One. However, according to Damascius, if such posi-

tive language can be deployed successfully in the realm of metaphysics, it is

because transcendence is often used as a relative term. In fact Damascius says

that the first principle is not properly speaking transcendent, since transcen-

dence presupposes "a relat ionship to that which is transcended" (C-W Lzr).

Therefore, the negation of negation is not available in the case of the Ineffa-

ble, if such a negation actually serves to affirm a positive system: "It is not even

possible to negate negation" (C-W.I zr).

Damascius begins by invoking, as a counterpart to Sceptical epoche, the

principle of Ineffability that paradoxically becomes the foundation of the

Neoplatonist doctrines we encounter in the Doubts and Solutions. Certainly this

invocation of the Ineffable can be compared to Olympiodorus' exegetical pro-

pensity to emphasize the qualified nature of Plato's dogmatism. Damascitts

then frames his own teaching as nondogmatic and thereby authors a philo-

sophical system whose purpose is not simply to transmit doctrines, but to

remove metaphysical doubt. In the next section, we turn to consider some of

the doctrinal consequences of this Sceptical invocation.

3 .  S C E P T I C A L  T E C H N I Q U E S  I N  T H E  D O U B T S  A N D  S O L U T T O N S

Quite obviously the critique of knowledge forms the basis of Academic

Scepticism and later Pyrrhonism; the undermining of all dogmas is in fact

subsidiary to this project, in the sense that ahatalepsia, nonapprehension, is

both a foundational premise of Scepticism as well as a method for achieving its

goals, as we have seen. If Damascius' Neoplatonism is informed by Scepticism,

it should therefore be evident in his own critique of Neoplatonic theories of

intellect. Again, just as the Sceptics need not provide their own criterion of

truth to successfully demolish the dogmatists' kataleptic phantasia,2e Damascius

works by showing difficulties inherent in Neoplatonic conceptions of intellect.

Damascius' strategy is most interestingi he subverts the identity thesis,

according to which intellect is its objects (the Neoplatonists appropriated the

2zA srory of the painter Apelles appties to the Sceptics. They say that he was paint ing a horse

and wanted to represent in his picture the lather on the horse's mouth; but he was so unsuccessful

that he gave up, took the sponge on which he had been wiping off the colors from his brush, and

flung i t  at the picture. When i t  hit  the picture, i t  produced a representation of the horse's lather ( l

z7 ;  Annas and Barnes  t rans . ) '

"8 Proclus, Commentary on the Parmenid,es,l vi 76, quoted by Linguiti, Princilti prim, 66, n.gz, who

discusses Proclus' use of the "negation of negation" in his Commenlary on the Parmenides.
'eSome scholars do accept that Carneades' pilhanon functions as such an alternative criterion,

but see R. Bett, "Carneades' Pithanon: A Reappraisal of Its Role and Status," OSAPU Z (rg8g) for an

opposite viewpoint.
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Aristotelian doctrine of isomorphism):o and instead insinuates a correspon-
dence theory of truth into the Neoplatonist theory: "we can say, therefore, that
knowledge completely accords with its object, but it is not its object." From a
standardly Neoplatonic perspective, the position at which he arrives is one of
extreme unorthodoxy. One way of framing Damascius' strategy in terms of the
history of philosophy is to say that he takes an anti-Aristotelian line against
Plotinus and Proclus, though of course his language is influenced by the
epistemological vocabulary of the Stoics.3' The Aristotelian doctrine of iso-
morphism is enunciated at De Anima, I I I .B: in thinking, the mind becomes
identical with the form of the intelligible object. Aristotle employs a strong
analogy between sense perception and mental perception, describing ordinary
thought as a kind of mental receptivity to form.32 Here is the relevant passage
from the De Anima:35 "But if thought is like perception, then the mind must be
acted upon by the thought object or something else must [happen] which is
analogous to this. Therefore, the mind must be impassive, but must be capable
of receiving the form." In the fol lowing passage we see that Damascius pre-
serves the strong perception/intellection analogy that Aristotle relies on, but
nevertheless inserts a modified Stoicizing account, in which the object of knowl-
edge becomes analogous to the impression, fhe phantasia, wltich presumably
carries representational features of the world. Damascius is careful to disassoci-
ate his theory from standard Neoplatonic accounts of intellection by coining a
new term, gnosm,a, which is formed by analogy to the word, noetna, but presents
none of the associated epistemology of noesis.

For sense perception corresponds to the object of sense perception, the faculty of
representation corresponds to the impression, and tlre same is true of the facuity of
opinion and of discursive reason: the one corresponds to the object of opinion and the
other corresponds to the object of thought. In general, then, knowledge corresponds to
the object of knowledge, to coin a new term for this, and the object of knowledge is that
which is capable of being known when it has come to be an object of knowledge for a

n" Cf .  Enneads V.3.b.4b. On Plot inus' own formulation of the identi ty thesis as a way of circum'
venting sceptical strategies, see E. Emilsson, "Plot inus on the Objects of Thought," Archiv f t i r
Geschichte der Philosophie 77 Qggfi: z r -4r.

3'  Here even the standard Neoplatonist account wi l l  di f fer from that of Aristot le. For Plot inus
explicitly denies that the object of thought can act upon the mind or that the mind receiaes the form
in the act of intel lect ion. Instead, such receptivi ty occurs only at the level oî doxa, or opinion.
Plotinus etymologizes the word òó26c, opinion, from the verb òb1opor, to receive, in keeping with
Aristotel ian isomorphisml Opinion receives, indeed, that is why i t  is opinion, because i t  receives
something from an object that is substantially different from tlrat which receives it.

3'  Enneads, V.5. r.62. The actual detai ls of Aristotel ian noetic isomorphism are open to interpre-
tat ion. Whether the form of t l re noeton is numerical ly one and the same as the form within
intel lect, or whether the intel lect is caused to become l ike in form to the noeton, is a question that
remains problematic whichever horn of the di lemma one chooses to grasp.

l iDe An ima,  I I I .4 .  r3 -16 ;4zgag.
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knower. We can say, therefore, that knowledge completely accords with its object, but it
is ttot its object.

Most Neoplatonists agreed with Plotinus that in the case of intellectual

knowledge, "it is necessary for the knower to be identical with the known and

for the intellect to be identical with its object" (v.3.5.22).Y Above we find

Damascius exceptionally denying the identity thesis: "we can say, therefore,

that knowledge completely accords with its object, but it is not its object." Even

when Damascius' arguments apparently recall a Sceptical position, however,

they are not always motivated by Sceptical ends, as will become aPparent when

we compare him with Sextus.

In the following text, Sextus Empiricus argues against the possibility of

intellectual knowledge by demonstrating the weaknesses inherent in a corre-

spondence theory of truth. There is no way to guarantee the representational

accuracy of one's impressions, since the mind is always conditioned by its own

exPeriences.SS

. . . the intellect does not of itself get in contact with external objects and receive impres-
sions from them, but i t  does so by means of the senses; and the senses do not apprehend
the exrernal objects but only their own pathe, if anything. Arrd so the phantasiawill be of a

sensory pathos, which is not the same thing as the external object. . . .
Nor again can one say that the soul apprehends the external objects by means of the

sensory experiences because the experiences of the senses are similar to the external
objects. For from which will the intellect know whether the pathe of the senses are
similar to the objects of sense, when it has not itself metwith these external objects. . . .

Therefore not even on the basis of similarity will the intellect be able to judge these

objects in accord with the phantasia.s6

Read alongside of this passage from Sextus Empiricus, Damascius hardly

seems to be a Sceptic. After all, Sextus insists that the soul does zof apprehend

any external object, but rather, only its own representation of a putative ob-

ject. Again, the Sceptics will deny that objects correspond to our representa-

tions of them,lT whereas Damascius asserts that because intellect conforms to

its objects, it is capable of revealing those objects. Therefore the mind does

3a For the continuation of this doctr ine in Proclus, In Tim.II  287, 3-5: Truth is assimilat ion of

the knower to the known. Cf. further I I  287, g- r r .

ss In reading this passage, i t  is important to keep in mind that Sextus here assimilates al l  forms

of thinking to intel lectual knowledge, and maintains no dist inct ion between intel lectual versus

other kinds of mental act ivi ty.

36Sextus Empir icus, PH, Bk. z, sections 7o-72,
57On the Sceptics'dist inct ion between appearances and what appears to us, cf.  Annas and

Barnes, Modes of Scepticism, zg: "To say how things appear is to say how they impress us or how they

str ike us, whether or not i t  is via our perceptual apparatus that the impression is made. In this

sense we regularly contrast how things appear or seem with how they really are. This contrast lies

at the heart of Pyrrhonism and i ts Ten Modes."
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truly know, perceive, and opine about objects: "knowledge corresponds to the
object of knowledg.."

Nevertheless Damascius criticizes the Neoplatonist theory of intellection
and specifically the identity thesis that underlies it, in the same way that the
Sceptics criticize Stoic epistemology and the correspondence theory that under-
lies it' Since the sceptics must only show that the representational account of
perception given by the Stoics itself entails that the mind immediately grasps
merely phantasiai and not objects, they can at once insist on the represenra-
tional gap that this account leaves open.Bs Similarly, Damascius emphasizes the
substantive distinction between the knower and the known to show that the
intellect never encounters its object, being, as it is in itself. Moreover, he uses
premises supplied from within Neoplatonic metaphysics to demonsrrate this
nonidentity of subject and object.

In his own words, Damascius wants to show that knowledge is a relationship
that must maintain n'the actual distinction between the knower and the known,
with no crossing of boundaries" (R. I .rBr). The context for his attack on the
identity thesis is Proclan metaphysics. Specifi cally, he exploits proclus, exposi-
t ionof thet r iad icru leofcausat ion (E.T.go;3r )accord ingtowhicheveryef fect
remains in and returns to its cause.3e Since every immaterial entity (e.g., soul or
intellect) has the capacity for self-reversion as well, knowledge is the exemplary
instance or epistropht a" knowledge equates with the reversion or return of intel-
lect to its orvn hypostasis, being. It remains for Damascius to overturn this
theory from within, a task most easily accomplished by accepting proclus, ac-
count of knowledge as reversion: "Because it returns to Being ana tó the affirma-
t ion of Being, knowledge could correctlybe cal led ,areturn, , ;  

1c-wll . l4g).Here
at last the identity thesis becomes the targer. Although knowledge entails the
reversion of intellect to being, reversion itself entails the fundamental distinc-
tion between that which reverts and that to which the knower reverts4,:

Now it is the nature of intellect to return to being and of knowledge to be directed
toward being' Furthermore' every return is of something that has froceeded and isalready seParate and therefore in need of return, althoujh return does not eradicate
the separation' Rather that which is separate returns to that from which it has become

s8 on the nature of Stoic representations in terms of theories of truth, seeJ. Annas , Hellenistic
Philosophy of Mind (rg8g).

rgOn this topic see S. Gersh, Kinetos Akinetos (Leiden, lg7g).
r"For this doctrine, see A. c. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Ntipiito"isra (oxford, lggo), rz6-93.
+'Although the argument Damascius uses to defeat the identi ty t treris rel ls heurist ic and

even ad hoc (what reason does Damascius offer for his denial that the separation of knower and
known can be eradicated?) in fact it rests upon a refinement of proclui' theory of reversion,
according to which there are three different modes or degrees of return: vital, substantial, and
cognitive' Damascius wants to rank the different kinds accJrding to the degree of unity achieved
by means of the reversion; cognitive reversion, or knowledge, isihe least unitive form.
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distinctjust insofar as it remains distinct and in exactly the way that it remains distinct.
All of this is evident from the name, gnosis. (C-WII t4g)

Summarizing now the increasingly complex structure of Damascius' Scepti-

cal affiliations, there seem to be three steps in his refutation of the Neoplatonic

identity thesis. In Step One Damascius accepts Proclus' theory of intellectual

reversion but concludes (Step Two) that reversion entails the nonidentity of

the knower (intellect) and the object known (knowledge). Finally, in Step

Three, Damascius then applies this denial of the identity thesis to Neoplatonic

epistemology and concludes that the intellect never knows being as it is in

itself, since the intellect can never be strictly identical with being. It is this last

application that raises the most interesting questions about Damascius' own

theory of knowledge.

As a consequence of his denial of the Neoplatonic identity thesis, Damas-

cius concludes that knowing and being known is a relationship that consists in

alterity:

[Question:] What does it mean to say, "capable of being known," and how does this
differ from Being? fAnswer:] Something is an object of knowledge insofar as it exists in
relation to another, whereas it is Being by virtue of what it is in itself. (C-WII t4g)

But if the intellect never knows being as it is in itself, must one then conclude

that intellect fails to know being at all, that in fact being is unknowable? Being

is not exactly unknowable, but it is only available to the knower qua object oÎ

knowledge:

[Objection:] But it is Being that intellect deiires.

lAnswer:] It may desire Being, but it attains Being as an object of knowledge. Perhaps
we should say that its desire is also of Being insofar as it is known since desires naturally
correspond to the capacity to attain the objecs of desire, and it follows that, for the
knower, to attain Being is to attain it insofar as it is known. (C-WII t5o)

Again by analogy to the Sceptics who assert that the intellect knows only its

own pathe, and never reaches the object itself, Damascius concludes that the

intellect knows its object qua object known. In other words, as he puts it,

" intel lect knows Being as the appearance rò gavóv] of Being" (C-W II. t5o)"

After a lengthy and somewhat tendentious argument, Damascius offers his

version of the Sceptical thesis we saw operating above in Sextus Empiricus.

While the Sceptics maintain that the mind can only know the phantasia, or

impression, Damascius renders this doctrine with the Neoplatonizing counter-

part that intellect can only grasp the ph.ano?r, or appearance.

Obviously, there is a divergence as well as a similarity when we compare the

results of Damascius' critique of knowledge with that of the Sceptics, especially

at the linguistic level of comparison. There are few if any direct linguistic



g b 4  J o U R N A L  o F  T l r F  H r s r o R y  o F  p H r L o s o p H y  3 6 r g  J U L r r  r g g S

echoes that connect Damascius' critique of Neoplatonist theories of intellect to
the Sceptics, though one could argue that he deliberately modifies the
Sceptical endorsement of "appearances only" by speaking of "manifestation."
One argument that actually does sound much more directly reminiscent of the
Sceptics crops up at C-W n. r5 r f f .  Damascius has just f inished arguing, as we
saw above, that intellect can only grasp the appearance of reality. Next he
raises the question, "what is the nature of this appearance?" (C-W II.  r5o.z5)+'
If knowledge can be said to illuminate the nature of being, then is only the
"surface [tò Ènr,nol. îE]," so to speak, of real i ty knowable? (C-W II.  r5r.rJ). Is
the manifestation of Being more like a color painted on the surface of an
object, or is reality "like a crystal, or some other transparent object, visible
throughout?"  (C-W I I .  r5  r .zo) .

Even in the case of a transparent object, one can distinguish between the
body and i ts transparency. Continuing the analogy, Damascius says:

But still, the body is one thing and that which is visible throughout another, so thar
even there, if there is appearance, still it is not the same as Being. For in the first place,
the same problem will return: [knowledge is] not of Being, but of the appearance of
Being, which is not the same as Being. Even in the case of the completely transparent,
the body itself is not visible, but only its color.

Tlr is example f inds i ts counterpart in Sextus Empir icus' Ad, MathVII,  zg3-94,
where Sextus tries to show that the nature of body is inapprehensible, arguir-rg
that the senses can only perceive the qualities and not tHe underlying substance:

Further, how is it possible for the bodily substance to be apprehended by them when
they do not possess a corporeal nature? Thus the sense of sight, for instance, is percep-
tive of form and size and color, but the substance is neither form nor size nor color but,
if anything, that whereof these are properties; and because of this sight is not able to
perceive the substance and only sees the properties of the substance, snch as its form,
size, color.

Whether Damascitts uses the analogy from the perception of color43 under the
direct influence of a Sceptical text or not has probably little bearing on the
question of the nature and extent of Damascius' Sceptical affiliations. Like the
Sceptics, Damascius takes premises from within the dogmatic system he criti
cizes in order to undermine a theory of knowledge that is foundational to that
system. The position at which he arrives-the unknowability of being as it is in
itself, the separation of intellect and its object, Being, and the denial of the
identity thesis-has, it seems to me, recognizable analogues in the Sceptics'
maintenance of ahatalzpsia.

42 fr ouv to g(rvov rouro )teyopv.
+rCf. again Cw II tbr.r7: OùxoÙv rò èrLnol,rlg ylyóoxer, póvov. e[neg óE Xaolp& rr yryóoxol

i'apnpótrpa tfr E gúobeorg.
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A further question remains concerning the meaning and results of thir

Sceptical stance with regard to the intellect, though constraints of space permir

merely a survey and not a resolution of the issues involved. Some scholars have

suggested that one observes an emergent antirealism or even a subjectivism

operating in the philosophy of Damascius.44 While this view has been harshll

criticized,4s one is still left with the need to interpret the often striking formula-

tions encountered in the Doubts and Solutions: "Being, insofar as it is in itsell

alone, is also undifferentiated. But when intellect, separated off, stands apart

from Being and Being becomes no longer undifferentiated, but rather some-

thing differentiated from that which has been differentiated, to this extent the

object of knowledge is revealed in it" (C-W IL r5z). One could say several

things in light of this passage without invoking idealism. For example, it is easy

to point out that Plotinus had already insisted on the differentiated nature of

intellectual knowledge and on the multiplicity inherent in intellectual appre-

hension.ao Again, it becomes increasingly common in the later tradition for

Neoplatonists gradually to assimilate nondiscursive thinking to discursive

thinking, by offering more subtle distinctions in the intelligible world (e.g.,

Proclus distinguishes between noetic and noeric), and by relying on the doc-

trine of the "One in us" to theorize about the possibilities of a truly unified

consciousness. Finally, however, Damascius' criticisms of the Neoplatonic iden-

tity theory must be seen within the context of dialectic within the Late Acad-

emy. Marianus Gr. 246, the unique manuscript witness to Damascius' major

writings, contains one small clue about the overall nature of his project in the

Doubts and Solutions Concerning First Principles.-In F. 4Zb' we read the following

colophon: "The Doubts and Solutions of Damascius the Platonic Successor on

the Parmenides of Plato, matching and d.isputing the Commentary of the Phi-

losopher [sc. Proclus]."4?

It remains for another time to assess the extent of Damascius' criticisms of

Proclan metaphysics.a8 In the next section of this article, I do however want at

least to glimpse what is perhaps Damascius' most well known innovation or

renovation in the structure of Neoplatonist ontology, and this is his denial of

44Cf.J.Combès'slntroduction toVolume I of C-W. Cf. also Combès, "Négativité etprocession
des principes chez Damascius,' Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes zz (tg76)i rr4-g3.

+rBeierwaltes, for example, crit icizes in a rather sweeping way the "Bergsonian" flavor of
certain strands of scholarship concerned with Late Athenian Neoplatonism in his monograph
Denkcn des Einen (FranMurt, rgSf ).

qGCf. Emilsson, "Plotinus on the Objecs of Thought."
{? Aopcroxlou òroòó1ou elg ròv fl)tùrovog flagpevtòr1v &nogial xa[. ènl]"úoetE ùvrmcrpc-

tewópevcl roiE eiE crùtòv trnopvfipcorv roù 9Lllooógou.
+8 Cf. Lingui ti, Principi pirni, îor an initial assessmen t. Linguiti is judiciously wary about agree-

ing with the more pronounced but highly controversial statements of Brehier concerning the
radically new nature of Damascius' metaphysics when compared with those of Proclus.
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the First Principle. In what follows I look at this denial in terms of how it might

reflect Sceptical critiques of causation.4e

As Barnes has shown, the Sceptical criticisms we find in Sextus Empiricus

(as well as in Aenesidemus, whose modes Sextus summarizes in PH l) are

directed against belief in causal relations as well as belief in actual causes. At

tirnes, the Sceptic will attempt to demolish causal explanation as such, because

it plays such a crucial part in the investigation of the unseen and indemon-

strable.5o At other times, the Sceptic will go after bigger quarry, such as God,

who thus functions as the supreme efficient cause or becomes a universal

principle of explanation of the kind that the Sceptics proscribed.s' Similarly,

we find that Darnascius works by arguing both against causal reasoning as well

as specific causal principles. Much of what he has to say on the matter is

directed against the work of Proclus.

In the case of Proclus, we are fortunate in having his theorems on causa-

t ion gathered in proposit ions Z-r3 and proposit ions 75-86 of his Elements of

Theology (henceforth, ET). Damascius criticizes Proposition f , "every produc-

tive cause is superior to that which it producsssz" (another closely related

proposition is 75, "every cause properly so called transcends its resultanl"r3) in

his discussion of procession and reversion. He cri t icizes Proposit ion l l ,  "al l

that exists proceeds from a single first cause," in the opening chaPter of the

Doubts and. Solulions, where part of l-ris strategy consists in utilizing very general

arguments against causal explanations. It is hard to know, when surveying this

material, where Damascius' motivations lie. Do his criticisms of causation

amount to an all-out assault on the structure of Neoplatonic metaphysics,

given their negative implications for the theory of emanation? Or is there a

methodological objection at stake in this debate? Here again, the answer to

these questions awaits a more detailed investigation of the nature of Late

Neoplatonic clialectic. For the present, we turn to Chapter r of the Doubts and

Solutions.

Behind this chapter stretches the debate between Iamblichus and Porphyry

concerning the starus and number of principles before the f irst noetic tr iad.

Just as contemporary scholars puzzle over the extent to which Plotinus is

lv i l l ingt ,oconcedepos i t iveat t r ibutesto theone,s+Plot inus ' in te l lec tua ls t rcces-

.rsFor the Sceptic cr i t ique of causation as i t  was possibly formulated in the lost work of

Aenesidemus and developed in Sextus Empir icus, PH l l l  and M IX, seeJ' Barnes, "Pyrrhonism,

Beliet-, and causation," in M. Burnyea t, ed., The skeptical Tradilion (Berkeley, r g8g)'

s " l b i d . ,  r 5 7 .
l  l b i d . ,  r b 8 .
t"Translat ions of -&'Tare those of Dodds's r963 edit ion.

sgOn this fundamental causal theorem in the history of Neoplatonism, see Lloyd, Anatorny oJ

Neoplatonism. On Proclus' views on causation, see Barnes, "Pyrrhonism, Belief,  and Causation"'

s ' t  E'g' ,  J '  Bussanich'
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sors disputed this question among themselves, with Porphyry possibly elevat-

ing the causal aspect of the One at the risk of collapsing the second hypostasis

into the first.55 Responding to this solution, Iamblichus proposed that there

were two first principles before the level of Being: the first One, which was not

associated with causality, and the second One, which was.56 Damascius exam-

ines the issue more fully at I 86-94 and tends to approve the position of

Iamblichus as against Porphyry, without committing himself entirely to the

Iamblichean solution. What follows is an abridged translation of this chapter:

Is that which is designated as the one principle of all things beyond all things or is it one
among all things, the summit of everything that proceeds from it? And are we to say
that all things are with the [first principle], or after it and fthat they proceed] from it?
(CWl .  r . t - 5 )57

Damascius begins his treatise by asking, "fs the one principle of all things

beyond all things, or is it one of all things?" Characteristically, he denies both

sides of the dilemma: since 'all things' designates that from which nothing is

lacking, 'all things' must include the cause of all things:

The term 'all things' [refers] in the strict sense to that from which nothing is absent. But

[now we are slrpposing that] the principle itself is missing. Therefore that which comes
after the first principle is not in the strict sense all things, but rather all things except
the first principle.

After dismissing the first half of the dilemma, Damascius goes on to reject the

second. If all things include their cause, there is no cause for all things, since

the cause will be included among its effects. But'without the cause, the effect

cannot exist.

Now if all things are together with the first principle, there cannot be a principle for all
things, since on the supposition that the principle can be subsumed by all things, there
would be no principle [i.e., no beginning, no cause] for all things. Therefore fiet us say
thatl the single coordinated disposition of all things (which we designate by the terrn,
'all things') is without a first principle and uncaused, lest we [continue the search] ad
inf.nitum. (CW I.z.g- tz)

55One dif f iculty in documenting the history of this debate involves the authorship of the

Anonymous Commentary on the Parmenides, a Neoplatonist treatise thought by Hadot to have

been authored by Porphyry.
56For the details of this debate seeJ. Dillon, Introduction to lamblichi Chalcidensis in Platonis

di alogos commenlariont m fragrnenta.
57With this opening sentence of the Peú Archon, one can compare 6? 5: "Every manifold is

posterior to the One." To demonstrate this proposit ion, Proclus assumes the contrary, that the

many is coexistent with the One, and that the One and the many are of the same order, otrororlo

by nature. He concedes that there is no objection to the One and many being temporally coordi-

nate. This admission wil l  be important when we compare the Sceptics on the temporal aspect of

causal relation.
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Therefore, he concludes, all is neither from a cause, nor a cause: tù ffpa nd'vra
oùre &91i1 oúre ùrC eeXrlS.

The argument constructed in the opening paragraph of the Doubts and

Solutions focuses on the relational character of the First Principle: because the

causal aspect of the One is relative to its effects, its transcendence must be

compromised. And yet this is a method of approach that Proclus explicitly

rejects at ET 5 when he tells us that the manifold is not ontologically coordi-

nate, is not oitotoulct, with the One. Rather it is ontologically posterior to the
One, so to suppose that the One and the Many are correlatives is simply a
mistake to be avoided, not a worry to be taken seriously.

Damascius' argument seems informed by a skeptical critique that targets the
relational character of causation in general. In fact, throughout the Doubts and

Solutions, we find a larger concern with the unknowability of relatives that ex-

tends into other aspects of Neoplatonic metaphysical speculation with which

Damascius finds fault. One very clear example occurs in the section on theories

of intellect, already touched on above: "Since the elements that constitute a

given relation mutually give rise to one another, will it not follow that the effect
acts on the cause, and the object of desire on the subject of desire, and the

knower on the known?" (CW II r  5,6. zo). This passage expresses a specif ic worry
that the knower in some way might condition the known or that the object can

change in relation to the subject of knowledge. All the examples in this passage
suggest some notion of ontological relativity, the thought being that the patient

conditions the agent, and hence that in some way the causal sequence flows

backwards from effect to cause.58 Thus the resolution for this aporia denies that

the cause possesses any ontological dependence on its effect:

Therefore the effect does not produce the cause, but rather, the cause produces both
itself and the effect, because it brings about the effect simultaneously with the relation-
ship fthat consists in their] coordinate existence. Before it brings about the existence of
the product, the effect, the desirable, or the knowable, the cause as it were makes itself
knowing, desiring, causative, and productive. (CW IL r58)

Annas and Barnes have shown that even among ancient Sceptics, the so-

called "Relativity Mode" actually draws on (at least) three different kinds of

relativity: epistemological, semantic, and ontological.ss Not all of these kinds

are actually compatible with Scepticism and not all of them are present in the

discussion of Sextus Empiricus at PH I rgg-4o.6" In fact, our text refers to a

s8 One interesting feature of the example cited above is the avoidance of the standard colloca-

t ion for "relat ivi ty," for which the Greek is usually ta pros a, "things relat ive to something."

Damascius actual ly uses the Porphyrian word for "relat ion," sxesdq and cites examples from the

Phaedo to illustrate this category.
ssAnnas and Barnes, Modes of Scepticism, Chapter r r.
to lb id " ,  r3o"
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Passage from Plato's Phaedo seemingly related to problems associated with
nongenuine changes: Damascius mentions a spurious kind of change that
comes about when the patient does not actually come into contact with the
agent, but rather is said to change by virtue of a change in its relationship to
the agent, as for example in the case of proximity.

One could argue that the "Relative Mode" crops up in its epistemological
form when Damascius discusses the relationship of transcendence, and specifi-
cally, the transcendence of the first prihciple to its effects (the "all things" of
Doubts and Solutions I.r). For comparison, we turn to Outlines of Empiricism,
II I .zo-zz, where Sextus presents a series of arguments calculated to impugn
the very concept of causation6t:

It is impossible to conceive of the cause before grasping its effect as its effect; for we
only recognize that it is cause of the effect when we grasp the latter as an effecr. But we
cannot grasp the effect of the cause as its effect if we do not grasp the cause of the effect
as its cause. (PH 2o-zr, Barnes trans.)

Sextus' point, that we cannot conceive of a cause, rests upon the idea that
cause and effect are correlative terms; neither can be grasped without the
other. Yet from this argument, Sextus thinks he is entitled to conclude:

If, therefore, in order to conceive of the cause it is necessary to recognize the effect
beforehand, and in order to recognize the effect it is necessary to know the cause
beforehand, the circular mode of puzzlement shows that both are inconceivable. (PÉI
22, Barnes trans.)

Sextus' argument fails because, as Barnes points out, Sextus wrongly substi-
tutes for Proposition r (You cannot conceive of A as cause of B before you
conceive of B as effect of A) Proposition r' (You cannot conceive of A as cause
of B unless you have already conceived of B as effect of A). Although Proposi-
tion r does not entitle Sextus to infer Proposition l', nevertheless, his com-
plaint against the causal relation has some merit. It is hard to conceive of a
cause without understanding the idea of an effect. This conceptual interdepen-
dence seems to be what Damascius objects to in the case of the first principle.
To be a cause is already to exist in relationship to an effect. Thus the notion of
a transcendent or first cause seems dubious.

Another aspect of Damascius' argument focuses on the temporal relation-
ship between cause and effect. If the One is the cause of all things, then it must
be temporally prior to all things. And yet, since 'all things' is a rerm that must
include the One, the One is no longer prior to its own effects. Once more, this
exploration of the temporal aspect of causality seems informed by the skeptics.
Here is the argument from Outlines of Pynhonismlll zg-26:

6tBarnes, "Pyrrhonism, Belief,  and Causation," r73.
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When the cause produces the effect, the cause either subsiits already qua cause or it
does not exist qua cause. And if it does not, it cannot produce the effect. Btrt if it exists
gua cause, it must subsist and exist as a cause previously, before it brings on the
subseguent effect, which is said to be accomplished by it on the assumption that it
already exists qua cause. But since cause is relative, that is to say, relative to the effect, it
is clear that it cannot, qua cause of this effect, be prior to the effect. (PH III 25, Barnes
trans.)

Thus there are two mutually exclusive ways of construing the temporal
relationship between causes and effects. Insofar as causes produce their ef-
fects, tltey "precede their effects in time," but insofar as causes are relative to
their effects, they "do not precede their effects in time."62 Because each of
these temporal relationships is inherent within the notion of the cause, once
more the causal relation is inconceivable. The structure of this argument is
clearly discernible in the opening argument of the Doubts and Solutiorzs: the One
ntust precede al l  things since i t  produces al l  things, and yet because i t  is related
to all things as their cause, its existence implies the simultaneous existence of
all things. Hence, the one both precedes and does not precede all things.

4 .  C O N C L U S I O N :  S C E p T I C I S M ,  B E L I E F ,  A N D  R E V E L A T I O N

One problem with the account I have given of Damascius' Scepticism is the
parallel I have insisted on from the beginning, namely, I have equated
Damascius' criticisms of Neoplatonic metaphysics with a Sceptical position,
when in fact what seems to be at issue are doctrinal disputes that bear on such
topics as intellect and the first principle. Even the examples illustrating
Damascius' criticisms of Neoplatonic theories of intellect are far removed from
the Sceptics' concern to target, not knowledge as such, but belief.6s It may be
that the Sceptic will go out of his way to demonstrate the incoherence of
argurnents PurPorting to rely on knowledge or to demonstrate the truth of a

given theory of knowledge. In the end, however, the goal of ancient Scepticism
is to remove belief, to subscribe to no opinions, and to suspend judgment.6+

Above we saw that Damascius' school revives Platonic dogmatism by invok-
ing the tradition of self-knowledge, of intuition, or divine wisdom. In this
sense, Damascius' insistence on the fallibilism of the metaphysical project and
with it the discursive account of reality that metaphysics attempts, is not a
refutatior-t of dogmatism per se. Damascius is like the Sceptics insofar as he
offers a thoroughgoing critique of the prior tradition, targetting the funda-

6 , I b i d . ,  r 7 7 - 7 8 "
63Cf. Annas and Barnes, Modes of Scepticism, rg5.
o+Cf. R. Bett, Saxtus Empiricus: Against the Ethicists (Oxford, lgg7), Introduction; Annas and

Barnes, Modes of Scepti cism, Introduction.
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mental premisses of Neoplatonic ontology, epistemology, and theology. But i
must also be recognized that he purports to offer solutions for the problems hr
discusses.6r

Against the comparison of Damascius' thought to ancient Scepticism, i
could further be objected that even though, for Damascius, the ungraspabiliq

of the First Principle implies the consequent uncertainty of metaphyical doc.
trine as such, this uncertainty does not itself imply Scepticism. In fact, it musr
be recognized that Damascius is finally'a dogmatist because he attempts tc
teach, transmit, or at the very least orient the reader to a vision of truth that ir
paradoxical.

Returning now to the text with which this article began, t}:'e Prolegotnena. tt
the Study of Plato's Philosophy (Section 27, entitled "Methods of Teaching"), it
becomes clear that Damascius' school recognizes a variety of methods through
which Plato conveyed his modified dogmatism. At the very top of the list ol
fifteen recognized methods comes enthousiastikos, that is, teaching by means ol
divine inspiration. Olympiodorus also mentions the "method of likeness,''
which consists in using images to convey the higher realities. This method is
associated by the Athenian school with the word endeixis (allusion), a word
initially linked to Pythagorean symbolism. For Damascius and his school, the
language of metaphysics is even at its best allusive; although metaphysical
discourse provides us with an image of truth it cannot be conflated with truth,
and so is more symbolic or iconic than discursive.

Thus Proclus and Simplicius both allow that any teaching about realities
such as intellect and soul must take place by means of endeixis, by means of
coded language.66 In our treatise, the word endeixis typically conveys the idea
of hinting at or of suggesting a reality which is then left indeterminate.
Throughout the treatise, Damascius is at pains to remind the reader that he is
speaking as a whole only provisionally, kata endeixin, and this word appears
over one hundred times in the Doubts and Solutions alone. Perhaps the most
surprising passage in the Doubts and Solutions Concering First Principles occurs
toward the end of the treatise, where Damascius appears to eschew traditional
metaphysics in favor of revealed wisdom:

6sAn important question that I  have not addressed here is the extent to which Damascius' own
repl ies to the puzzles he introduces are couched as definit ive solut ions. Sometimes Damascius
argues on both sides of a di lemma, and this form of " in utrum partem" argument. is easi ly
comparable to the " isos sthenos," or "equal strength" techniques of the Sceptics.

ff i  Cf. Simpli  cius, On Aristot l .e's On the Soul r.r-2.4, secrions 26, r r  -  rg; 28, r g; 30, 5, etc. Cf. also
Proclus In Pann. roz7, 27-Io; In Remp.I.5,8; 56,3, 6r,9, etc. For al l  these passages and a wealth of
other references see Peter Lautner's Introduction to the English translat ion of Simplicius' com-
mentary on De anima, B- ro. I  wish to thank Dr. Lautner for providing me with the reference to his
work and for discussion abottt the subject of endeixis in Late Athenian Neoplatonism.
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We use human language to speak about principles that are divine in the highest
possible degree. We cannot conceive or name them without being compelled to use our
own ideas about realities that far exceed every mind, life, and being. Even when the
Gods instruct some of us concerning these or other matters, they [do not teach] such
[thoughts] as the Gods themselves have. Instead, they use an appropriate language
when instructing Egyptians, Syrians, or Greeks . . . and so transmit matters of great
import to human beings by using a human dialect. (C-W,III .  t4o. t  t-25)

Despite his Sceptical affiliations, Damascius ends his Doubts and Solutionswith a

theological testimony to the truth of his unorthodoxy, his metaphysics of the

Ineffable (C-W,III .  r6r). In order tojust i fy his own name for the f irst principle,

"the Ineffable," Damascius cites a version of the Orphic Theogony attributed to

a mysterious personage named either Hieronymous or Hellanikos. This version

gives a promìnent place [o several deities missing in the more commonly cited

version, the Sacred Discourse in z4 Rhapsodies, or RhapsodicTheogony.Bwt because

these versions omit the deities, they transmit by their very silence the fact that

the Originary principle is, as Damascius understands it, the Ineffable.6T

Damascius not only authorizes his own metaphysical innovations by allud-

ing to a primordial tradition, but he also verifies his understanding of meta-

physical discourse as presenting a lack of adequate signifiers. This abyssal

semiotics is his most authoritative statement. It marks the end of his history of

Neoplatonic metaphysics with an almost breathtaking theology of silence.

Damascius writes for those who belong to the tradition but whose intellec-

tual activity impedes their progress. For such people, the only way to remove

doubt is to remove human thought altogether, This radical solution may re-

mind us of the earlier Sceptical epoche of the Hellenistic academy (though it

must be said that the Sceptics were devoted to inculcating doubts and not

rernoving them). And yet, this strong medicine is only prescribed for those

who, dissatisfied with every panacea, will only be content with an absolute cure

for what ails them. Finally, the only remecly for ignorance is, in Damascius'

words, perseverance in unknowing.6s
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