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EDITORIAL

Michael Erler
Julius-Maximilians-Universitat Warzburg
Angela Ulacco
Albert-Ludwigs-Universitét Freiburg

We are glad to announce this special issue of
the Plato Journal (6/2016) which consists of the
proceeding papers of a workshop with the title
‘Ways of Interpreting Plato’ organized by Lloyd
Gerson at the University of Toronto in March 11-
12, 2016. The volume opens with an introduction
by Lloyd Gerson and includes five papers,
along with the comments of the corresponding
respondents. We would like to thank Lloyd
Gerson and the contributors for choosing the
Plato Journal as the venue for their work.

The Plato Journal accepts submissions on

Plato and the Platonic tradition and responses
to Platonic scholarship, in the form of single
papers, notes, or proceedings. All submissions
are refereed (through a double-blind peer-review
process) by expert readers, including a native

or fluent speaker of the language of the article.

EDITORIAL

5



6 | INTRODUCAO

INTRODUCTION

Lloyd P. Gerson

University of Toronto

On March 11-12 of this year, the department of
philosophy at the University of Toronto hosted

a workshop with the title ‘Ways of Interpreting
Plato’. As coordinator for this workshop | gave
the participants the following guideline: ‘What

is the correct way to interpret the dialogues

of Plato and what are some concrete results

of following that method?’ Of course, many
would abjure the notion of a ‘correct way’ of
interpreting Plato, preferring to take what we
might term the Augustinian approach: ‘tolle
lege’. As all serious students of Plato know,
however, in order to move beyond the enjoyment
of individual dialogues, and even beyond their
‘edifying’ portrayals of Socrates, one must
employ—whether explicitly or implicitly—some
set of principles for relating the results of reading
one dialogue to those of the others. This is

true even if one takes the extreme position of
maintaining that the philosophy in each dialogue
is tracked exactly by the literary structure such
that one cannot licitly go beyond one dialogue
to another to elucidate its philosophical claims.

The idea that literary unity corresponds exactly
to philosophical unity is itself a hermeneutical
principle, one which is neither obvious nor, in
fact, followed by virtually any interpreters of Plato.
Among other questions, all the participants in the
workshop were asked to address such questions
as: ‘is developmentalism or unitarianism the
correct principle for reading the dialogues?’; is
Aristotle’s testimony and the testimony of the
indirect tradition necessary or even relevant for
understanding Plato’s philosophy?’; ‘are the
dialogues distinguishable according to whether
they represent the philosophy of Socrates or

the philosophy of Plato?’ These and many

other questions were discussed intensely over
the two-day workshop which, apart from the
participants, included faculty from Toronto

and elsewhere, and graduate students.

The participants included main presentations and
a principal interlocutor for each. These were:

1. Michael Erler, Wirzburg (Rachel
Singpurwalla, U. Maryland)

2. Constance Meinwald, U. lllinois, at
Chicago (Allan Silverman, Ohio State U.)
3. Frank Gonzalez, U. Ottawa (Marina
McCoy, Boston College)

4. Melissa Lane, Princeton (David
Ebrey, Northwestern)

5. Kenneth Sayre, U. of Wisconsin-Madison
(Mark Johnstone, McMaster U.)

6. Frangois Renaud, U. Moncton
(Debra Nails, Michigan State U.)

The papers included here in revised versions
include 2-6. Michael Erler’'s paper was
previously promised to another publication. As
a result, neither that paper nor the response
by Rachel Singpurwalla are included.
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What Do We Think We'’re
Doing?

Constance Meinwald
University of lllinois at Chicago

meinwald@uic.edu

ABSTRACT

| suggest that there are no universally applicable
principles (in the strong sense) for the study of
Plato’s philosophy. Different students of Plato
have different objects of interest (e.g. what

the individual Plato ultimately thought vs what
emerges from thinking about his texts) that can
make different ways of proceeding appropriate.
For me the dialogues are the main object of
study; | think they are best approached by
interpreting literary elements and obviously
philosophical content as working together.

The paper includes illustrations of how parts

of my picture of the developing theory of forms
emerge from this type of engagement.

Keywords: testimony, literary elements, dialogue
form, theory of forms.

https://doi.org/10.14195/2183-4105_16_1
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My title question brings out two points that
are key for my observations. One is that how we
proceed in our interpretative activity depends
largely on what we take the purpose of that
activity to be. And I've used plural forms in
my question not because I think I can speak
for everybody but precisely because I expect
people will immediately react by thinking that
I cannot - and no more can anyone else. “‘We’
can legitimately have diverse aims and methods
and so different ways of interpreting Plato, and
in this way different projects can sometimes
be compatible with or even complementary to
each other.

The umbrella theme question set by Prof.
Gerson for our workshop was: “‘What in your
opinion are the appropriate or correct princi-
ples for the study of Plato’s philosophy?” One
reading of ‘principles’ yields a very strong
sense, in which we come by principles in some
special way (different from that whereby we
obtain our other results in the domain they
govern), the principles are inviolate, and every-
thing else must proceed from them. Principles
in this strong sense would be things one must
start from or bring to the rest of one’s work; not
to do so - violating the principles — would be
incorrect or misguided. So to read our question
with ‘principles’ understood this way suggests
that, while we may have different views about
what they are, at most one view of the matter
can be correct.

My title—"What Do We Think We’re Do-
ing?’—opens the way for me to mention that I
at least don’t think of myself as working from
principles in this very strong sense. This is, I
think, ultimately connected with the circum-
stance that I think we—or at least the total class
of people who work on Plato—have different
goals that make different ways of proceeding
reasonable. This makes the present assemblage
very collegial for me—it’s interesting to compare
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notes without having it built in that where our
practices diverge some of us have to be wrong
and one’s purpose must be to prove that one
is oneself the correct one.

In fact, the final element in our umbrella
theme question seems to me to be open to dif-
ferent readings in a way that corresponds to
variation in our goals and so turns out to be
closely connected with why I don’t think there
are principles in the strong sense that apply to
everyone. How exactly do we understand ‘the
study of Plato’s philosophy’? For me, though I
know this will not be the case for everybody,
the primary object of study is actually Plato’s
dialogues. Thus while someone might have as a
goal to determine what the human being, Plato,
thought was true (over the course of his life or at
some privileged stretch of it) with the dialogues
only one kind — perhaps not very good — of evi-
dence for that, for me it’s the other way around.
It’s not so much that the dialogues are (more or
less good) evidence for Plato’s philosophy. For
me, engaging with the dialogues is what is really
interesting. ‘Plato’ is pretty much tantamount to
the author of those works, and ‘Plato’s philoso-
phy’ is what that author is suggesting or offering
for our consideration.

Here again one can have a variety of ex-
pectations. Some may build in from the start
the expectation that Plato’s philosophy should
be a unified and completed system, which it is
our job to reconstruct or maybe even axioma-
tize. For me, this matter is open at the start:
Plato’s philosophy could but need not turn out
to be a matter of holding dogmatically certain
doctrines. It could just as well be to proceed in
a certain way, or to try to carry out a certain
program, or to think through certain problems.
For me this is one among many issues I find
it natural to form a view about on the basis of
interacting with the works — rather than bring-
ing a view about this to reading.

Why is the object of study for me Plato’s
works? For one thing, we have them, and they
are an enormous and rich treasury of material.
And just as important, I find reanimating and
engaging with the philosophical discussions
they contain of great interest philosophically
- and of course, it has been and continues to
be so for many others.! At the risk of violating
a ban by Michael Frede who always used to say
to me, ‘Look, Constance, no one is interested
in your autobiography’ (though he used this for
the odd purpose of discouraging footnotes on
the secondary literature), it is relevant to my
title today to offer something a bit autobio-
graphical. I note that what I am doing now in
working on Plato feels continuous with what
I remember doing as a freshman in college.
While I now bring much more professional
apparatus to bear, the goal remains the same.
Indeed, the justification for using that appa-
ratus is simply that it makes the reanimation
of and engagement with the philosophical
content of the dialogues even more interest-
ing - certainly for me, and potentially more
widely since other people sometimes make use
of one’s scholarship.

So for me, what study of Plato is ultimately
for is that it leads to valuable philosophical
activity, centrally to the activity involved in
finding the best reanimations of the discus-
sions he depicted. As is widely recognized,
this is of philosophical value for a variety of
detailed reasons. It typically leads to a better
understanding of the positions in play and the
resources developed to handle them. It can be
interesting to make case studies of how some
problems can be solved, and how at other times
people deal with the fact that something hasn’t
quite been. Moreover, in sometimes unpre-
dictable ways, one may be able to apply some
resources one gets from engaging with Plato to

a new argumentative context salient in one’s



own time. Sometimes as well, one may be able
to apply some resources so acquired to the
living of one’s own life. After all Plato, like
other ancient philosophers, thought a great
part of the value of the discipline resided in
the way wisdom could and should be mani-
fested in living.? Very generally, the study of
Plato, like that of all of ancient philosophy, is
a useful corrective to the parochiality of our
own philosophical context: at least if done in
a certain way, it leads to a broader sense of
philosophical options.

So while I now bring to bear some knowl-
edge of Greek and of elements of Plato’s context
- both philosophical and more broadly intel-
lectual, cultural, and historical — and of course
of secondary literature as well, I continue to do
this because I think the dialectical activity so
reanimated is an even more interesting ver-
sion of the sort of thing one came up with asa
freshman. Thus, given what I take my project
to be, evidence about various views other his-
torical figures attributed to Plato can have a
role in it: such evidence can confirm in some
respects what we get from reading the works
themselves, or give us some hints to help us
in reading them. But for me the role of such
evidence is secondary.

It can be salutary in this connection to
reflect on situations contemporary with our-
selves. For example, I once attended a wed-
ding where many of the guests were philoso-
phy PhDs from Harvard - this was a cohort in
which many knew and had studied with Quine.
But some were also scholars of Quine’s work. I
remember an interesting discussion between
Miriam Solomon and Peter Hylton about how
wrong-headed people were who assumed that
the circumstance that Quine was around and
they knew him left no significant role for in-
terpretative activity.’ As Professor Solomon
put it, if she asked Quine a question and he
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replied and she wrote down the answer, “That
would just be another text!” And this further
text would of course itself need to be analyzed.

How, generally, do I go about reading Plato’s
dialogues? I think the individual dialogue is
the basic unit of interpretation. Each one seems
manifestly to be finished and crafted as an
artistic product that sets and pursues its own
particular philosophical agenda. The famous
simile in the Phaedrus likening a good speech
to a living creature, with each part having a
fitting relation to the others and to the whole
tends to confirm this (Phaidr. 264 ¢ 2-5). For
the point there seems to me (as to many oth-
ers going back to Greek antiquity) to extend
naturally to written compositions and indeed
to Plato’s own works: each dialogue, being
well-crafted, has this quasi-organismic unity.
As Proclus writes in his commentary on the
Parmenides:

[Tamblichus and his followers] demand
that the interpreter bring the matter of
the prologue into relation with the nature
of the dialogue’s subject. We agree [...] in
studying any Platonic dialogue we must
look especially at the matters that are its
subject and see how the details of the
prologue prefigure them. In this way we
should show that each of them is perfectly
worked out, aliving being harmonious in
all its parts, as Plato says in the Phaedrus.
(Procl., in Parm., 659.6-24, tr. Morrow -
Dillon 1987)

The Phaedrus text also has another implica-
tion: because the parts of a given composition
are designed to relate to each other and to the
whole, to cherry-pick a few lines here and a
few lines there and then relocate them in a new
context one supplies will be at least question-
able — that is, at least open to question. Even if
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we are forced by the scope of a particular paper
or a particular talk or class to focus on such an
extract, we should be thinking about its role in
the dialogue in which it appears - and ideally
should complete our reading by showing how
that works. (So do I hold this as a principle?
I suppose maybe yes in a less stringent sense
than the one I disclaimed at the start — this
‘principle’ if it is one derives from experience
with the texts and is subject to finegraining
or modification depending on what emerges
as we continue to read.)

It’s not necessarily easy to tell who does and
does not proceed this way, since [ am aware that
sometimes one has considered many details in
one’s own thinking or in contexts like seminar
meetings that cannot appear in a particular
publication. Because of this it may not imme-
diately be obvious just by reading something
in print whether the author diverges from the
practice I just described or is simply like the
proverbial swans that seem to glide along in
stately fashion, all the while paddling furiously
underwater where we don’t see it.

But just as I acknowledge that we some-
times have to focus on part of a work at least
for a time, so I also believe that sometimes it is
good to look beyond its boundaries - and this
is why I put it that the individual dialogue is
the basic unit. For one thing, on some occa-
sions there can be particular reasons within a
text itself that make something from another
work of Plato’s or something else he was aware
of and could have expected his readers to know
relevant. (I do believe, Proclus-like, that Plato
often uses what I call ‘literary elements’ to
make such references, and I'll give some ex-
amples later.) And of course once one has read
a lot of different works, it will be natural for
some picture of how they relate to each other to
emerge. After all, even in terms of the case to
which the Phaedruslikened a good composition

— the case of an animal whose parts must func-
tion properly in relation to each other and in
relation to the whole — it is also sometimes
relevant to think about our chosen animal’s
interactions with other animals! So without
our bringing from the start an idea that all
the dialogues are offering the same view, or
that some are working towards a view perfected
in others, or that some stake out a position
that others reject and improve on, any of these
pictures among others could emerge from the
pointillist picture that readings of individual
texts will form.

This has implications for my relation to the
hoary battle of Unitarians vs Developmental-
ists. It sounds odd to say 'm not sure which I
am - probably a better way of putting it is that
I'm not really happy locating myself at either
extreme. On my picture, Plato’s dialogues are
the vehicle of continuing pursuit of a charac-
teristic program, but the work each dialogue
is doing to contribute to that varies a lot. Dif-
ferent ones may work on different parts of the
project. And some of course may motivate or
even try out in detail ways of doing things that
others rethink and propose improvements on.

I find the opinion of Bernard Williams in
his minute gem Plato highly salutary, and a use-
ful insight as being from someone who was af-
ter all himself primarily a working philosopher:

It is a weakness of scholars who study
philosophers to think that philosophers
are just like scholars, and it is particularly
a mistake in the case of Plato. [...] Above
all, it is a mistake to suppose that Plato
spends his time in the various dialogues
adding to or subtracting from his sys-
tem. Each dialogue is about whatever it
is about, and Plato pursues what seems
interesting and fruitful in that connec-
tion. [...] We may think of him as driven



forward by his ideas, curious at any given
point to see what will happen if some
striking conjunction of them is given its
head. We should not think of him as con-
stantly keeping his accounts, anxious of
how his system will look in the history
of philosophy. (Williams 1999, 3, 9-10)

Charles Griswold has provided a historian’s
bookend to this idea: he makes the valuable
observation that it is anachronistic to assume
that ‘philosophy is Wissenschaft’ and that for
this reason Plato must have ‘a complete, archi-
tectonic theory purporting to offer definitive
answers to the key philosophical questions it
addresses’ (Griswold 2002, 137). The core as-
sertions of both Williams and Griswold here
are certainly compatible with there being no
connections between Plato’s various works. But
I’d also like to note that neither actually pro-
vides considerations that rule out our coming
to discover that there are connections between
Plato’s works or even a system that emerges
from them. What I take from their warnings
is that we must be careful not to build in as an
assumption that there must be.

How then do I go about reading an indi-
vidual dialogue? I think it is manifest that the
main issue for each of them is its philosophical
agenda, and relatedly that the way the argu-
ments in a text work is at the heart of this. But
that doesn’t mean I think we can easily separate
out a few lines of text that convey ‘the argu-
ment’ on each major point on their own - let
alone that what we should do is quite quickly
write out a few prose or formalized lines of
our own that convey ‘the argument’ and then
think in terms of that, moving on to assess
validity and soundness. In my view, a great
deal of the action of the interpretative project
has taken place on the way to writing up any
such compact formulation; much of the work a
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dialogue is designed to promote is work along
the way to any such exposition.

The more I work in detail on individual
dialogues the more convinced I am that, as the
Phaedrus extract suggests, all the parts of each
really do work together. Thus, since the main
agenda is to do philosophy;, it follows that the
parts that are not obviously philosophical are
there to do something that bears on the dialec-
tical activity the text is designed to promote in
us. I call these ‘literary elements’ — I find this
catch-all phrase useful though I do not mean to
suggest that these elements are merely literary
and have no philosophical role. So I would like
to make clear that I disclaim any such pejora-
tive or dismissive connotation.

Ultimately, the best way to make this clear is
in one’s interpretative practice as one proceeds
passage by passage. But perhaps now I should
at least list in the abstract some of the kinds of
thing I have in mind. As I mentioned above,
personal or place names or striking vocabulary
can put us in mind of real figures or of other
texts, whether by Plato or others; we then need
to identify the point of referencing these.* Ac-
tion within the plot can have relevance. Indeed,
even whether and how the drama is framed can
affect how we readers relate to the play of ideas
in a work. ('ll be going into some examples
in a bit.)

So we now confront the question: if literary
elements and the parts that are more obviously
philosophical are all important, how should
we (pl.) approach studying them? One possi-
bility is that different people from different
disciplines should deal with different aspects
of the text; this might seem the best way to get
expert interpretations of each. On this view,
someone like me should confine myself to the
arguments, while classicists would weigh in on
literary elements and textual problems - and
perhaps our results (or the best of each type???)
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would be combinable at some indefinite hori-
zon - but by whom?

Obviously, I do not think this is the way to
go. Because of the way Plato has designed the
different kinds of elements to work together,
an ‘expert’ reading of just one kind in isolation
doesn’t have enough to go on. Notice how the
Phaedrus simile already supports this thought:
given that the heart e.g. functions to support
the overall function of the animal whose heart
itis, you can’t understand the heart in isolation
from the rest of the organism.

Or again, I find it useful to think a little
about the metaphor of a frame, so pervasive
in secondary discussion of Plato’s works. In
the case of a painting, the job of a frame is (in
part) to set off the inner work in a certain way:
such things as the color, texture, size and shape
of the frame affect how the painting looks to
us. So when the original artist has herself or
himself selected the frame, its effect on how the
painting looks to us shows something about
how the artist wanted us to see the inner work:
after all, the artist was guiding our perceptions
in the way this particular choice of frame does.

Here I'd like to point out two things. First,
in the case of a painting, it would be bizarre
(or at least appropriate only in very special
circumstances) to interpret the ‘significance’
of the frame in isolation, to so to speak read
off its meaning when it is empty. And second,
when one undertakes to consider the effect
of the frame on our perception of the inner
work, this won’t be something one can simply
read off mechanically. For such descriptions as
the following could all be equally available: it
brings out as especially bright a certain patch
of color’, it directs our attention to the face of
a certain figure’, ‘it emphasizes the face shining
with the innocent joy of childhood’, ‘it high-
lights the face, crucial as displaying the fam-
ily resemblance this figure bears to important

ancestors’, or even ‘it emphasizes the face, now
rendered in a style departing radically from
the work of [salient artistic predecessors]’. Any
choice among these seems to me best made in
close connection with study of the inner work
including relevant facts about the context of
its production; and that study would in turn
only reach completion with the development
of a complementary study of the frame.

Of course, one can read around a bit in the
enormous secondary literature on Plato and
sometimes someone will have made some sug-
gestion on one of the literary details that one
can magpie up and adopt as part of one’s overall
reading. But obviously one can’t expect enough
of other peoples’ activity to be either fortui-
tously useful or actually motivated by the wish
to help out one’s own interpretation in this way!
Still, one can sometimes adopt the suggestions
of others. Moreover, experience with the kind
of thing other people have offered helps one to
go on doing that.

As I've already indicated, I believe that lit-
erary elements often provide a way for Plato
to refer to passages in his own work or to the
work of other authors; in effect they function
as footnotes do for us. Thus literary elements
are often important when we are in what Pro-
fessor Lane called the ‘retrospective’ mode.”
Or perhaps I could reapply her term to mark
that I think Plato’s own compositional practice
is ‘retrospective’ in this sense: he often uses
literary elements to refer to things that he was
already aware of and that he could reasonably
have expected readers to know about. Thus I
believe that having Cephalus the narrator of
the Parmenides be from Clazomenae is a touch
that prepares us for and confirms the relevance
to the dialogue of the work of Anaxagoras (cf.
Procl., in Parm., 625, 629-30).

Yet it should be obvious with very small
literary touches such as this that each of them



on its own is quite slender. Thus it seems to
me clearly misguided to just dogmatically sub-
scribe to a reading of each on its own and have
that ‘wag the dog’ of one’s reading of the text.
(This seems to me a problem that followers
of Leo Strauss often fall into.) Indeed, each
such idea we have I think needs to be con-
firmed by relating usefully to something in the
philosophical substance of the arguments at
hand. To resume the Clazomenae example, the
physical theory of Anaxagoras had of course
already received attention in the Phaedo: it is
of particular interest as a theory that is iso-
morphic to Plato’s own theory of Forms. The
Phaedo (as 1 read it) drew our attention to the
straightforward way having a share/participa-
tion works in the physical theory of Anaxago-
ras and showed problems with it. In a famous
declaration, Socrates proclaimed allegiance to
a type of explanation that in fact is isomorphic
to that of Anaxagoras, but made a point of de-
clining to specify any particular interpretation
of what participation amounts to.® Looked at
this way, the touch in the frame of the Par-
menides that reactivates our recollection of
Anaxagoras does help our understanding of
131 ¢ 12-e 5: it helps us to see that Socrates,
lacking a clear view of what he takes participa-
tion to be, is himself lapsing back into the old
Anaxagorean notion, and suffering from the
familiar problems with that. This indicates the
ongoing need to make progress on this matter
and in turn prepares us to look for that in the
second part of the dialogue.

Sometimes literary elements can condition
how we relate to different parts of the text.
One way this can work is through Plato’s han-
dling of narration.” So for example in the first
part of the Parmenides, Cephalus tells us what
his source, Antiphon, told him that his source,
Pythodorus, told him that Socrates, Parme-
nides and the others present at a long-ago
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discussion said. This is completely explicit
when Cephalus says:

€n 6¢ 81 0 Avtipdv Aéyetv Tov ITvBoSwpov
[...] Antiphon said that Pythodorus said
[...] 127 a 7-8).

Because of the way Plato handles the chain
of narrators, even though the innermost speech
of Socrates, Zeno, and Parmenides is typically
quoted, this direct discourse is typically intro-
duced by phanai or eipein. That is, the original
‘he said’ of an inner narrator is transformed
to an infinitive of indirect discourse when re-
ported by a further narrator. Thus, the quoted
words of the famous speakers are typically near
areminder of the multiple mediation: we reg-
ister that the words of the inner narrator have
been transformed by further reporting. These
frequent reminders systematically distance us
from the original occasion, however interest-
ing and amusing it is.

By contrast in the second part of the dia-
logue, after a single introductory phanai in
137c4 all this apparatus falls away and for
almost thirty Stephanus pages the presenta-
tion is like that in a play: simply the words
of Parmenides, then those of his interlocutor
Aristotle, then more words of Parmenides etc.
This technique makes us the real audience
for the demonstration (though it had been
fictively offered to help Socrates realize the
exercise he needed to do to reach the truth in
philosophy). In fact, we are being presented
directly with the thinking offered here be-
cause this is the part of the text designed for
our primary philosophical engagement; the
parts of the text from which we are distanced
serve as background for this project.

Though there isn’t time to go into this now,
I have recently explored Plato’s use of a simi-
lar technique in the Symposium, so offering
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an answer to the puzzling question of why the
Symposium — or really, my point is, most of it
— is composed with so many tell-tale infini-
tives of mediation. I suggest that this is all in
aid of a contrast whereby Plato privileges the
part not so presented.®

The reactions of the characters can also
give us a cue about how we should respond
to various portions of a text. Here the second
part of the Parmenides is perhaps the most
extreme example. Just to summarize briefly,
the most obvious and immediately puzzling
fact about the demonstration we get there is
that it consists wholly of massive sections of
arguments paired so that the results of the
first section seem to be systematically contra-
dicted by those of the second, and so on with
subsequent pairs. The reaction of most in the
twentieth century was to take the thing as a
giant reductio ad absurdum/indirect proof.’
For me this interpretation is not the way to go
because the text does not confirm this read-
ing strategy. In part this is because the text
does not systematically target for destruction
mistakes by rejecting which we can avoid the
mass of paradoxical results.

But to focus on the present point about the
characters: I also find it significant that neither
venerable father Parmenides nor his respond-
ent expresses consternation of the sort we are
familiar with in depictions of Socratic elenchus
when even a single contradiction threatens.”
Consider what happens when the interlocutor
is presented with the maximally paradoxical
summary of the overall results:

EipioBw toivuv 10016 Te kal 6Tt, ®¢
gotkev, v elT €0ty eite pr €oTLy, adTO
Te kal TaA\a kai Tpog adtd kai mpog
dAANAa mavTa TavTeg €0Ti Te Kai ovk
£€o0TL kal @aivetal Te kai ov aivetal. —
AXnbéotata.

Let this be said therefore, and that, as it
appears, if The One is or is not, it and
the others in relation to themselves and
in relation to each other are all things in
all ways and are not, and seem and seem
not. —Most true. (166 ¢ 2-5)

Notice that the interlocutor goes to an extreme
of acceptance with the superlative. Aléthestata is
literally the last word of the dialogue!

I take this to be a significant indication
from within the text about how we should
react to its contents. I have followed up on the
indication by exploring the thought that, if
this summarized conjunction of all the results
is really ‘most true’, then the results must
not be really contradictory after all."* This
is perfectly possible if they are only appar-
ently contradictory: if the appearance is only
at the surface level of the verbal expression.
But this thought so far is only a promissory
note, which one needs to cash out by giving
an interpretation of the apparently contradic-
tory results."

Aléthestata as the last word and as the re-
sponse to a summary which is superficially maxi-
mally paradoxical amounts to a suggestion from
Plato that we try to figure out how to understand
these results such that they are all fine and they
don’t contradict each other. In fact, another
extended passage helps us in carrying this out.
For the demonstration has been preceded by a
methodological discussion. After Socrates had
repeatedly failed elenctic examination offered
by the venerable Eleatic, Parmenides offered
admiration and encouragement, and counseled
Socrates about the need for a certain exercise.

He prescribed the exercise by specifying it
both in general terms and in the case of several
examples, resulting in a tediously long and
detailed passage. Yet that labored and lengthy
methodological advice — whose key terms all



appear as well in the compressed summary
quoted above, with which the exercise con-
cludes - was completely opaque.” Not only
were we at a loss to see the point or procedure
of the recommended exercise, but within the
drama of the discussion Socrates said that he
couldn’t understand it - and indeed this is
what led to Parmenides’ being prevailed on
to demonstrate what he was talking about. I
regard this as a vitally important interpreta-
tive constraint from within the text. Since the
demonstration of the exercise is given to il-
lustrate the methodological advice, we must
read the two in such a way that they match
each other. ' In effect, our homework is to
figure out how to interpret the conclusions of
each section in such a way that they are ap-
propriately characterized by the phrases used
in the methodological advice and summaries
to describe them, and appropriately supported
by the arguments given for them.

The Philebus provides another case in which
Plato indicates the way parts of his text fit to-
gether. Socrates introduces the passage known
as the ‘Fourfold Division’ by referring to his
previous discussion (called the ‘Promethean
Method’ among other tags); he says he will need
new apparatus but some will be the same (23
b 9). The fact that the terms peras and apeiron
tigure clearly in both passages suggests that they
mark the shared apparatus. And the Fourfold
Division passage straightforwardly confirms
this. Socrates says:

Tov Beov éXéyopév mov 1O uev dmetpov
Sei€at OV vtwv, 0 8¢ mépags [....]
Tovtw 81 T@v eid@v ta §vo Twueda [.. ].

We said I suppose that the god revealed
the apeiron in things, and the peras. [....]
Let us set these down as two of our kinds
[...]. 23 ¢c9-12).
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Yet on perhaps the most obvious readings of
each passage in isolation, what peras and apei-
ron each refers to changes from the first passage
to the second. Thus, I believe that the remark of
Socrates about some apparatus being the same
is setting us the homework of developing an
understanding on which peras and apeiron each
truly does remain the same in both passages.
To do this, we need as it were to jiggle our un-
derstanding of both the Promethean Method
and of the Fourfold Division until we can see
how the two fit satisfyingly together.

I’d also like to mention here that there is an
analogue of the ‘wag-the-dog’ problem I men-
tioned above that can plague people who take
themselves to be focusing on the arguments.
This is when one takes such terminology as
pros allo or chéris to have built into it automati-
cally some technical meaning not developed
from the text one is reading but rather that one
already takes oneself to know it has — based
sometimes in some other text of Plato’s, and
sometimes really in Aristotle.”” For me rather,
no terms in Plato have magical force such that
all by themselves they can do such work.

While I am aware of course that some phi-
losophers (such as Aristotle, the Epicureans,
the Stoics as well as many closer in time to us)
do introduce and use technical terminology,
Plato seems rather to be the kind of philosopher
who is able to use ordinary language in such
as way as to achieve even his most technical
ends. Of course, he does often use the same
phrases for parallel purposes in different pas-
sages and even different works. But he also can
use superficially parallel phrases for different
purposes, or superficially distinct phrases for
parallel purposes.

Finally, what are some of the results I get
from my approach to reading Plato? The pre-
sent occasion does not provide scope for me to
give anything like a comprehensive catalogue.'s
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But, especially since I do not give special status
as starting points to testimony about Plato’s
mathematizing the Forms and having The One
and the indefinite dyad as principles, I'd like to
mention that I in a way do end up reading the
Parmenides and the Philebus as engaged in a
project that this testimony could be getting at.
For me, the Parmenides represents the official
debut of The One as a principle. After all, it
shows among other things how participation
in The One is necessary to everything that is:
the other Forms run together and lose their
definition without their relation to The One.
And what results from my homework on the
Philebus is that Forms turn out to be members
of the ‘mixed class’, that is, mixtures of peras
and apeiron (pace Silverman). My interpretative
strategy of figuring out how the Four-fold Divi-
sion and Promethean Method passages work
together results in interpreting each case of
the apeiron as a pair of opposites that left to
themselves blur together. This is something
that testimony about the ‘indefinite dyad’ could
be getting at. And the peras component of each
mixture is a desirable ratio that can govern a
pair of opposites and so marks off the kind in
question from the blurred continuum of other
combinations of the underlying apeiron.
Vocabulary in this passage (25 d 11-e 2,
25 a 6-b 2) connects fruitfully with the idea
developed by some Greek mathematicians ac-
cording to which some ratios were better than
others for mathematical reasons; the preferred
ones were associated with concord - in turn
thought to be a matter of unification - and had
a special, explanatory role.”” So in the Philebus
as I read it, we have Plato systematically math-
ematizing the Forms, and in a way that recalls
discussion in the Republic about the need to
discover which numbers are concordant and
why (531 b 4-c 4). So on my readings, we find
ideas emerging from Plato’s texts themselves

that could fit under both slogans about The
One and the indefinite dyad and those about
mathematizing the Forms.

As T've said, for me the main action is in
reading the texts themselves to get our inter-
pretations, with noting the testimony a kind
of confirmation. And this is both because of
the fact that my main object of interest is the
dialogues, and because of the Quine point: each
piece of testimony is itself just ‘another text’
— in fact a much briefer and more cryptic one
— that itself is in need of interpretation. Note
that because of this, interpretations of Plato
as different as Professor Sayre’s and mine can
both fit under the banners of making The One
and the indefinite dyad principles and math-
ematizing the Forms."

This last observation of course shows not
only that the banner slogans from testimony
underdetermine the detailed view to be attrib-
uted to Plato, but also that not even focusing on
Plato’s texts lets us automatically read off some
view as his dogmatic contribution. But this is
not at all surprising. Given Plato’s famous —
and perfectly reasonable — warnings about the
naievete of thinking one can transmit wisdom
by writing it down for people to assimilate by
reading, the most we can expect from his texts
is material to help us make philosophical pro-
gress by putting in our own work. Indeed, I
agree with those who hold that drawing us into
doing this philosophical activity ourselves is
the main purpose of the dialogues."” So while
not even the dialogues themselves let us read
off a philosophy as a simple act, nevertheless
the fact that they have survived in their en-
tirety, and with such richness of literary and
philosophical nuance, means that they provide
a wealth of evidence for competing interpreta-
tions to test themselves against.

For me, the way to do this is the very thing
I’ve been talking about in this paper.



In fact, even determining what problem a
dialogue has in view and what positions it is
developing or criticizing seems to me some-
thing we should do in the way I've been dis-
cussing today: by reading and rereading the
dialogue in question so as to be guided by both
its overt philosophical content and the role of
the literary elements. Sometimes the questions
and positions we need to think about may be
explicitly laid out within the work itself. And
sometimes it is reasonable to think that Plato
is responding to or making use of thinking
already existent in his surrounding culture or
his own corpus of written works.

I’'m not against invoking things that are
outside a dialogue in its interpretation, but
just saying that for me these become relevant
just in case something within the dialogue
we are reading makes them so. Otherwise
we can fall immediately into such extreme
anachronism as to make the supposed study
of Plato’s text redundant: we assume we know
‘the problems of philosophy’ such that he must
be dealing with one of them; we know the
possible positions that can be taken on each,
maybe we even already know his supposed
answer. All this seems to me to reduce quite
counter-productively the interest of what one
can get from actually reading and thinking
about Plato’s works in all their richness, nu-
ance, and complexity.?
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NOTAS

1 Tagree with the remarks of Alan Silverman at the work-
shop in thinking that often what we do in working on Plato
is philosophy. But I don’t go as far as his suggestion that
"Plato’ can drop out of the umbrella theme question. For me,
working on Plato is doing philosophy in a way that is guided
by or in response to Plato’s text(s) — and not all parts of
one’s philosophical life need to be so guided!

2 A prominent recent example of application of a se-
lected strand from Plato’s works to environmental issues
is Lane 2012.

3 Thanks to Prof. Solomon for confirming and supple-
menting my recollections, and allowing me to quote her.
4 Iliked some of the specific things Professor McCoy
offered in her contribution to the conference. See also
Sedley 1995 and Rutherford 1995.

5 Session 4 at the Workshop.

6 See Meinwald 2016, ch. 8.

7 McCabe 1996 pointed this out in the case of the first
as compared with the second part of the Parmenides; 1
developed a variant on her view in Meinwald 2005.

8 Meinwald 2016, ch. 4 goes into detail about how dif-
ferent parts of the text are composed, and how they have
their disparate effects.

9 Professor Gonzalez and I are alike in not wanting to
go this route.

10 To quote Gilbert and Sullivan, “What, never? — Hardy
ever.” While my critics make a great deal of Parm. 141 e ff, to
me (see Meinwald 2014a) as to Peterson 1996, these lines are
an atypical case admitting of special explanation. Besides,
even if we consider these rejections to stand, they are not
nearly enough to get rid of half of the total results, which is
what this style of interpretation requires.

11 For development and defense of the interpretation that
follows, see Meinwald 1991, 2014a.

12 If one accepts such an interpretation then the first and

second hypotheses of the Parmenides will not after all
lend themselves to the characterization of Professor Gon-
zalez (Workshop Session 1) that in them Plato is arguing
‘both sides of the question’ in a way whose results are not
reconcilable as parts of a single view.

13 Sayre 1978 and 1983 pioneered the approach of taking
seriously all three pairs of phrases that figure promi-
nently in the description of the exercise to characterize
sections of argument one must produce.

14 Gill 2012 and Rickless 2007 are unable to read the
methodological advice as correctly describing the exer-
cise. See Meinwald 2014a and 2014b.

15 As often in Gill 2012. Cf. the criticism expressed by
Gerson 2013.

16 I can now direct those who are interested to Mein-
wald 2016, intended as a discussion of issues of wide
interest.

17 On this intriguing and technical theme in Plato, see
Barker 1994; Burnyeat 1987, 2000; Meinwald 1998, 2002.
18 Sayre 1983; Meinwald 1991, 1998, 2002, 2008, 2014a.
19 Such as Professor McCoy at our workshop.

20 Thanks to the organizer and hosts of the Workshop on
Ways of Interpreting Plato, and indeed to all the partici-
pants: I found the interactions most enjoyable and useful.
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I want to begin my contribution from con-
sideration of the title of Professor Meinwald’s
paper: What do we think we are doing? “We’ here
are participants in an inquiry into Plato’s phi-
losophy, however we conceive his philosophical
contribution.

I think what we are doing is: Philosophy.

Let me tweak this way of putting my an-
swer: what the study of Plato is ultimately for is
philosophical activity. And while I am cautious
in averring that Plato strongly believes (diisxur-
izesthai) anything, I think he strongly believes
that philosophizing is the best thing one can do.

Like Meinwald, I want to offer some reflec-
tions on the prompt that brings us together for
this workshop—What in your opinion are the
appropriate or correct principles for the study
of Plato’s philosophy? In thinking about how
to respond to this question I wonder whether
different principles apply to the study of other
historical figures. Maybe different principles
apply to the study of the philosophy of Socrates,
who wrote nothing, or the philosophy of Chry-
sippus, no complete work of whose is transmit-
ted to us. At another extreme, as it were, dif-
ferent principles might apply to the study of a
philosopher who leaves behind, in addition to a
large corpus of published professional writing,
volumes of letters, unpublished works of vary-
ing degrees of completeness, notes, drafts and
so on. We could lay her esoteric against her exo-
teric works; see how works evolved from notes,
to drafts, to treatise, etc. Add to all the above
a doxographical tradition, understood here to
include reports from others about what a figure
wrote or said or meant. Contrast these cases
with the study of a (fictional?) philosopher
whose single treatise we might find in a mon-
astery about whom no one else comments in the
historical record. And then we might wonder
whether it makes any difference whether the
philosopher we are studying is dead. Truth is,
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I do not see that different principles apply to
the study of great versus obscure philosophers,
or those who leave behind much or little in
the way of work or doxography (Socrates and
others who write nothing may be special), or
ultimately that different principles apply to the
study of dead versus living philosophers. In-
deed I am suspicious of the difference between
the History of Philosophy and Philosophy, so
I'm going to ignore the presence of ‘Plato’ and
ask the question: What in your opinion are the
appropriate or correct principles for the study
of philosophy? In my opinion, there are no cor-
rect or appropriate principles for the study, that
is, the doing, of philosophy beyond, say, basic
principles of charity—try to make a philoso-
pher, oneself included, say something sensible
and true if one can, and do it-philosophy- as
well as one can. Check that; for I also believe,
with Plato, that one should try to be as synoptic
as one can be, to include not just trying to unite
the various so-called fields of philosophy, but
trying to avoid falling into the trap of thinking
that there is only one way to do philosophy, or
to write philosophy.

‘No one expects to write, or be, like Plato’!

But we can try.

With Meinwald, and many others, I am
happy to say that our primary object of study
is the dialogues, that engaging with the dia-
logues in their individual settings is really in-
teresting, that reanimating and engaging with
the philosophical discussions they contain is
of great interest philosophically, and that each
seems manifestly to be finished and crafted
as an artistic product that sets and pursues
its own particular philosophical agenda. But
if an individual dialogue is a starting point,
my engagement with the philosophy contained
therein soon takes me beyond the dialogue it-
self. Embracing Plato’s advice to be synoptic,
I'look across dialogues, and over the centuries

at other philosophers. And here is where the
prompt provided to the workshop has bite.

Let us consider the question about the cor-
rect principles that guide one’s study of Plato’s
philosophy first in light of the different empha-
ses just mentioned. Here there is no disagree-
ment about whether it is Plato’s dialogues that
guide the two approaches. Both look primarily
to Plato’s writing. The difference rather is that
on perhaps an extreme version of one approach,
we might say that we should investigate the ar-
gument or position developed in an individual
work without consideration of whatever is said
about the same topic or roughly the same topic
in another. Analysis of the Philebus’ account
of pleasure should disregard what Plato writes
about pleasure in the Gorgias or Republic. On
a perhaps extreme version of the second ap-
proach one might claim that it is necessary to
consider what is said in the different dialogues
about roughly the same topic, that, for instance,
one cannot understand the first so-called part
of the Parmenides (126-136a) without introduc-
ing the account of Forms, Being and Participa-
tion provided in the so-called Final Argument
of the Phaedo (99¢-107a).

Contrast these approaches, where the dia-
logue or dialogues of Plato are all that matter,
with an approach that looks to the testimony of
others, especially other Platonists, starting with
Aristotle, and treats their remarks as providing
reasons not to think that what is written in the
dialogues is the ultimate authority for Plato’s
meaning.? Perhaps most notoriously we would
consider Aristotle’s remarks about unwritten
doctrines, the One and the Indefinite Dyad as
Plato’s foundational principles, the reports of
the lecture on the Good, and so on, as at least
guides to what Plato thinks. Of course differ-
ent figures within the long tradition disagree
with one another about what Plato meant or
said, which is one reason why appeals to the



tradition are made by interpreters of various
persuasions, from Straussians to the Tubingen
School, from G.E.L. Owen to Harold Cherniss.
Cherniss is perhaps best known for favoring
Plato’s dialogues over the reports of the tra-
dition, and in particular for his rejection of
Aristotle’s account of crucial aspects of Plato’s
metaphysics, e.g., that the separation of Forms
and that the One and the Indefinite Dyad are
Plato’s metaphysical first principles. He dis-
counts the former because he thinks Aristotle
misreads Plato’s texts on separation (deliberate-
ly to support his own metaphysical account of
first principles). He rejects the latter because he
thinks that there is no textual support for them
as first principles. On the other hand, like most
interpreters, Cherniss is selective in his appeal
to the tradition, sometimes even to support
his own interpretation when the Platonic text
seems clearly to point in a different direction.
Most famously he accepts the majority of the
tradition, which maintains that the Timaeus’
creation account of the cosmos should not be
read literally but rather was meant for the sake
of instruction, despite Timaeus’ clear declara-
tion that the Demiurge creates the cosmos.
Weighing the tradition or elements of the
tradition against the texts, or using one dia-
logue to help with reading another are tricky
matters. I suspect that almost all interpreters
turn out to be selective in the manner just dis-
cussed with Cherniss: when it supports their
view of what is said in a given passage of a
dialogue appeals are made to sources external
to the text. But perhaps we can all agree that
a good principle to adopt when confronting
the text of a dialogue is that attributions of
content and meaning to Plato’s dialogues and
passages therein are often dicey. Sometimes it is
unclear what Plato is even saying in a given pas-
sage. I am teaching the Philebus this semester.
Consider the first element in the Gift passage
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(16a9-10): ‘whatever is said to be consists of
one and many, having in its nature limit and
unlimitedness’, along with the opening lines
of the four-fold ontology (23¢1-5):

Socrates. ‘Let us be very careful about the
starting point we take’. Protarchus. ‘What kind
of starting point?” Soc. ‘Let us make a division
of everything that actually exists now in the uni-
verse into two kinds, or if this seems preferable,
into three.” (Frede translation) In the first exam-
ple, the force of the participle ~having--and the
men/de construction are unclear. In the second,
the role of nun is unclear. Nothing in another
dialogue or author can clarify their roles.

More often I am far from sure about what
Plato means by what he says. The same two
passages are examples. Is whatever is said to be
the same as everything that exists now in the
universe: are we talking about Forms, or mon-
ads, if they differ from Forms, and so-called
particulars in both passages? And, ignoring
the force of the participle, what is it to have
in one’s nature limit and unlimitedness? Ad-
ditionally, as I read the text at 23c, when Plato
writes that we should be very careful about a
starting point and then delivers an obscurely
expressed starting point, this is deliberate.
Whether one appeals to the context of a pas-
sage, its dialectical or argumentative force, or
other pragmatic considerations, the point Plato
is trying to make in a given passage is often
up for grabs.

When we try to determine what the Greek
says, we look for help in Greek authors, LS],
Smyth, Denniston, etc. And when we try to
determine what Plato means, we look for help
in all sorts of directions, from other Greek
authors such as Xenophon or Isocrates, from
other ancient philosophers, perhaps starting
with Aristotle, and from other non-Ancient
sources, especially philosophers. Looking for
help is one thing. Deciding what use to make
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of what someone else says about the same pas-
sage you are studying is another. After all, at
least some of the same issues arise when we
read another—what does her text say, what does
her text mean, and why is the author saying it?
You need a reason to think that your help has
a better grip on the contested matter than you
do—she’s smarter than you, has a privileged
position, say by dint of temporal or physical
proximity, does not suffer from competitive
or other biases that you do.

There are, of course, different ways to ap-
proach the dialogues, three of which we might
label historical, literary, and philosophical. I
am concerned today with the latter. It should go
without saying that within each approach there
are differences: disagreement is the life-blood
of the academy. Indeed it is clear that there
was disagreement in the Academy and in the
Academic and Platonistic traditions. Platonists
too come in many stripes. More importantly,
there are disagreements among philosophers
about the basic questions of philosophy and
the answers to the questions. I see no advan-
tage to segmenting those who worry about the
problems initiated by Plato into a privileged
tradition and the rest. I remember saying to
my undergraduate teacher, Robert Turnbull,
that his Plato sounded a lot like Wilfred Sellars.
He responded by wondering why that should
matter and pressing me on why one couldn’t
one learn as much about Plato by reading a
nominalist as by reading a Platonist?

It seems to me that our need for help in-
creases as we press deeper into any of the so-
called fields within philosophy--ethics, epis-
temology and metaphysics is my preferred
cleavage. I am a Platonist with respect to each
of these subject matters. My inchoate attrac-
tion to Plato and Platonism began with my
reading of the Republic in both my last year of
high school and first year of college. But it was

reinforced, if not cemented, by reading
Cherniss’ The Philosophical Economy of Plato’s
Theory of Ideas,> which I still regard as the best
eleven pages I've read on the subject. It made
me think about what a philosophical theory
attempts to do and how one should think
about the structure of a philosophical theory.
At about the same time I read D.C. Williams’
The Elements of Being,* which introduced to
me the difference between general and special
metaphysics. It thus provided a way to view
Aristotle and Plato as worrying in a similar
manner about how to think about primitive
notions or principles of a (general) metaphysi-
cal theory while disagreeing about the special
objects or beings that play the specific roles
allowed for or demanded by those principles.

Some might consider this approach to Plato
anachronistic or too much about Platonism and
not enough about Plato. Maybe so. But, to re-
peat, if there is anything I take away from read-
ing the dialogues, if there is ultimate meaning
in them, it is: philosophize; keep working on
the problems with others, yourself, and what-
ever else that can be pressed into service. And if
there is anything that seems clear about Plato’s
school, or lectures, or manner of teaching, it
is that subscribing to a point of view, let alone
his point of view, whatever it may be, is not a
requirement of membership. Disagreement is
the lifeblood of The Academy.

These are general methodological remarks.
So let me now turn to a more specific topic
that separates those who look first and perhaps
last to Plato’s texts from those who look to the
tradition, namely what are Plato’s metaphysical
first principles.

Let us take Cherniss as a reader who not
only thinks that the dialogues are the master
authority, but as a unitarian in so far as he
thinks that there is little change of doctrine
over time. ® (While I agree that the dialogues



are the master authorities, I think that the dis-
tinction between unitarian and developmental-
ist readings has grown rather stale and of little
use.) Since time is limited, I want to concentrate
on what I think is significant about Cherniss’
account of the greatest kinds and the general
issue of whether there is, like Tolkien’s One
Ring that rules them all, a master Form. Since
many think that The Good is the master Form,
I will conclude with some remarks about it. But
there are other candidates, especially The One,
a position held perhaps by Aristotle in his ac-
count of the One and the Indefinite Dyad and
by Plotinus and the Neoplatonic Tradition. ’

Precisely what to make of the so-called
Greatest Kinds in Sophist (254d-255¢) is a mat-
ter of no little controversy.® One difficulty is
that three of the five Greatest Kinds, namely
Being, Same and Different, seem to many read-
ers different from the two others, Motion and
Rest: the three commune with all Forms and
each other whereas Motion and Rest do not. A
second difficulty is that some Forms that seem
to qualify as greatest kinds, e.g., One or Unity
Itself, are not included. On this difficulty, see
below. According to Ryle, Being, Sameness and
Difference turn out not to be Forms but ways of
making statements, i.e., identity, non identity,
and predicational statements. Ryle argued that
Plato, as he came to appreciate the nature of the
statement (logos), abandoned his earlier view,
based on names and naming, of a substantive
theory of Forms. All Forms, for Ryle, might
then be treated as conceptual or linguistic
entities of some sort.” Some have argued that
Cherniss shared the view that the greatest kinds
are not Forms, but rather are concepts.'

I am certain that Cherniss did not hold that
these kinds were anything other than Forms."
On the other hand, there is something to the
charge about Cherniss’ account of the com-
munion of Forms, both in the Sophist and
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elsewhere, which might give one reason to
think that something conceptual or linguistic
is at stake in thinking through how Forms are
related to one another. Cherniss’ longest dis-
cussion of these matters is found in the first and
shortest chapter of Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato
and the Early Academy (ACPA), ‘Diaeresis, Def-
inition, and Demonstration’. There, in talking
about the priority of genus or species, or any
idea, to one another, he writes: “The example by
which he explains the “intercommunication” of
ideas in the Sophist (254b-257a) precludes the
possibility of such a notion of those five ideas,
and what is true of them is presumably true of
all (254c¢). The relation of ideas to one another
is that of implication or compatibility and its
opposite, not that of principle and derivative
or of whole and part.”’* Cherniss maintained
that ‘there are two things in which Plato is more
interested than in the theory of ideas itself,
for that theory, is, after all, only his way of
satisfying these two requirements: first, that
there is such a thing as mind which can ap-
prehend reality, and second, that this reality
which is the object of knowledge has absolute
and unqualified existence.?

In thinking through what Cherniss, Ryle,
and others are worrying here it behooves us
to keep track of at least two distinct, though
related, concerns. One is how our thought and
language, or better our way of theorizing about
Forms, reflects the relations that obtain or fail
to obtain among the onta we are talking about.
The second is what are the relations between
Forms—do Forms stand in relations to one
another and if so what are those relations and
between what Forms do they obtain?"

Cherniss, as I read ACPA’s discussion, was
focused on the issue of how we are to regard the
relation of the Forms mentioned in a definition
to the Form that is being defined. In a nutshell,
he is focused on the unity of the definition. His
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claim is that no ‘ontological relation’ holds be-
tween the so-called parts of the definition and
the definiendum. One might well wonder what
the available ontological relations are besides
whole and part, principle and derivative. What
I refer to as participation and being are other
candidates.”” Frede/Meinwald offer additional
candidates.’* Now no discussion of the unity
of the definition in Plato, or the relation of the
linguistic definition to its ontological counter-
part can afford to ignore Aristotle’s treatment
of the issues in Metaphysics Zeta."” And none
of the aforementioned does: neither Cherniss
nor Meinwald nor I dismiss Aristotle. Even
if one does not accept his view of what Plato
meant, we all take very seriously the concerns
that unite and divide Plato and Aristotle over
these incredibly knotty metaphysical issues.
Moreover, I do not think Frede, Code, Cherniss,
Meinwald or myself are trying to appeal to the
tastes of our colleagues.” (Indeed, I suspect
that the reverse is more likely to be the case,
that excellent metaphysicians like Kit Fine and
Jonathan Schaffer are trying to ground (sic)
their accounts in Aristotle and Plato.'?) Of
course there is no reason to refuse help from
modern academics on these deep problems in
metaphysics and language. Ryle’s insightful,
influential, and probably mistaken account was
deeply indebted to Russell and the Neo-Kantian
Marburg School’s emphasis on the priority of
judgment. When Verity Harte opens her excel-
lent book with a discussion of Lewisian mereol-
ogy she at once illuminates a set of problems
shared by Lewis and Plato, distinguishes Plato’s
response from Lewis’, and helps students and
scholars who are less familiar with one or the
other appreciate that philosophy is continuous
with its history.?

I said earlier that I find it useful to move
beyond an individual dialogue in reflecting on
the problems generated in our engagement with

atheme broached in a given work. With respect
to how forms ‘combine’ and the relations on
display in a division-- Cherniss’ notions of im-
plication and compatibility--, it seems to me
useful, for instance, and to reflect on what the
late dialogues say about particulars and their
properties, about how the Porphyrean trees
that might be said to result from their collec-
tion are constructed. One issue is the status of
mixtures. The argument at Philebus 23 -27 is
less than pellucid. But it is not unreasonable
to conclude that all mixtures are particulars.
If so, one might think that whatever we make
of Limit and Unlimited, no Form is a mix-
ture of them. If combining is mixing, then no
Forms combine with one another. What might
look like a Form combining with another, e.g.,
Man with Animal, might then be viewed as a
reflection of these Forms combining, or not,
in the particular humans. In a perhaps differ-
ent sense of combining, we might think of the
relations between the Timaeus” Geometrical
Forms and the traditional Forms: in addition
to the relation of Fire Itself to The Hot Itself, we
would worry about the relation of Fire Itself to
Triangle Itself, or to the Pyramid Itself.

To be sure, each of the claims in the para-
graph above is controversial. Many, perhaps
relying on the claim at Philebus 16a9-10, might
argue that not all mixtures are particulars since
Forms have Limit and Unlimited in them.* Yet
if they are mixtures of the same sort as those
discussed in the four-fold ontology of 23-27,
then somehow we need to find a way for there
to be a (rational) cause of them. Others, myself
included, would resist the claim that the sort
of combining discussed in Sophist is the same
as mixing in the Philebus, or that the relation
of the traditional to the geometrical Forms in
the Timaeus is the same as combining or mix-
ing. My point, rather, is that the investigation
of Plato’s metaphysical first principles with



respect to the relations between Forms must
come to grips with each of these relations and the
discussions of them in each of these dialogues.

When we turn to the megista gene, their
interrelations, and the relation of other Forms
to them, we face a different set of worries. First,
there is the worry that at least some of these
Forms do in fact seem to be predicable of all
Forms, themselves included, in an ontological
and characterizing manner, as opposed to the
‘merely’ conceptual manner in which the Forms
in a tree are related to one another. Each Form
is different from everything else, the same as
itself, and so on. This is a non-trivial ‘and so
on’. Of special concern, perhaps, is the Form
of Being Itself. Broadly speaking, there are
three related issues: 1) what to make of Soph-
ist 255c14-15, the difference between being said
auta kath auta and pros alla; 2) whether there
is an existential reading of being in the Sophist
or elsewhere in Plato; 3) what is the relation
between Sameness and Being? I think it is fair
to say that the Greek does not settle the mat-
ter. I also think it is fair to say that neither
the Sophist nor any of the dialogues settles the
matter. And therefore, I would conclude, none
of the tradition, from Aristotle to Cherniss,
Owen, Frede, Code, Gerson, Meinwald or me
could settle the matter. All are trying to ration-
ally reconstruct an account of principles that
answers to our understanding of what Plato
might be after in discussing these Forms and
the special status they enjoy in both the lin-
guistic and ontological realms. #

A second worry concerns the possible dif-
ference between the more logical Forms such
as Being, Sameness, Difference, and Unity, and
Forms such as Motion, Rest, Beauty and espe-
cially the Good. For the remainder of my space
I want to focus on the Good. What are we to
say about this Form and Plato’s conception of
it? If it is a megiston genos, and if, as I believe,
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it is ontologically predicated of all Forms, then
it follows that all Forms are good. Compare if
Beauty is a megiston genos, and it is ontologi-
cally predicated of all Forms, then it follows
that all Forms are beautiful. While some might
balk at these conclusions, including, I think,
Cherniss, I find them compelling. As I read the
Symposium, the Republic, and other dialogues,
Plato’s depiction of these Forms makes it per-
fectly reasonable to think that Forms are beau-
tiful and good. Their beauty is what draws us,
or some aspect of our souls, to them and their
goodness makes our possession or knowledge
of them a good thing, which in turn makes us,
or our souls, good.

Plato writes disappointingly little about the
Form of the Good, and what he writes is both
hard to understand and embedded in a context
that is fertile ground for a host of interpreta-
tive stances. Let’s consider the passage. Those
who would be rulers must know the Form of
the Good by taking a longer path than what
has been traversed in prior discussion, since
without it they will not know about justice,
moderation and the other virtues, or anything
else, at least to the extent that these are useful
and beneficial. Socrates himself does not know
what the good is and thus they ‘dismiss for the
time being the nature of the good in itself.
In its stead, Socrates says he can provide an
offspring, an image, namely the Sun and its
relation to the realm of becoming, to include
its being the source of light, thereby the cause
of vision by which the realm of becoming is
seen, as well as the Sun itself, and the cause
of the genesis and growth of the objects in the
realm of becoming. It is not genesis, or light.
The Good stands to the intelligible realm in an
analogous manner. Instead of light it furnishes
truth to the objects of the intelligible realm and
instead of vision it provides knowledge to the
soul. Knowledge and truth are ‘boniform’ in
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virtue of their relation to the Good, but neither
is the Good, ‘to the possession of which still
higher honor belongs.” Finally, instead of gen-
eration and growth, ‘the objects of knowledge
not only receive from the presence of the good
their being known, but their very existence and
essence [to einai te kai ten ousian] is derived
to them from it, though the Good Itself is not
essence but still transcends essence in dignity
and surpassing power’.

And Glaucon very ludicrously said ‘Heaven
save us, hyperbole can no further go.” (from
Republic 506d-509d, Shorey 1930)

What are we to make of this passage and
Form? First, it seems to me that there is no
reason to think that Plato is being disingenu-
ous in claiming that he does not know what
the Good is. Hence, we should be reticent to
stake too much of a claim on any of the in-
ferences drawn from the analogy. Of course,
others do view Socrates’ claim as disingenuous,
Michael Erler at the workshop, for instance.
If one thinks that Plato is holding back, then,
as they recognize, a reason for the reticence is
needed. Among the many possibilities would
be dialogical considerations having to do with
the state of mind of the interlocutors or what/
whom they represent, or Plato’s general reluc-
tance to commit to writing his most important
thoughts. Second, the key claims are part of
an analogy, the slipperiest of beasts. The sun
is not genesis though it is the cause of genesis
in the visible realm. Though unstated whether
the sun is generated it seems to be a gignome-
non for which the Good is responsible. The
Good is not being and is the cause of being in
the intelligible realm. But it too seems to be a
being. Third, in the recapitulation at 517 the
hyperbole about ousia is not found. The Good
is the source of aletheia and nous and ‘anyone
who is to act wisely in private or public must
have caught sight of this. Fourth, we should

reflect on the fact that The Good is discussed
in no other dialogue. On the Philebus’ threshold
of the good we find measure, beauty and truth.
(64c¢) In other dialogues other Forms or notions
seem to play some of the roles the Good plays
in the Republic, especially Being Itself, the One
Itself, and God (the Demiurge) or Nous Itself.

Speaking summarily, some, like Cherniss,
in allegiance I think with Shorey, emphasizes
the ethical or the domain of practical reason.
The stated purpose for introducing the Good
is the education of the rulers. They need to
understand how the various virtues and eve-
rything else that pertain to the rule of the
kallipolis for the good of the whole and each
of its parts hangs together so as to be useful
and beneficial. 2 With some effort one might
connect the norms of practical thinking with
epistemic norms in general to forge a link be-
tween Knowledge and the Good. Others might
emphasize the metaphysical and the domain of
theoretical reason. The link between Goodness
and Unity and Being plays itself out at the level
of Forms—the unity of the definition—at the
level of particulars—the stable, unified struc-
ture of Phileban and Timaean mixtures—and
at the level of the cosmos, whose structure is
a function of the goodness of the Demiurge.
Now I am not sanguine about the distinction
between Practical and Theoretical Reason, nor
doIthink it is found in Plato. With Cherniss, I
think that the distinct Forms of Being, Same-
ness, Goodness and the One, forms all on a
par with one another, each play a unique, if
sometimes overlapping role in saving the ethi-
cal, epistemological and metaphysical phenom-
ena. If, as Connie Meinwald eloquently put it,
The One is ‘debuted’ in the Parmenides, we
can think of Plato as debuting different great-
est kinds in different dialogues, Beauty in the
Symposium, Being in the Sophist, The Good in
the Republic, and Nous (as Demiurge) in the



Timaeus. Along with whatever other Forms
there are, they make our knowledge of an ob-
jective world possible and they make this world
and our knowledge of it good. I do not think
Plato had a finished picture of how this all plays
out. But I do think that each dialogue and the
dialogues as a whole offer the same instruction
to all of us: Keep striving to figure it out; keep
philosophizing. If you do that, it will be good.
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NOTES

Williams 1993, 111.

See Gerson 2005 and especially his 2014.

Cherniss 1977, 121-32

Williams 1953, 171-92

See Dillon 2003 and Gerson 2005.

My long-standing interest in Cherniss’ interpretation
of Plato has been brought to the fore in recent years first
by Sarah Broadie’s engagement with his reading of the
Timaeus in her 2012, and then by Gerson’s 2014 article.
As a fan and follower of Cherniss I welcome the attention
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Gerson turns on him. I am somewhat skeptical of his
assessment of Cherniss’ impact on recent generations of
scholars. Cherniss produced only a handful of Ph.D.’s.
And in my experience, and for a variety of reasons, his
books have been and seldom are assigned or read in most
graduate programs.

7 Of Cherniss’ view Gerson says: ‘[It] is committed to
arguing that anything in the text of the dialogues that
tends to support Aristotle’s testimony about Form-Num-
bers and about the ultimate principles has to be explained
away. Thus, the positing of the superordinate Idea of the
Good in Republic is dismissed as hyperbole, and therefore
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having no significance for metaphysics or even for ethics.’
Gerson 2014, 401; Cf. 402: [Cherniss] ‘took the bold yet
exceedingly implausible step of dismissing the idea of
the Good as something of a hyperbolic joke.” Cherniss,

at least in his published works, never says anything like
this about the Good. I believe that Gerson is misled by
Cherniss’ oft-repeated thesis that no Form, and a fortiori
the Form of the Good, is on a metaphysically higher plane
than any other Form. But this is compatible with treating
some forms as having a different and greater role to play
in one’s metaphysical or ethical theory than other Forms.
It is perhaps worth remarking that despite the exhaustive
footnoting in Cherniss 1944, Cherniss provided no index
locorum. An enterprising graduate student, I was told,
produced a samizdat index for the ancient authors.

8 See most recently Gill 2012, 149-76. My take on them
can be found in Silverman 2001, 162-181. I think Ryle
1939 has exerted the greatest influence on generations of
analytically oriented readers, especially Anglo-American
readers.

9  Ryle, ibid.

10 Gerson 2014, 401 and 402. Gerson’s complaint, made
at the workshop, that Cherniss confuses metaphysical and
linguistic predication is plausible.

11 See below on Cherniss 1944, and, e.g., 1932, 275, or
1947, 142-55.

12 Cherniss 1944, 46.

13 Cherniss 1945, 83.

14 Philebus 14b-20a assures us that Plato was cognizant
of the former.

15 See Silverman 2001, esp. Chapter Three.

16 See Meinwald 1992.

17 See especially Code 1986.

18 Cf. Gerson 2014, 402.

19 Fine 2012 and Schaffer 2009.

20 Harte 2002.

21 At the workshop Meinwald suggested that she thinks
that Forms are mixtures of Limit and Unlimited.

22 In my case, I started from the striking similarity
between Aristotle’s Metaphysics Zeta 6 thesis that every
primary substance is strictly speaking identical with its
essence and Cherniss’ thesis that the Platonic conception
of the Idea (Form) involves the identification of essence
and existence.

23 See Cherniss 1932. Shorey 1930, 104 says: ‘We really
understand and know anything only when we apprehend
its purpose, the aspect of the good it reveals.’
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ABSTRACT

This paper defends a ‘perspectivist’ reading

of Plato’s dialogues. According to this reading,
each dialogue presents a particular and limited
perspective on the truth, conditioned by the
specific context, aim and characters, where
this perspective, not claiming to represent the
whole truth on a topic, is not incompatible with
the possibly very different perspectives found
in other dialogues nor, on the other hand, can
be subordinated or assimilated to one of these
other perspectives. This model is contrasted to
the other models that have been proposed, i.e.,
Unitarianism, Developmentalism, and ‘Prolepti-
cism’, and is shown to address and overcome
the limitations of each. One major advantage
of ‘perspectivism’ against the other interpreta-
tive models is that, unlike them, it can do full
justice to the literary and dramatic character of
the dialogues without falling into the opposite
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extreme of turning them into literary games with
no positive philosophical content. To say that
Plato’s dialogues are ‘perspectivist’ is not to
say that they contain no ‘doctrines’ on the soul,
for example, but, on the contrary, to stress the
plurality of doctrines, with the observation that
each is true within the limits of the argumenta-
tive function it is introduced to serve and of the
specific dialogical context.

Keywords: perspectivism, developmentalism,
soul, Forms, truth, division, phantasma, eikon,
Neoplatonism.
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In this paper [ will defend a ‘perspectivist’
reading of Plato’s dialogues, though with some
trepidation. The first cause of trepidation is
my skepticism regarding the value of general
debates about how to read Plato’s dialogues.
The problem with such debates is precisely their
generality: they tend to degenerate into end-
less quarrels about whether or not Plato had
doctrines or whether or not the philosophical
arguments can be understood independently
of the dramatic context, where these ques-
tions mean little or nothing addressed in the
abstract. Interpreting a particular dialogue
and having the aptness of one’s methodol-
ogy assessed by its specific results is probably
a much more fruitful way of contributing to
the debate on how to read Plato than publish-
ing books proclaiming a ‘new paradigm’ or a
‘third way’ in Platonic studies. This paper will,
like other papers of its type, suffer from the
defects of being schematic and of discussing
passages from several dialogues in isolation
from their context. On the other hand, it will
be seen that an advantage of the ‘perspectivist’
model is precisely its emphasis on the irreduc-
ible diversity of the dialogues and its refusal to
assimilate them to one narrative, whether it be
a developmentalist or unitarian one. The other
cause of trepidation is the misunderstanding
to which the term ‘perspectivism’ is subject.
So itis necessary to clarify right away how this
term is to be understood in relation to Plato.

WHAT IS ‘PERSPECTIVISM’?

The term ‘perspectivism’ is today so closely
associated with the name of Nietzsche that to
speak of Plato’s perspectivism cannot help but
seem guilty of an absurd anachronism. Yet what
is not often enough, or perhaps not at all, noted
is that Nietzsche arrived at his ‘perspectivism’

through his reading of Plato. In a text on the Sym-
posium written when he was only nineteen years
old (August 1864),' Nietzsche rejects categorically
the interpretation according to which the first five
discourses are false accounts of love to be cor-
rected by Socrates’ discourse as the only true ac-
count; instead, he insists that all the speeches are
true, presenting different perspectives that are not
rejected, but rather incorporated by Socrates into
a broader perspective (420). This reading is one
he continues to defend in the notes for lectures on
Plato dating approximately a decade later. There
he maintains that the Symposium presupposes
the Phaedrus in that all of its speeches put into
practice the philosophical rhetoric defended in
that dialogue; he furthermore sees as evidence
of the fecundity of such rhetoric that the Sympo-
sium offers seven instead of only three speeches
on eros.” He concludes that ‘Tt is completely false
to believe that Plato had wanted in this way to
present different misdirected approaches: they
are all philosophical Aoyotand all true, present-
ing always new sides of the one truth’ (106).?
This perspectivism is nonetheless, of course,
quite different from the one Nietzsche himself
will defend once he develops the notion of ‘will
to power” according to that view, and counter
to the Platonic view, there is no one truth onto
which all the perspectives are perspectives. The
perspectivism attributed here to Plato is the one
the early Nietzsche attributes to him: not the view
that there exists no Truth, but rather the view that
we can obtain no more than multiple and partial
perspectives onto that Truth.

THE ‘PERSPECTIVIST’
MODEL VERSUS OTHER
INTERPRETATIVE MODELS

The ‘perspectivist’ model for interpreting
Plato’s dialogues is the thesis that what the



young Nietzsche claims about the speeches in
the Symposium and the Phaedrus is true of the
dialogues as a whole. Each dialogue presents a
particular and limited perspective on the truth,
conditioned by the specific context, aim and
characters, where this perspective, not claim-
ing to represent the whole truth on a topic, is
not incompatible with the possibly very different
perspectives found in other dialogues nor, on the
other hand, can be subordinated or assimilated
to one of these other perspectives. We can get
a better idea of this model by contrasting it to
the other models that have been proposed, i.e.,
Unitarianism, Developmentalism, and ‘Prolep-
ticism’, and seeing how it addresses the limita-
tions of each. In suggesting that the dialogues are
all different perspectives on one truth and that
they do not offer any evidence of fundamental
changes in Plato’s philosophy, the ‘perspectiv-
ist’ reading is Unitarian. On the other hand, in
speaking of irreducibly different perspectives,
it can embrace the fact that represents an ob-
jection to Unitarianism, i.e., that the dialogues
simply do not offer a unified and systematic body
of doctrines. Perspectivism has an affinity to
Developmentalism in that the latter also recog-
nizes different perspectives on a topic or issue
in different dialogues; the difference is that for
Developmentalism each perspective is exclusive
of the others and thus the different perspectives
are to be interpreted as different views Plato took
on a topic at different times. Only Developmen-
talism therefore requires the establishment of an
objective, non-question-begging chronological
order to the dialogues and the failure to meet
this requirement is its principal weakness. Per-
spectivism might appear to have some affinity to
Charles Kahn’s Prolepticism, to the extent that
the latter too sees the perspectives of at least some
dialogues as limited and as pointing beyond
themselves. However, there is a major difference.
While Kahn has claimed that his ‘proleptic’
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reading of the dialogues does not make chrono-
logical assumptions,* it still sees the so-called
‘Socratic’ dialogues as partial expressions of a
vision that comes to be expressed more fully in
other (later?) dialogues, most specifically, the
Republic. Therefore, this reading is committed to
the assumption that Plato had only one perspec-
tive on an issue, though he chose to express it
gradually, hinting at it in the Socratic dialogues
and waiting until the Republic to express it fully.
The problem with such a reading, apart from
the lack of clarity regarding the kind of order it
wants to attribute to the dialogues, is the evident
arbitrariness of privileging one dialogue such
as the Republic by making it the one that all the
others are merely ‘anticipating’. Indeed, when
Kahn turns to the Republic itself, he must grant
that it too does not offer the complete picture
but points beyond itself,® something he would
presumably say even of the ‘late’ dialogues since
he describes even the ‘unwritten teachings’ as
provisional (386-388). But if all the dialogues are
‘proleptic’, then Prolepticism becomes indistin-
guishable from Perspectivism.

This is presumably why Kahn’s Prolepti-
cism has quietly been superseded by a form of
Perspectivism. Already in his 1996 book, Kahn
referred to ‘Plato’s view of the perspectival con-
dition of human discourse and cognition’ and
claimed that ‘it is surely a mistake to interpret
these frequent shifts in dialectical perspective
as if they reflected fundamental changes in
Plato’s philosophical position’ (386). In a later
article (2005), however, Kahn develops and de-
fends this perspectivism independently of the
proleptic reading defended in the book. While
there is for Plato only one reality, Kahn affirms
that the principle of perspectivism entails that
this unity cannot be captured by any unique,
definitive formulation. Each formulation will
be conditioned by the circumstances and spe-
cific concerns of a particular dialogue (15-16).
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While he considers it the task of the in-
terpreter to uncover the profound structure
of Plato’s thought that underlies the different
perspectives, at the end of his essay he makes
this crucial clarification: ‘What I am calling
the underlying unity for a set of schemata is
not itself a definitive doctrine but only a deeper
perspective for seeing things together’ (2005,
28). This is to say that for Plato there are only
perspectives, as Kahn makes explicit when he
speaks in conclusion of ‘this irreducible multi-
plicity of perspectives’ (28). There are therefore
no final doctrines, but only doctrines relative to
the context of a specific dialogue (14). Though
unacknowledged as such, this represents a radi-
cal shift from the ‘proleptic’ reading to the ex-
tent that the latter interprets some dialogues
as only anticipating the same doctrines finally
presented in other dialogues. In any case, the
thesis Kahn ends up defending in the later essay
is the one I want to pursue and defend here.

As implied by Kahn, a major advantage of
‘perspectivism’ against the other interpreta-
tive models mentioned is that, unlike them, it
can do full justice to the literary and dramatic
character of the dialogues without falling into
the opposite extreme of turning them into mere
literary games with no positive philosophical
content. The problem is not that there are no
‘doctrines’ in Plato’s dialogues, but that there
are too many doctrines. To say that Plato’s dia-
logues are ‘perspectivist’ is not to say that they
contain no ‘doctrines’ on the soul, for exam-
ple, but, on the contrary, to stress the plurality
of doctrines, with the observation that each
is true within the limits of the argumentative
function it is introduced to serve and of the spe-
cific dialogical context. Thus, within a certain
context it makes perfect sense to treat the soul
as tripartite and doing so can be productive
in revealing certain things about the soul. In
another context, however, this must appear a

gross simplification, because it cannot fully
account for the complexity of human behav-
ior (even in the Republic Socrates at one point
nonchalantly allows that there may be many
other parts between the three: xai el GA\\a dtta
petagd Tuyxaver 6vta, 443d7). In yet another
context tripartition might appear an unneces-
sary and artificial complication that misses the
essential unity of the soul.

But, one will insist, the soul is either tri-
partite or not! And if we cannot know which it
is, then none of the assertions we make about
its unity or multiplicity can be claimed to be
true in any sense. This view, however, that of
different ways of depicting the world only one
can be true or none are true rests on an impov-
erished conception of truth. Even if it does not
claim to be the final account of the essence of
the soul, tripartition is true in the sense that
it reveals something important about the soul,
for example, the possibility of self-conflict. A
unitarian account of the soul as lacking parts,
as long as it too does not pretend to be the final
account of the essence of the soul, can be at
the same time considered true in that it reveals
something else important about the soul, for
example, its distinction from the body. The no-
tion of perspectivism clearly has some associa-
tion with the art of painting. It would obviously
be absurd to claim that a painting that depicts
an object’s front is the true depiction while
one that depicts its back is false. The ideal, of
course, would be a depiction that not only de-
picts all angles of a thing simultaneously (as
perhaps Cubism strives to do), but that would
somehow depict what the thing is in itself such
that it can show all these different sides. If the
latter is impossible, then the ‘truest’ depiction
would be one that shows us a thing from as
many perspectives as possible while also indi-
cating that the thing itself transcends even the
totality of these perspectives. The claim here is



that a particular Platonic logos, itself only an
image, shows us a thing, whether it be the soul
or love or even being itself, from a perspective
that, while true in revealing something impor-
tant and essential about the thing in question,
pretends to be no more than one perspective
among others, even if it may be better than oth-
ers in the sense of more encompassing. The goal
of the dialogues, accordingly, is not to provide
the one true account, either systematically or
developmentally, but to multiply perspectives.

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON
THE SOUL

That we can attribute to Plato the concep-
tion of truth and of logos assumed above will
be defended below. First, however, in order to
give a concrete illustration of the perspectiv-
ist reading and start to make the case for it,
let us pursue further the topic of the soul. In
acknowledging that the account of the soul as
tripartite is only a partial truth and far from a
final or fully adequate account of the soul, we
are only taking seriously Socrates’ own words:
after first raising the question of whether or
not the soul is tripartite, Socrates warns that
they will never arrive at an accurate answer
(ikav@g) through the methods they are cur-
rently employing (435¢9-d1). What they set-
tle for is an account that is ‘sufficient’ (ikav@cg
435d6, ¢Eapréoet 435d7) in the present moment
(v ye @ mapovrty, 435d5) and that is how we
must understand what follows. Socrates does
refer to a ‘longer way’ that would presumably
provide a more accurate account (435d2-3), but
the difficult question of what this longer way
is does not have to be answered here to make
the point that what we get in the dialogue is an
account that is only adequate for this particular
context. If we remain within the Republic, some
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have seen the psychology of Books 8-9 as be-
ing at odds with the simply tripartite division
of Book 4.6 In Book 10 we get an indication of
what the ‘longer way’ is when Socrates asserts
that we could know the true nature of the soul
only if we considered it in complete separation
from the body (611b-612a). The question, of
course, is whether we could do so while embod-
ied. Socrates here must leave open the question
of what the soul’s true nature is and whether
it has many parts or just one (eite molvedng
eite povoetdng, 612a3-4). All he claims to have
provided in the Republic is an account that is
Emelk@¢ (612a5).

If we turn to the Phaedrus, there we get a
description of the disembodied soul as tripar-
tite, but Socrates treats this as only an image
and not a full account of the soul’s nature. Here
again Socrates suggests that such an account
would need to be a very long one, but now he
qualifies it as also being divine; the shorter ac-
count, which alone is the human one, is to de-
scribe what the soul is similar to (@ 8¢ £oixev,
246a5). The resulting image of the soul, fur-
thermore, is clearly the one indispensable to
the myth Socrates proceeds to recount. If we
turn to the Phaedo, there it is the simplicity of
the soul that is emphasized, with conflicting
and changing desires apparently assigned to
the body. Emphasizing the soul’s simplicity in
opposition to the body of course suits the theme
of purification in the dialogue. But we need
to note again the language. Even in the failed
affinity argument for the soul’s immortality
Socrates does not claim that the soul is simple
and unchanging, but rather that it is ‘most like’
(6pototatov) what is divine, intelligible, uni-
form (povoetdei), indissoluble and always in the
same state (80b1-3). Finally, before we draw con-
clusions about Plato’s ‘development’ from the
differences between the accounts of the soul in
these dialogues and that found in the Timaeus,
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we should note not only the radically different
context (different main speaker, different aim),
not only the famous qualification that the dis-
cussion of the Timaeus can offer only an eikds
muthos as a result of dealing with things that
are themselves only images, but Timaeus’ ex-
plicit warning, receiving Socrates’ enthusiastic
endorsement, that we should not be surprised
if we should not be able, in many respects and
on many questions, such as the nature of the
gods and the coming to be of everything, to pro-
duce accounts that fully and in every way agree
with each other or are exact (mdvtn mdvtwg
adToVG £aVTOIG OLLOAOYOVLEVOVG AOYOUG Kal
annkptpwuévovs, 29¢5-6).

The point is that these doctrines about the
soul, understood as ‘perspectival’, are all partial
and contextual truths, revealing within their
clearly defined limits, and as such perfectly
compatible, so that we do not need to speculate
about which one is earlier or later.”

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON
THE FORMS

The same point could be made with regard
to Plato’s presentation of the Forms, the other
topic so central to the ‘developmentalist’ in-
terpretation. If I have argued elsewhere that
there is no ‘theory of Forms’ in Plato (Gonzalez
2003), this is not to deny that there are many
things said about the Forms in the dialogues
and in this sense many ‘theories™ the point is
rather that these different accounts all leave
open fundamental questions about the Forms
that any one final theory or doctrine would
need to answer and that the differences be-
tween them are all fully explained by context.®
When the context is a myth about the creation
of the kosmos by a demiurge, it is the paradigm/
copy model that is dominant. When the context

is an account of the causes of generation and
destruction, with no reference to a demiurge,
it is the ‘participation’ model that is dominant.
Why should this surprise anyone or lead any-
one to groundless speculations about a ‘change’
in Plato’s theory of Forms? And why would any-
one think that Plato has abandoned his theory
of Forms when in the Parmenides both models
are shown to be inadequate? Perspectivism in
a sense simply acknowledges and accepts what
we find in the dialogues: different theories of
Forms, each suited to a different context and
none providing, nor even pretending to provide
a final or adequate explanation of the relation
between Forms and particulars.

PERSPECTIVIST TRUTH IN THE
DIALOGUES

But what evidence is there for ascribing
to Plato a ‘perspectivist’ conception of truth?
What strikes me when faced with this question
is not the difficulty of finding such evidence
in the dialogues but the difficulty of finding
evidence on the other side, that is, the diffi-
culty of finding any claim in the dialogues
presented as unqualifiedly true. Consider the
case of the Forms just discussed. How does
Socrates express the relation between Forms
and particulars in the Phaedo? As follows: “that
nothing else makes it beautiful than the pres-
ence of beauty itself or the sharing in it or in
whatever way it comes about: about this I will
not defend a position, but only that it is through
the beautiful that all beautiful things become
beautiful” (100d).

What Socrates declines to do here is not
something that is done elsewhere: nowhere do
we have one of these accounts of the relation be-
tween Forms and sensible particulars defended
to the exclusion of the others. What we find



instead is sometimes one account assumed,
sometimes another, depending on the context.
The Sceptics of the New Academy were right
in claiming that nothing in Plato’s dialogues
is affirmed as being absolutely and unquali-
fiedly true, but they were wrong in claiming
that nothing is affirmed as being true. We find
many truth claims in the dialogues, but they
are presented as being true for now in this con-
text or with qualification. This also excludes a
possible variation on the Sceptical reading that
is attractive not because it finds any basis in
the texts but because it sounds so appealingly
‘modern what one could call the “Thought Ex-
periment’ reading. Why can we not imagine
Plato simply ‘trying out’ different theories of
the Forms in different dialogues to see how they
work out? This reading would be incompatible
with the ‘Perspectivist’ reading defended here
because it implies that Plato would eventually
reject some of the theories he tries out on the
way towards at least trying to come up with the
one that works best (so that this reading can
also count as a version of Developmentalism).
It is easy for us to imagine Plato proceeding in
this way because this is how a modern scientist
works. Unfortunately, this is not what we find
in the dialogues and for the reasons already
given. We do not find different accounts of the
Forms and of their relations to sensibles being
tested; on the contrary, we find them simply
being assumed, and with the necessary quali-
fications, for the particular purpose at hand.
(The exception that proves the rule, of course,
is the Parmenides, in which, however, all the
accounts found in other dialogues are tested
in order to be all refuted.) Could anything be
further from the aim of testing different ac-
counts of the Forms than the passage from the
Phaedo cited above?

Let us further consider what might appear an
obvious counter-example to the ‘perspectivism’
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defended here: is not Socrates in the Republic
presenting his definition of justice as unquali-
tiedly true and rejecting that of Thrasymachus
as unqualifiedly false? The answer is No. First,
what Socrates initially objects to in Thrasyma-
chus’ definition is not its falsity but its lack of
clarity and ambiguity (338¢c). What is not often
enough noted is that Socrates’ own account of
justice ends up showing that Thrasymachus’
definition is true, once the words ‘stronger’ and
‘advantage’ are properly understood.” As for
Socrates’ definition in Book 4, he presents it as
itself ambiguous and nowhere pretends that it
can be the last word on the topic. He does not
say that ‘justice is doing one’s own work’, as
careless paraphrases might suggest, but rather:
‘it may well be the case that justice is, when it
comes about in a certain way, doing one’s own
work’ (ktvduvedel TpoTOV TIVAL yryvopevov 1y
Swkatoovvn eivat, T T& adTOD TPATTELY, 433b3-
4). Even after Socrates describes how justice
thus defined functions in the city and the
individual, he concludes only that in describ-
ing the just city, the just man, and justice in
this way ‘we might not appear, I think, to be
telling a complete falsehood’ (ovk &v mavv T,
oipat, So&arpev yevdeobat, 444a6). This must
be the weakest conclusion in all philosophical
literature and it comes after along and complex
argument. Justice can be said to be ‘doing your
own job’ as long as we fully understand what
is meant by ‘doing your own job’. But can we
fully understand that? Can we do so without
fully understanding the Good? What we see
here in the Republic is something we see eve-
rywhere in the dialogues. Definitions, such as
those of courage in the Laches, are not rejected
as simply false, but as partial and limited. See-
ing these limitations can lead us to a broader
perspective and in this way a ‘truer’ definition,
though we never arrive at the Truth. Those who
think that Socrates’s definition of courage in
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the Republic is that Truth must again simply
ignore the serious qualifications with which
Socrates presents that definition there (Kai yap
anodéxov, v §’¢yw, moAttiknv [avdpeiav] ye,
Kal 0pOdGg anodégn. AdOig 8¢ mepl avToD, £av
BoUAn, €tt kdAAoV ditpev, 430c3-4).1°

Matters are no different if we turn to those
supposedly ‘late’ dialogues that are considered
more systematic and doctrinal. Who would be
willing to maintain that of the six or seven
definitions of the sophist we get in the dialogue
of that name, the last one captures the whole
truth about the sophist, even though it does
not describe most of the sophists we encounter
in Plato’s own dialogues, and that the preced-
ing definitions are all simply false? As for the
ontological digression in the same dialogue,
if we are tempted to proclaim the account of
not-being as ‘difference’ to be the whole truth
on the matter, does not Plato remind us that
this account requires simply ‘dismissing’ (i.e.,
not explaining) not-being understood as the
contrary of being (258e-259a)? Yes, in the
Sophist and Statesman, in the Timaeus, we get
one dominant voice rather than a plurality of
voices. But does not Plato use his dramatic art
to prevent us from taking this one voice to be
authoritative, to be presenting the final word
on the topic? What the Visitor has to say about
not-being and the sophist is not false, but nei-
ther is it the full truth, as the other truth em-
bodied in the silent but present Socrates should
remind us." Diogenes Laertius, in defending a
dogmatic Plato, claims that the characters in
the dialogues can be divided into those who
present true doctrines and those who present
false doctrines (II1.52). Such a claim is simply
indefensible.

The clearest evidence against Diogenes
Laertius’ claim are the two dialogues that we
saw to have inspired Nietzsche’s perspectivism
by explicitly presenting multiple perspectives

on the topic of eros: the Symposium and the
Phaedrus. Socrates’ speech in the Symposium,
in pointing to limitations in the preceding
speeches, does not simply refute them nor
require us to dismiss them: it is a culmina-
tion, but only in the sense of offering a broader
perspective that includes, to a greater or lesser
degree, the more partial perspectives of the
earlier speeches. Furthermore, Plato appears
to go out of his way to counter the illusion that
Socrates’ speech is the Truth about love that can
include and aufheben (in the Hegelian sense) all
other true perspectives on love. The entrance
of Alcibiades at the very least prevents Socrates
from having the last word. We have the other
significant detail that Socrates does not present
his account of love as his own perspective, but
rather as that of a female priest, a perspective
he has only tried to make his own as much
as possible.!”? Furthermore, Aristophanes is
ready to answer the critique of his own view
in Socrates’ speech but is prevented from doing
so by the commotion of Alcibiades’ entrance
(212c¢). Finally, there were other speeches on
love given that evening that have simply been
forgotten by Aristodemus (180c¢). In short, Plato
appears to use all his formidable literary skill
in this dialogue to multiply perspectives and
emphasize their incompleteness.”® An inter-
pretation guided by the principle of Diogenes
Laertius would be absurdly impoverished and
even perverse.

In the case of the Phaedrus, while Socrates
initially rejects his first speech on love as a
blasphemy, his later reflection on his two
speeches as an illustration of division arrives
at a very different conclusion. Both speeches,
he claims, begin with madness as one form,
but while the second speech pursues the ‘right
side’, i.e., that of divine madness, and thereby
arrives through further divisions at the kind
of love that is the source of the greatest goods,



the first speech pursues the ‘left side’, that of
a purely human perturbation, and thereby
arrives through further divisions at a kind
of love that it rightly (paX’év Sikn, 266a5)
censured (265e-266b). Note that on this ac-
count the first speech is no less true than the
second, despite Socrates’ earlier claim that his
first speech like that of Lysias had nothing
sound or true in it (undev vVyieg Aéyovte unde
dAn0¢g, 243al): each speech is a half-truth.
If we were previously under the impression
that Socrates had changed his mind in mov-
ing from the first to the second speech, we
are now told that the two speeches, though
saying opposite things about the same form,
are perfectly compatible when understood
as pursing different sides of a division and
thus as half-truths. Even of his second speech,
Socrates says that ‘perhaps we touched upon
some truth, whereas on the other hand it is
likely we were swept in another direction’
(265b6-cl); he therefore calls it ‘a not alto-
gether improbable speech’. Even Socrates’s
great speech on love in the Phaedrus, there-
fore, presents us with only another one of
those qualified truths.

DEGREES OF TRUTH

The above assumes that it makes sense to
talk about ‘partial truth’, of views or state-
ments being more or less true. Is there evi-
dence in Plato for the idea that there exist
‘degrees of truth’? Indeed there is. The locus
classicus is the Cave Analogy from the Re-
public in which we find used the compara-
tive dAnBéotepa (515d6) in the context of the
claim that the prisoners after being turned
around will at first consider the shadows
‘truer’ than the objects they are currently
seeing, though of course, as they will come
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to see, the opposite is the case. Each order
of objects seen in the ascent out of the Cave
represents a higher degree of truth, which
implies that even the lowest order of objects,
i.e., the shadows on the wall, are ‘true’ to a
degree, but not as true as the objects that
cast these shadows, which in turn are not as
true as the objects of which they themselves
are images. As we see, the idea of degrees
of truth is tied to the metaphysics of image
and original: the shadows on the wall can be
considered somewhat true to the extent that
they are shadows of things that are images of
things that are ultimately real.

It will be objected, however, that the Cave
Analogy in its entirety is incompatible with
attributing perspectivism to Plato. While
there may be perspectivism within the Cave
and even in the initial stages outside the Cave
when things are contemplated in reflections
and at night, the analogy ultimately describes
the transcendence of this play of images in a
direct and full vision of the truth: ‘In the end,
I believe, he will be able to see the sun itself
in its own place, not images of it in water or
some other place, and to contemplate how
it is’ (televtaiov On olpatl TOV fAtov, ok €v
V8acolv o008’ €v allotpia €d0pa pavtaopata
avTod, AAN adTov €v Tf) abtod xwpa Svvalt’
&v katidelv kai OcdoacBal 0ld¢ EoTLy, 516b4-6).
Two points need to be made here. First, note
that this direct vision of the truth is itself de-
scribed in an image and indeed an image in ten-
sion with other images given in the dialogues.
In the Phaedrus and the Phaedo this direct vi-
sion of the Good and the other Forms appears
reserved for our disembodied souls, which is
why knowledge in this life is there described as
taking the indirect form of recollection. Here in
the Republic, in contrast, we apparently emerge
from the Cave with our bodies and there is no
talk of recollection. Thus even when it comes
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to an account of how we know and what kind of
knowledge we achieve, we are confronted with
perspectivism: indeed, it is mainly this conflict
between different models of human knowledge
that led Charles Kahn to defend perspectivism
in the reading of Plato’s dialogues."

The second point to be made, however, is
that this difficult question of whether and
to what extent human beings can achieve a
direct vision of the Forms (a question also
raised by Diotima’s description of an ascent
to a vision Beauty Itself [210e ff.] while at the
same time insisting on the corruptibility and
incompleteness of human knowledge [208a-
b]) is ultimately not relevant to the defense of
a perspectival reading of the dialogues. Let us
assume, for the sake of argument, that Plato
achieved a full and direct vision of the nature
of the Good and that he even lectured on what
he saw, as the notorious reports on Plato’s
lecture on the Good suggest. The point is that
neither the vision nor the lecture are to be
found in the dialogues.!”” For whatever reason
(and determining the reason would require
a discussion of what Plato says in critique of
writing and on the limitations of language),
what we find in the dialogues are only dif-
ferent, partial accounts of the Good and the
other Forms, always in different contexts and
in relation to different interlocutors. Perhaps
by engaging these different perspectives and,
in the words of the Seventh Letter, ‘rubbing
them together’ (344b), a vision like that de-
scribed in the Republic will be sparked within
us. But then that possibility depends precisely
on a perspectival reading of the dialogues.
If we read the dialogues as containing doc-
trines meant to express the whole truth on
a topic, they will inspire only complacency
and, like the perception of a finger in the
example from the Republic (523c-525a), will
spark no thought.

PHANTASMA VERSUS EIKON

There is another text, however, that appears
to present the biggest obstacle to attributing to
Plato a ‘perspectivist’ conception of truth. Is
not the critique of the phantastiké art in dis-
tinction to the eikastiké art in the Sophist a
clear rejection of perspectivism? Recall that
according to the distinction the Visitor makes
there, the difference between an eikén and a
phantasma, both being images (miméma), is
that the former copies the true proportions of
the original whereas the latter distorts the true
proportions in favor of those that will appear
beautiful (o0 tag oboag ovppetpiag AANL TAG
Sdofovoag elval kaldg, 236a5-6) to someone
seeing the copy from an unbeautiful perspec-
tive (10 avopevov pev St TNV ovk €k Kakod
Beav okéval Td® kal®, 236b4-5). We can think
here of a sculptor distorting the true propor-
tions of the human body in producing a statue
to be placed in the pediment of a temple and
therefore to be seen from far below. Because
the Visitor will later class the sophist under
this phantastiké techné, it is assumed that Plato
would reject as deceptive a presentation of the
truth that would take into account the perspec-
tive of the spectator.

A number of points need to be made here.
First, this distinction between an eikén and a
phantasma, which significantly is not made in
the extensive discussion and critique of imita-
tion in the Republic, is by no means clear and
unproblematic when transferred from things
like temple sculptures to discourse (what the
sophist is said to produce are eldwAa Aeyopeva
nepl TAvTwy, 234¢5-6). What would be an ‘ei-
kastic’ discourse as opposed to a ‘phantastic’
discourse?' This question receives no answer in
the Sophist since the Visitor, despite his initial
hesitation about whether to class the sophist
under the one or the other, gives no explanation



or justification when he finally classes the
sophist under the phantastiké techné (266d-
267a, long after recalling both the distinction
and the hesitation at 264c¢) and gives no indi-
cation of who the sophist is being contrasted
to, i.e., who is to be classed under the eikastiké
techné. We might be tempted to answer these
questions ourselves by maintaining that it is
the philosopher who produces an eikén rather
than a phantasma of the truth by disregarding
entirely the perspective of the audience or in-
terlocutor. The problem is that this suggestion
flatly contradicts the account of true, dialecti-
cal rhetoric in the Phaedrus as requiring dif-
ferent kinds of speech in relation to different
kinds of souls (271b), an account that clearly
reflects Socrates’ practice in the dialogues. Fur-
thermore, in the Sophist the phantastiké techné
is eventually divided into the art that produces
phantasmata on the basis of knowledge and
that which does so on the basis of doxa (267d-e).
Since the sophist is classified under the latter,
one might, as some have suggested,” classify
the philosopher under the former. In this case
the philosopher would be someone who makes
phantasmata of the truth, adjusted to the per-
spective of the addressee, but does so on the
basis of knowledge of the truth, in agreement
with the characterization of true rhetoric in the
Phaedrus. One problem with this suggestion is
that the Socrates of the Republic who claims to
produce his images of the Good based on doxa
and not knowledge (506b-e) would become in-
distinguishable from the sophist.

Even if we insist, however, that the phi-
losopher’s art is ‘eikastic’ rather than simply
‘phantastic’,' there is still a way of explaining
this without rejecting perspectivism as such.
The negative point made about the phantastiké
techné is that it completely disregards the truth
(xaipewv 10 &AnOig édoavteg, 236a4) in seeking
only to produce an image that is pleasing to
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the audience. If Socrates speaks differently to
different interlocutors and presents the truth
from a different perspective in different con-
texts, this does not require that he dismiss the
truth and seek only to gratify his hearers. In
arecent book on the Republic I have critiqued
elsewhere,” Roslyn Weiss (2012) argues that
Socrates in Book IV is presenting a distorted
account of justice. If we ask why, her answer
is that this is the only account that Socrates’
interlocutors, Glaucon and Adeimantus, would
find agreeable. This is to attribute to Socrates
only the phantastiké techné in the negative
sense, thereby turning him into a sophist. In
contrast, according to the perspectivist read-
ing, Socrates’ definition of justice in Book IV
is not a distortion of justice but a true copy
that faithfully reproduces true characteristics
of the original. But it is only a copy that fails
to capture the whole truth about justice (So-
crates characterizes the idea of doing your own
work, identified earlier with justice in the city,
as a ‘tomov Tva Tijg Sikatoovvng [443cl] and
an ‘el0wAov T Tii¢ Sikatoovvng [443c4-5], i.e.,
of justice as it exists in the soul, the truth of
which ‘is something like this, as it appears’ [To
8¢ ye aAnBég, Tolodtov pév TL v, 0G £0LKeV, 1)
dtkatoovvn, 443¢9-10]), that presents only one
truth about justice, and that presents this one
truth rather than others on account of the goal
of the specific discussion and the characters of
the interlocutors.

Here we should recall Socrates’ claim in the
Cratylus that ‘it is not at all necessary in order
for something to be an image that it reproduce
in all respects what the thing of which it is
an image is like’ (000¢ 10 mapdmav §¢n navta
anodovvat olov EoTv @ eikdlet, e péAAeL eikwv
gival, 432b3-4); indeed, if it did so, it would not
be an image at all, but a duplicate of the thing
itself. The reason for maintaining that Socrates’
account of justice in book IV is an eikdn rather
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than a phantasma is that, far from being the
crowd-pleaser that Thrasymachus’ definition
in Book I is meant to be, it is an account that
appears, at least initially, odd and even perverse
(even to modern readers like Weiss!). Recall
that the ironic feature of an eikén is that it
will appear all wrong to those standing some
distance from the truth precisely because it
faithfully reproduces true characteristics of
the original. So if Socrates adjusts what he says
to suit the soul of the particular interlocutor,
what he judges to be ‘suitable’ is not produc-
ing contentment in the interlocutor with what
is said, but rather provoking the interlocutor
and leaving him unsatisfied. If we question
the rigidity of the distinction in the Sophist
while still acknowledging its central point, we
can say that Socratic discourse, and indeed the
Platonic discourse of the dialogues, is a phan-
tasma to the extent that it takes perspective
into account, but is an eikon to the extent that it
challenges this perspective in remaining faith-
ful to the truth.?® In short, the discussion in
the Sophist is not a rejection of perspectivism
if we understand the latter rightly as the ten-
sion between a commitment to the truth and
a sensitivity to the multiple ways in which this
truth is reflected and in which it therefore can
be approached.

PERSPECTIVISM AS A PRINCIPLE
OF DIALECTIC IN THE
PARMENIDES

This discussion cannot be complete without
at least a brief mention of the most obvious
and radical case of perspectivism in Plato’s
dialogues: the hypotheses of the second half
of the Parmenides. Here we see defended argu-
mentatively opposite perspectives on the most
fundamental questions. This of course is what

has led some to see here nothing but sophistry:
akind of extreme display, and therefore reduc-
tio ad absurdum, of the sophistic technique of
Dissoi Logoi. The perspectivism I am defending
here might indeed appear to be attributing to
Plato nothing but this ability to argue on every
side of an issue that characterized the sophistic
Dissoi Logoi. But I would suggest that here, as in
other cases, Plato, rather than simply rejecting
a sophistic or rhetorical technique, appropri-
ates it and transforms it for his own purpose.
The ability to argue on different sides of an
issue becomes for him, not a means of per-
suading an audience of anything for the sake
of achieving power, but rather a means of get-
ting at a truth that cannot be captured in one
logos. It seems clear to me, for example, that
the first two hypotheses in the second half of
the Parmenides must both be true: the One as
One must exclude multiplicity (137c4-5) and
therefore any attribute, including ‘being’; at
the same time, the One must be and as par-
ticipating in being must be multiple, in which
case it ends up including along with being all
attributes, even contradictory ones. If both of
these hypotheses are true, there seems to be no
way of overcoming their contradiction in one
logos: the transition from one to the other is
simply that of starting again from the begin-
ning, allowing the One to appear differently
(mdhwy €€ dpxic read: émavérBwpev, Eav LV
énaviodoty dANolov gavij, 142b1-2). Dialectic,
the learning of which is supposed to be the
point of the exercise of the second half of the
Parmenides (135b-d), is being able to see and
argue both sides of the question. When we re-
call that this exercise is said to be applicable
not only to the One, but to anything we might
set forth as being and not being and suffer-
ing anything else (136b8-9), we see that the
perspectivism of the hypotheses has univer-
sal applicability. If the ‘One’ is chosen as the



subject, it is because it brings out most clearly
what lies behind the whole exercise, which is
the fundamental Platonic problem of the One
and the Many: how the Many must be seen
as One while remaining Many and the One
must be seen as Many while remaining One. As
Proclus expresses the point in his commentary
on the Parmenides: ‘It is necessary for being to
be both one and many. For every unity implies
a multiplicity correlated to itself, while every
multiplicity must be comprehended by a unity
appropriate to it” (In Parm. 620, 4-6). Perspec-
tivism is the response precisely to this prob-
lem. If reality itself is structured as a series of
perspectives and images that point to a higher
unity that both is and is not this multiplicity,
what better way of expressing this in writing
than by writing dialogues in which each is its
own world, completely different from and in
some ways even contradicting the others, but
in which all together point to a Truth that tran-
scends them? Indeed, Plato’s principle for com-
posing dialogues could be the words cited from
the Parmenides above: ‘Let us start again from
the beginning’. A perspectival reading of the
dialogues is thus much more in keeping with
Plato’s metaphysics than are the rival readings
that covertly assume worldviews radically dif-
ferent from Plato’s. The model for Unitarianism
is Hegel’s notion of a closed system that fully
describes reality. The model for Developmen-
talism is modern Empiricism and Positivism:
we continually modify our hypotheses in the
attempt to explain the given facts.”

NEOPLATONIST PERSPECTIVISM

Itis not the suggestion of reading Plato per-
spectivally that is anachronistic. To counter
therefore the false impression that may have
been created by beginning with Nietzsche,
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let us conclude with the Neoplatonists.?? The
perspectival reading defended here has real
affinities with what we find in some Neopla-
tonist commentators on Plato. The Neopla-
tonists were, at least in many cases, Unitar-
ians not because they ignored dramatic and
argumentative context but, on the contrary,
because they used this context to explain
seeming disparities in what is asserted in
different dialogues.” Long before Nietzsche
argued that both of Socrates’s speeches in
the Phaedrus are considered partially true,
for example, the same thesis was defended
by the Neoplatonist Hermeias (or Syrianus
through Hermeias).>* The most important
figure here, however, is arguably Proclus. His
commentary on the Parmenides recognizes
that the first two hypotheses must be both
true. In his commentary on the Republic he
sees no problem with the tripartite soul not
including parts of the soul recognized as dis-
tinct in other dialogues, i.e., sensation and
imagination: the description of the soul in the
Republic, he explains, is concerned only with
those parts relevant to political virtue (In Rep.
233.25).* Commenting on the passage 443d7
cited above where Socrates appears to refer
to other parts of the soul between the three
parts, Proclus, while defending the thesis that
there are only three parts relevant to political
virtue, sees the reference as possibly being to
sub-branches of the three parts (such as love
of wealth and love of honor) distinct from
those on which Socrates focuses here for the
purpose of showing the conflict between the
parts (232.10). We find a similar move when
Proclus addresses the question of why at the
end of Book 1 the function of the soul is not
identified with its highest function: theoreti-
cal contemplation. The answer is that the only
activities here attributed to the soul are those
that are relevant to the topic of the conversation:
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political justice (27.5). In this way and many
others Proclus constantly demonstrates sen-
sitivity to context and awareness that what is
said is not the whole truth but the aspect of
the truth relevant to the particular context.

This approach is also evident in Proclus’
extraordinary commentary on the First Alcibi-
ades, with the attention it gives to the context-
setting prologue (In Alc. 18.13-19.10) and its
constant demonstration of how Socrates adapts
his discourse to the character of the interlocu-
tor, an approach followed by the later commen-
tary on the same dialogue by Olympiodorus.*
As for Proclus’ commentary on the Cratylus,
the study by R. M. Van den Berg (2008) has
noted that no character in Plato’s dialogues is
for Proclus Plato’s mouthpiece and that, in the
case of the Cratylus, the positions of Hermo-
genes and Cratylus are both taken to be true
and compatible (99). On the basis of this Pro-
clus commentary as well as the others Layne,
in a recent study of Neoplatonic hermeneutics,
reaches a conclusion worth citing here in full
for the affinity it shows between the Neopla-
tonic approach to Plato and the ‘perspectivist’
reading defended here:

Notably, the importance of the connection
between the materials of the dialogue and the
Soul or arguments of the dialogue already ex-
plains why Socrates’ views and arguments can
change from one dialogue to another. This, for
Proclus, is not a sign of his inconsistency but
rather a sign of Plato’s mindfulness of the unity
and cohesiveness of characters and contexts in
each dialogue. Who Socrates’ interlocutors are
and where they currently stand in their philo-
sophical development dramatically alters the
‘materials’ of the text and accordingly alters the
dialogue and its intent as a whole. Moreover,
these materials also modify the Form or style
of the methods utilized by the characters in
the dialogue itself (Layne, 2014, 86).

Where the modern ‘developmentalist’, in
short, sees inconsistency, Proclus saw only a
plurality of contexts.

As Harold Tarrant has pointed out in his
Plato’s First Interpreters, these interpreters had
no problem with finding truth in what is said
by characters such as Callicles and Pausanias
(2000, 31, 130). He also notes how later Platon-
ists found at least as much truth in the words
of Protagoras as in those of Socrates in the Pro-
tagoras (113). He furthermore documents their
efforts to reconcile seemingly contradictory
claims in the dialogues, e.g., the different ac-
counts of virtue (137). The Neoplatonist inter-
preters, in short, in line with their metaphysics
that at least bears a strong kinship to that of
Plato, found truth reflected everywhere in the
dialogues. This is not to deny that there are
certain elements of the Neoplatonist reading
that are at odds with the ‘perspectivist’ read-
ing defended here: their restrictive selection of
dialogues to focus on, their tendency to read
doctrinal content into the slightest dramatic
detail, and their aim of incorporating all the
disparate perspectives of the dialogues into
one univocal and final metaphysical theory.
Yet apart from the general sensitivity to context
and to multiple partial truths, the feature of
the Neoplatonist reading that most opposes it
to contemporary ‘developmentalist’ readings
and that most makes it an inspiration for the
‘perspectivist’ reading defended here is its in-
sistence, already alluded to in the quotation
from Layne above, on the uniqueness of each
dialogue. For a good description of this feature

we can again turn to Tarrant:

The internal literary and philosophic
unity of each dialogue was forcefully
affirmed by the later Neoplatonists, for
whom a dialogue was a miniature cosmos,

containing within itself matter, form,



nature that combines them, soul, intel-
lect, and good (41).

Specifically, the form was identified with
style; the matter with the characters, settings,
and preludes; the soul with the arguments; the
intellect with the overall aim or skopos served by
the preceding; the good with the realization of
this skopos in the reader.” Since all of these were
different for each dialogue, each dialogue had to
be understood on its own terms. The similarity
of each dialogue to a cosmos is the first reason
given in the anonymous Prolegomena for Plato’s
choice of the dialogue form. While the Prolegom-
ena defends a ‘dogmatist’ rather than a ‘sceptical’
reading of Plato, it also shows how attention to the
dialogue form brings with it a certain perspectiv-
ism to the reading of Plato:

For in the same way as a dialogue has dif-
ferent personages each speaking in character, so
does the universe comprise existences of various
nature expressing themselves in various ways;
for the utterance of each is according to its na-
ture [domep yap év T® Slahdyw mpoOoWTA gloLy
@Oeyyopeva kabwg kaoTw Tpémel, 0VTw Kal €v
@ 6Aw KOopw Sagopoi eiotv evoelg Ooyyny
dapopov agieloat. Oy yetal yap EkaoTog Katd
TV oikeiav @Oow] (Anon. Proleg. 15.2-7).

It would be as absurd to reject anything
said in the dialogues as simply false as it
would be to reject any nature in the cosmos
as non-existent. In the broader context of the
dialogues as a whole, each dialogue, like each
character within a dialogue, expresses the truth
according to its unique nature, each dialogue
reflects the cosmos from the perspective of its
own unique world. When the anonymous com-
mentary turns to the question of how to order
the dialogues, the order that is preferred, after
chronological orderings are dropped without
even being taken seriously, is a pedagogical
one in which each dialogue makes its unique
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contribution by providing a distinct angle on
the truth: some dialogues, for example, are clas-
sified according to whether they approach vir-
tue from a natural, social, ethical, purificatory
or contemplative perspective.”®

I conclude with an ancient principle that,
while of uncertain origin,* has come down to
us as a principle of the Neoplatonist interpre-
tation of Plato: ‘Plato is a man of many voices
(polyphoénos), not of many views (polydoxos)’
(Stobaeus 2.55.5-7).%° This principle is of course
somewhat ambiguous. It could mean that Plato
had only one doctrine on an issue and sim-
ply expressed it in different ways; this could
furthermore be how the principle was under-
stood by some Neoplatonists. Yet for reasons
given above, the principle as thus interpreted
would capture neither what we find in Plato’s
dialogues nor even what we find at least some-
times in Neoplatonist readings.’ As a principle
of the ‘perspectivist’ reading defended here,
it would need to be understood as claiming
that there is one truth (for example, about the
soul), a truth that is as such inaccessible to us,
but many perspectives on this truth, each true
within its limits and its particular context. In
the end, to read the dialogues according to such
a principle is simply to introduce into Plato’s
strategy of writing the perspectivism that has
from the very beginning characterized the in-
terpretation of Plato. In reporting the famous
dream in which Plato saw himself as a swan
that no one could catch, the anonymous com-
mentator reports that each person will inter-
pret the dialogues according to what appears to
him (AN €kaotov mpog TO SokoDV AT THV
¢&nynow moeioBat, 1.34-35). If we cannot pin
down Plato’s view on love in the Symposium,
for example, it is because he does everything
in his power as a great writer to prevent us
from doing so. The ‘perspectivist’ reading is
simply an acknowledgement of this fact. Plato’s
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approach to the truth to which he aspired was
to multiply our perspectives on it by writing
only dialogues of extraordinary diversity. He
chose to fly and never to stop flying. Our only
hope of catching him is to join him in this
flight, that is, to show in our interpretations of
Plato the same sensitivity to the multiplicity of
perspectives that his dialogues show.

NOTAS

1 ‘Uber das Verhiltniss der Rede des Alcibiades zu

den {ibrigen Reden des platonischen Symposions.” In
Nietzsche 1994, 420-424.

2 Nietzsche 1995, 105-6.

3 ‘Esist ganz falsch zu glauben, daf} P1. damit ver-
schiedene verkehrte Richtungen habe darstellen wollen:
es sind alles philosoph. Adyot u. all wahr, mit immer
neuen Seiten der einen Wahrheit.’

4 Kahn 1996, 48.

5 See Kahn 1996, 157, 222, 378-9. Of the Symposium,
Phaedo and Republic taken together, he concludes that
they offer not a systematic theory but rather ‘a suggestive
sketch’ (368).

6 The argument of Roochnik is that ‘the conception of
the soul which Socrates articulates in his famous ‘tripartite
psychology’ in book 4 is both partial and provisional and
how, commencing with the interruption that opens book

5, it is progressively revised. The subsequent sections of the
dialogue, books 5-7 and then 8-10, each contain an increas-
ingly more complex, richer, and more truthful psychology
than what Socrates presents in book 4. Despite such revision,
the book 4 account is not simply negated or junked as the
Republic unfolds’ (2003, 2-3).

7  ‘For instance, the difference between the incomposite
soul of the Phaedo and the tripartite soul of the Republic is
not necessarily explicable in terms of Plato’s abandoning an
earlier, Socratic doctrine of a single, rational soul in favour
of his own belief in a composite soul with an irrational, low-
er part that accommodates our desires and passions. It may
not even be clear why this ‘inconsistency’ should matter. . . .
Arguments are always contextualized. They are apparently
the most important element in the Platonic textual edifice
but not the only one; the means not the end’ (Charalabopou-
los 2012, pp. 8-9).

8 Rowe has challenged developmentalism by defending
a perspectivism in relation to the Forms (2007, 39-48). He
claims, for example, that the so-called ‘two-worlds’ view
‘is just one of several Platonic perspectives on things’
(44). Rowe, however, abandons such perspectivism and
embraces developmentalism when it comes to Plato’s
supposed ‘theory of action’ (49). Against this latter thesis
of an opposition between the Socratic ‘intellectualism’ of

the ‘early’ dialogues and a different theory of action in the
‘middle’ dialogues, see Gerson 2014, 419-428.

9  Already by the end of Book 1 Socrates has argued that
the just are stronger than the unjust and that justice is to
their advantage (351a ff.)

10 On Kahn’s earlier ‘proleptic’ reading, a whole group
of dialogues, including the Laches, is to be interpreted
from one perspective, i.e., that of the Republic (see Kahn
1996, p. 41). The ‘perspectival’ reading I am defending
insists that the Laches and the Republic, for example, are
approaching the question of courage from very different
perspectives and that one perspective is not to be subor-
dinated to, or assimilated to, the other.

11 See Gonzalez 2000.

12 For reasons for not identifying the perspective of
Socrates with that of Diotima, see Gonzalez 2012.

13 For further detail on how Plato does this, see Gonza-
lez 2013.

14 ‘In the area of epistemology we find two fundamen-
tally different theories of human cognition: recollection,
in a series of dialogues beginning with the Meno; and

the intellectual vision of Forms, in the central books of
the Republic. [...] I want to suggest that such variation is
deliberate and systematic, and that it obliges us to rethink
the status of philosophical doctrines for Plato ‘ (2005, 15).
15 It will have been noted that I do not discuss the
‘esotericist’ or ‘Tiibingen’ interpretation of Plato above
when I contrast the ‘perspectivist’ model to other

models. The reason is that the Tiibingen interpretation

is perfectly compatible with the ‘perspectivist’ reading of
the dialogues. Where the Tiibingen reading goes beyond
the ‘perspectivist’ reading is in seeing all the perspectives
of the dialogues as pointing to unwritten teachings that
are themselves no longer perspectival or provisional but
rather constitute a univocal and final philosophical system
expressible more geometrico. My disagreement with the
Tiibingen reading has always been with this dogmatic
interpretation of the unwritten teachings. That there were
unwritten teachings and that we should pay attention

to them is indisputable, but I see no reason for thinking
that these teachings were any less provisional or any less
of a ‘sketch’ than what we find in the dialogues, agreeing
in this regard with Kahn as cited above (1996, 386-388).
This, however, is a debate that takes us outside the dia-
logues and cannot be pursued here. For my critique of the
Tiibingen interpretation, see Gonzalez 1998, 10-13.

16 See Collobert 2012, p. 93, for the suggestion that
“Plato seemingly collapses the distinction set forth in
Sophist between an eikén and a phantasma.”

17 Such as Collobert 2012, p. 93.

18 Collobert asks, ‘Yet how is it possible that the philoso-
pher deludes his audience by making mere illusions even
though they are grounded in knowledge? Plato would
have made our life easier had he maintained in the Soph-
ist that the eikon-maker is the knowledgeable imitator’
(2012, 94).

19 'The longer version of my review can be found in Etudes
Platoniciennes [en ligne] 11 (2014), with a shorter version in
Philosophical Review 124/4 (2015): 571-575.



20 A question that must remain open here is whether
this faithfulness to the truth requires on the part of the
philosopher knowledge of the truth in the strictest sense.
Those for whom the philosopher produces his images
might stand far away from the truth (in the language the
Visitor uses to describe those who are fooled by the soph-
ist, language used again to describe those who experience
phantasmata from a distance: Toppw TOV TPAYUATWOY THG
aAnBeiag dpeotdTag, 234c4), but the philosopher himself
would presumably need to be characterized by what the
Visitor contrasts to this distance: évapydg épantecdat
T@Vv 6vtwv (234d5-6). The Visitor oddly describes this
closeness to the beings themselves as the necessary result
of the experiences (mafnudta) that come with age (234d5).
But when Theaetetus suggests that this is why he himself
is still so far from the truth, the Visitor replies that they
will all attempt to lead him as close to the truth as possible
(g ¢yyvtata) without these experiences (234e5-6). The
suggestion of degrees here is important: the philosopher
clearly needs to be much closer to the truth than are those
fooled by the sophist, but this closeness admits of degrees
that fall short of full knowledge.

21 As Charalabopoulos notes, the division of the dialogues
into three chronological groups ‘is clearly a product of the
evolutionism and scientific optimism of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, with a firm belief in linear
progress and the model of the natural sciences as the ulti-
mate road to knowledge’ (7). He even goes on to suggest that
this division ‘derives mainly from a barely admitted anxiety
on the part of the humanities to get prestige by appropriat-
ing the methods of the sciences’ (11).

22 Tuse the term ‘Neoplatonist” here simply as the com-
monly used designation and with no pejorative sense, rec-
ognizing that it would be more accurate to refer to these
philosophers simply as ‘Platonists’.

23 As Renaud and Tarrant rightly note: “This is why it is
incorrect to say the dialogue form and its close relation
to the content were ‘discovered’ by nineteenth century
German scholarship, in particular by Friedrich Schleier-
macher. This unity was rather re-discovered at that time,
after the ancients, such as Albinus, Proclus and Olympi-
odorus’ (2015, 196).

24 The commentary of Hermeias is thought to be based on
the lectures of Syrianus. See Layne - Tarrant 2014, p. 184,
n.25 & p. 202, n.1, for the debate and the bibliography. See
Syrianus’ argument about the principle of non-contradiction
not applying to what transcends speech and knowledge:

In Met. ii. fol. 13, b. Hermias rightly insists that Socrates’
first speech has some truth within it (GAnBeiav Tva eiyev 6
Swkpdtovg Aoyog, in Phdr. 77:9-15). For more on his read-
ing, see Gonzalez 2015.

25 On how Olympiodorus in his commentary on the Al-
cibiades also reconciled unitary and tripartite conceptions
of the soul, see Renaud - Tarrant 2015, 232-234. Renaud
and Tarrant recognize in this context, in support of Olym-
piodorus’ reading, that both conceptions are to be found
in the Republic itself, but they reveal their modern bias

in describing this as ‘wavering’ on Plato’s part (233). In
referring again to this feature of Olympiodorus’ reading,
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Renaud and Tarrant contrast it with Vlastos’ developmen-
tal thesis of a distinction between an ‘early’ Socrates who
does not divide the soul and a ‘later’ Platonic Socrates who
defends tripartition (252).

26 Proclus asserts that Socrates’ discourse is always
adapted to the character of the interlocutor (tavtayod
Yap 0 ZwKPATNG TOIG DTTOKELHEVOLG TPOCWTIOLG OLKELWG
mpodyel TovG Aoyovg, In Alc. 28.10-11). Socrates has three
forms of knowledge, i.e., dialectical, maieutic and erotic;
while he always employs all three, which one is given
emphasis will depend on the character of the interlocutor
(27.13-30.4). Renaud and Tarrant claim that Proclus is
nevertheless not interested in the individual character of
the interlocutor but tends to see the interlocutor instead
as only a universal type (2015, 179-181). They therefore
appear to regard the commentary of Olympiodorus

as better following the principle articulated here: ‘It is
important for him that what Plato has his characters

say depends on who speaks and to whom they speak,

and sometimes on why or where they do so—that is, it
depends on the personally relevant reasons why what is
said is said’ (192).

27 See Layne, 82-85.

28 26.23-35. For an interpretation and correction of the
confused text here with a reconstruction of the reading
order, see Westerink 2011, pp. xxxvii-xl.

29 Tarrant suggests it may have been introduced by the
Middle Platonist Eudorus of Alexandria (2000, 73); An-
nas 1999, p. 9, attributes it to Arius Didymus.

30 See also Cicero Academica 1.17 in which Plato’s auc-
toritas is described as ‘varius et multiplex et copiosus’.

31 Tarrant explains this principle as follows: “The
limitation of disagreement between dialogues to Plato’s
differing voices entails that, when he divides goods into
two at one point, into three at another, and into five at
another, it does not signify vacillation about their correct
division, but one division is into their kinds, another into
their locations, and another into their species’ (2000, 74).
But even this is not so much a matter of different forms of
expression, as it is of different aspects of a doctrine. See p.
212 for the flexibility such a principle could produce in an
interpreter such as Alcinous.
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ABSTRACT

In this paper, | support the perspectivist read-
ing of the Platonic dialogues. The dialogues
assert an objective truth toward which we are
meant to strive, and yet acknowledge that we
as seekers of this truth are always partial in
what we grasp of its nature. They are written

in a way to encourage the development of
philosophical practice in their readers, where
“philosophical” means not only having an epis-
temic state in between the total possession of
truth and its absence, but also growing in self-
knowledge as being that kind of a being. | take
up three particular qualities of the dialogue:
they are multilayered, multivocal, and mimetic.
Devices such as Platonic irony, multiple char-
acters’ voices, and a reformulated notion of
mimesis that encourages the development of
rationality and autonomy are central to Platonic
rhetoric and philosophy.
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In reading a Platonic dialogue, we know the
old saying: quot lectores, tot Platones.

There are probably as many Platos as there
are readers of him. Perhaps it will be a surprise,
then, for a commentator to begin by saying that
I share a basic agreement with Gonzalez’s per-
spectivist approach to the Platonic dialogues.
This kind of an approach to the dialogues has
guided much of my own teaching and writ-
ing about them. The dialogues presuppose an
objective truth toward which we are meant to
strive, and yet acknowledge that we as seek-
ers of this truth are always partial in what we
grasp of its nature. I find this perspectivist ap-
proach warranted by the sorts of examples that
Gonzalez offers on how topics such as the soul
or the forms are treated across dialogues. To
this, I would add that perspectivism fits well
with the way that the dialogues often treat the
human person as “in between”. The Sympo-
sium presents a vision of the human being as
“in between” poverty and plenty (Symp. 203
b-204 a). In the Apology, Socrates claims a deep
commitment to seeking the truth, coupled with
an equally strong belief that his wisdom is a
human wisdom, one that is better than other
claims to wisdom insofar as he knows that he
does not know (Apol. 20 d; 21 d). The Meno
and Phaedrus alike claim that we are both be-
ings of forgetting and of learning, of ascent
and descent (Men. 81 b-e; Phaedr. 246 c-¢). The
Phaedrus describes souls on the philosophi-
cal path, the best of all possible paths that can
be taken, as those who can have only a faint
recollection of the forms that they pursue, but
who nonetheless are in a state of ascent to-
wards those same objects of our deepest desires
(Phaedr. 247 b-248 d). Perspectivism captures
the multiple ways in which Plato describes the
human soul, as that which is neither divine
nor animal, but always en route, in a state of
becoming. Moreover, a perspectivist approach
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to how to read the dialogues in relationship to
one another also fits well with what I under-
stand to be the relationship between language
and Platonic ontology. If the forms of justice,
beauty, and so on are not reducible to verbal
definitions of justice, beauty, and the like,
then all statements that we make about them
will be limited. Although I cannot argue this
point here, I would argue that Platonic argu-
ment frequently proceeds by way of images, and
that such imagery is appropriate when there
is a gap between the nature of being itself and
language as a tool for talking about being. If
the forms exceed what we can say about them,
then various images of the forms both capture
something of that which they describe and are
limited in their vision.!

In my response today, I will take up the
topic of the rhetoric and poetic form of the
Platonic dialogue as a development of perspec-
tivism. The dialogues do not simply present
a view, or even many views, to their readers.
Instead, they are written in a way to encourage
the development of philosophical practice in
their readers. Although others have argued for
a pedagogical value of one dialogue for another
(as is the case with Kahn’s proleptic reading),” I
want to argue that the very construction of each
single dialogue as a dramatic work encourages
the development of the notion of philosophy as
an ascent, as erotic, as perspectival, through
its very dialogical construction. The reader’s
philosophical development is not merely ac-
complished through the development of spe-
cific content that Plato hopes for the reader to
hold as his own belief by the time that the dia-
logue is read. Rather, the dialogue form engages
in a form of poetics that leads its readers on
the perspectival journey. Plato as author asks
his reader to undertake particular practices in
the course of reading or listening to a dialogue
that form her into a lover of wisdom who, like
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Socrates, recognizes the partial and perspec-
tival nature of her own knowledge.

In contrast with many other forms of
rhetoric and poetry among his contemporar-
ies, Plato’s dialogues engage in a rhetoric of
activity rather than passivity.® It is not a form
of philosophy that simply transmits knowledge
to an otherwise passive audience but rather
one that asks its audience to become seekers
along with Socrates and other seekers of truth
in the dialogues. In the Republic, Socrates says
that education is not a process of pouring true
knowledge into an empty soul, or putting sight
into blind eyes, but rather a turning around
of the soul in order to make an ascent (Rep.
518 ¢). In the Symposium, Socrates says that it
would be a wonderful thing if wisdom could
tlow between two people the way that water can
flow from one cup to another, through a piece
of yarn, but (alas for poor Agathon) this is not
the case (Symp. 175 d). Socrates never claims to
teach anyone through the direct transmission
of knowledge. It would be surprising, then, if
Plato as author of these words understood his
own practice differently, as a process of writing
that he undertook in order simply to transmit
his ideas to us, the readers. Instead, I want to
argue, that the perspectivism of the dialogues is
accompanied by a dialogical, rhetorical practice
that actively encourages us as readers to be-
come philosophical— where “philosophical” is
understood to be not only having an epistemic
state in between the total possession of truth
and its absence, but also becoming increasingly
self-consciously aware of oneself as being that
kind of a being. The forms exceed what can be
tully grasped through language; beauty itself
is always more than anything that we can say
about the beautiful or about beautiful things.*
To practice philosophy, then, always requires
that I seek with the virtues of courage and
humility: where humility is an awareness of



both what I know and what I do not know,
and where courage leads me to continue the
pursuit without fear despite my own limits of
knowledge. How does the construction of the
dialogues encourage this to take place?

If Socrates is a torpedo fish that numbs
(Men. 80 a-b), or a midwife who tests our ideas
to see if they are only wind eggs (Theaet. 149
a-151 d), then the Platonic dialogue can be un-
derstood as a text that invites us into our own
process of philosophical midwifery, whereby
the dialogue and reader engage in a mutual
process of exploring its central philosophical
questions. The Platonic dialogues are read most
fruitfully when we read them not as texts that
report a Platonic truth to us, for us to absorb,
accept, or reject, but rather as texts that take
us through an ongoing dialectical movement
between making claims and then problematiz-
ing the claims made. Within each dialogue, we
frequently find that Socrates makes a claim
and then shows why the claim that he is made
is problematic. For example, the Protagoras
features Socrates and Protagoras who begin
with certain views as to whether virtue can be
taught, and find at the end of their conversation
that their positions seem to have been reversed
(Prot. 361 a-d). The Theaetetus takes up multi-
ple definitions and models of knowledge, ones
that are increasingly better insofar as they are
more inclusive in what they capture, but does
not end with an adequately comprehensive view
of what it means to know. A dialogue such as
the Sophist includes the unfinished nature of
its definitions by making divisions and cuts
in multiple ways, where each genealogical
sorting captures something importantly dif-
ferent than was found in a previous cut.> We
could understand each one of these dialogues
to be aporetic, but surely no one would claim
that in the course of reading them, we have
learned nothing at all. In a dialogue such as the

MARINA MCCOY | 51

Protagoras, where the question of whether vir-
tue can be taught is not resolved, we as readers
still have learned a great deal about what the
relevant issues are; for example, we might leave
the dialogue with a sense that knowledge is cen-
tral to the practice of virtue, but that the kind
of knowledge that is requisite to virtue is not
taught in the same way that either traditional
poets or sophists taught their students. In the
Theaetetus, the role of judgment in relation to
knowledge ought to be clearer than before we
read the dialogue. The dialogues problematize
philosophical problems in a way that empha-
sizes the lack of finality and comprehensive-
ness to the problem at hand, whether in an
aporetic or non-aporetic dialogue. There is no
finality because the process of inquiry always
continues, both in other Platonic works, and in
our conversations as communities of readers.®
I propose that three elements of a dialogue
ought especially to be attended to as we seek
fruitful approaches to interpret them: the dia-
logues are multilayered, multivocal, and mimetic.
Let me take up each of these qualities in turn.
On the multi-layered nature of the dialogue:
in reading any Platonic dialogue, there are po-
tentially as many as four layers to each dialogue
that we need to bring to our own interpreta-
tion of the text. First, there are the ideas and
arguments that each character in the dialogue
speaks. Second, there is dramatic information
about the characters or action known at least
some of the characters. At times, there is also
a third layer, where we as readers have some
information about the drama not available
to the characters themselves (what Charles
Griswold long ago named as dramatic irony).”
Sometimes, there is a fourth layer at work,
when the Platonic text engages intertextually
with other works by Plato’s predecessors and
contemporaries. Each of these layers does not
function independently, but rather requires
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that we use one layer to fully enhance our un-
derstanding of what is happening at another
level of the dialogue, or to see where one level
is as of yet incomplete in its analysis.

Let me give an example of how these dialog-
ical layers might work in a dialogue such as the
Meno. Socrates and Meno engage in argument
about the nature of virtue and how it can be
acquired. Simply at the textual level, we learn a
great deal about the problem, for example, what
it means to ask the question philosophically in
seeking a single form of virtue; difficulties with
understanding the possibility of the process of
learning or coming to know; and the myth of
recollection as one way to restore the possibil-
ity of learning in light of Meno’s paradox. This
level is fundamental to our philosophical explo-
ration of the question of whether virtue can be
taught. (I take this claim to be uncontroversial
and so will not spend much time defending it.)

At the same time, we get a glimpse into
Meno’s character. Meno’s very manner of ask-
ing the initial question at the opening of the
dialogue is telling: “Can you tell me?” (¢xeig
pot eimelv) (70 a) Where Socrates prefers to ask
his interlocutors to inquire into such subjects
by delving more deeply into their own beliefs
and to serve as “midwife” to the giving birth
of their ideas, Meno wants to be told. Socrates
even describes this in terms of a habit: he says
that Gorgias created in his students an ethos of
promising to answer any question that might
be posed to them. Meno’s searching is oriented
to someone outside of himself. He has a kind
of passivity in terms of how he wishes to learn.
He seems to equate learning with being taught
or even simply told something by someone else.
For example, he seems most to like philoso-
phy when Socrates offers him stable answers
to abstract questions, as when Socrates offers
a definition of color as “an emanation from
shapes commensurate with sight and so subject
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to perception” (Men. 76 d),* and Meno says
that if Socrates could give more answers along
these lines, Meno would stay to study with him
(Men. 77 a). Meno does not much care for lines
of philosophical inquiry that destabilize his
own views, however. Socrates eventually criti-
cizes Meno and calls him “hubristic” (76 a).
Passivity and hubris are two sides of the same
coin, for both assume the possibility of a to-
talizing knowledge in a way that the myth of
recollection disavows. We can see through the
dialogue’s drama that Meno is even less willing
to have his own ideas questioned than is the
slave whom Socrates shows to lack mathemati-
cal knowledge, before being led to see what he
can know. Meno demonstrates to us something
about the nature of the acquisition of virtue
that is not explicitly verbally articulated by
any one of the dialogue’s characters: namely,
that if virtue is to be learned, we must first
have a willingness to allow our pre-conceived
concepts about virtue to be questioned. It is
already a moral as well as epistemic virtue to
know when one does not know, that one does
not know. Meno lacks such epistemic humility.
Socrates, however, openly professes his own
ignorance in the Meno (Men. 71 b).

At the dramatic level, we as interpreters
also know something about Meno’s future
that neither Socrates nor Meno as characters
can know at the time of the dialogue’s drama,
namely, that he goes on as a military leader to
lead Thessalian troops into enemy territory on
false premises. His real goal is to assist Cyrus to
overthrow his older brother, King Artaxerxes
from the Persian throne. When Meno’s men
refuse to go ahead with his plan, Meno tries
to promise favors and benefits to his troops, if
they will only proceed. They do, but later Cyrus
dies in battle, so Meno again plots, this time
with a different friend, Ariaeus, to persuade his
friend to take the crown. Meno was discovered



and tortured for a full year before being put
to death (Xen. Anabasis 2.629).° His subse-
quent history would have been well known to
Plato’s contemporary readers. Although some
might say that it is speculative to incorporate
such a fact into our reading of the dialogue
itself, Jacob Klein suggests a direct allusion
to these events is made in a play on words in
the Meno." The Greek reads: “O0 mavv eipi
pviuov, @ Mévwv” (Men. 71 c). One natural
translation into English is “I don’t have a very
good memory, Meno.”" But Klein suggests an
alternative: “Mnemon” was a nickname given
to King Artaxerxes, who arranged for Meno
to be tortured and put to death. So another
translation could be, “Tam not at all Mnemon,
Meno.” However difficult the experience Meno
has with Socrates, the experience is not meant
to be punitive but rather an exercise in care.
This kind of dramatic irony also contributes
to our understanding of the philosophy of
the dialogue. As readers, we are invited to
explore the interconnection between Meno’s
beliefs about virtue and his passive approach
to philosophical questions, and his willingness
to go on and to commit acts that were nearly
universally understood to lack virtue.'> Plato
presents us with a contrast between the topic
of excellence and who Meno becomes, but he
does not connect all the dots for us.

Jill Gordon in her book Turning Toward Phi-
losophy suggests that irony has a philosophical
meaning: “..the instability of meaning char-
acteristic of irony in the dialogues is emblem-
atic of the limitations of human knowledge.
There are some things we just should not feel
settled and comfortable about knowing once
and for all. To do so is to stop dialectic and
philosophical enterprise....Irony must remain
as something to be puzzled about in the text,
to be questioned, to be engaged by the active
reader. The ambiguity of the irony stimulates

MARINA MCCOY | 53

us to philosophic activity.””* Like Gordon, I
understand the purpose of such irony to be to
deepen our exploration of the question at hand.
In the case of the Meno, the dramatic irony
about Meno’s personal history problematizes
the final view of the dialogue that virtue is a
“gift from the gods” which Meno possesses.
Meno has no such gift, and moreover, his belief
that he does possess that which he does not,
may be precisely what leads him to take vicious
and hubristic political and military action.

A fourth significant level by which we in-
terpret the dialogues is that of intertextual
analysis, that is, noticing ways in which the
Platonic dialogues are either actively respon-
sive to other texts, including those in non-
philosophical genres. Such intertextuality is
not always present, but occurs with surprising
frequency. For example, we know that Aris-
tophanes’s Assemblywomen takes up many of
the same proposals as is found in Republic Book
V’s proposal that men and women ought to be
treated as equals and children held in common,
but the two texts have significantly different
approaches, to say the least! Socrates’s tone in
his proposal is so deadly serious one might wish
to think that the Republic came first and the
Assemblywomen as a parody only later, but we
know that the Assemblywomen was performed
in 391. If we share the general assumption that
Plato did not undertake significant philosophi-
cal writing until after the death of Socrates,
we would have to imagine the Republic to be
among Plato’s very first written works for it to
predate the Assemblywomen. Thus, we as in-
terpreters face a different task: namely, how to
understand Plato’s engagement with this other,
comedic text which emphasizes the irrational,
the bodily, and the contingent nature of love,
over the rational. Might not Plato as author
be working with a topic that is meant to ask
us, as readers, to consider what the Socratic
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approach excludes from its view and to hold
that rationalistic approach to family and state
in contrast? Such intertextual interplays invite
us as readers to critique the adequacy and final-
ity of the Socratic account with which we are
presented. If Socrates in the Sophist sits silently
at the feet of the Eleatic Stranger, perhaps Plato
is willing to offer Socrates as both philosophi-
cal hero and implicit subject of criticism for the
reader in dialogues such as the Republic, too.
We see many other instances of a Platonic
dialogue’s engagement with other texts and
poetic genres. Socrates provides a critique of
Homeric education in Book IT of Republic, but
as Patrick Lake has recently argued, Plato as au-
thor alludes to the Republic more than 90 times
in the course of writing it."* The Phaedrus’s
discussion of writing in contrast to speech
is clearly engaging with Alcidamas’ and Iso-
crates’ similar treatment of the same topic."” As
I have argued elsewhere, dialogues such as the
Apology often take up the rhetorical devices of
previous forensic and even sophistic works.'®
A second significant feature of the dia-
logues is their multivocity. Plato does not speak
in the singular voice of his own person, nor
only through the voice of his primary character,
Socrates. Rather, all the voices of the dialogue
enter into the horizon of our own consideration
as readers. We know from teaching first time
readers of Plato in our classes that Socrates
is not always the most appealing character to
them, either for his views or his actions. It takes
time for Socrates to grow on us, and for us
to see the larger arc of his concerns and the
motivations behind his relentless questioning
of others. The voices of those whom Socrates
questions often present genuine challenges to
the Socratic view, or raise significant points not
always fully addressed by the end of the dia-
logue. In the Gorgias, Polus and Callicles raise
the thorny issue of whether Socrates” approach
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to questioning others endangers himself politi-
cally, and Callicles’ silence at the end also leaves
open the question as to whether Socrates’ ques-
tioning is at all effective. A dialogue’s many
voices function to make problematic elements
of the view presented by Socrates or the main
character, such that the incompleteness of the
view at hand is highlighted. Not only explic-
itly aporetic endings to the dialogues, but also
questions raised by characters that are left aside
in the course of some other turn in argument,
remind us that we are, indeed, creatures of eros
who are a mixture of poverty and plenty, and
that incompleteness characterizes our inquiry
even when we make progress in the course of
answering our questions.

Third, the dialogues work in part to shape
their readers through mimesis. That is, the dia-
logues are psychagogic not only for the char-
acters within them, as Socrates tries to lead
his interlocutors onto the path of philosophy,
self-knowledge, and love and knowledge of the
forms, but also they lead us. We are familiar with
Socrates’ criticisms of mimesis in the Republic, in
which he argues that performing the views of bad
characters in tragedies and other dramatic works
is harmful to the soul (Rep. 395¢c-d). However,
the dialogues do include many characters who
hold immoral beliefs, or whose characters go on
to undertake bad actions: Thrasymachus, Char-
mides, Critias, Meno, and Alcibiades, to name
just a few. A reader who reads the parts of these
characters takes on the work of mimesis; whether
the words are spoken aloud or performed only in
one’s own soul, the soul of the reader takes on the
viewpoint of the character’s words. Such mimesis
of different characters, however, allows for the
deeper engagement of the Platonic dialogue in
a way that encourages its questions to matter
to us. Multiple kinds of readers will encounter
a Platonic dialogue: those who are more like
Thrasymachus, those more like Glaucon, those



who find Polemarchus intuitive, and perhaps
the rare soul that comes to the dialogue already
in love with the way of Socrates. The presence
of these opponents allows for the reader to en-
gage both intellectually and affectively in the
dialogue. But a significant difference between
Platonic dialogue and traditional pre-Platonic
poetry is that the reader is led also to imitate a
process of rational inquiry and assessment of
these alternative standpoints. Most often, this
takes place through taking on the voice of So-
crates, whom we also imitate as we move through
the course of the dialogue. For example, a student
might initially find himself sympathetic to the
view that Thrasymachus holds, that those who
are unjust everywhere seem to have “more” of
worldly things than the just do, but through the
course of the dialogue, discover that his desire to
have a harmonious soul is even deeper than the
desire to have Thrasymachean goods.
Importantly, a Platonic dialogue does more
than simply allowing us to “try on” different
viewpoints, which might be true of many, if not
most, dramatic works. Rather, the dialogue en-
gages the rational part of the soul, and continu-
ally asks us to reason along with Socrates (and
often also other characters) about the matters at
hand. For example, if Thrasymachus appeals to
the novice student who reads and sympathizes
with the desire for power, wealth, and freedom
from rules, Socrates’ words that we are more
than our appetites, and his presentation of the
notion that even our reason itself is a kind of
a desire to be freed from our chains and see
reality for what it is argues for a different view
of desire and a different view of freedom that
is based on a richer and more accurate concep-
tion of the human soul. Mimesis thus serves
to awaken the rational part of the soul and to
strengthen our rational capacities through their
being mimetically exercised through the imi-

tation of argument. The mimetic imitation of
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these arguments also takes us through various
affective and emotional responses—the fear, ap-
peal, or disgust we might feel when we listen
to Thrasymachus speak, or the excitement one
might feel at the prospect of intellectual free-
dom as one listens to Socrates’ image of the cave.
We are also invited to see where our affective
responses “match up” to those of the speakers,
especially in parts of the dialogues that offer
more mythological language than straight ar-
gument. For example, when a reader takes on
the voice of Socrates describing the imagery
of the cave analogy, we might feel along with
Socrates the great appeal of seeking intellectual
freedom and being freed from our enslavement
to popular opinion. Thus, the dialogues not
only give us practice in engaging in dialectical
interchange between multiple thinkers, and so
strengthen our rational capacity to take on dif-
ferent intellectual perspectives that deepen our
understanding of a philosophical problem. They
also engage our affectivity in the issues at hand.

This kind of mimesis makes Platonic dia-
logue distinct from both earlier Greek poetic
works and from later philosophical works that
set forth a single viewpoint, that of a sole au-
thor. On the one hand, the Platonic dialogue
engages the rational part of the soul and con-
tinually asks us to subject the various thoughts,
feelings, and experiences we may take on, in
taking on the views of its characters, to rational
assessment. Earlier Greek dramatic works do
not explicitly take this to be their task. On
the other hand, because the mimetic nature
is performative in what it borrows from ear-
lier poetic genres, and includes the exchange
of ideas between two or more voices, Platonic
dialogue also draws our souls into the dialogue.
We do not simply passively accept the voice of
the single author, Plato, but rather are asked
to take on the different voices of its characters
and then to step back and to assess where we
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are persuaded, where we are not, what more
might need to be said, and where we find our
own voices after engagement with these oth-
ers. In this way, Platonic dialogue encourages
an autonomy and responsibility in its readers
through its rhetoric. Thus the very weakness
of mimesis as presented in the Republic, that
we become like those we imitate, becomes its
strength when philosophers are among those
whom we imitate. Socrates becomes a hero wor-
thy of imitation not because he ever escapes
his human state as one who seeks and grows
in knowledge without fully comprehending it,
but because he lives out this “human” way of
knowing with courage and utter devotion.

A good commentator probably ought to be
less agreeable than I have been with Gonzalez’s
paper, to which I can only reply with Aristotle’s
remarks that the truth is dearer than friends.
But in the spirit of our shared enterprise that all
truth is perspectival, including one’s hermeneu-
tics, let me end with a question: must perspectiv-
ism always necessarily exclude all possibility of
developmentalism? In fact, they might be com-
patible in certain cases. While here I do not want
to argue positively in favor of what is usually
understood to be a developmentalist position, it
seems epistemologically more responsible to say
that we must be neutral with respect to whether
any two dialogues present us with both perspec-
tivism and some kind of development, or only
a new perspective on a similar idea. In other
words, perspectivism does not automatically
entail unitarianism."” If one wants to say that
there is progress or “ascent” in understanding
over time, as I have tried to argue is evidently the
case even within a dialogue, why not assume that
there is the possibility of development between
dialogues? I do not wish to argue for a fully
developed, “final Platonic vision” towards which
the dialogues are all heading; I agree with Gon-
zalez that is not the case. But I want to say that
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we could still, on a case-by-case basis, take two
particular dialogues, like the Gorgias’ picture
of rhetoric and the Phaedrus’ picture of rheto-
ric, and argue that one does have a more fully
fleshed out vision of a particular philosophical
problem, like whether rhetoric is philosophical.
We need not attribute this to a system of “early,
middle, and late dialogues.” But we could at
times simply pair two dialogues and argue that
one has a fuller vision, in which “fuller” means
that more questions are answered regarding a
particular problem—a more inclusive vision.
“Development” here would refer not to chronol-
ogy, but rather to the idea that a richer account is
given, one that answers more questions relevant
to the problem at hand. For example, an account
of rhetoric that can distinguish good rhetoric
from bad rhetoric would be richer than one that
simply argues that all rhetoric is bad. This does
not exclude the possibility that the views are also
perspectivist, in other words, that the way that
the problem is presented also has to do with
the interlocutors or the topic at hand. Here, I
simply want to soften the idea of perspectivism
and argue that we can still at times make com-
parisons between different dialogues and then
discuss which has a more developed notion of
a problem that we wish to understand better.
In other words, one might be a perspectivist
and still make some normative judgments about
more or less developed views across dialogues.

In conclusion, I want to thank Frank for his
insightful and thorough paper. Perspectivism
opens up the dialogues to greater depth of analy-
sis through understanding each one as further
enrichment of our vision. Mimesis, multivocity,
and the multilayered construction of the Pla-
tonic dialogue allow us to engage dialogically
and responsibly with the text. The dialogue form
engages in a form of rhetoric that educates and
forms us as readers in accepting and growing
in our perspectival understanding of the truth.
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NOTES

1 Here my language of vision follows in a general way
Nightingale’s work on philosophy as theoretical “specta-
cle” See Nightingale 2004.

2 Kahn 1996.

3 For a helpful contrast between the passivity of Ho-
meric poetry and the more active Platonic approach, see
Ledbetter 2002.

4 Here I agree with Roochnik’s assertion that the phi-
losopher’s state remains in between a state of total knowl-
edge and total ignorance, such that his or her stance
remains always “interrogative.” See Roochnik 1987.
However, I take Socrates’ claim that there is an ascent to
indicate the possibility of philosophical progress, and
his description of contemplation as an alternative, non-
discursive form of knowledge, both to be characteristic of
philosophy. Logoi are insufficient to describe the forms,
but our words about them can reflective them in better or
worse ways, and contemplation introduces the element of
seeing, as well as speaking about, what is.

5 For an excellent account of how division in the Soph-
ist is complementary to Socratic elenchus, see Ionescu
forthcoming.

6 As Christopher Long argues, the dialogues lead to
not only a relationship between reader and text, but

also between communities of readers, in which readers’
imaginations are at play in the acts of interpretation. See
Long 2014, 166-186.

7 Griswold 2002.

8 Trans. Bartlett 2004.

9 Nails 2002, 204-205.

10 Klein 1989, 44. Klein cites both Plutarch and Cor-
nelius Nepos as sources.

11 Bartlett’s translation.

12 Drew Hyland long ago laid out clearly the argument
for the interconnection between philosophy and life, such
that philosophical practice is not reducible to argument.
See Hyland 1968.

13 Gordon 1999, 130.

14 Lake 2011.

15 McCoy 2009.

16 McCoy 2007, 23-55.

17 Schleiermacher, for example, argued for a unified
system that Plato possessed but then presented only in
part through different dialogues. Scheiermacher 1973.
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ABSTRACT

This paper outlines a defense of the project

of seeking to interpret Plato’s political thought
as a valid method of interpreting Plato. It does
S0 in two stages: in the first part, by rebutting
denials of the possibility of interpreting Plato’s
thought at all; in the second part, by identify-

ing one set of ideas arguably central to Plato’s
political thought, namely, his profound rejection
of political anarchy, understood in terms of the
absence of the authority of officeholders and
posited both as characteristic of democracy and
as the origin of tyranny. This approach to anar-
chy and its relationship to tyranny is, | contend,
a Platonic innovation (so far as we can judge
from surviving texts), and must be understood
against the background of Greek writings that
straightforwardly opposed the two. | aim here to
show, on the one hand, that denying tout court
the project of seeking to interpret Plato’s political
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thought is an implausibly extreme position, and,
on the other, that pursuing that project can bear
valuable fruit.

Keywords: Plato, Socrates, mouthpiece, politics,
political theory, political philosophy, anarchy,
tyranny, rule, office.
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This paper outlines a defense of the project
of seeking to interpret Plato’s political thought
as a valid method of interpreting Plato. It does
so0 in two stages: in the first part, by rebutting
denials of the possibility of interpreting Plato’s
thought at all; in the second part, by identify-
ing one set of ideas arguably central to Plato’s
political thought, namely, his profound rejec-
tion of political anarchy, understood in terms
of the absence of the authority of officeholders
and posited both as characteristic of democracy
and as the origin of tyranny. This approach
to anarchy and its relationship to tyranny is,
I contend, a Platonic innovation (so far as we
can judge from surviving texts), and must be
understood against the background of Greek
writings that straightforwardly opposed the
two. The paper is an outline in the sense that
a full defense of all the issues raised in articu-
lating both the method of interpreting Plato’s
political thought, and the substance of such
thought, must lie beyond its limited scope.' I
aim here to show, on the one hand, that deny-
ing tout court the project of seeking to inter-
pret Plato’s political thought is an implausibly
extreme position, and, on the other hand, that
pursuing that project can bear valuable fruit.

I. METHODS OF
INTERPRETATION OF
‘PLATO’S THOUGHT’ - OR HIS
THINKING

Prolegomenon to any project of ‘interpret-
ing Plato’s political thought’ is replying to those
scholars who deny that we have any basis for
attributing views, or even any intellectual
moves that may not crystallize into dogmatic
views, to ‘Plato’ at all. Here I do not mean
those who would insist on the death, absence,
or incoherence of the idea of an author (any

author) as such, but rather those who contend
that Plato is an especial, even unique, case of a
philosophical author to whom no philosophical
views can be attributed.? I will call these the
No-Attribution family of views. Proponents
of such views have tended rather to term them
‘authorial anonymity™ or ‘silence’. But both of
these terms are I think unhelpful. As to ano-
nymity: Plato’s authorship of the dialogues was
universally credited in antiquity (indeed, the
problem for scholars is sorting out whether it
was too widely credited in respect of what we
now consider the dubia and spuria dialogues, as
well as the letters, or epistles, transmitted with
the corpus).* As to silence: again in antiquity,
his acts of writing were also widely credited as
acts of speaking, so that he was hardly believed
to have been silent. The real issue at stake in
the debate over so-called authorial anonymity
and silence, is rather the question of whether
anything said or implied in the dialogues can
be attributed to Plato in propria persona.

No-Attributionists assert that the impossi-
bility of attributing anything in, or implied in,
the dialogues to Plato, is rooted in the nature
of the form in which Plato chose to write. This
form is generally labeled by all parties the Pla-
tonic ‘dialogues’ — for most No-Attributionists
focus only on the dialogues, leaving aside the
question of the epistles, and their doubtful
authenticity® — albeit that this label requires
more comments than it usually receives (I will
continue to use it nevertheless). For as David
Halperin observes, ‘One of the most curious
and seldom remarked facts about Plato’s Dia-
logues [sic] is that many of them are not, in
fact, dialogues’ (1992: 93). His point may be
elaborated thus: that while twenty-four of the
thirty-five ‘dialogues’ in the Thrasyllan canon
use the purely mimetic form of presenting char-
acters’ speeches directly,® the other eleven are



‘mixed’ in that they are presented as narra-
tives within which some characters’ dialogues
are recounted.” For present purposes, we may
observe that while these variations in the dia-
logue form are intriguing, still, if any of the
dialogues were read aloud in a group, or read
aloud or silently by an individual reader, then
even the purely mimetic dialogues would be
subsumed in the voice of the narrating reader.®
In this sense, the holistic representation of each
‘dialogue’ through a single narrating voice is
always a structural possibility, and may mirror
the holistic authorial voice of Plato.

So the problem of attribution to Plato is
really a problem of the relationship between
Plato and the characters within the ‘dialogues’,
including the distinctive group of characters
who act as narrators. The present strategy is
to rebut No-Attribution as an absolute posi-
tion, in order to vindicate the possibility in
principle of making attributions to Plato. Once
that space is opened, any particular attribution
will always be a matter of debate and contesta-
tion, as with any other interpretative move. My
aim is to cast doubt on the cogency or value of
denying that we can ever make attributions to
Plato such that we can have meaningful discus-
sions of topics like ‘Plato’s political thought’.
The precise content of those attributions is a
matter for further debate; the second half of
this paper offers one proposal only.

A first step in rebutting No-Attributionism
is to explore the nature of just what it is that
might be a candidate for attribution at all. The
most common candidate is ‘views’, as in Jill
Gordon’s representative assertion:

He [Plato] purposely removes his own
voice as a philosophical authority
through devices that destabilize univocal
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readings of the texts. The dialogues thus
thwart claims about Plato’s philosophical
views, thwart claims that the character,
Socrates, is a mouthpiece for Plato, and
even thwart claims about the historical
person, Socrates. More in the manner of
great poets, playwrights, and writers of
fiction, Plato creates texts that, although
meaningful, are not necessarily intended
to contain his unmediated philosophical
view. (Gordon 1999, 8, emphases added)

Against such a focus on ‘views’ as the only
possible candidate for attribution, once we
widen our consideration of the field of pos-
sible attributions, we see that it is in fact much
less plausible to think that no attribution to
Plato of any kind might justifiably be made.’
For attribution could potentially have many
diverse kinds of content. What if instead of
‘views’ with their dogmatic overtone, one were
to consider attributing ‘ideas’, or associations
of ideas that one might call ‘patterns of ar-
gument’? Indeed, what if one were to give up
seeking a substantive noun to attribute (views,
ideas) and instead associate a verb — as in Da-
vid Sedley’s lapidary characterization of the
dialogues as ‘Plato thinking aloud” (2003, 1)?
If the attributions in question were patterns of
thought, or even characteristic questionings or
moves, rather than conclusions or dogmatic
positions or ‘views’, this would surely make
No-Attribution a less plausible position.

Broadening the field of candidates for attri-
bution to Plato can also encourage us to broaden
our consideration of the basis for making such.
That is, a standard move of No-Attributionists
is to deny any one-to-one correspondence be-
tween the views (in their parlance) expressed by
a particular character within the dialogues, and
the views of Plato - summed up as rejection of
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treating any character as a ‘mouthpiece’ for Plato
(as seen in Gordon, above; Wolfsdorf 2008, 19;
and many others.) (Compare the terms of the
ancient debate over whether Plato ‘dogmatized’;
even those like Diogenes Laertius who identified
Plato with some of his characters did not do so
simpliciter, nor claim that the author dogmatized
atall times.)"* To be sure, the idea of any charac-
ter serving in toto and simpliciter, as it were, as a
‘mouthpiece for Plato’ is indeed an implausibly
absolutist conception. ‘Mouthpiece’ suggests a
rigid transparency giving a simple one-to-one
correlation of a character’s ascribed utterance to
author’s view. But such a simple and transpar-
ent correspondence to the author’s views hardly
tits with the questioner role of the ‘mouthpiece’
candidate characters — Socrates, above all.

A better metaphor might consider a char-
acter like Socrates as an ‘avatar’ of the author.
An avatar is generally used by a single player
in a virtual reality game or world, to go on
journeys that the player experiences along with
the character. The avatar ‘represents’ the player
and traverses pathways of exploration that the
player chooses, without corresponding to the
player in all attributes (being typically better
looking, whereas of course Socrates was noto-
riously ugly) or always doing what the player
would do in everyday reality. Yet it is still clear
that an avatar is an avatar ‘of” someone in par-
ticular rather than of anyone else. To be sure,
the avatar conception is only one alternative to
the ‘mouthpiece’ theory and would need fur-
ther elaboration to explore the full dimension
of its usefulness, and limits, as a conception of
character-author relations in Plato. For present
purposes, it serves to illustrate simply that the
amply scorned ‘mouthpiece’ conception of that
relationship can be rejected without thereby
undercutting any possibility of attribution to
Plato at all."
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To continue fleshing out a rival to No-At-
tribution, we might begin from the question-
er-respondent relationship that by and large
structures the dialogues. While both parties
clearly bear some responsibility for the direc-
tion that a question-answer examination takes,
and the result it reaches, I would dissent from
Michael Frede’s view that that there is more
reason overall to attribute the argument that
emerges to the respondent." (Indeed, especially
when an argument ends in aporia, it is dif-
ficult to know what argument one would be
attributing to the respondent in such a case.)
On the contrary, what I will call characteris-
tic and recurrent ‘patterns of argumentative
questioning’ are good mid-level candidates for
potential attribution to Plato — as elements
of his thought in his sense of his thinking, if
not of settled dogma. For the most part, these
are Socratic in the sense of being articulated
as questions by him recurrently, across a wide
number of dialogues, but there are importantly
similar patterns of argumentative questioning
to be found in dialogues not featuring Socrates
as their principal questioner or speaker as well.
(Of course, long stretches of a number of dia-
logues consist of speech acts that are not ques-
tionings, and a full theory would take account
of these passages also.)"

I have in mind cases such as the pattern
of argumentative questioning suggesting that
virtue, or a specific virtue, must be a form of
knowledge, or that it is better to suffer injustice
than to do it. And once again,  would challenge
any absolutist denial that there is any more
reason to attribute to Plato such patterns than
their opposites. Is it really plausible to suggest
that Plato could have been less likely to think
that it is better to suffer injustice than to do it,
than the other way round? As my phrasing sug-
gests, the attributions in question need not be



cast-iron or dogmatic; they are simply attribu-
tions of patterns of argumentative questioning
that exhibit, or reveal, certain characteristic
patterns of thinking or trains of thought. That
such patterns are recurrently expressed need
not imply that they are held dogmatically, fully
worked out, fully non-contradictory with other
trains of thinking expressed in the dialogues,

and so on."

One helpful way of characterizing distinc-
tive patterns of thinking in Plato is to identify
them in the negative. That is, however firm or
conversely exploratory and open-ended were
Plato’s positive intellectual commitments,
there are certain patterns of argument that
one would never find reason in reading the
dialogues to attribute to him. Lloyd Gerson
makes a proposal along these lines by identi-
fying as ‘Platonism’ (and, more important for
our more limited purposes of focusing on the
dialogues, authentically Platonic) ‘the philo-
sophical position arrived at by embracing the
claims that contradict those claims explicitly
rejected by Plato in the dialogues’ (2005, 17).
In a more recent work, he spells out these nega-
tive inferences as follows: “The elements of UP
[Ur Platonism] according to my hypothesis are
antimaterialism, antimechanism, antinominal-
ism, antirelativism, and antiskepticism’ (2013,
10). While Gerson himselfis committed to the
view that we can find and recover these key ten-
ets of Platonism not only from Plato’s dialogues
but also from later testimony and philosophical
reflection in a sustained tradition, the nega-
tive approach to attribution that he outlines
can be useful to our more limited project as
well. Negative attributions — positions that we
would never have reason to attribute to Plato,
and that the dialogues through their principal
speakers and through their overall course alike
provide reason to challenge — can give content
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to the idea of an overall authorial voice while
leaving ample room for the provisional explo-
ration of diverse positive theses or approaches
within the multiplicity of the dialogues."

Now Gerson himself observes that his
summary of the central elements of Plato-
nism includes ‘no mention of politics’ (2005,
36). Nor does any political dimension appear
in his further account of those themes in sub-
sequent work (Gerson 2013). My case here is
again a minimal one: that we find significantly
developed political thought in the dialogues
(whether or not that amounts to a central ele-
ment, though my own view is that it does). As
a test case, in the second part of this paper I
will argue that we have reason to attribute to
Plato the pattern of thinking, characterized
in the negative, that I will call antianarchia: a
pattern of thinking about the profound dan-
gers of anarchy in the sense of an absence of
arché or rule within the polis and, insofar as
the embodied soul is depicted as having paral-
lel structural divisions as the polis, within the
embodied soul as well.

Let me stress that this is asserted as a com-
mitment of Plato’s political thought, by which
I mean the political relationships among, and
within, embodied individuals in an era devoid
of direct divine rule. This is not necessarily to
postulate that antianarchia is a fundamental
principle of the cosmos as such. There may be
other ways of achieving the goodness of order
- which I take to animate the value of antia-
narchia — in which rule and indeed the parti-
tion that rule presupposes are not involved.
Indeed, Allan Silverman has argued that ‘Pla-
to...is committed to philosophical anarchy,
the condition in which each soul rules itself.
Philosophical anarchy is the ideal nonpolitical
condition sought by reason’ (2007, 63, emphasis
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added). Evaluating that contention is beyond
the scope of this paper. The claim here is that
whether or not antianarchia is attributable to
Plato at the most fundamental level of Platonic
thought, it is nevertheless an important pat-
tern of thinking in Platonic political thought.

I focus on the related terms anarchia (the
noun) and anarchos (the adjective), beginning
with the context of Greek texts prior and con-
temporaneous to Plato, on the basis of which
we can seek to identify both his debts to, and
his innovation in relation to, the discourse
they formulate. I first identify the central role
of officeholding in holding together a variety
of meanings of anarchia and anarchos, and
then lay out fifth- and fourth-century views
in which anarchy and tyranny are typically
opposed (though the classing of the “Thirty
Tyrants’ as a year of anarchia in Athenian polit-
ical history will require special consideration).
Then, against this backdrop, we will explore
the significance of Plato’s positing of anarchia
and anarchos as characteristic of democracy
and as the origin of tyranny in the Republic,
with its central sense involving officeholding
again proving central to his uses of these terms.
The centrality of this discussion in the political
thought of the Republic is promissory here for
its exploration in other dialogues.'

II. INTERPRETING ANARCHIA
IN CONTEXT AND IN PLATO’S
POLITICAL THINKING

Anarchia and anarchos are formed as nega-
tive compounds of the noun hé arche, among
the meanings of which, according to the Lid-
dell, Scott, and Jones dictionary (LSJ) are
‘beginning, origin’; ‘first place or power,
sovereignty’; and ‘magistracy, office’ - ideas
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connected by a focus on the head or leader
of a community or group who can originate
its action. While the concomitant absence of
such leadership can be described in general
terms (LSJ begin their definition of anarchia
with ‘lack of a leader, commander’), it is most
often tied to a specific and identifiable role, the
Homeric basilees or the military archon who
commands a cavalry or hoplite troop - as is
the case in the texts that the dictionary cites.”
However, with the evolution of specific annu-
ally elected offices in the ‘isonomic’ regimes
of the seventh and sixth centuries (Farenga
2015: 102-103; Raaflaub 2015: 33), most classical
usages of arché are better glossed by ‘official’
or ‘officeholder’ in a relatively institutionally
specific framework rather than by the vaguer
notion of leader.

If we take our bearings from the literal
meaning of anarchia as an absence of office,
we will find that this can be posited as brought
about in one of at least four ways. Anarchia can
in principle result from: (i) an absence of some-
one, or anyone, filling an office; (ii) an absence
of any properly constituted office; or, (iii) an
absence of obedience to someone, or anyone,
filling an office, or specifically a properly con-
stituted one — equating to a presence of disobe-
dience. There is also (iv) sometimes a meaning
of a more generalized sense of lawlessness and
disorder — but this, I shall argue, is normally
mediated through the specific mechanism of
some kind of disordered relationship to office
on the spectrum of (i) — (iii) above.

i) on an absence of anyone filling an office:
LSJ give among their definitions of anarchia
one simple meaning of ‘not holding office’, as
well as a more specific meaning ‘at Athens, a
year during which there was no archon’. The
reference in the latter is to the period of the
Thirty. But when we investigate that Athenian



usage, we find that it is actually a version of
(ii), an absence of any properly constituted of-
fice. For while, as Peter Krentz notes (1982:
58), ‘we can draw up at least a partial list of
the magistracies that were filled under the
Thirty’, including that of the eponymous ar-
chon, who was one Pythodorus, nevertheless
in the lists of archons drawn up after the resto-
ration of the democracy, the year 404 is given
thus: 404 davapyia (ITvB6Swpog)’ (Meiggs and
Lewis 1988: 291)." Given that Pythodorus had
actually been installed in office, this reflects
a normative later judgment by the Athenians
that that act of installation in office was not
valid because the regime of the Thirty was not
properly constituted or governed - a point to
which we shall return in our conclusion.

ii) on an absence of any properly constituted
office. We have already given the example of the
later (implicit) denial of the status of properly
constituted office to the eponymous archonship
filled under the Thirty. There is a more specu-
lative, but intriguing, example of a similar use
in the fifth century, by Aeschylus in the Seven
Against Thebes. Antigone is speaking, perhaps
being made by Aeschlyus to respond to Sopho-
cles’ Creon (in Antigone) condemning an atti-
tude of anarchia that implicitly includes An-
tigone.'” Here in contrast Aeschylus’ Antigone
seems to claim anarchia as her own attitude,
though in a complex move that we must unpack.
The Greek is 008" aioxbvopat, éxove” dmotov
vd’ dvapyiav molet (11.1029-30 according to
some editions, though numbering of this section
of the play is not standardized owing to doubts
about its authenticity). What does this mean?

Christopher Dawson observes in the notes
to his translation and commentary (1970, ad
loc.) that these lines are:

Perhaps ambiguous: (a) I am not ashamed
to regard this unconstitutional civic
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group as unworthy of obedience; or (b) I
am not ashamed to show such disobedient
lawlessness toward the city.

Dawson’s (a) is intriguing, though most edi-
tors take the line of (b), e.g. the more literal
Tucker (1908) ‘Nor have I any shame to shew
this stubborn disobedience to the state’ (lines
he numbers as 1020-21), who comments ad
loc. that exousan...anarchian here should be

c«

understand as ““showing disobedience” (= o0
nel@apyodoa)’ and apiston as ‘= o0 melGopévny,
with the dative of moher depending on the
whole line. This may be the best rendering of
the Greek based on parallel constructions else-
where, notwithstanding that it is rather hard to
understand why Antigone would be describing
herself in such pejorative terms, at the very
moment when she is endeavoring to defend her
actions. But even if we accept Tucker’s reading,
which is close to Dawson’s (b), we still need to
make sense of Antigone’s self-description of
disobedience. It may not be too farfetched to
suggest that her disobedience responds to the
lack of properly constituted (and utilized) office
in the state. By describing her attitude as one
of anarchia, she may be imputing it to Creon’s
regime as well: where there is no (properly
constituted) officeholder, here in the general
sense of ruler, there can be no such thing as
(meaningful) obedience.

iii) the third meaning of anarchia, that of
disobedience - as I shall argue, normally to an
officeholder in sense (i) or (ii) above — may be
found in the passage of Sophocles’ Antigone
where Creon asserts ‘that there is no evil worse
than anarchia’ (dvapyxiag 8¢ peifov ovk oty
Kakov, 1. 672). The Theban ruler begins these
reflections by stating the crucial importance
of obedience (kluein, 1. 666, literally ‘to hear’
in the sense of ‘comply with, obey’) to any-
one whom the city should ‘set up’ (1. 666) as
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ruler. This is echoed at the end of his speech in
‘obedience’ in the specific sense of ‘obedience
to command’ (peitharchia, 1. 676).*° As these
ideas of obedience to rulers and commanders,
or more broadly in this quasi-archaic context
officeholders, surround his general assertion of
the evil of anarchia, it makes sense to interpret
anarchia once again in the specific sense of
disobedience to an officeholder here.”

iv) on ‘lawlessness, anarchy’: while LSJ give
this as a distinct meaning of anarchia, I will
argue that in context the passages they cite
(Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (1. 883) and Thucy-
dides (6.72)), together with others that bear this
meaning, show a significant connection to the
same senses involving office and officehold-
ing (i-iii) that we have already discussed. More
precisely, any sense of lawlessness attaching
to anarchia is normally mediated through the
specific mechanism of disobedience to officials.

Here is the Agamemmnon passage (11. 883-4),
with Clytemnestra reflecting on ‘the chance
that the people in clamorous revolt (anarchia)
might overturn the Council’ (trans. Smyth
1926). What anarchia threatens to motivate
here is that the people might disobey, indeed
overturn, the Council — who are paradigmatic
officeholders. Notice that the Greek makes no
mention of laws or of lawlessness. Rather, what
is specifically in view is disobedience to those
holding office (arché), even if the implication
is that this gives rise to a generalized disorder
that one might label lawlessness.

Compare the Thucydides passage (6.72)
that LS] also cite for the ‘lawlessness’ meaning.
There, Hermocrates, advising the Syracusan
assembly on their response to the Athenian
invasion launched in 415 BCE, observes the
ironic way that a multiplicity of generals re-
sults in fomenting disobedience to command
(anarchian) among the many. Here, the role
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of military commander or general is what is
specifically in question, and the fact that that
role is an office constituted by election (he-
lesthai) is stressed later in the same passage.
Thus there is no specific reference to lawless-
ness here. Rather, once again, it is disobedi-
ence to properly constituted officials (senses
ii and iii from earlier) that is in question, even
if once again the implication is that this gives
rise to a generalized disorder that one might
label lawlessness.

A similar account can be given for the
adjective anarchos, which is often translated
‘lawless’, for example in Euripides’ Iphigeneia
in Aulis, where Clytemnestra is pleading with
Achilles: ‘I, a woman, have come, as you see,
to a camp of lawless (dvapxov) sailor-folk’ (1L
913-14, trans. Coleridge 1891).>> LS] suggest a
comparison for anarchon here with Euripides’
Hecuba (1. 607), where Coleridge translated
vavtikn T dvapyia more generally as the ‘un-
ruliness of sailors’? In neither passage is the
context fleshed out enough for us to have strong
cause to challenge the translation ‘lawless’ in
favor of what might be a more precise ‘diso-
bedient to authority’. Yet in both passages, the
specific reference is to sailors, who are precisely
a group who should have, and be obedient to,
commanding officers. Thus I think we have
reason to suggest that in Euripides too, while
the result may be generalized disorder that we
tend to describe in English as ‘lawlessness’, the
specific mechanism at work is most likely to be
disobedience to commanding officers. In this
light, LSJ’s definitions of both anarchia and an-
archos as involving ‘lawlessness’ are best given
more specific interpretations as ‘disobedience
to officeholders / leaders / commanders’, where
the meaning of arché as office — as in our senses
(i), (ii), and (iii) - is very much in play.

Let us now turn to the relationship between
anarchy and tyranny before Plato. This is a



relationship of opposition: anarchy being an
absence of (properly constituted, whether in
the sense of legitimate or of effective or both)
leaders or officials, whereas tyranny was a
condition characterized by an all too present
and powerful leader or official. We find this
manifested in Aeschylus’ Eumenides at line 696,
in the course of Athena’s establishment of the
Athenian tribunal to try Orestes:

‘Neither anarchy nor tyranny (16 pnt’
dvapyov punite deomotovpuevov) — this
I counsel my citizWens to support and
respect, and not to drive fear wholly out
of the city.” (trans. Smyth 1926)*

Notice here the positioning of anarchy
and tyranny as two extremes, both of which
Athens’ citizens should seek to avoid in their
city. We find the same clear opposition be-
ing drawn between anarchy and tyranny in
Isocrates’ Panegyricus (4.39): ‘For, finding
the Hellenes living without laws and in scat-
tered abodes, some oppressed by tyrannies,
others perishing through anarchy (kat tovg
pev OO Suvaoteldv LPBpLlopEVoVs ToG ¢ 8t
avapyiav dmoAlvpévovg) [...]" (trans. Norlin
1928). Indeed, the idea of anarchy as an ab-
sence of obedience to ruling officials, while
tyranny is a kind of excrescence of ruling
authority (or at least power), makes intui-
tive sense. Yet as we shall now see, Plato’s
intervention in the Republic serves to align
anarchy and tyranny rather than to oppose
them. This occurs insofar as Socrates posits
anarchy - in the degenerating democratic city
— as the ‘origin’ (arche, in its other, though
related, sense) from which tyranny in the
city seems to him to ‘evolve’ (563d3-4, trans.
Grube / Reeve).

Following an account of each of the consti-
tutions treated so far that is oriented around
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arché and archein, Socrates sums up the demo-
cratic constitution thus (trans. Grube / Reeve,
modified where noted):

[Soc.]: ... xai €in, wg £otkev, fiOeia mOALTela
Kal dvapyog kal motkiln, icdTNTA TIVAL
opolwg footg te kal aviootg Stavépovoa.

‘[...] it would seem to be a pleasant con-
stitution, one in which there is no such
thing as office (anarchos) but there is
great variety, and which distributes a sort
of equality to both equals and unequals
alike’ (558¢2-4, modifying Grube/Reeve
translation of the anarchos clause and
what follows)?*

Plato here is not implying the democratic
regime that he has described would lack office
or officeholders. For there are manifestly (posi-
tions that look like) offices in the democratic
constitution presented in Republic VIII (and
indeed in real-life Greek democracies such as
Syracuse, as we saw in Thucydides 6.72 above,
as well as Athens and elsewhere): people are
chosen by election or lot to fill those offices,
lists of officeholders are drawn up, and so on.
What there is not, however, is a widespread and
ingrained attitude of obedience to rule that
sustains the authority of those offices. On the
contrary, in the democratic constitution, the
relationship between rule and office is unsta-
ble; in the famous account that Socrates gives
there to flesh out the democratic city, he says
that no one is made to serve in office if they
would prefer not to, while conversely, those who
have been barred from office will nevertheless
serve in it if they choose. And of course, this
analysis of the democratic city is paralleled in
the account of the democratic man, in whose
genesis as a young man the lotus-eater desires
call ‘insolence good breeding, anarchy freedom,
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extravagance magnificence, and shamelessness
courage’ (560e).%° An intolerance of rule char-
acterizes democracy as a constitutional form
both in the city and in the life of the repre-
sentative democratic man.?” The meaning of
anarchos here must therefore be understood not
as our earlier simple sense (i), a simple absence
of office or officeholders, but in a combination
of (ii) and (iii): to wit, disobedience which is
so great as to be tantamount to a destruction
of the proper constitution of office.

The characteristic of being anarchos already
applies, in this sense, to the mature democracy.
Anarchia then sets in full-blown in the account
of the evolution of the tyrannical city out of the
democratic one, which begins at 562a7-8. The
democratic constitution undergoes ‘change’
(562¢6) because of its ‘insatiable desire for
freedom’, which makes the city as a whole
(562¢8 - no longer simply individuals within
it) one that ‘praises and honors, both in public
and in private, rulers who behave like subjects
and subjects who behave like rulers’ (562d7-9,
part of a larger passage discussed more fully
in Lane, unpublished (a)). That is, the city as a
whole loses its grip on the distinction between
rulers and subjects (archontas and archome-
nous), which is tantamount to undermining
the existence of ruling officials at all.

The result is that the spirit of freedom
spreads into private households, breeding an-
archia among the animals there (562e3-4), and
more generally in the household relationships,
in which fathers behave like sons and sons like
fathers, resident aliens and foreign visitors are
equated to citizens, and hierarchical relation-
ships of obedience break down similarly be-
tween teachers and students, young and old,
slave and free, men and women.?® In each of
these spheres, the established relationships of
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obedience give way to disobedience, reaching
the point that the recognized hierarchies and
positions of authority break down altogether.
While these are not ‘offices’ strictly speaking
- a point that Plato marks by highlighting the
turn to the household here — we see here the
same dynamic of disobedience that is so wide-
spread as to amount to the destruction of the
very roles and positions to which expectations
of obedience had previously attached.

The absence of obedience to properly con-
stituted officials allows for the evolution of an
improper one, as it were, or more precisely, for
the destruction of proper positions of office
altogether, supplanted by the entirely personal
and arbitrary rule of the tyrant. For it is strik-
ing that nouns for ‘office’, prevalent in the ac-
count of each regime in Book VIII up to this
point, disappear from the description of both
the tyrannical city and the tyrannical man.
The tyrant is described as suspecting people
of ‘not favoring his rule (archein)’ (567a6),
but as according only ‘positions of power (ton
sugkatastésanton)’ (567bl) to his henchmen -
and those soon to be purged at that; other than
that one phrase, those on the tyrant’s side are
consistently described only as those serving
as his ‘bodyguard (doruphoron)’, e.g. at 567d6,
rather than in the terms for ‘office’ used for all
of the previous regimes in Book VIII.

Noting in the conclusion to Book VIII that
he and Adeimantus have by this point ‘ade-
quately described how tyranny evolves from
democracy and what it’s like when it has come
into being’ (569a6-7), Socrates makes a new
beginning at the start of Book IX ‘to consider
the tyrannical man himself, how he evolves
from a democrat, what he is like when he has
come into being, and whether he is wretched or
blessedly happy’ (571al-3). Lacking the space
here to consider this account in full, we must
leap to the role of anarchia in such a man’s



character (placed in the section corresponding
to ‘what he is like when he has come into be-
ing’, which stretches from 573c10 - ‘But what
way does he live?” - to 576d6 where they turn
to the question of happiness).

Famously, Socrates specifies that the ty-
rannical man is now subjected to doxa, opin-
ions or beliefs, that were formerly — when he
lived under the laws and his father and had a
democratic constitution within him — freed
only in sleep (574d5-e2, closely following
Grube/Reeve). Now these doxa — presum-
ably those that value the most extreme and
shameful pleasures and appetites, and disre-
gard anything but their attainment by means
however unlawful or violent — ‘rule together
with’ erotic love or erds (574d7-8), which ‘lives
like a tyrant within him, in complete anar-
chy and lawlessness, as his sole ruler (&AN&
TVPAVVIK®G €V adTd O'Epwg €v mdon dvapyiq
kal avopia {@v, dte adtdg OV povapyog)
(575al-2, introducing comma after ‘lawless-
ness’ absent from Grube and Reeve, just to
clarify the English sense).

Are anarchia and anomia simply function-
ing epexegetically here? The contextual evi-
dence for other uses of anarchia both outside
and within Plato that we have been considering
would suggest not. Instead, the idea that eros
can be the sole ruler (monarchos) of the tyran-
nical man while its reign is characterized by
utter anarchia (as well as anomia) — is meant
to point up an oxymoron: that a ruler within
the soul which rules anarchically cannot really
be said to rule at all. I would suggest that in
light of the absence of specifically constituted
offices in the tyranny (tyrannical city), the
same is true at that level as well: a ruler — the
tyrannical individual — who rules anarchi-
cally cannot really be said to rule at all. Thus
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tyranny grows out of anarchy both within the
democracy and in the innermost relationships,
in household and soul, of those individuals liv-
ing under a degenerating democracy and then
of the tyrannical individual himself (or himself
and his henchmen, as hinted at occasionally
throughout this part of the text). Once again,
the interplay of senses (ii) and (iii) of anarchia
is in play: disobedience, or the absence of obe-
dience, can become so profound as to yield an
abolition of genuine rule and office altogether.

In closing we may return to the separate
meaning given by LS] for anarchia as applied
to the absence of properly constituted offi-
cials under the Thirty. As we have seen, the
restored Athenian democracy seems rapidly
to have concluded that the rule of the Thirty
- notwithstanding its having been replete with
seeming officeholders as it was — should instead
be recorded in the city’s annals as a period of
‘anarchy’. But when did the Athenians and oth-
ers come to describe that ‘anarchy’ as also a
‘tyranny’? When, that is, did the ‘Thirty’ begin
to be described as the “Thirty Tyrants’ and their
rule as a ‘tyranny’?*

Our earliest explicit references are in Aris-
totle or his school: in Aristotle’s Rhetoric* and
in [Aristotle] Athenaion Politeia.’* That is to
say that the earliest “Thirty Tyrants’ explicit
locution is post-Platonic, while Xenophon’s
making play with the language of tyranny put
into the mouths of players of the time (Hell.
2.3.16, 49) is probably post-Platonic (or at least
written toward the end of Plato’s life) as well.?
None of the orators use the name even in de-
scribing the most violent and shocking aspects
of the Thirty’s domination®*. Perhaps it was
Plato whose forging of a counterintuitively
close relationship between anarchy and tyr-
anny made possible the equation between the
Athenian-denoted ‘anarchy’ of the Thirty and
their posthumous condemnation as ‘tyrants’?
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NOTES

1 For general orientation to methods in the history of
political thought, see the essays revised and collected in
Skinner 2002: Vol. I, as contrasted with Bevir 1999; for my
own views on Bevir, Skinner, and method more gener-
ally, see variously Lane 2000, 2002, 2003, 2011a, 2011b,
2012a, 2012b. David Wootton insightfully remarks that
the ‘Cambridge School” approaches taken by Skinner, John
Dunn, and J.G.A. Pocock, among others, ‘represent merely
the application of the methods and value of professional
history to the history of ideas’ (1984, 12).

2 This latter group for the most part are far from shar-
ing the general skepticism about attributions of authorial
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positions expressed by the former group, populated for
its part by, say, deconstructionists. On the contrary,
No-Attributionist cases often revolve around contrasting
the putatively special difficulties or impossibilities of at-
tributing views to Plato with the purportedly unproblem-
atic case of doing so for other authors. Michael Frede, for
example, claims that other philosophers such as Aristotle,
Cicero, and Augustine who wrote dialogues did so ‘in
such a way as to make it clear which theses and which
arguments they endorse, e.g. by introducing themselves
as speakers in the dialogue’ - and they also wrote other
forms of works that we take to be less opaque in setting
out the positions with which they are taken to identify
(1992, 203). But surely anyone reading Cicero’s De Re
Publica will at least be puzzled by the standing of Scipio’s
claim there that monarchy is the best form of rule, given
Cicero’s known devotion to the mixed constitution of the
Roman republic.

3 For ‘anonymity’, see the title of Press (ed.) 2000: Who
Speaks for Plato?: Studies in Platonic Anonymity. For
‘silence’, see Kosman 1992, titled ‘Silence and imitation
in the Platonic dialogues’. Kosman claims that such puta-
tive silence ‘in philosophical texts is of a different order,
and more remarkable’ than literary authors [emphasis
original]. This is a claim that needs more defense than he
gives it. For example, the straightforward identification
of an author with his written words is not always possible
even for seemingly paradigmatic cases; Kosman’s chosen
example of Aristotle as paradigmatic of an unproblemati-
cally unsilent philosophical author, for example, takes no
account of the subtleties of Aristotle’s relationship to the
endoxa. Conversely, the silence of literary authors, among
the paradigms of whom for Kosman is Aristophanes, is
also generative of significant debate, for example as to his
putative political intentions as a dramatist (Sidwell 2009).
Finally, as the epigraph to this paper should remind us,
the line between ‘philosophical’ and ‘literary’ texts is far
from clear; Plato has in a number of influential traditions
been read as more of a literary figure than a philosophical
one (Hunter 2012).

4 By contrast with the embarrassment of riches that

we possess for Plato is the relative patchiness of survival

of other classical Greek texts: not all the works by the

‘big three’ tragedians, no other ‘Old Comedies’ in full
than those of Aristophanes, and of a large set of ancient
Sokratikoi logoi, only examples of those of Aeschines of
Sphettos survived in any considerable bulk along with
Plato’s and Xenophon’s (with fragments or reports of oth-
ers). The contextualist project that I pursue in the second
part of the paper, seeking to assess Plato’s debts to and
transformations of patterns of thinking already extant by
his time, can only attain provisional conclusions therefore.
5 Today, the authenticity of the ‘letters’ is widely
doubted, although this was not the case in antiquity, it
seems, before the reporting (in the Prolegomenon to Plato’s
Philosophy ch.26) of some doubts about Letter 12 expressed
by Proclus. For discussion of the Seventh Letter’s claim,
perhaps the best founded, that is cautious about authenticity
but positive about its value, see Brunt 1993; for outright

rejection of its authenticity, see Burnyeat - Frede 2015.
James C. Klagge wisely cautions: “The [seventh] letter pur-
ports to represent Plato speaking in propria persona, but it
does not follow that he is doing so’ (1992, 6).

6 The Thrasyllan canon includes thirty-five dia-
logues, plus the group of letters as a thirty-sixth item (I
leave aside the question of the authenticity of all of the
dialogues therein). This number of twenty-four is by my
count, though including several dialogues the authentic-
ity of which is either disputed or widely rejected today,
and comprises Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Cratylus,
Sophist, Statesman, Philebus, Phaedrus, Alcibiades I, Al-
cibiades II, Hipparchus, Theages, Laches, Gorgias, Meno,
Hippias Major, Hippias Minor, Ion, Clitophon, Timaeus,
Critias, Minos, Laws, Epinomis. Charalabopoulos counts
twenty-three but does not list them (2012, 57). Epinomis
is the only one that consists of pure mimetic dialogue
without any narration recounting other dialogue.

7 On Socrates in particular as a narrator, see Schultz
2013.

8 G.R.F. Ferrari writes in contrast that “The live voice
that we hear is our own - the voice of the interpretive
performer - not Plato’s’ (1987, 211).

9  Even Gordon prefaces her remarks above by saying,
‘In one sense, of course, it’s all Plato [...] But in another
sense, he erases himself through these very devices’ (1999,
8). My point here may be put as pressing her to explain
the ‘sense’ in which ‘it’s all Plato’ after all.

10 Diogenes Laertius 3.52: ‘Now where he has a firm
grasp Plato expounds his own view[no Greek word
corresponding to ‘view’ here] and refutes the false one,
but, if the subject is obscure, he suspends judgement.
His own views (t1@v avt® Sokovvtwv) are expounded by
four persons, Socrates, Timaeus, the Athenian Stranger,
the Eleatic Stranger. These strangers are not, as some
hold, Plato and Parmenides, but imaginary characters
without names, for, even when Socrates and Timaeus
are the speakers, it is Plato’s doctrines that are laid down
[‘doctrines that are laid down’ translates Soypatilet].
While t@v avt® Sokovvtwy is here, by George Hicks in
the Loeb, translated as ‘his own views’, it is important to
recognize that it is a broad expression, which could refer
to the contents of his thinking, supposing, its seeming so
to him, and so on. Later ancient authors, such as Aulus
Gellius, had no qualms about attributing things written
in the dialogues, including by Platonic characters, as be-
ing what Plato ‘says” himself: see Zadorojnyi 2010, citing
Gell. 14.3.4 and 13.19.2 on Plato, and comparing these
locutions in 1.1.1, 17.11.6, and elsewhere).

11 Even ‘speaking for’ or ‘representing’ as a relationship
is seldom as straightforward as mouthpiece absolutism
would suggest. The well-known principal-agent dilemma
revolves precisely around the capacity for authorized
spokespeople and their principals to diverge. More
generally, the problem of attributing actions from agents
back to their putative (because authorizing) authors is a
fundamental issue in political theory.

12 Frede 1992, albeit that he observes that an argument
may be one that a respondent is trying on, or would not



have thought of or claimed to be committed to without
the intervention of the questioner, and may also in the
aporetic dialogues be one that he is eventually led to
recognize as contradicting his original beliefs (1992, 206
and passim).

13 Non-question narrative structure constitutes the bulk
of the Timaeus, Menexenus and Critias; the anomalous
overall form of the Apology; and recurrent episodes of
reported speech or other forms of short monologues, such
as Socrates’ report of Diotima’s speech in the Symposium.
14 Here, my methodological concerns cut across some of
the more standard divides in the literature, many of which
have become so sophisticated in each competing position
as almost to cease to be meaningful divides at all: such

as developmentalist versus unitarian, or literary versus
philosophical interpretative approaches. For the latter, one
reason not to be excessively rigorist in the methodology
of studying Plato is that partisans of seemingly opposed
methods often agree in practice on substantive points.
Compare Ruby Blondell’s stance, identifying herself with
the “literary” camp’ of Plato interpreters who endorse ‘the
fundamental literary-critical axiom that every detail of

a text contributes to the meaning of the whole’ (2002, 4),
with that of M.M. McCabe, generally viewed as belonging
to the ‘philosophical’ camp of interpreters, who neverthe-
less endorses the very similar ‘default position that Plato
wrote nothing in vain’ (2008, 99).

15 TIsee the question of the relationship of Plato to Pla-
tonism as a different Collingwoodian question or project
from the question of the interpretation of the dialogues
themselves, at least in the first instance, though I recog-
nize that this approach will be controversial for those like
Gerson who see the two as really one.

16 Pace Blondell 2002, 6, who remarks on a ‘paucity

of cross-references in his [Plato’s] dialogues’, consider
McCabe 2008, 110 who details the ‘extraordinarily large
intertextuality of other dialogues’ beyond her principal
examples of the Republic and Timaeus.

17 For anarchia: Herodotus (9.23) clearly invokes the
absence of a military commander (see also e.g. Xen.
Anab. 3.2.29); in Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women (906), it is
harder to determine whether a generalized sense of ‘lord,
master’, or a specific sense of ‘king’, attaches to anax, the
predicted presence of which - as the herald ironically
assures the suppliant women - means that they need not
fear a condition of anarchia where they are being taken.
For anarchos: the first meaning in LSJ is similarly ‘with-
out head or chief’, stretching back to Homer (1. 2.703,
where the sense is clearly a military commander in battle
whose death does not leave his men as ‘the leaderless’
(hoi anarchoi) because the dead man’s younger brother
immediately assumes command). Xen. Cyr. 3.3.11 is not
mentioned in LS] but has a similar meaning.

18 See also Xen. HG 2.3.1: ‘the Athenians...designate
the year as without an archon (&vapyiav Tov éviavtov
kakobow)’; at 2.3.11, Xenophon refers to the Thirty
themselves establishing a ‘Council and the other officials
as they saw fit’. Translations from Krentz 1989.

19 Hutchinson 1985, ad loc. (1.1030: &vapyiav), for both
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this as an ‘attitude’ and the connection with Creon (his
note in full: ‘an attitude, as at Ag. 883 (in my opinion),
and elsewhere. Creon uses the word with Antigone in
mind at S. Ant. 672, and he describes her as anotroacav
at 656. We are hardly compelled to infer that this author
is borrowing from Sophocles. There is, of course, no
reason why he should not use Sophocles as well as his
primary source’).

20 He also invokes both ruling and being ruled as capac-
ities appropriate to a good ruler (archein...archesthai, 11.
668-9), a passage that should be read alongside Aristotle’s
more famous invocation of ‘ruling and being ruled” in
Politics Book 3.

21 Notice that lawbreaking has been mentioned a couple
of lines before, at 1. 663, but separately and with its own
distinct wording.

22 Thave taken this citation of the Coleridge translation
from Perseus. Admittedly, it is a rather old-fashioned
translation; compare ‘camp full of unruly sailors’ instead
in Morwood 1999, ad loc..

23 Thave taken this citation of the Coleridge transla-
tion from Perseus, which reports it as reprinted in Oates
O’Neill 1938. Compare again Morwood’s translation
(2001, ad loc.), ‘the sailors” indiscipline’.

24 AsLSJ comment, here to...anarchon functions gram-
matically as the equivalent of the noun anarchia, so that
this usage of the adjective at least can be expected to
closely track uses of the substantive.

25 'This focus on rule and office in Republic viir is the
subject of Lane unpublished (a), from which parts of this
section of the paper are adapted.

26 Contrast Johnstone 2013, who reads anarchos as
meaning ‘not ruled in a stable and enduring way’ (140; see
also passim), but does not see that the very notion of rule
is dissolved in Plato’s use of it here.

27 Compare Aristotle’s remarks on the way that the

rich can come to feel ‘contempt’ for the ‘disorder and
anarchy (tfig dragiog kai dvapyiag)’ within democracies,
with examples of Thebes, Megara, and Syracuse, at Pol.
1302b27-33.

28 Compare Plato, Laws 639a ff., which gives way to a
broader discussion about the need for rulers in every
form of association, and more specifically, Aristotle Pol.
1319b28fF. on ‘anarchia’ among slaves and women and
children as ‘democratic’ characteristics of a tyranny.
While one commentator glosses this as ‘independence’
among the slaves, I think it can also be read as lack of
obedience to authorities.

29 This is consistent with the Book v111 pattern of
describing each constitution, both its nature and how it
comes to be, and then the corresponding individual or
man, both how he comes to be and how he lives — adding
to this the final judgment about happiness promised from
Book II.

30 This question goes strangely unaddressed in the
literature; there is no attention to it given in the account
of the rule of the Thirty in Krentz 1982, nor in the discus-
sions of Athenian memory thereof in Loraux 2002 and
Wolpert 2002.
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31 Mitchell 2006: 182, cites this passage, Aristotle’s
Rhetoric, 1401a35-6: ‘Again, one may quote what Poly-
crates said of Thrasybulus, that he deposed thirty tyrants
(TptékovTa TVPAVVOLG)’.

32 Ath. Pol. 41.2, on which that text’s editor P.J. Rhodes
(1981) comments ad loc.: ‘Except in this summary, the earli-
est direct reference to the Thirty as tyrants is in D.S. xiv.2.i,
but X. H. 2.iii.16, 49 comes close to making Critias and Ther-
amenes describe the regime as a tyranny]...]" - descriptions
we may contrast, as he observes, with Ath. Pol. 53.1, which
refers to ‘the oligarchy of the Thirty’.

33 Krentz 1995: 4-5, on the dates of composition of the Hel-
lenika: ‘[t]he current majority viewl[...] is that [...] he wrote
the rest [apart from I-I1.3.10, the ‘continuation’ of Thucy-
dides’” History) as a continuous whole in the 350s’.

34 Lysis, ‘Against Eratosthenes’ (12.35) prophesies that
if the defendant, one of the Thirty, is acquitted, then he
and his surviving colleagues will have become turannoi
in the city, but this is not equivalent to naming the Thirty
during their reign as such.
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ABSTRACT

| examine Melissa Lane’s claim that antianarchia
is an element of Plato’s political thought. Plato’s
antianarchia, she claims, is his profound rejection
of political anarchy and corresponding general
commitment to the value of rulers and office-
holders. | argue that while Socrates is committed
to antianarchia in the Republic and other dia-
logues, he is not committed to it in the Socratic
dialogues. Where we might expect antianarchia
in those dialogues we instead find Socrates
simply committed to the value of being lawful and
the value of being ruled by those with knowl-
edge. | suggest that we can think of the Socratic
dialogues as having a distinctive place within the
structure of Plato’s corpus without thinking that
they were composed earlier in his life or that they
served a specific pedagogical function. | end by
suggesting that what is most interesting about
Plato’s antianarchia is how he develops it in the
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Republic, which we miss if we are focused on
Plato’s general commitments, as opposed to the
views he develops in specific dialogues.

Keywords: Plato, Anarchy, Rule, Republic, Apol-
ogy, Crito, Socratic Dialogues, Developmentalism,
Pedagogical reading, Chronology.
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In her paper Melissa Lane defends in two-
parts the claim that we can interpret Plato’s
political theory. First, she argues that it is pos-
sible to interpret any aspect of Plato’s thought
atall. Then she argues that we can interpret his
political thought, in particular, by defending
the more specific claim that one central element
of his political thought is ‘his profound rejec-
tion of political anarchy’ (p. 60), which she calls
his antianarchia. She provides an insightful
philological argument that anarchia involves
not having rulers, rather than simply lacking
laws, and so his antianarchia is his support for
having rulers and office-holders. In these com-
ments I focus on how to think of antianarchia
as an element of his political thought, and in
doing so raise some methodological questions
about how to read Plato’s dialogues.

Lane says that antianarchia ‘is asserted as
a commitment of Plato’s political thought, by
which I mean the political relationships among,
and within, embodied individuals in an era
devoid of direct divine rule’ (p. 63). At the same
time, she acknowledges that antianarchia ap-
plies to the embodied soul as well as the polis,
insofar as they have parallel structures (p. 63).
In the Republic, anarchia is bad for the city and
souls alike; in both, the different parts should
follow a ruler. Antianarchia is, of course, mere-
ly one example of a norm in the Republic that
applies to both the city and the soul. Justice is
the most prominent example; instead of being
a specifically psychic norm or a specifically
political one, it applies at a broader level that
encompasses both.

Does the generality of Plato’s antianarchia
pose a problem for thinking that it is distinc-
tive of his political thought? I do not think
so. Instead, let me suggest that this generality
itself is a distinctive feature of Plato’s political
thought. It is a distinctive thesis about politics

to claim that some of its central norms are not
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unique to it, but are in fact more general. Of
course, if Plato had no notion of politics, then
he could not appreciate this as a distinctive
thesis about it.! But one of the main ideas in
the Republic is that at least some of the same
norms apply to the city and the soul. Thus,
while antianarchia is not a commitment of
Plato’s political theory per se, it is part of a
distinctive position about politics: viewing at
least some of its crucial norms as applying at
a broader level. You might worry that having
these broad norms downplays the importance
of the polis. But there is no more reason to think
this than there is to think that having such
norms downplays the importance of the soul.

Lane’s claim is not simply about the Republic;
she claims that antianarchia is a distinctive
commitment of Plato’s political thought in
general. On Lane’s methodological picture we
should, following Sedley, view the dialogues
as a sort of Plato thinking aloud, and at the
same time, following Gerson, think that there
are certain basic commitments and patterns of
argument that Plato has throughout the dia-
logues (p. 61-63). For Lane, calling these ‘com-
mitments’ is compatible with thinking that
they are high exploratory and non-dogmatic.>
Nonetheless, she thinks that ‘however firm or
conversely exploratory and open-ended were
Plato’s positive intellectual commitments, there
are certain patterns of argument that one would
never find reason in reading the dialogues to
attribute to him’ (p. 63). She thus thinks that
we can define Plato’s general commitments as
the denial of those things he argues against
and never argues for. The question then, given
this approach, is whether Plato is consistently
against anarchia, or only in certain dialogues.

In order to answer that question, it will
be useful to know why Plato is committed to
antianarchia. He certainly seems committed
across the dialogues to the value of having one’s



actions guided by knowledge, and in particular
to the value of being ruled by knowledge rather
than ignorance. But this only supports rule by
those who have knowledge; it does not provide
a general reason to accept rule. The Republic
does seem to provide reasons to accept rule in
general. It seems that to the extent that things
are ruled, they are harmonious and orderly, and
this is good. The way that Lane puts this is that
‘the goodness of order [...] animate[s] the value
of antianarchia’ (p. 63). This provides reason to
view any rule as good, to the extent it imposes
some order, not only rule by reason - although
that would certainly be best. That some rule
is better than none is clear in the criticism of
democracy and tyranny that are found in book
VIIL. People are not ruled by knowledge in an
oligarchy, but it is still better than the democ-
racy and tyranny, with their attendant anarchia.

Is Socrates committed to the value of order
across the dialogues? In the Apology he reports
that he was ordered to round up Leon of Sala-
mis, but refused on the grounds that doing so
would be unjust and unholy (32¢-d). This is, of
course, compatible with a broad commitment
to the value of order and rule, but Socrates’ fo-
cus is entirely on the overriding value of doing
what is just, regardless of what the rulers say.
In opposing the wishes of the democracy he
says that ‘Tthought I should run any risk on the
side of law and justice rather than join you, for
fear of prison or death, when you were engaged
in an unjust course’ (trans. Grube in Cooper
1997, 32b-c). He does say that it is wicked and
shameful to disobey one’s superior, whether
god or man (32b8-c2). But this comment forces
us to reflect on what it is for someone genuinely
to be a superior, especially given Socrates’ re-
fusal to obey when ordered to round up Leon
of Salamis. The natural Socratic suggestion is
that a genuine superior is someone who has
the relevant knowledge.’
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The Crito is a trickier case. There Socrates
faces a concrete decision, which is different
from the project in Republic VIII. Nonethe-
less, he bases his decision on general princi-
ples, which are broadly in line with those in the
Apology. Socrates’ emphasis, as in the Apology,
is on the importance of law and justice, not
rulers per se. Given Lane’s important point
that anarchia is about rulers in particular, not
lawlessness, it would be a mistake to think
of the Crito as animated by antianarchia as
opposed to antianomia. He says in both the
Apology and Crito that if you follow someone
with knowledge you will be helped and if you
follow someone without, you will be harmed
(25b, 47a-d). The only reason to do what a ruler
or office-holder tells you to is either (1) this is
required to be lawful and just, or (2) this person
possess knowledge, and so will guide you well.
If you follow a ruler who lacks knowledge, you
do not do so because their rule itself is good for
the city or your soul, but because to do other-
wise would be unjust and harmful to your soul.

To be clear, Socrates is not positively argu-
ing that we should embrace anarchia in the
Apology. But it is too low of a bar to say that
we should attribute to Plato any idea that he
argues for in one dialogue and does not actively
argue against in another. The entire focus in
the Apology and Crito is on doing what is law-
ful, just, and guided by knowledge. There is no
indication of an independent value to rule or
order, and there are frequent claims that these
other things should entirely guide one’s actions.
By contrast, consider Plato’s antimaterialism,
which Gerson takes to be a central element of
Platonism. It is true that in many dialogues,
e.g., the Laches, there are no antimaterialist
claims, but nor are there claims where anti-
materialism would have been natural to dis-
cuss, given the context. The Laches is silent on

materialism because it is simply not relevant,
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whereas antianarchia would be relevant in the
Apology and Crito and we are given different
reasons and arguments instead.

Antianarchia seems to characterize Plato’s
so-called middle and late period dialogues,
rather than the Socratic dialogues.* In the mid-
dle and late dialogues order and structure are
valued, even if they are not guided by knowl-
edge.” In the Socratic dialogues, rule is valued
as long as it is rule by someone with knowledge,
but the order and structure provided by non-
knowledgeable rule have no particular value. If
this is correct, what should we make of it? On
the unitarian side, we could simply say that in
different dialogues Socrates pursues different
interests and arguments. Perhaps in some dia-
logues there is no sign of antianarchia, but that
does not mean he ever changed his mind. On the
developmentalist side, we could say that Plato’s
views evolved from his earlier, Socratic views to
the middle period. We could then discuss how, if
atall, Plato’s views change in the late dialogues.

Recently there has been weariness about the
whole debate between unitarians and develop-
mentalists. But if we abandon these approaches,
what should we replace them with? One tendency
has been to simply focus on Plato’s views in par-
ticular dialogues. This can be quite productive,
since within a given dialogue we can see the un-
folding of developed lines of reasoning for par-
ticular views, between a stable set of interlocutors.
But it seems unnecessarily restrictive to avoid
talking about views across the dialogues. Pat-
terns of reasoning in the Euthydemus and Meno
or the Republic and Phaedrus, seem too closely
connected to artificially refuse to draw on dia-
logues to tell a broader account; at the same time,
the apparent differences between dialogues surely
warrant consideration. The cross references Plato
puts between the dialogues, both in the outer
frames and within the discussions, suggest the
he wants us to read them alongside each other.
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One way to discuss the differences between
dialogues without a developmentalist account is
with a pedagogical one. The idea is, for example,
that Plato intended readers to read a Socratic
dialogue that asks a ‘what is it?” question, like
the Laches, before reading the Phaedo, and a dia-
logue that contrasts forms with sensible things,
like the Phaedo, before reading the Parmenides.
This is compatible with thinking that the Laches
or Phaedo could have been written after the Par-
menides. However, while I think it is very plausi-
ble that Plato wanted to structure the dialogues
in some such way, we do not need to rely on
such a hypothesis to see an important structure
in the dialogues. Regardless of the order that
Plato wrote the dialogues or how he intended
us to read them, there is a structure to the ideas,
arguments, and interactions within them. Ideas
are mentioned in one dialogue and developed in
others, similar arguments are presented in dif-
ferent ways, interlocutors respond to Socrates in
different ways, and, I would argue, ideas are ac-
cepted in some dialogues and rejected in others.
There is a philosophically interesting story to tell
about how forms are discussed in the Euthyphro,
described differently and further developed in
the Phaedo and Republic, and then discussed
in a new way in the Sophist and Philebus. And
there’s an interesting story about why and how
it is important to be ruled, and the role of law,
in the Apology and Crito, which is further de-
veloped in the Republic, and finally the States-
man and Laws. While it is nearly impossible
to discuss these things without using temporal
vocabulary, and suggesting that Plato did it for
this purpose, we need not be committed to this.
Tracing these intellectual lines is one of the most
philosophically rewarding ways we can interact
with Plato’s dialogues, and we can do this with-
out committing ourselves to the order in which
he wrote the dialogues or to his intentions in

writing them.



If we take this approach, focusing on the
web of ideas and arguments that connects
the dialogues, is there something important
to be gained from determining Plato’s com-
mitments in general, as opposed to his com-
mitments in particular dialogues, or how his
commitments develop across dialogues? What
do we gain from a general understanding of
Plato’s political theory, where this is a theory
compatible with what he says across the dia-
logues, not simply in certain ones? Perhaps
such a theory provides us with the guiding
undercurrent of Platonic thought: that wis-
dom is the key virtue, or that it is important to
answer ‘what is it?” questions, or that everyone
seeks the good, or that our actions should be
guided by knowledge. But it is not clear that
this undercurrent is fundamental to Plato’s
thought in any given dialogue, or it contains
the most important ideas in the dialogues.
Arguably the most interesting and exciting
ideas in the Republic are the ones that are only
found there, and denied elsewhere. Ideas that
we attribute to Plato simpliciter will play an
important role in our overall understanding
of the corpus, but we should be careful not to
over emphasize them.

With this methodological picture sketched,
let me return to antianarchia and its role in the
Republic. I want to suggest a slightly different
picture than Lane’s. She claims that before Plato
tyranny and anarchy were opposed, whereas
Plato aligns them (p. 67). However, I do not
think that that is suggested by the passage Lane
quotes from Isocrates’ Panegyricus (4.39):

For, finding the Hellenes living with-
out laws and in scattered abodes
(ITapalaPodoa yap toLG “EAANvVag
avopwg {ovtag kai omopddny oikodvTag),
some oppressed by tyrannies, others per-
ishing through anarchy (xal Tobg pév
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010 Suvaoteldv OPpilopévoug Tovg 8¢
S dvapyiav dmoAAvpévoug) ... (trans.
Norlin 1928)

Note that both those that are oppressed by
tyrannies and those perishing through anar-
chy are living without laws (avopwg (dvtacg),
and so tyranny and anarchy are aligned here.
In fact, Lane’s philological examination of
anarchia helps us appreciate what Isocrates
is saying. Anarchia is not simple lawlessness;
it is the lack of a ruler or officeholder. Iso-
crates is here relying on the idea that there
are two different ways people can live with-
out laws: they can do so because they lack a
leader, or they can have a leader but one with
no regard for law - a tyrant. Thus, it is not
a Platonic innovation to align anarchy and
tyranny; Isocrates, and quite possibly others,
see them as both involving lawlessness. Is
there anything innovative, then, about Plato’s
connection between anarchy and tyranny in
the Republic?

Let me suggest that the innovation is that
the political anarchy of democracy leads to the
psychic anarchy of the tyrant. The innovation
is not only to see the same problem, anarchia,
in the city and the soul, but to give a deeper
account of what brings about tyranny, namely
an underlying psychic condition of anarchia
(574e-75a, 565d-66a), which is the result of
living in the anarchia of a democratic city
(562e-63¢e). Thus, what is distinctive about
Plato’s alignment of anarchy and tyranny in
the Republic is how it fits both into the city-
soul analogy and into the interaction between
city and soul. And this, of course, is a distinc-
tive feature of the Republic, not found in other
dialogues. There is a danger that in looking for
a commitment that we can attribute to Plato
simpliciter we miss what is most interesting
about antianarchia in the Republic.®
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NOTES

1 By contrast, I take it that even though Plato has com-
mitments relevant to the philosophy of mind, he does not
have a notion of the mind, and so could not be aware that
his commitments are about this.

2 Lane suggests that the term ‘view’ can sound dogmatic
(in the modern English sense of ‘dogmatic’, p. 61), and so
instead she tends to talk about Plato’s ‘commitments’. To my
ear, ‘commitment’ sounds more dogmatic than ‘view’, but in
any event, the point is that we need not think of Socrates as
dogmatically committed to these positions.

3 Evenif Socrates thinks it is wicked to disobey one’s
conventional superior, this need not mean that obey-

ing them would be good for you. It may simply be that
disobeying them is unjust and unlawful.

4 Inmost of the so-called Socratic dialogues Socrates
does not mention the value of order and harmony - the
notable exception being the Gorgias (503e-504d), which is
frequently thought of as a transitional dialogue.

5  Although, if what is ultimately valuable is order

and harmony, it might seem that this could be brought
about with less of a role for rulers. Arguably, the Laws is
engaged in precisely such a project.

6 I'would like to thank Emily Fletcher and Richard
Kraut for comments on an earlier draft of these com-
ments.
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ABSTRACT

Plato’s method of hypothesis is initiated in

the Meno, is featured in the Phaedo and the
Republic, and is further developed in the The-
aetetus. His method of collection and division
is mentioned in the Republic, is featured in the
Phaedrus,and is elaborated with modifications
in the Sophist and the Statesman. Both meth-
ods aim at definitions in terms of necessary
and sufficient conditions. In the course of these
developments, the former method is shown to
be weak in its treatment of sufficient conditions,
and the latter is shown to be comparably weak
in its treatment of necessary conditions. A third
method, which avoids these difficulties, is intro-
duced in the first part of the Parmenides and is
applied in connection with the eight hypotheses
that follow. This application yields a demonstra-
tion of serious shortcomings both in historical
Eleaticism and in the Eleatically-inspired theory
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of Forms in the Phaedo and the Republic, along
with a demonstration of comparative strengths
in historical Pythagoreanism and in the Pythag-
orean-inspiried theory of Forms in the States-
man and the Philebus.

Keywords: method of hypothesis, method of
collection and division, early theory of Forms,
late theory of Forms, eight hypotheses of the
Parmenides, developmentalism, interpreting
Plato’s dialogues.
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In the context of the Divided Line, dialectic
is described as the ability to rise from hypoth-
eses to a non-hypothetical first principle and
thence to proceed downward to a conclusion.
This description is repeated just before the se-
quence on the curriculum for the guardians,
where dialectic is said to be the only method
that advances from hypotheses to find confir-
mation (for its conclusions) in the first prin-
ciple itself. Through reasoning (logos, 532A7,
533C4, 534B4) of this sort, Socrates says, dia-
lectic enables one to perceive the essence of
each thing, including the essential nature of
the Good itself (auto ho estin agathon: 532B1).
This much should be familiar to any careful
reader of the Republic.

Interspersed within these passages, how-
ever, are hints of quite a different method
that readers are more likely to overlook. This
other method (methodos: 531D1) draws out the
mutual association and kinship (tén allélon
koinonian [...] kai xuggeneian: 531D1-2 ) of the
subjects being studied, and shows how they are
collected together (xullogisthe: 531D2). While
discussing the curriculum for the guardians a
few pages later, Socrates adds that someone who
can view things in their connections (sunop-
tikos: 537C7) is a dialectician. This reads like
the procedure of collection practiced in several
later dialogues. The companion procedure of
division, moreover, is mentioned in Book V as
part of the argument that women are no less
suited than men to be guardians. Avoidance of
eristic arguments requires the ability to divide
according to Forms (kat’ eidé diairoumenoi:
454A6). This ability, Socrates says in effect, is
a necessary ingredient of dialectic.

It is puzzling to find both the method of
hypothesis and the method of collection and
division presented in a single dialogue. The
method of hypothesis is actively pursued in the
Phaedo and the Theaetetus, whereas collection

and division figure prominently in the Phae-
drus, the Sophist, and the Statesman. But in
the Republic they somehow come together. My
purpose in this paper is to show how these two
methods develop in their respective dialogues,
how they interact along the way, and how they
finally become a single method in the Parme-
nides. For this purpose I shall assume a general
familiarity with the dialogues in question and
limit textual references to specific passages that
contribute directly to my argument. The argu-
ment of this paper overall represents a method
of developmental analysis which I shall briefly
describe by way of conclusion.

The method of hypothesis, I believe, is an
outgrowth of the procedure of elenchus in
the Meno. As practiced on both the slave boy
and his master, elenchus involves leading the
respondent to accept certain positions from
which Socrates deduces inconsistencies or
otherwise unacceptable consequences. In the
Phaedo, the positions accepted by the respond-
ent are replaced by hypotheses deliberately laid
down by the investigator, who in this particular
context is concerned with the nature of causa-
tion (aitias, 99D1, 100B3). The investigator’s
first task is to test the consequences of the hy-
pothesis for consistency. Consistency, we are
to understand, is a necessary condition for the
truth of the hypothesis. If its consequences are
inconsistent, the initial hypothesis is replaced
by another which undergoes the consistency
test in turn. This process is repeated until the
hypothesis at hand (H’) has been shown to be
consistent and hence possibly true.

The next step is to proceed upward, as it
were, to a more general hypothesis (H”) that
entails H’. If H” passes the consistency test, the
process moves on to increasingly more general
hypotheses each entailing the lower-level hy-
potheses previously shown to be consistent. The



process continues until a comprehensive hy-
pothesis is found that is adequate (or sufficient,
hikanon: 101E1), in the sense of its truth being
unproblematic in the context of investigation.
Truth of this adequate posit is sufficient for the
truth of H. The investigation is complete when
H’ has been shown to meet both necessary and
sufficient conditions for truth. In a way far short
of pellucid, this method figures in the Phaedo’s
final proof of immortality.

The method of hypothesis laid out in the
Phaedo is the direct antecedent of the move-
ment from the penultimate to the ultimate
level of the Divided Line in the Republic. Both
levels here are explicitly concerned with hy-
potheses. The penultimate level is that of dis-
cursive thought (dianoian: 511E1 ), typified by
mathematics, which lays down hypotheses and
proceeds downward (katabainé: 511B9) to con-
clusions. Inquiry on this level deals with con-
sistency, coherence, and perhaps other neces-
sary conditions for truth. Sufficient conditions
are left to the ultimate level, that of intelligence
(noésin: 511E1), which is the faculty of dialec-
tic. The dialectician begins with hypotheses
and proceeds upward (anotero: 511A6) to the
non-hypothetical first principle (archén anu-
potheton: 510B7). This first principle is non-hy-
pothetical both in the sense of not being posited
and in the sense of being the ultimate ground
of truth. As such, it is sufficient for the truth
of conclusions derived from it. In the context
of the Republic, the task of the dialectician is to
capture the essence of each thing it investigates
in a statement (logou: 532A7) satisfying both
necessary and sufficient conditions of truth.

Unlike the Phaedo, the Republic provides
no illustration of the method it describes.
Given the illusive character of the first prin-
ciple, this is no cause for surprise. A method
very similar to that put forward in these dia-
logues, however, appears to be at work in the
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Theaetetus. There is no need to speculate on
whether Plato wrote the Theaetetus with the
method of hypothesis explicitly in mind. As
readers of this dialogue, nonetheless, we can
profitably view its results as a demonstration
of the method’s peculiar limitations.

In his role of philosophic midwife, Socrates
elicits from Theaetetus three provisional defi-
nitions of knowledge. Knowledge first is iden-
tified with perception (aisthésis: 151E3), next
with true judgment (aléthé doxan: 187C5), and
finally with true judgment accompanied by an
account (meta logou aléthé doxan: 201C9-D1).
With a substantial amount of supporting argu-
ment, the first definition is shown incapable
of simultaneously meeting two necessary con-
ditions for truth—namely that perception, as
befits knowledge, must be unerring (apseudes:
152C5) and must have what exists (fou ontos:
152C5) as its object. The second definition then
is shown inadequate by the counterexample of
the jurymen who arrive at true judgment in the
case of an alleged crime they know nothing
about. Pursuit of the third definition is stalled
by a number of failed attempts to find a rel-
evant sense of ‘account’, and the dialogue ends
without putting that definition to a serious test.
Socrates must be off to hear the indictment
brought against him by Meletus, leaving both
Theaetetus and reader without a viable defi-
nition of knowledge. In a word, the dialogue
ends in failure.

The Theaetetus aims at finding a discursive
definition of knowledge. In Socrates’ attempts
to achieve that result, the method of hypothesis
amounts to coming up with a defining state-
ment that meets both the necessary condition
of consistency and the sufficient condition of
being firmly grounded. The dialogue fails in
being unable to meet this pair of conditions.
In terms of the Divided Line, Socrates’ venture
with Theaetetus falls short of the level at which
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ascent to the first principle could even begin.
Plato may have had reasons beyond dramatic
effect for ending the dialogue with Socrates
leaving to face his indictment. At this point
in his methodological development, I suspect,
Plato’s interest had already turned to another
method. Be this as it may, next day’s conver-
sation between Theaetetus and the Eleatic
Stranger follows the method of collection and
division instead.

Like the method of hypothesis, the proce-
dure of collection and division is foreshadowed
in the Meno. Socrates’ so-called theory of recol-
lection is put forward in that dialogue in order
to motivate continued inquiry on the part of a
soul (psuche: 81C5) cleansed of error by Socratic
elenchus. Vague as the notion of recollection
may be, the general idea is that the soul is im-
mortal and, by virtue of its many births, has seen
all there is to see both here and in the nether-
world. Hence there is nothing it is not prepared
to recollect. What Socrates emphasizes by way
of background is that all nature is akin (phu-
seos hapases suggenous: 81D1) and that when the
soul recalls (anamneésthenta: 81D2) one thing it
should be able to discover (aneurein: 81D4) all
other things on its own. Although embedded
in myth, this description of the kinship of all
nature anticipates the account of collection in
the Phaedrus.

Even though collection and division are
mentioned briefly in the Republic, as noted
previously, little is said there about their use
in dialectic. The Phaedrus, on the other hand,
contains the most specific description of these
procedures in the entire Platonic corpus. Al-
though they play major roles in the Sophist
and the Statesman as well, the Phaedrus also
is the only dialogue in which these procedures
are explicitly paired and identified by name.
More than that, it is the only dialogue in which

collection is mentioned specifically as taking
over the role of recollection in the Meno.

This occurs at Phaedrus 249B7-C3, where
Socrates proclaims (1) that only souls which
understand speech in terms of Forms (eidos,
249B8) can enter human bodies, (2) that the
capacity in question involves bringing together
(xunairoumenon, 249C1) many perceptions into
a unity by reason (eis hen logismo, 249C1), and
(3) that this process amounts to a recollection
(anamnesis, 249C2) of things seen by the soul
during previous lives. The link with recollection
is further reinforced when Socrates observes (at
249E6-250A1) that not every soul, despite its
previous vision of reality (ta onta, 249C6), will
find recollection (anamimneskesthai, 250A1) of
that reality an easy matter.

The process of bringing many perceptions
together in a reasoned unity is redescribed
several pages later as brining a dispersed plu-
rality together and seeing it as a single Form
(Eis mian [...] idean [...] sunoronta: 265D3). Its
purpose is to define (horizomenos: 265D4) and
to clarify whatever topic one studies. This is the
point at which the unifying process is explicitly
designated ‘collection’ (sunagogon, 266B4). As
far as I can tell, this is the only place in the cor-
pus (with possible exception of Philebus 23E5
and 25A3) where the term sunagoge is used to
designate collection.

Division is described in the same context
as the ability to cut things according to Forms
(kat’ eide [...] diatemnein: 265E1) following
their natural articulations (kat” arthra hé pe-
phuken: 265E1-2) and to avoid hacking off parts
like a clumsy butcher. Socrates illustrates this
procedure with reference to his two previous
speeches on love. Both speeches took the gen-
eral class of dementia as given (elabeten: 266A1)
and proceeded to divide it in opposite direc-
tions. The first (impious, 242D7) speech made
cuts to theleft until itarrived at something called



‘sinister love’. The second speech (Socrates’ pal-
inode, 243B2) led in the rightward direction to
a divine form of love which it praised as the
source of the greatest human goods. Division
in both directions was non-dichotomous, a
matter of significance as we shall see vis-a-vis
the Sophist and the Statesman. It receives its
‘official’ name of diairesis in the same sentence
(266B4) where its companion procedure is la-
beled sunagoge.

Having identified the procedures in ques-
tion, Socrates praises them for their contri-
bution to thought and speech. He also refers
to people able to apply these procedures as
dialecticians (dialektikous: 266C1). The term
dialektike comes into play a second time to-
ward the end of the dialogue when the dialecti-
cian is depicted as someone who has achieved
knowledge of what is just, beautiful, and good
(dikaion te kai kalon kai agathon epistémas:
276C3). Eschewing words written in ink, some-
one versed in that art (dialektike techné: 276E5-
6) will sow his words in a receptive soul where
they will grow and produce knowledge in that
other soul in turn. A literary garden (grammasi
képous: 276D1) of this sort, Socrates avows, will
yield the greatest happiness (eudaimonein:
277A3) a human being can achieve.

Pronounced as it may be, Socrates’ portray-
al of collection and division in the Phaedrus is
overshadowed by his evocative and uncannily
powerful myth of the charioteer. Use of these
procedures by the Eleatic Stranger in defin-
ing the sophist, by contrast, is a predominant
feature of his conversation with Theaetetus.
The stated purpose of the Sophist is to give
a clear account (emphanizonti logo: 218C1) of
what a sophist is (ti pot” esti: 218C1). By ‘clear
account’ here, we are to understand a defini-
tion of sophistry, given in terms of necessary
and sufficient conditions. What is necessary for
being a sophist is determined by the procedure
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of collection, what is sufficient by the process
of division. As with the method of hypothesis
previously, attention to necessary conditions
comes first, followed by a determination of suf-
ficient conditions. First comes collection, that
is to say, and then division.

Definition of sophistry is preceded by a
‘practice’ definition of angling, which serves
as a paradigm (paradeigma: 218D9) for the
main task to come. In the case of angling,
collection begins with a perfunctory listing
of such arts as commerce, fighting, and hunt-
ing, which yields the general class of acquisi-
tive arts within which angling presumably is
included. Subsequent division of this general
class yields several sets of particular features,
each set being sufficient to distinguish angling
from other acquisitive arts.

Collection in the case of sophistry itself is
more complicated and ultimately more satisfac-
tory. Collection here comes in two stages. In
the first instance, the two discussants simply
assume that sophistry, like angling, belongs
to the class of acquisitive arts. Five distinct
definitions of sophistry follow from this as-
sumption. Each specifies a specific branch of
sophistry, but none expresses features that all
sophists share in common. That is to say, al-
though each definition articulates conditions
sufficient for being a sophist, none expresses
conditions necessary for sophistry in general.
These five inadequate definitions of sophistry
then are collected in a way that reveals soph-
istry in general to be a productive rather than
an acquisitive art (233D-234D). Sophistry in
general turns out to be the art that produces
mere images of real things (mimetes [...] ton
onton: 235A1-2). Division of the class of pro-
ductive arts leads to a satisfactory definition of
sophistry by the end of the dialogue.

It should be noted that collection in the
Sophist exhibits a weakness that corresponds
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to the vagueness of recollection as portrayed
in the Meno. In order to identify the subject
of the five faulty definitions as specific forms
of sophistry, the dialectician must have some
preliminary grasp of what sophistry is before
collection can begin. In some elusive sense,
the treatment of necessary conditions in the
Sophist seems to beg the question. This short-
coming in Plato’s treatment of necessary con-
ditions comes back into play when we turn to
the dialectical method in the second part of
the Parmenides.

Division in the Sophist, on the other hand, is
relatively unproblematic. Immediately preced-
ing the final (successful) definition of sophist-
ry, the Eleatic Stranger reminds Theaetetus that
the divisions involved must be dichotomous
(dicheé: 264D11) and always to the right (dexia
aei: 264E1). These restrictions are observed in
all divisions pertaining directly to sophistry
within the dialogue. The importance of well-
executed division is emphasized at 253C-D
when the Stranger playfully points out that
they may have stumbled unawares upon (em-
pesontes: 253C7) the ‘free man ‘s’ knowledge
(see Theaetetus 172D1). The task of dialectic
(dialektikes: 253D2), he says there, is to divide
according to kinds (kata geneé diaireisthai:
253D1), not confusing different classes as be-
ing the same as each other.

The Eleatic Stranger presents a substantially
altered portrayal of dialectic in his subsequent
conversation with the Young Socrates. The
main purpose of this dialogue, clearly affirmed
at Statesman 285D5-7, is to make the persons
engaged in it (including its readers) better dia-
lecticians (dialektikoterois: 285D7). As far as
collection is concerned, little remains of the
regimented procedure pursued in the Sophist.
The purpose of collection in that dialogue was
to provide an auspicious start for the ensuing
division by identifying features that sophists

generally hold in common—that is, features
necessary for being a sophist. In the States-
man, however, the task of specifying necessary
conditions is managed by an agreement to treat
weaving as a paradigm (paradeigma: 279A7,
passim) that incorporates activities compara-
ble to those of statesmanship. One feature of
the definition of weaving that ensues is its dis-
tinction between direct and contributory (e.g.,
manufacture of spindles) causes of the finished
product. Following this paradigm, the Stranger
begins his final definition of the kingly art by
distinguishing between direct and contributory
causes in the domain of civic affairs.

Before moving ahead, the Stranger observes
that contributory causes in this case cannot
be cut dichotomously (temein dicha: 287B10).
In this case, it turns out, there are exactly
seven kinds of relevant contributions, which
the Stranger then enumerates and describes
in detail. Division continues with a distinc-
tion between governors and servant classes, of
which latter the Stranger identifies exactly 4,
proceeds with a distinction between genuine
and sophistic governors, which number exactly
6 in kind, and ends with a distinction between
genuine governors who rule and those who are
subordinate, of which latter there are exactly 3.

Overall there are four dichotomous divi-
sions, which it is natural to lay out along the
right, accompanied by a series of non-dichot-
omous divisions in the leftward direction (see
diagram). [diagram somewhere in this para-
graph] The dichotomous divisions add up to a
positive definition of the statesman as the rul-
ing governor of a genuine polity who is directly
responsible for that civic entity. This much
follows the instructions of the Sophist requir-
ing twofold division along the right. Contrary
to the dictates of the Sophist, however, there
is also the series of multiple divisions to the
left. In the domain of civic affairs, there are 7



contributory skills, 4 kinds of servants, 6 types
of sophistical rulers, and 3 classes of govern-
ing subordinates. This makes twenty classes of
civic roles distinct from statesmanship itself.
Assuming this classification to be exhaustive,
as the Stranger apparently intended, we have
a negative definition of statesmanship as well.
Statesmanship is a civic role distinct from the
other twenty.

This brings us to the method described
and illustrated in the second part of the Par-
menides, which also proceeds by way of nega-
tion. If you want to be thoroughly prepared
to do philosophy, Parmenides says, you must
consider the consequences both of the hypoth-
esis (hupotheseos: 136A1) that the thing to be
examined exists and of the hypothesis that it
does not exist. The hypothesis chosen by Par-
menides to illustrate this method is that Unity
exists (the Unity of his historical counterpart,
137B3-4). The first part of the illustration is to
deduce the consequences of this hypothesis.
The second part is to draw deductions from
the negation of the hypothesis, which is to say
from the hypothesis that Unity does not exist.

The first part duplicates the first step in
the method of hypothesis in the Phaedo and
the Republic, which lays out conditions neces-
sary for the truth of the hypothesis in ques-
tion. What distinguishes Parmenides’ method
from this earlier version is the way it arrives
at sufficient conditions. Whereas the earlier
version prescribes something vague (and prob-
ably unachievable) like moving upward to a
non-hypothetical first principle, Parmenides
tells the dialectician to deduce consequences
from the negation of the original hypothesis. If
the original hypothesis is H, then its negation
is -H; and if -H entails C, then —-C entails H.
Falsehood of the consequences of -H, that is
to say, is sufficient for the truth of the original
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H. As far as the practical pursuit of dialectic is
concerned, Parmenides’ treatment of sufficient
conditions is far superior to the treatment of
the Phaedo and the Republic.

Parmenides’ method is more effective than
the methods of the Sophist and the Statesman
in its treatment of necessary conditions as
well. As observed previously, collection in
the Sophist presupposes prior knowledge of
the thing being defined, and in this sense is a
carry-over from recollection in the Meno. The
same shortcoming also undermines the Stran-
ger’s use of paradigms in the Statesman. Both
dialogues featuring the Eleatic Stranger, that
is to say, are weak in their treatment of neces-
sary conditions. This weakness is overcome in
the dialogue led by the Eleatic master himself.
In upshot, Parmenides’ method remedies both
the faulty treatment of necessary conditions in
the Sophist and the Statesman and the faulty
treatment of sufficient conditions in the Phaedo
and the Republic.

Harking back to the Republic, furthermore,
we can read the results of applying Parmenides’
method in his namesake dialogue as an ad-
vance from hypotheses to non-hypothetical
principles. Readers who continue past the
first quarter of the Parmenides will probably
be aware of the long-standing controversy over
how the eight hypotheses of the second part
relate to each other. The standard reading pairs
the hypotheses in order of occurrence (H1 with
H2, H3 with H4, etc.), which results in a surfeit
of contradictions that intrepid commentators
delight in deciphering.

There is another way of pairing the hy-
potheses, however, which is closer to the text
and which removes these apparent contradic-
tions. With this pairing at hand, the second
part adds up to a masterful critique of meta-
physical systems prominent when the dia-
logue was written. According to this pairing,
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H1 and H6 are read as positive and negative
counterparts and as entailing the same set of
consequences. In similar fashion, and with
similar results, H2 pairs with H5, H3 with
H7, and H4 with HS.

Here is the simple logic that leads to these
results. If both H and -H entail the same C, it
follows that C is true unconditionally. Begin-
ning with positive H1 and negative H6, Par-
menides shows that the truth of their shared
consequences does not depend upon the truth
of the original hypotheses. The non-hypothet-
ical upshot alluded to but never achieved in
the Republic becomes an accomplished fact in
the Parmenides. This strikes me as a suitable
ending to Plato’ s long search for an optimal
method of dialectical inquiry.

At the beginning of this talk, I promised
a few remarks about ways of approaching
Plato’s dialogues. Any approach that denies
development through successive stages of
composition, I am fully convinced, has lit-
tle interpretive value. In my view, so-called
unitarianism is the ‘climate-change-denier’ of
Platonic studies. My approach obviously is a
version of developmentalism. In the foregoing
presentation, moreover, I have attempted to
expand the thesis of developmentalism into
an interpretive method.

Here is a brief synopsis of how the method
goes. First collect together all the dialogues
that deal explicitly with the topic in which you
are interested. In the present case, the topic is
philosophic method. Then sift through relevant
passages in these dialogues (taking context into
account) with a sharp eye for differences from
case to case, dividing them into groups with
obvious affinities. This can (but need not) be
done without concern for chronological order.
Then set about constructing a coherent narra-
tive connecting these passages in a plausible

sequence of development. In the present case,
for instance, it is obvious that collection in the
Sophist has been replaced by paradigms in the
Statesman, and that the treatment of hypoth-
eses in the Theaetetus preceded that in the Par-
menides. One’s antecedent views on chronology
at some point very likely will come into play,
but in a way compatible with an adjustment of
these views if the narrative demands.

In the present case, the narrative begins
with the Meno, and moves ahead with the
Phaedo, the Republic, and the Theaetetus, with
their respective treatments of hypotheses. It
then moves directly from the Theaetetus to the
Phaedrus, the Sophist, and the Statesman, with
their respective treatments of collection and
division. The writing that brings the story to
its climax is the second part of the Parmenides.
To be sure, there is always the possibility that
Plato altered key passages in a given dialogue
after making it public. So chronology of the
dialogues as we know them is never a set-
tled matter. Having been through the present
exercise, however, I am fully convinced that
Plato’s thoughts on methodology progressed
from elenchus and recollection in the Meno to
the exceptionally elegant and powerful method
demonstrated in the Parmenides.

In this regard, my talk constitutes an
illustration of what I have dubbed the de-
velopmental method. Other worthwhile ap-
plications of this method might treat Plato’s
ethics and political theory, as well as his elu-
sive ontology. By way of conclusion, I may
say that the Plato revealed by this method is
far more interesting than an author whose
thoughts remain static throughout his career.
Whatever you may think of the method itself,
it seems obvious to me that the interpretive
approach behind it is a beneficial approach
to Plato’s dialogues.
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In his wide-ranging and interesting paper,
Ken Sayre advances claims both about Plato’s
views on philosophical method and about the
proper method of reading Plato. In fact, his pa-
per contains three distinct kinds of claims. First,
it advances specific interpretive claims about
several particular Platonic dialogues. Second,
it offers a developmental thesis about the evolu-
tion of Plato’s views across different dialogues.
Finally, it recommends a general way of reading
Plato. In these comments, I will focus primarily
on the latter two kinds of claims. Let me preface
my remarks by saying that I greatly enjoyed this
paper, and that, where I disagree with Sayre, I
do so in the spirit of constructive engagement,
and with gratitude to him for providing us with
a paper that, I have no doubt, will provoke much
discussion from this audience.

In his paper, Sayre discusses no less than
eight different Platonic dialogues: the Meno,
Phaedo, Republic, Theaetetus, Phaedrus, Soph-
ist, Statesman and Parmenides. Although many
of his claims about these particular dialogues
are interesting in their own right, I want to
focus here primarily on the general thesis about
Plato’s philosophical development they are
meant to support. This thesis, as [ understand
it, runs roughly as follows. Plato’s dialogues
depict two distinct methods of doing philoso-
phy, both of which are sometimes called ‘dia-
lectic’. First, there is the method of hypothesis,
which features in the Meno, Phaedo, Republic
and Theaetetus. Second, there is the method
of collection and division, which features in
the Phaedrus, Sophist and Statesman. Plato
develops each of these methods across several
different dialogues, progressively revising each
method and probing its weaknesses. Finally,
these two methods are combined in the second
part of the Parmenides. There, a philosophi-
cal method is presented that is superior to any
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that has appeared in Plato before, since it does
a better job of specifying both necessary and
sufficient conditions for an adequate discursive
definition. The method presented in the second
part of the Parmenides therefore represents ‘a
suitable ending to Plato’s long search for an
optimal method of dialectical inquiry’ (p.88).

My first question concerns Sayre’s un-
derstanding of the nature of the method of
hypothesis, and of its relationship to the So-
cratic elenchus. His official position is that
the method of hypothesis is an ‘outgrowth’ of
the Socratic elenchus (p.82). The two methods
are similar, on his view, because both involve
testing a hypothesis for consistency by testing
its consequences for consistency: if its conse-
quences are consistent, it remains a candidate
for truth. The main difference between them,
so far as I can tell from the paper, is that for the
Socratic elenchus the hypothesis to be tested
is supplied by someone else, whereas in the
method of hypothesis one can supply one’s own
hypotheses. Presenting these two methods as
this close together allows Sayre to claim, as he
does, that the Theaetetus contains an appli-
cation of the method of hypothesis. However,
this claim about the Theaetetus might strike
us as surprising, since, at least on its face, this
dialogue appears to present an instance of the
Socratic elenchus, not of the method of hy-
pothesis. Why is it important for Sayre that
the Theaetetus contains an application of the
method of hypothesis? I suspect this is actually
crucial for his developmental thesis. This is so
because, if the Theaetetus does not depict the
method of hypothesis, then the latest work to
do so, according to the usual chronology of
Plato’s dialogues, will be the Republic. However,
in the Republic Socrates expresses no doubts
about the method of hypothesis; indeed he ap-
pears to positively recommend it as the way for
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the true philosopher to proceed, at least when
properly applied. However, it is a crucial part of
Sayre’s developmental narrative that Plato came
to view the method of hypothesis as flawed. If
the Theaetetus depicts an application of the
method of hypothesis, this provides a way for
him to do this; for in the Theaetetus Socrates
fails to reach a satisfactory discursive defini-
tion of knowledge (epistémé), which might be
thought to reflect the failure of the method of
conducting a philosophical inquiry he deploys.
However, if the Theaetetus does not depict the
method of hypothesis, no such conclusion can
be drawn on its basis. My first question, then,
for Sayre is this: how does he understand the
nature of the method of hypothesis, such that
the Theaetetus (but not, say, the Euthyphro)
counts as an application of it, rather than of
the Socratic elenchus?

My second question concerns Sayre’s views
on the relationship between the method of
hypothesis and the method of collection and
division. Sayre often suggests that he regards
the two methods as alternative and competing
ways of reaching the same goal: namely, the goal
of providing adequate discursive definitions.
For instance, he begins his paper by arguing
that the Republic contains subtle allusions to
the method of collection and division along-
side its explicit discussions of the method of
hypothesis, and describes this state of affairs as
‘puzzling’ (p.82). Why would this be puzzling?
Sayre explains by providing disjunctive lists of
the dialogues in which each method appears,
and by claiming that in the Republic alone the
methods ‘somehow come together’ (p.82). Per-
haps he is inferring from the fact that the two
methods generally feature in different works that
at any given time Plato always preferred one to
the other. However, we might desire a stronger
and more explicit argument that Plato regarded



the methods of hypothesis and of collection and
division as competing alternatives. This is be-
cause there is another possibility, namely that
Plato regarded the two methods as in some way
complementary, perhaps because they serve sub-
tly different goals. For example, one might argue
that the method of hypothesis is introduced in
response to a specific problem - the problem of
how to make progress in a philosophical inquiry
in the absence of certain and secure starting
points — whereas collection and division is intro-
duced to show how one might pursue adequate
discursive definitions systematically. In support
of this, one might observe that in those contexts
where the method of hypothesis is explicitly in-
troduced (e.g. in the Meno or Phaedo), the goal
is generally not to arrive at a discursive defini-
tion at all. Indeed, I might add, if both meth-
ods do appear in the Republic, this might seem
to lend support to the view that Plato actually
viewed them as compatible and complemen-
tary, not as directly competing. So, my second
question for Sayre is this: does he think Plato
regarded hypothesis and collection and division
as competing alternative methods for conduct-
ing philosophical inquiry, such that one must
always prefer one to the exclusion of the other?
Or does he think Plato might have viewed them
as compatible and complementary methods? If
he favours the former view, on which they di-
rectly compete, why does he do so?

This brings me to my third set of ques-
tions, which concern Sayre’s understanding of
Plato’s goals in writing the dialogues in ques-
tion. Sayre often speaks of a Platonic dialogue
‘revealing’ or ‘demonstrating’ the weaknesses
of a particular philosophical method. How-
ever, it is not always clear whether he thinks
we should envisage Plato as himself already
aware of these weaknesses when writing these
works. Let us grant for the sake of argument
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that many dialogues clearly display flaws or
weaknesses in the philosophical methods they
employ or discuss. Should we imagine Plato
applying the method in question to the best of
his ability at the time of writing each dialogue,
then, perhaps only later, noticing its limita-
tions? I submit that this would be a strange
and unlikely way to read a dialogue such as the
Theaetetus. Or should we rather envisage Plato
as fully aware of these weaknesses before writ-
ing the work in question, and then proceeding
with the deliberate intention of highlighting
them, perhaps for pedagogical purposes? But
if this later way of understanding Plato’s goals
remains an open possibility, it seems we cannot
straightforwardly base a narrative about the
development of Plato’s thought on differences
in the philosophical methods depicted in dif-
ferent Platonic dialogues, or from any flaws in
the depicted methods that appear.

I turn now from Plato’s views on philosophi-
cal method to the method of reading Plato that
Sayre’s paper is meant to both exemplify and rec-
ommend. Sayre describes his preferred method
of reading Plato as follows: ‘First collect together
all the dialogues that deal explicitly with the
topic in which you are interested [...] then sift
through relevant passages in these dialogues
with a sharp eye for differences from case to
case, dividing them into groups with obvious af-
finities. This can (but need not) be done without
concern for chronological order. Then set about
constructing a coherent narrative connecting
these passages in a plausible sequence of devel-
opment’ (p.88). In the present case, he claims,
it is ‘obvious’ that ‘collection in the Sophist has
been replaced by paradigms in the Statesman,”
and that “the treatment of hypotheses in the
Theaetetus preceded that in the Parmenides’.
Finally, Sayre acknowledges that one’s antecedent
views on chronology will come into play, but
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suggests that they will be open to adjustment if
the narrative so demands (p.88).

In keeping with the general theme of this
conference, I want to conclude my remarks by
raising two concerns about this general method
of reading Plato. The first concerns its efficacy.
My basic worry here is that Sayre may be too
optimistic about the degree to which his recom-
mended method will typically (or ever) prove
sufficient to determine a single narrative, or to
dictate that the passages in question be placed in
a certain order. Here, it seems to me, we should
be wary of our tendency to find immediately
compelling any account that ties disparate ele-
ments together into a coherent narrative. We
should also surely be mindful of our tendency
to favour evidence that supports what we already
believe. As a check against these tendencies, we
might always ask ourselves: could a different
story be told to tie together these very same pas-
sages? Could other passages be brought into play
to complicate the story that has just been told?
Might a difference between two passages reflect
a change of emphasis, context, or intent, rather
than a change of mind on Plato’s part? These
are precisely the kinds of questions I have tried
to raise here. My aim in doing so is not to deny
that the textual evidence Sayre cites can support
his particular developmental story, but rather to
ask whether it supports this story uniquely, or
could equally well be interpreted in other ways.

My second, related worry begins with Sayre’s
remarks about methods of reading Plato other
than his own. Sayre seems to have in mind two
main kinds of opponents: unitarians (whom he
provocatively describes as the ‘climate-change
deniers’ of Platonic studies, p.88) and interpreters
who insist that we should regard every Platonic
dialogue as strictly self-contained. Now, I am
inclined to agree with Sayre that reading Plato
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as someone who wrestled with hard problems
throughout his life, and who sometimes revised
his views in light of these reflections, is not only
more plausible than regarding him as a god-like
tigure who fully worked out all his ideas even be-
fore he first started to write, but also makes him
a more interesting philosopher. My goal is not
to question developmentalism as such. However,
there is more than one way to be a developmen-
talist. Many scholars of Plato compare themati-
cally related passages from different works, while
remaining open to the possibility that Plato may
have changed his mind as his career progressed. I
take this to be a familiar and relatively orthodox
thing to do when reading Plato. However, as I
understand him, Sayre recommends something
more specific than this. That is, he recommends
gathering together several thematically related
passages from disparate works, and then com-
paring them based primarily on linguistic al-
lusions and the like, with the expectation that
they alone will determine a single narrative and
relative order of composition. My worry with this
approach is that, to the extent it is novel, it is so
in the degree to which it recommends excerpt-
ing brief passages from different dialogues and
comparing them with each other, in isolation
from the full dialogues in which they originally
appeared. This approach risks leaving us more
open than we otherwise would be to the psycho-
logical tendencies towards narrative construc-
tion and confirmation bias I have mentioned. At
the same time, it may lead us to neglect complex
and important questions about what Plato (or
one of his characters) is actually trying to do in
a particular part of a particular dialogue.

In conclusion, I want to thank Professor
Sayre once again for contributing such a bold
and thought-provoking paper to this event. I
look forward to the lively and interesting dis-
cussion I have no doubt it will provoke.
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INTRODUCTION

As the title indicates I wish to discuss that
classic and still partially unresolved problem
about the relation between drama and argu-
ment. I would like to begin with the question
our host, Lloyd Gerson, raised in 2002 in his
commentary on various chapters, including
mine, in Does Socrates Have a Method?

The larger question is, assuming that
Plato did choose to set the written ex-
pression of his philosophical views in dra-
matic form, on what principles are we to
understand how the drama contributes
to understanding the philosophy? I think
that many scholars assume that there is
a clear answer to this question without
explaining what it is.?

I have reflected on that question and think
I can propose a better answer than I did at the
time, although I would not be surprised if Lloyd
thinks otherwise. Let me begin by conceding
that he puts his finger on a real problem. If
Plato deliberately chose the dialogue form,
rather than simply following a fashion, he must
have had reasons for doing so, he must have
had some theory about the relation between
drama and argument, between methods® and
content. I believe that Plato holds principles in
writing and reading in dialogue form, but I do
not believe that he explained these principles in
full. This is one reason why Lloyd’s question is
so difficult, perhaps even more so than he him-
self believes. I think we are dealing here with
a theory that is partially implicit, and I argue
that the implicit character of this conception
is related to the nature of the dialogue form
itself. The term “implicit” could be translated
into Greek by the participle bovoobuevov
or the substantive dnovoia (“the underlying
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intention” or more freely “the hidden sense of
the text”),* or more simply by é€pyw (“in prac-
tice”), the full phrase might then be £pyw Adyog
(“atheoryin or by practice”), a phrase Plato uses
once, in the Laws.® This theory, while implicit,
is nevertheless closely linked to an explicitly
stated doctrine, that of virtue as knowledge.
The way to interpret the dialogues as represent-
ing a unity of drama and philosophy is to see
it as bound up with the Platonic conception of
the relationship between theory and practice,
insofar as the argument is not to be separated
from self-consistency and from self-knowledge.

I propose to take the Gorgias as a case study.
It is well-suited for my purposes as it is rich
in both drama and content. My interpretation
will underline the link between the “personal”
dimension of the elenchos and the desire for the
good. This reading has implications beyond
the Gorgias and possibly beyond the so-called
Socratic dialogues, and I will occasionally re-
fer to other dialogues. My interpretation owes
more to recent studies than I can acknowledge
here (such as those of Charles Kahn, Michael
Erler and Christopher Rowe to name only a
few),’ but it also differs from these in many
ways. It tries to incorporate and link elements
that are usually ignored or downplayed, such
as the overall question of the principle govern-
ing both the logos and the ergon and the role
of literary or rhetorical techniques. I will also
discuss the conception of dialectic as disciplin-
ing (or punishment), the performative contra-
diction and dialectic failure that stems from
the conflict between the two opposed desires
of self-preservation and self-consistency.

By “Socrates” I mean the “Platonic Socrates”,
not the “historical Socrates”. I cannot discuss here
the question of Plato’s spokesmen; I must limit
myself to the general claim that Plato uses various
voices, not the least of which is that of Socrates, to
communicate his views or concerns to the reader.
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1. THE DIALOGUE’S JUSTICE

1.1. TWOFOLD THESIS AND
PARALLELISM BETWEEN DRAMA
AND ARGUMENT

In the Gorgias Socrates explicitly defends
the following twofold thesis: the greatest evil
is committing injustice and the greatest of all
evils is to commit injustice and not to be disci-
plined (or punished). This twofold claim rests
on the Socratic view that virtue is knowledge,
and vice a form of ignorance.” It is also inti-
mately linked to the interplay between theory
(A6yog) and practice (¢pyov).® Here is how
Socrates puts the thesis in positive terms (in
terms of goods) at the very end of the dialogue
(527b-¢):

But among so many arguments this one
alone survives refutation (¢Aeyxopévov),
and remains steady (u6vog o0ToG Npepel
0 Adyoq): that doing what’s unjust is more
to be guarded against than suffering it
(10 adiketv paAAov fj 10 adikelobar), and
that it’s not seeming to be good but be-
ing good that a man should take care of
more than anything, both in his public
and his private life (xai idiq xai dnpooiaq);
and that if a person proves to be bad in
some respect, he’s to be disciplined, and
that the second best thing (todto 8evtepov
ayaBov) after being just is to become just
by paying one’s due, by being disciplined
(kohalopevov diddval diknv); and that
every form of flattery (kohakeiav), both
the form concerned with oneself and that
concerned with others, whether they’re few
or many, is to be avoided, and that oratory
and every other activity is always to be
used in support of what’s just (tfj prtopikf



oUTw Xpnotéov £mi 10 dikalov dei, kal Tf
A\ don mpddel, 527b2-c4; trans. Zeyl).

Socrates’ twofold thesis is part and parcel
of the defense of philosophy understood as the
practice of refutation (§Aeyxog). While oratory
as flattery ignores the good and is done in the
service of injustice, dialectic (StaAéyeaBat), and
refutation in particular, benefits the interlocu-
tor by being a form of justice, or disciplining
(koAalewv). Socrates attempts to have his three
interlocutors, Gorgias, Polus and Callicles suc-
cessively admit that they ought to submit to the
requirements of justice, that is to the dialogue’s
justice. It is necessary and beneficial to be re-
futed when mistaken, just as it is necessary
and beneficial to be disciplined when guilty.

1.2. DIALECTIC AS DISCIPLINING

The final myth, from which the passage
quoted above is taken, is dominated by the no-
tion of punishment. In Socrates’ myth, physi-
cal punishment is appropriate and pain a le-
gitimate disciplinary measure (cf. 524c, 527d).
According to some, the appeal to punishment
is incompatible with what is usually called the
Socratic paradox.’ According to the Socratic
view of virtue as knowledge, which Socrates
holds in the Gorgias, human beings do what
they believe to be best for them, and mistaken
judgments are the sole cause of their erring
behavior. This is why Socrates, in the “Socratic
dialogues”, seeks to change their ways of think-
ing by discussing with them rather than by
punishing them. Yet he also seems to defend
punishment, conventional punishment that is,
such as flogging, imprisonment and the like.

The contradiction is only apparent. So-
crates does not refer only to conventional
punishment. He mentions another type too,
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albeit in subtle ways, namely the dialectical
or philosophical. For both kinds he often uses
the term koAd&{ewv, which can be translated by
“punishment” or “disciplining”. While retribu-
tive punishment is sometimes clearly meant (as
in 480d2 in the case of execution, and likewise
in the final myth, passim), corrective disciplin-
ing is meant in many other places. The term
“punishment” can conceivably be used to trans-
late koA@{ewv in both cases insofar as Plato’s
conception of “punishment”, notwithstanding
modern connotations, allow for therapeutic as
well as retributive kinds."” I will however use
“disciplining” in most cases although not all,
as does D. Zeyl."

Socrates passes back and forth from the
conventional to the dialectical conception of
disciplining or punishment without warning.
This movement can be observed at the end
of the exchange with Polus. Let us recall the
context. At the beginning of the conversation
with Polus Socrates claims that rhetoric is not a
craft (téxvn) but mere flattery (kolaxeia) with
the goal of providing pleasure at the expense
of the better, and that it is therefore devoid
of any value or usefulness (463a-466a). At the
end of that conversation, however, he admits
that rhetoric can be of some use for the oppo-
site purpose, namely in accusing (katnyopeiv).
Rhetoric can and must be used to accuse one-
self (¢avToD) first and foremost, and then one’s
family and anyone else dear who happens to
behave unjustly (480c1-3). Rhetoric must not
keep injustice hidden, as flattery does, but
bring it out into the open, so that each one
may pay his or her due and get well (iva 8@
Siknv kai vyuw)g yévntar). Shortly after Socrates
remarks (480c4-7):

[O]ne should compel oneself and the
others not to play the coward, but to grit
his teeth and present himself with grace
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and courage as to a doctor for cauteriza-
tion and surgery (Avdpeiwg domep Téuvely
Kal kdetv latp®) (trans. Zeyl).

This phrasing recalls the medical refer-
ence first employed, in its literal sense, by
Gorgias (456b3-4: fj tepelv 1§ kadoat: “surgery
or cauterization”). It also takes up elements
of Socrates’ earlier classification in which he
opposed rhetoric, understood as pastry bak-
ing and flattery, to the true arts of medicine
(iatpwkn)) and justice (Sikatoovvn).”? Here So-
crates mentions this analogy at the very mo-
ment he is refuting Polus, and will again do so
later with Callicles. In both instances he refers
to the effects of dialectic refutation in the very
same terms he before used to speak of judici-
ary and medical treatment. These passages are
usually either passed over by the commentators
or disconnected from their larger implications.
First, then, in reaction to Polus’ hesitation to
recognize the refutation, Socrates exhorts him
as follows (475d4-6):

Don’t shrink back from answering, Polus.
You won’t get hurt in any way. Submit
yourself nobly to the argument (yevvaiwg
@ \Oyw), as you would to a doctor (domep
latp®), and answer me (trans. Zeyl)."

Socrates appeals here to the medical anal-
ogy, as he did in his classification of the arts,
and he inserts it now into the drama. It applies
to what they are talking about, to the kind
of discussion they are having. This reveals a
parallelism between the subject matter of the
discussion (A6yog) and the drama (¢pyov).
The same parallelism can be observed during
the conversation with Callicles. Confronted
with the latter’s refusal to recognize the refu-
tation or even to respond, Socrates makes the
following remark (505c¢3-4):
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This fellow won’t put up with being ben-
efited and with his undergoing the very
thing the discussion’s about, with being
disciplined (mdoxwv mept 00 6 Adyog éoti,
Kohalopevog). (trans. Zeyl)

Refutation is here described as a form of
justice, as a disciplinary measure."* In both
passages Socrates is as explicit as he gets
with regard to the interplay between action
and argument. His way of discussing and re-
futing coincides with the subject matter of
their conversation, namely justice. He thus
attributes a disciplinary function to dialectic
refutation as he is practicing it. This paral-
lelism is carefully crafted and reveals Plato’s
art of writing. David Sedley in his insightful
study on the myth (2009) is one the few who
takes note of the parallelism between dialec-
tic and justice, but he underestimates some
of its larger implications, in part no doubt
because he refers to one of these three pas-
sages only (505¢)."* The parallelism reveals
nothing less than the fusion of argument and
drama. Contrary to conventional forensic or-
atory that seduces through pleasure, dialectic
refutation induces pain similar to medical
treatment or physical disciplinary measure,
as it frees from ignorance and therefore from
the injustice that results from it. These three
passages, in connection with others, enact
the principle of the unity of argument and
drama. This principle is not stated but im-
plied in the drama (¢pyw) in forming one
body with it.

But there is a difficulty. If Socrates uses
koAalewv (“disciplining” or “punishment”)
to mean dialectic, why does he appeal to
conventional forms of punishment such as
flogging (mAny@v), imprisonment (deopod),
exile (gvyfg) and death (Bavatov, 480c8-
d3)? Why does he formulate his argument on



punishment as if he accepted the conventional
view? The most likely explanation seems to
me to be the following. Socrates refers to the
conventional or forensic view on punishment
because it is the conception that his non-phil-
osophical interlocutors understand and ac-
cept.’® This corresponds to his usual way of
arguing. In the case of the definition of rheto-
ric for instance, he first lets Gorgias present
and defend his occupation, rhetoric, as a craft
(téxvn), only later to express his personal view
in an elaborate, well prepared classification
that denies the status of a craft to rhetoric (6
¢UOG AOYO0G, 463b3: 462e-466a), and to admit at
last the existence of a true rhetoric (1} &AnOwvn
pnropikr), 517a5; cf. 504d5-6). Likewise he first
denies that he practices politics, that is con-
ventional, institutionalized politics (473e6),
and then later declares himself to be one of the
very few who practice the true art of politics
(tf) wg aAnOdg moAitik) Téxvn, 521d7). In all
these cases he starts from the conventional
conception of his interlocutors and then gradu-
ally proceeds to the philosophical view."” In the
Gorgias Socrates goes to see Gorgias, who is
surrounded by friends and a crowd of admir-
ers (458c3). As a result, the conversation takes
place on what we might call enemy territory.
Socrates will make some use of techniques of
conventional rhetoric although for opposite
purposes.'® Contrary to conventional rhetoric
and punishment, dialectic aims at truth and
justice, at making people better, which is the
role of the true art of politics. Dialectic consists
in disciplining the interlocutor whenever his
opinions are confused or contradictory. The
discussion in the Gorgias turns into an open
conflict between Socrates and Callicles. The
resulting dialectical impasse will lead Socrates
to appeal to a myth of final judgment in which
unrepentant people such as Callicles suffer

punishment."

FRANCOIS RENAUD | 99

2. THE LOGOS AND THE
INTERLOCUTOR

2.1. OBJECTIONS

Some might object to this interpretation
as attributing undue importance to the drama
in general and to the interlocutor in particu-
lar. Here is a short list of some of the general
counter-arguments that might be raised at this
point. Socrates repeatedly claims that only the
logos matters. In the Charmides for instance,
he says that “the question at issue is not who
said it, but whether what he said is true or
not.”* Dialectic is fundamentally logical and
impersonal in nature.” The frequently used
phrase “as the discussion (logos) points out™*
reflects the authority of reason and the best
argument.” As he indicates in the Gorgias,
Socrates proceeds as he does not for the sake
of his interlocutor, in this case Gorgias, but
for the sake of the logos (ov cod &veka dAN&
ToD Adyov) in order to achieve the greatest
explicitness and clarity (453c2-4, 454¢2-3).
If the argument is logically valid, it can con-
vince any competent and honest interlocutor.”
What the logos teaches no one can dismiss (cf.
527b3-4), and Socrates, like all others, must
submit to it.?* The Socratic paradox implies
a purely intellectual conception of dialectic.
This is why Socrates says in the Gorgias that
he always says the same things about the same
things (491b6-7).” Dialectic is ethically neutral,
and committing a logical error is not immoral.
Sincerity or frankness (mappnoia) as a condi-
tion of dialectic?® is not always required.” So-
crates sometimes examines an opinion regard-
less of the respondent’s convictions.’® In the
Gorgias this requirement only becomes central
in the Callicles exchange,” and even then it is
violated several times without repercussions.
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Callicles admits that he is willing to continue
the dialogue only to please Gorgias, against
which Socrates does not raise objections (501c7-
8). Socrates later complains that Callicles does
not respect their previous agreements, but he
pursues the discussion nonetheless (516d4-5).

2.2. RESPONSES

The importance of the impersonal dimen-
sion of dialectic is undeniable. Therein lie the
logical principles of non-contradiction and of
the best argument.* It would, however, be inac-
curate to claim that this dimension constitutes
the whole of dialectic as practiced in the dia-
logues. The logos is not alone in guiding the
dialectical exchange: the art of the questioner is
not only logical in nature. Socrates questions his
interlocutor with rigor and in the spirit of com-
mon quest, but always with a view to refuting
or establishing a thesis,* with due regard to the
kind of interlocutor he seeks to refute or con-
vince. He displays an ability to play two roles at
once, that of searcher and guide.** In the dialec-
tical exchange he strives to demonstrate the in-
consistency of the other participant’s thesis and
to that purpose starts from the latter’s premises
and adapts to some extent to his dispositions.
This explains why he sometime varies the type
of argument used, including rational argumen-
tation and the appeal to authority or myths.*
Let us also recall Aristotle’s well-known remark
in the Poetics about the sokratikos logos: its ac-
tion is governed by two causes (aitia), thought
(Stavoia) and character (780¢).** In other words,
thatkind of conversation offers an understand-
ing of the participants’ character in addition
to confronting ideas.”” When Socrates defends
his rather picky way of asking questions as not
being aimed at his interlocutor, Gorgias, but at
the logos (453¢, 454c¢), the rationale is to conduct
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the discussion in a fashion as orderly as possible,
although this includes the various steps that are
likely to lead to the interlocutor’s refutation and
therefore represents some strategy on his part.
The Socratic examination, it is true, does not al-
ways examine his interlocutor’s way of life (piog),
as it is the case in the oft-quoted passage in the
Laches (188c-¢). It involves various methods and
aims according to the context. Still the ethical
dimension is never entirely absent. According to
the identification of virtue with knowledge, our
opinions - whether well-founded or not - are the
cause of our desires and behavior. This view is
closely linked with the notion of a rational desire
for truth and self-consistency, that is the desire
to maintain or reestablish inner harmony with
oneself (6poloyia, dppovia, cupewvia).* To ac-
cept to answer questions means being willing
to express one’s opinions and to defend them,
that is to be refuted and to refute. The logos is
not, however, invariably presented as an irre-
sistible force, but sometimes also as a difficult
goal to reach. The obstacle does not lie in the
logos, which in principle is sound, but in the
interlocutors’ weakness. Socrates remarks in the
Phaedo (90d9-€3):

“This then is the first thing we should
guard against [...]. We should not allow
into our minds the conviction that ar-
gumentation has nothing sound about
it; much rather we (fqueig) should be-
lieve that it is we who are not yet sound
(byudg) and that we must take courage
(avdpiotéov) and be eager to attain sound-
ness (mpoQuuntéov VYLDG)” (trans. Zeyl).

As for frankness (mappnoia) it is a require-
ment in other dialogues too, for instance the
Crito (49¢-d), the Protagoras (331c), the Laches
(193c) and the Republic (346a).*° This rule is of
course often violated, but its violation does not



undermine its relevance. These instances of
violation are deliberately included in the drama
in order to highlight the importance of that
violation and the difficulty in respecting that
rule. In order to be able to follow this rule at
least two conditions must be satisfied. First we
must know what we think and understand what
we say. This implies possessing a degree of dia-
lectical competence (¢miotnun) in addition to a
good will (ebvola, 487b5-6). Polus has hardly
reflected on the questions Socrates asks him
and as a result does not know what he really
thinks. Secondly, it presupposes that the inter-
locutor desires to know the truth even at the
cost of refutation. Callicles is unable to remain
consistent, especially with regard to the radi-
cal hedonism he wishes to defend. This is be-
cause he is a proud aristocrat and an ambitious
politician, who like Polus, is more concerned
with winning votes than with finding the best
argument.”” Thus the violation of frankness,
whenever required, underlines one of the dif-
ficulties of dialectic. In the Gorgias specifically,
it reveals the conflict between Socrates and his
non-philosophical fellow-citizens. The absence
of this requirement in other dialogues, in favor
of the examination of theses that are independ-
ent of the interlocutor’s conviction, points to
transformations in the dialectical method, but
it does not call into question the ideal of self-
knowledge and self-consistency.

3. PRINCIPLE OF SELEF-
CONSISTENCY

3.1. AMBIVALENCE IN THOUGHT AND
DESIRE

The twofold thesis of the Gorgias (that com-
mitting injustice and committing injustice
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without being punished are the two greatest
evils) must be understood in connection with
two other aspects of the dialogue, namely the
criticism of rhetoric as flattery and Socrates’
indifference to any concerns other than for
virtue, including the risk of death."!

Callicles’ defense of rhetoric suffers from
ambivalence. He simultaneously sides with
the rich and the powerful and with the Athe-
nian people (8fjpog). As in the case of Alcibi-
ades, the ambition of always having more than
the others (t0 mAeovekTeiv), makes him into
a lover (¢paotng) of the people. Hence his
ambivalence between the desire for power and
the desire to conform to the majority’s de-
sires. The paradigm of the tyrannical life and
its pleasures is one of the popular, conven-
tional beliefs at the time. This ambivalence
between the desire for domination and the
desire for mimetic conformity, found in all
three of Socrates’ interlocutors, leads them
to contradict themselves in word and deed.
Callicles is unable to defend radical hedon-
ism to its logical conclusion, and comes to
recognize the distinction, accepted by the
majority,*? between good and bad pleasures.**
Moreover he is particularly concerned about
the fact that justice is weaker than injustice,
and worries about a wicked man killing one
who is admirable and good (kaXov kayaBov;
511b3-6). “Isn’t that just the most irritating
thing about it?” Callicles exclaims. To which
Socrates replies:

No, not for an intelligent person, anyway,
as our discussion points out. Or do you
think that a man ought to make sure that
his life be as long as possible (wg mAeloTov
xpovov {fv) and that he practice those
crafts that ever rescue us from dangers (¢
TOV KvOUvwv o@lovow), like the oratory
that you tell me to practice, the kind that
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preserves us in the law courts? (511b7-c2;
trans. Zeyl).

This is Socrates’ well-known fundamental
distinction, stated in many other dialogues, be-
tween life, or mere survival, and the good life.
Callicles has first praised great public deeds,
and then later the life of unlimited pleasures.
He finally comes to defend mere survival, that
is, the all-importance of protecting himself
against the danger of suffering the worst evil,
for him, namely violent death.

In the end, then, the profound cause of
conflict between Callicles and Socrates seems
to lie in the opposition of two irreconcilable
desires: the desire for self-preservation and the
desire for self-consistency (511c-513¢).** Each
of these desires rests on a certain conception of
the good. The desire for self-consistency, both
logical and moral, implies the rejection of the
view that survival is the supreme good, and
death the worst evil. In other words, choosing
the philosophical life, the life of self-consist-
ency, means rejecting the life of pleasure and
safety.®

3.2. PERFORMATIVE CONTRADICTION

Socrates’ fundamental intention in the Gor-
gias is to have his three interlocutors admit
that power must be subjected to the require-
ments of reason and justice, which without
them would be blind and harmful, including
for the agent. This is why submitting power to
justice requires the practice of dialectic, which
is itself a practice of justice. In other words,
to defend justice is to defend the necessity of
dialogue. This is not a small task given the
interlocutors’ hostility. Callicles rejects the
principle of frankness (mappnoia) at least
twice,*® in order to avoid refutation, and thus
becomes guilty of inconsistency.
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The dialogue form, by comparison to the
treatise, makes a pragmatic justification of phi-
losophy possible. By pragmatic justification,
I mean a justification that occurs in and as
part of the drama. A refutation that takes the
form of a performative contradiction implies
a contradiction in both word and deed. The
logical principle of non-contradiction is the
most general and basic of all dialectical rules.
While Plato gives more or less direct defini-
tions of it,”” perhaps the clearest and most
useful to our purposes is given by Aristotle,
since his definition has a direct bearing on
dialectic as practice. One might think of his
remark in the Protrepticus that asking the
question whether one should philosophize
or not is already to philosophize.*® But the
most relevant passage is the one in Metaphys-
ics Gamma. Here Aristotle formulates and
defends the principle, and with it the very
possibility of knowledge and truth, against
Protagoras and the relativists:

But we have now posited that it is impos-
sible for anything at the same time to be
and not to be (bg advvdrtov dvtog, dua
elvat kai pn elvat), and by this means have
shown that this is the most indisputable
of all principles (BeBatotdtn abtn @V
apx®v mac®v). Some indeed demand that
even this shall be demonstrated, but this
they do through want of education, for
not to know of what things one may de-
mand demonstration, and of what one
may not, argues simply want of education.
For it is impossible that there should be
demonstration of absolutely everything;
there would be an infinite regress, so that
there would still be no demonstration.
[...] We can, however, demonstrate by
refutation (20118’ dmodeifatl EAeyKTIKDG)
even that this view is impossible, if our



opponent will only say something (&v
povov Aéyn 6 apgloPntdv). (1006a3-13,
trans. Ross slightly modified)

The principle of non-contradiction, being
the principle upon which all the others rest, can
only be demonstrated negatively, by refutation
(EAeykTikdc). The adversary must however ac-
cept to speak and discuss. Its proof is practical or
performative in nature.” Now the dialogue form
allows for that sort of confrontation with the
relativist or the anti-philosopher. Indeed such
is one of the basic aims of the Platonic dialogues
opposing Socrates to non-philosophers or anti-
philosophers, as it is the case of the Gorgias. I
readily grant that Aristotle rejects Plato’s con-
ception of dialectic as science and that he does
not mention Plato’s dialogues in this passage.
Still some of the Platonic dialogues offer a bril-
liant illustration and a concrete application of
Aristotle’s thesis. Aristotle provides as it were the
“thematic,” and Plato the “operating” concept.
Philosophy’s adversary in rejecting the logos
concedes in deed (¢pyw) that which he is trying
to deny. This elenctic method constitutes an ad
hominem argument. The principle expounded
by Aristotle states in abstract terms the individ-
ual, personal experience of self-contradiction. In
other words, Socratic dialectic simultaneously
operates on the objective plane (ad rem), with
regard to the subject under discussion, and on
the subjective plane (ad hominem), with respect
to the person speaking®.

Dialectic sometime aims at the interlocu-
tor’s conversion or transformation, as Pierre
Hadot has eloquently showed. It would be,
however, reductive and one-sided to exclude
the subject of discussion (logos) and the defense
of substantive views from the core of Platonic
dialectic by invoking Socrates’ avowal of ig-
norance.” Admittedly the results of dialectic
practice in Plato’s dialogues are never por-
trayed with an air of finality. Defining terms

FRANCOIS RENAUD | 103

and the giving of account are ever renewed
tasks. Yet progress is made in the cleansing
of the soul® and in defending certain views.
The possibility of progress, and indeed of com-
munication, ultimately rests upon the initial
intelligibility, however inarticulate, that the
interlocutors have of the subject matter and
of the principle of self-consistency.

3.3. SELF-CONSISTENCY OF THOUGHT
AND DESIRE

The good then, for us human beings, ac-
cording to Socrates-Plato, might indeed be
nothing other than self-consistency, that is
harmony with the logos in us.”® Good as self-
consistency would be at once logical and ethi-
cal, composed of consistency among our opin-
ions, and between our opinions and our actions
respectively. If this is so, Plato’s position is akin
to that of the Stoics.*

The principle of self-consistency would
seem to have the following implications. The
Socratic paradox presupposes an analogi-
cal relation between the desire for truth and
the desire for the good. The requirements of
thought would be inseparable from those of
action, logic would be inseparable from moral-
ity.” This is illustrated by the status of Socrates
in Antiquity as the paradigm of unity between
life and thought.>® Moreover, as we have seen,
the link between logic and morality cannot be
tully demonstrated theoretically.

The pragmatic dimension has in turn con-
sequences for the way we should read Plato. The
reader must constantly move from the argu-
ment to the drama, that is from the semantic
(or explicit) dimension to the pragmatic (or
implicit) dimension, and vice-versa. This her-
meneutical principle is not stated by Plato in so
many words, it largely remains implicit, notably
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in the form of literary or rhetorical indications,
which the reader must pick up and link to the
explicit argumentation.

This approach finds support in some of the
ancient commentators. Proclus for instance in
his Timaeus commentary defends the superior-
ity of examples presented in the Platonic dia-
logues (especially in the prologues) over the
precepts conceived in treatises, such as those
of the Stoics. Proclus writes (In Tim. 16.6-12):

Other people had written handbooks on
duties (rept kaBnkovtwy téxvag), through
which they expect to improve the habits
(ta j0n) of those educated by them. Plato,
however, gives us an outline impression
(tvmovg) of our duties through dramat-
ic depiction (8¢ a¥vTAG TG HIUHOEWS)
of the best of men, an impression that
has much that is more effective (moAv 10
dpaotikwtepov) than what is committed
to lifeless rules (¢v kavoot yihoic). That is
because dramatic imitation informs the
lives of the listeners according to its own
distinctive character (kata v £€avTig
i810tnta) (trans. Tarrant).

In Proclus’ view then, while the Stoics pro-
duce systematic classifications of moral rules
and elaborate moral theories, the Platonists
think the rules of conduct have been transmit-
ted in the best way possible by Plato through
examples. This observation is based on and
largely confirmed by the theory of imitation
in book 3 of the Republic (392d-398b) accord-
ing to which imitation presents character traits
specific to the person portrayed and exerts in
turn a decisive influence on the audience’s
character.”” What about the counter-exam-
ples given by philosophy’s adversaries? These
might still serve as model to follow insofar as
they submit to refutation. Extreme cases such
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as Callicles might perhaps be regarded as in-
structive counter-examples to be avoided and
contrasted with that of Socrates.

Overall, then, dialectic would have two di-
mensions, one objective, the other subjective.
Both are equally indispensable albeit in ten-
sion with each other. They would correspond
to two purposes in Plato’s dialectic. The objec-
tive purpose is the attainment of a perfectly
self-sufficient or absolute object, an entirely
impersonal norm, such as the idea of the Good.
The subjective dimension pertains to the in-
dividual’s interest, its object is relative, always
different. These two purposes must be under-
stood in the light of the Platonic doctrine of
Eros. There is a fundamental tension between
the desire for individual self-realization and
the desire for the beautiful that transcends all
individuality. In the Lysis the good is conceived
as the beloved (¢idov) and humans as beings
of want. That very tension constitutes for us
the incentive for the search (218d-220b; 220b-
222a). Similarly in the Symposium, Diotima
defines the beautiful (10 kaAdv) as the object
of the great desire, the raison d’étre of all our
strivings (210e): we desire to possess the beauti-
tul and the good (yevéoOat avt®, 204d-205a),
that is to overcome our individual, ephemeral
self.*® This is when presumably the self, deliv-
ered from the body, can finally achieve its full,
original unity.*”

CONCLUSION

Let us sum up, very briefly. In the Gorgias
the subject matter coincides with the drama.
Socrates seeks to persuade his interlocutors
to accept the constraints of justice by refut-
ing them and thus disciplining them justly.
The parallelism or unity of the argument and
the drama is alluded to but not discussed. It



is carefully crafted and is part of Plato’s art
of writing. This parallelism also implies the
refutation of the adversaries of philosophy
through performative contradiction. This
can be so because basic philosophical ques-
tions can only be answered in the first person
singular as (objective) knowledge can never
be acquired vicariously.®® We must answer
these questions in our name, and be answer-
able to our answers as we are answerable to
our deeds.
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NOTES

1 Theartily thank Debra Nails for her first set of incisive
remarks, which allowed me to clarify and rectify various
aspects of my paper, and my colleague and friend Jeremy
Hayhoe for kindly proofreading it.

2 Gerson 2002, 227; cf. 2013, 37-38, 87-88.

3 The plural is here important as Socrates’ and Plato’s
“dialectical method” involves various strategies, some of
which are exemplified in this paper.

4 While brovoobpevov (in participial form) is not to
be found in Plato, the substantive dOndvota is used with
regard to the allegorical readings of Homer (Rep. 378d6-7).
Socrates’ remark in Xenophon (Symp. 111, 6, 24: AfjAov
Yap, £pn 0 Zwkpatng, 6TL TaG bovoiag ovK EmioTavTat)
seems to confirm that he (the historical Socrates) was well
aware of that kind of writing and apparently in favor of
the notion of hidden meanings in Homer.

5 Laws 814d1; Saunders translates: “statements with
concrete examples”; Brisson and Pradeau: “la théorie as-
sociée a la pratique.”

6 Kahn 1983, 1996; Erler 2006, 2007; Rowe 2007.

7 Inthe Gorgias there is not much talk of “the greatest
good” (péytotov &yabov: four occurrences but all in
452a-d), far more of “the greatest evil” (uéyiotov kakov
or u€ylotov TV kak®v, of which seven occurrences). In
this paper, all textual references without a title are to the
Gorgias.

8 Cf. Erler 2006, 13.

9 See for instance Brickhouse - Smith 2012, 108-131.
In a recent article in which they revise their view on the
matter, they attempt to accommodate the two meanings
of “disciplining” in regarding it primarily as a condition
of dialectic and secondarily as an occasional use of it
(Brickhouse - Smith 2015, 22). They also refer to Socrates’
method of “shaming” (cf. Apol. 29e5-30a2) as another
Socratic means appealing to the “irrational” in the inter-
locutor. If however shaming has two distinct meanings
for Socrates, one heteronomous (or conventional) and
the other autonomous (or Socratic), as some claim (cf.
Woodruft 2000, 134, 143-44), it might be necessary to
distinguish between a rational or pre-rational dimension
of the sense of shame as source and the “irrational” effect
of it such as blushing.

10 Cf. Mackenzie 1981, 183-184; Saunders 1991, 133-136;
Shaw 2015. As is often the case in Plato the terminology is
not strict or tidy. In the Apology (25e6-26a7) for instance
Socrates rejects conventional punishment (koAd{ewv) as
ineffective in the case of unwilling wrongdoings (which
all wrongdoings are according to him), as opposed to
private instruction (vovBeteiv) that teaches (Si8&okerv). In
the Sophist (229b7-230e3) the same distinction is drawn,
however, in different and even contrary terms, between

(a) admonition (vovBetnTikn), again considered ineffec-
tive (insofar as virtue is knowledge), and (b) refutation
(EXeyxoc), by far superior as it purges the individual of
the false pretence of knowledge, which impedes learning.
While the vocabulary varies and is sometimes contradictory,



the basic distinction between conventional and Socratic
punishment (or disciplining) is maintained.

11 Rowe 2007 and Sedley 2009 usually prefer “punish-
ment”, although they do refer (especially Rowe) to its
corrective meaning too.

12 Cf. Soph. 230c8-d2 on refutation as cleansing.

13 Cf. 456b4.

14 Xenophon too employs the term kold{etv (punishing,
disciplining) to characterize the refutation that Socrates
inflicted on those who thought they knew everything:
Mem. 1,4, 1 (ed. Bandini-Dorion 2000).

15 Likewise in Cholbi 2002; see however Shaw 2015, 79
and 86.

16 Rowe 2007, 147-152.

17 This might also be the case (although I cannot argue
for this here) of Socrates’ appeal to self-mastery (¢ykpati
avTov £avtod), which appears equally incompatible with
the Socratic paradox: he means by it, he says, the same

as do most people (domep oi moANoi; 491d7-el). For a
detailed reading that on the contrary Socrates personally
adheres to this notion, see Dorion 2014, 38-50.

18 Cf. Macé 2003, 11; Erler 2007, 504.

19 Cf. Sedley 2009, 69.

20 161c5-6: 60Tig avTo elmev, AANG TOTEPOV &N OEG
Aéyetatfj ob. Cf. Phaid. 100a4: éxdotote AOyov dv

&v kpivw éppwpevéotatov eivat; 85¢8-d1: Tov yodv
BéAtioTtov TV AvBpwmivwv Adywv Aapovrta kai
Svoefeleyktdtatov. Cf. Rep. 534c1-2: domep év payn S
navtev EAéyxwy Stefldv (with a view to the attainment
not of §6&a but ovaia, that is the Idea of the Good, 534b-
c).

21 Gorg. 482al-4, 487b3-6, 491b5-8, 527d-e; cf. Symp.
221e5-al. Cf. Xenophon, Mem. IV 4, 6.

22 Cf. Gorg. 511b7, 527¢6, 473b10-11; Phaid. 66e.

23 'This is also part of his role as midwife: Theait. 150c.
24 Cf. 457d3 (xatd ¢O6vov) and 457e5 (pog o¢).

25 Cf. Irwin 1995, 125.

26 Cf. Phil. 59b-c; Theait. 164a, 200c¢; also Prot. 361a-b;
Parm. 137a; Laws 701b-c.

27 491b5-8. Cf. Xenophon, Mem. IV 6.

28 Cf. Gorg 495a; Alc. I 110a2-3.

29 Cf. Prot. 333¢c6-7: “It makes no difference to me,
provided you give the answers, whether it is your own
opinion or not (008¢v pot Stagépet, £av pdvov o0 ye
amnokpivn, it odv Sokel oot TadTa gite pn). I am primar-
ily interested in testing the argument (tov yap Adéyov
£ywye pdAiota ¢€etdlw)”. But Socrates goes on to say (c7-
9): “although it may happen both that the questioner, my-
self, and my respondent wind up being tested (cuppaivet
uévrot lowg kai g TOV EpWTOVTA Kal TOV ATTOKPIVOUEVOV
¢€etdleoBar).”

30 Cf. Rep. 349a-350e; Men. 83d, 86e4-5: Aéyw 8¢

10 ¢§ boBéoews OS¢, homep of yewpétpat mToANdKLG
okomobvTaL.

31 487a-b; 499b-c; 500D cf. 482e.

32 509a4-bl.

33 The refutation can also coincide with the defense of
the contrary these, as is the case in 474b-476a.

34 Cf. Apelt 1912, 103.
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35 Cf.e.g. 493d-e. For the larger implications see Tarrant
1990.

36 Arist. Poet. 1447b9-13, 1449b36-1450a3.

37 The interlocutor can, no doubt, be of lesser impor-
tance in the case of a dialogue composed of long speeches
such as in the Timaeus. The Middle Platonist commenta-
tor Albinus (Prol. I, 4) makes the following observation:
“while the explanatory directs its aim to things, the
exploratory does so to persons” (0 p&v denynTIKOG TOV
npaypdtwv otoxdletal, 6 8¢ {NTNTIKOG TOV TPOTHOTWY).
38 Answering questions (amokpivesBat T épwTdpeva)
is according to Socrates the only thing Alcibiades ought
to do if he is to take care of himself (Alc. 127e5-7). Cf.
Renaud - Tarrant 2015, 16, 56, 213.

39 Crit. 49al-2; 49c11-d1: “And Crito, see that you do not
agree to this, contrary to your belief” (xai 8pa, @ Kpitwv,
tadTa kabopodoydv, 6mwg uf tapd §6&av opoloyig).
Men. 83d1-2: “Good, you answer what you think”
(KaA@¢: 10 ydp oot Sokodv ToDTO AmoKpivov).

40 Cf. Kahn 1996, 137.

41 Cf. Schofield 2010, xviii.

42 499a6-7: wg &1 o ofet ué fj kai GANov OvTIvodv
avBpwmwv. Callicles even seems to feel shame (494e3-4).
Cf. Olympiodorus, in Gorg. 30.

43 Plato’s criticism of characters such as Alcibiades’ and
Callicles’, and more generally of the corruption of poten-
tial philosophers turned into tyrants (cf. Rep. 493a-495c¢)
is, however, part of a larger, social critique of rhetoric as
such. See on this Barney 2010, 117-119, who considers the
social character of that critique as aiming at rhetoric as “a
kind of socially constructed parasitism” (119) and as rest-
ing upon the objective criteria of genuine craft (téxvn). I
believe another significant component of that critique lies
in the mimetic nature of rhetoric’s social role and alleged
power (cf. 512d7-a4; 513b2-6; cf. 513¢7-8), a view [ cannot
argue for here.

44 Let us recall Socrates’ famous remark (482b7-c3):
“And yet for my part, my good man, I think it’s better

to have my lyre or a chorus that I might lead out of tune
(&véppoatov), and dissonant (Stagwveiv), and have the
vast majority of men disagree with me and contradict
me, than to be out of harmony with myself, to contra-
dict myself, though I'm only one person (1} 6ptoAoyeiv
pot AN évavtia Aéyey pdAlov i éva vta éug Epavt®
aovppwvov eivat kai évavtia Aéyerv).”

45 Hence Socrates’ deliberately exaggerated and
provocative story about the helmsmanship (511d-512b).
Socrates, the new Achilles, prefers death to shameful
behavior (Apol. 28b3-d10); cf. Homer, II. 18, 70-137.

46 495a7-b3, 499b4-c2, cf. 505c10-el.

47 Cf. Rep. 436b8-cl: “It is obvious that the same thing
will not be willing to do or undergo opposites in the same
part of itself, in relation to the same thing, at the same
time (Ta0TOV TAVaVTia TOLETV T} TAOXELV KATA TADTOV Ye
Kal oG TavTOV 0k ¢0ehfioet dpa). [...] Is it possible for
the same thing to stand still and move at the same time
in the same part of itself? Not at all.” (trans. Grube, rev.
Reeve). In the Sophist (230b4-8) refutation is discussed as
a form of teaching which delivers from double ignorance;
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here the principle of non-contradiction is formulated as
follows: “(Visitor) They cross-examine someone when he
thinks he’s saying something though he’s saying nothing
(&v oinradi Tig Tt Mépt Aéyey Aéywv undév). Then, since
his opinions will vary inconsistently, these people will
easily scrutinize them. They collect his opinions together
during the discussion, put them side by side, and show
that they conflict with each other at the same time on the
same subjects in relation to the same things and in the
same respects (110évteg 8¢ émdeikviovov avtag adtaig
Gpa mepl TOV AdTOV TPOG TA A TA KATA TAvTA EvavTiag).”
48 710 (ntelv avTo TodTo elte Xpi) PLhoco@elv elte pr, kal
TO TV @LAocogov Bewpiav petiéval (Protrepticus, fr. 6, 2,
ed. Diiring 1961).

49 'The ontological meaning of the principle consists in
denying the possibility that reality is contradictory, or
that all things are one (dmavta éotat £€v): “For the same
thing will be a trireme, a wall, and a man, if it is equally
possible to affirm and to deny anything of anything”
(1007b19-20). In other words, it affirms the necessity of
distinguishing. According to Cassin and Narcy 1989, 195-
213 the logical meaning constitutes the key aspect of that
principle.

50 For a comparison, on that question, between Aristotle
and Aquinus, see Isaye 1954, 206-209.

51 Cf.Jeanmart 2007, 39.

52 Cf. Soph. 227a-b; Theait. 187b.

53 The principle of self-consistency, of harmony with
the logos in us is inseparable from the requirement of
adequacy, of harmony with the logos outside of us, that
is, speaking and thinking rightly about (epi) things,
including ourselves.

54 Seneca (de vita beata VI1II, 6) defines the supreme
good (summum bonum) as the harmony or agreement

of the soul with itself (animi concordiam). Cf. Mansfeld
1994, 190-91. Kant will take up this principle, namely
not to contradict oneself, that is not to contradict one’s
superior, thinking self (Kritik der Urteilskraft, in Werke,
Bd. III, B 884).

55 Cf. McCabe 2006, 18.

56 Cf. Xenophon, Mem.IV 3, 18. In the Republic (473al-
2) Socrates affirms the primacy of Adyog (or in this case
AéEig): “Or is it in the nature of practice to grasp truth less
well than theory does (pvotv Exet mpagiy AéEewg frtov
aAnBeiag é¢pantecBar)” (trans. Grube rev. Reeve). This
would be due to the fact that virtue can only be fully real-
ized in language (Rep. 472¢; Laws 746b-c) and that virtue
is knowledge. Cf. Apol. 23a-b; Phaid. 68c-69c; Phaidr.
244d, 256e; Symp. 203a.

57 Cf. Tarrant 2006, 110, n. 93. The Stoic school seems
to be the only one in Antiquity not to have produced any
dialogues (those of Epicurus have been lost). Sedley 1999
explains the difference between the Platonic dialogue
portraying exempla and treatises expounding praecepta
in terms of the Platonic tripartite psychology by contrast
to Stoic intellectualism: in the case of the compound
psychology, a purely intellectual grasp is not enough. One
might perhaps object that the “Socratic dialogues” are
intellectualist too, and that intellectualism, on a different

reading of it, does not reject the relevance of all emotions
but understands them as necessarily deriving from opin-
ions, which are often misguided.

58 I owe much on this point to Gaiser’s insightful analy-
sis (1969, 100-101).

59 Rep. 611a-e; Phaid. 79d1-7.

60 This paradox overlaps with the tension referred to in
the preceding paragraph, and is also directly linked to the
“dialectic” of the universal and particular discussed in F.
Gonzalez’s paper included in this issue.
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As my title moves from species to genus,
my paper proceeds in the opposite direction;
thus my contribution to Fran¢ois Renaud’s
paper—when I get there—will have been set in
a broad context. I begin in section I with the
very general question of what we historians
of philosophy take as our aims and methods,
and what we take ourselves to be doing when
we do the history of philosophy. In section II,
I provide a derivative account of the extant
strands of Platonic interpretation to mini-
mize superficial disputes while emphasizing
a handful of genuine disagreements about
how we should conduct our research efforts.
The review of interpretive strategies serves to
show how Renaud’s contemporary approach
to Plato’s dialogues, section III, represents a
sensitive accommodation of the best features
of more limited strategies. What he calls the
Platonic dialectical requirement that argu-
ment and drama be appreciated as operating
together provokes me to ask why that is so,
and to look for an answer in Plato’s attitude

toward music.

I. DOING HISTORY OF
PHILOSOPHY

I begin with a July, 2015, dialectical ex-
change—conducted without animus between
two accomplished philosophers whose identities
I will later reveal; the two disagree about the
right way to do history of philosophy. I quote
from near the end of their back-and-forth:

My opponent is looking for the single
key to unlock Plato’s philosophy; I am
skeptical that you can (or should) bring
all of Plato’s philosophy back to some-
thing as apparently straightforward as the
theory of forms. I see Plato as a tangle of
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interconnected commitments that change
and evolve from the Apology to the end,
realized in different and perhaps incom-
patible ways in his different writings. My
opponent wants to penetrate beneath the
surface of that tangle and try to find what
connects them together in a rigorous way;
he wants a kind of doctrinal unity, a kind
of single underlying argument and po-
sition that pulls things together. I want
a reading of Plato that is as holistic as
his, but one that preserves the complex
motivations behind his philosophical
program, and that does not reduce his
project to a single impulse, indeed, a sin-
gle impulse that is rigorously metaphysi-
cal: working out the consequences of the
theory of forms in all its ramifications.
This, in a way, is the point of my “super-
heroes” criticism: taking Plato’s complex
character and flattening him out, mak-
ing his position intelligible by stripping
it of what I see as its depth and complex-
ity. Though it might be characterized as
holistic, my objection is to what strikes
me as an oversimplified and reductive

interpretation.

There may not be an answer to which is
the right way of doing the history of phi-
losophy. For different figures, the answer
might be different; there is no reason why
every philosopher has to be the same. In-
sofar as my opponent and I disagree in
this case, the disagreement may be over
whether one way or the other is the ap-
propriate way of approaching Plato.

I start out so very far into the future from
Plato—and in our recent past—because the
problem of the right way to proceed as a his-
torian of philosophy is a living issue that rightly
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concerns us all. Why would anyone devote the
better part of a philosophical lifetime to the
study of someone else’s philosophy? For one,
to satisfy a relentless intellectual curiosity. For
another, to mine the author for purposes of
one’s own philosophizing. For a third, to point
out what others have missed or misinterpreted.

Maybe, but . .. such generic answers do not
get us very far. There is a vast difference be-
tween curiosity about the nature of reality and
truth, or the right way to live, on the one hand,
and curiosity about what was on the mind of a
dead philosopher and his associates, on the oth-
er. Dan Garber argues that Michael Della Rocca
morphs Spinoza into a superhero, an ideal type,
who “is not the historical Spinoza who lived
and worked in the seventeenth-century Dutch
Republic.” Garber calls his own work a “direct
reading” and avers that Della Rocca “ration-
ally reconstructs Spinoza’s project”; Della Rocca
replies that all history of philosophy involves
rational reconstruction, a premise with which
I agree, though I will not attempt to defend it
separately here'.

The landscape has changed over the last half
century. Although I leave entirely aside the re-
lationship between “History of Philosophy and
History of Ideas,” the title of Paul Kristeller’s
1964 paper?, I'll repeat from that classic a few
methodological points about doing history of
philosophy that required a substantial defense
in his time but are no longer controversial: The
historian of philosophy must have (i) “adequate
training... in philosophy and its basic prob-
lems”; (ii) the goal of truth, attained only in bits
and pieces; and (iii) a “certain amount of philo-
logical and scholarly training.” It is necessary
(iv) to read the philosophers in their original
languages—not rely on secondary sources or
translations. Kristeller adds a fifth that could
be discussed further, though I think his inten-
tion is clear: (v) one’s “objective interpretation”



of a thinker should be kept distinct from one’s
“critical analysis,” which relies on one’s own
philosophical assumptions and opinions. At
least the first four points are in the background
of the Garber-Della Rocca exchange, and taken
for granted; part of Garber’s beef, however, is
that Della Rocca’s Spinoza sides with Parme-
nides and Plato, and jousts with twenty-first
century metaphysicians.

I1. SCHOOLS OF PLATONIC?
INTERPRETATION

I turn now, however, to big-picture back-
ground considerations: something of a whistle-
stop tour of varieties of Platonic interpreta-
tion, past to present. The reason I consider
this worth doing is that different schools of
interpretation can have strikingly different
assumptions about Plato and — as with the
branching of the evolutionary tree — can pro-
duce skin-deep resemblances or agreements
that mask contrary or contradictory presup-
positions that emerge in the conduct of further
research. Just as often, an apparent divergence
of views, when taken in context, turns out to be
nothing more than a semantic squabble easily
resolved. Rosamond Sprague objects to what
she calls “magpie Platonists” who pick up shiny
bits from here and there to make a nest that is
a hodgepodge of unreflective claims. Renaud
is no magpie.

Starting all the way back with the first schol-
archs in the Academy, there was no sense that
Plato needed to be interpreted by Speusippus and
Xenocrates, just amplified. That did not last long.
Aristotle raised the question of the relationship of
mathematicals to Plato’s forms and to the forms
of the platonists, a controversy with us still. Fa-
mously, after the death of Aristotle, all except
the Epicureans among the Hellenistic Schools
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claimed direct descent from Plato’s Socrates. One
can see in that period the origin of what has come
to be thought of as a dispute over whether Plato
was skeptical, as the Skeptics held, or doctrinal
(with Cynics, Cyrenaics, and Stoics quarreling
over what the doctrines were). Another of the
contemporary preoccupations that was already
a matter of ancient dispute was whether Plato
reserved certain doctrines for his closest asso-
ciates—that is, whether there was an esoteric
doctrine, often associated with Plato’s Pythago-
rean leanings, that was required to elaborate his
exoteric dialogues.

The contemporary stage was set in the late
eighteenth century in the heyday of German
critical philology, idealism, and romanticism;
and in the shadow of Hegel, whose grand and
impenetrable system—a priori and unified—
was considered the quintessence of greatness
in philosophy. Plato was the darling of the Ger-
man schoolroom, and everyone read him in
Greek. The question was, How can Plato be the
great and systematic philosopher we know him
to be when the dialogues go this way and that,
taking one position here and another there?
There were—there are—answers aplenty. Wil-
helm Gottlieb Tennemann (1794) achieved an
elegant systematic philosophy by rejecting all
but a handful of supposedly genuine dialogues;
and he also held that Plato deliberately con-
cealed the connections among his doctrines as
a precaution, offering them only to intimates
(Zeller 1876, 87). If the connections were not
obvious, later athetists thought, then perhaps
Tennemann’s collection was still too large. Au-
gust Krohn, by 1876, had whittled the few to
one, the Republic.

Friedrich Schleiermacher (German 1804,
English 1836) presented Plato as a deliberate
and painstaking author whose dialogues were
written in the very order that perfectly reflect-
ed his secure, basic principles. Karl Friedrich
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GERMAN ROMANTICISM,
IDEALISM & CRITICAL
PHILOLOGY: a priori
systematic philosophy Tennemann 1794
athetesis, concealment

Schleiermacher (Ger. 1804,

Eng. 1836) dialogues are a

deliberate, complete series,
in order of composition

Hermann 1839 Plato
sums up previous philosophy
according to his personality &
influences beyond authorial control

/ ‘

Zeller (Ger. 1846, Eng. 1876):
reviews German tradition, Athenian

l

politics, poetics, influence of Socrates

Nietzsche 1870s:
Grote 1865 Plato aims to STYLOMETRICIANS Plato qua
stimulate philosophizing Campbell 1867 i
Ritter 1888 interlocutor &
adversary; focus on
assumptions
Robin 1908: Plato’s system is
subject to modifications known
through Avristotle & oral tradition
POSITIVISTS
non-intellectual causes Heidegger: Plato qua
of inconsistencies naive metaphysician
(sociological, 7
psychological, ANCIENT
biographical) COMMENTATORS

UNITARIANS
Shorey 1903: a priori, non-

add essential insights

systematic, Plato as moral
teacher with a distinct
worldview

DIALECTICS
Plato’s initial, constant
assumptions unfold
Cherniss 1945

EVOLUTIONISTS
fallacies & inconsistencies
caused by logic’s infancy

Robinson 1941

l

ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHERS

(non-developmentalist)
(developmentalist)
Vlastos 1973, 1991
3 theses; 10-part division
between Socrates & Plato

TUBINGEN SCHOOL
emphasis on
“unwritten doctrines”

PHILOLOGICAL
PLATONISM

ESOTERICISTS
dialogues were exoteric, for
non-initiates

medieval Jewish &
Arabic commentators

POLITICAL THEORY HERMENEUTIC TRADITION
Plato deliberately hid his each dialogue self-contained
views Strauss 1945 Gadamer 1980



Hermann (1839) opposed Schleiermacher di-
rectly, holding the “genetic view” that qua phi-
losopher, Plato’s secure, basic principles were
deployed variously throughout his lifetime, but
that qua author, Plato was subject to external
factors that accounted for inconsistencies in
the dialogues. Schleiermacher’s views won the
day, prompting a new and pressing question:
In what order did Plato compose his dialogues?
The earliest answers were two: he wrote in the
order easiest-to-most complex; or he composed
the dialogues in the order of Socrates’s life.
Soon, however, there were scores of efforts to
establish the compositional series by literary,
historical, and doctrinal criteria. Eduard Zeller,
in Plato and the Older Academy (German 1846,
English 1876), made the best case he could,
in 650 pages, reviewing previous scholarship.
Widely influential, Zeller agreed in the main
with Schleiermacher, whose clever interpretive
key was the recognition of how Plato overcame
the deficiencies of the written word: “Plato
could make no advance in any dialogue un-
less he presumed a certain effect to have been
produced by its predecessor; consequently that
which formed the conclusion of one must be
presupposed as the basis and commencement
of another” (Zeller 1876, 99-100).

I pause to say that all three major strands
of Plato interpretation are launched from the
German paradigm, multifarious as it was.

Pursuing first what was to become the ana-
lytic tradition, stylometricians, hundreds of
them, sought to establish the correct order of
composition by measuring aspects of Plato’s
style. The problem of circularity could not be
overcome because the only two firm data were
that the Republic appeared before the Laws
and the Laws at the end. There was no non
question-begging way to organize pre-Republic
dialogues. Besides, there is textual evidence
and testimony that Plato revised his dialogues;
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and short dialogues could have been written
during the composition of long ones—making
any linear chronology suspect.

The English historian George Grote was
a student of John Stuart Mill and Jeremy
Bentham who—Ilike Mill—swam against the
German methodological tide, though Zeller
often cites Grote’s historical observations. Mill
(1887, 22) had said,

The title of Platonist belongs by far better
right to those who have been nourished
in, and have endeavoured to practice, Pla-
to’s mode of investigation, than to those
who are distinguished only by the adop-
tion of certain dogmatical conclusions,
drawn mostly from the least intelligible
of his works, and which the character of
his mind and writings makes it uncertain
whether he himself regarded as anything
more than poetic fancies, or philosophic
conjectures.

It is not surprising then that Grote denied
Plato had any doctrines and saw the dialogues
as empty philosophizing—as skeptics had be-
fore him. One can sense Zeller’s frustration
when he says that Grote “speaks as if Plato .
. . thought nothing of contradicting himself
in the most glaring manner, even in one and
the same dialogue” (1876, 79-80). Grote’s view
might well be associated with some later ex-
cesses of the analytic tradition: at worst, pas-
sages were ripped out of context and subjected
to tests of validity and soundness, sometimes
from English translations, an extreme now rare
in the secondary literature®.

A generation later, the U.S. entered the fray:
unitarians such as Paul Shorey (1903, 82-85)
were dismissing the credibility of Aristotle
and the augmented tradition more generally.
The authority of Harold Cherniss (1944, 1945),
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who saw the Platonic corpus as having an or-
ganic unity, mistrusting any testimony outside
Plato’s dialogues, was extensive.” In opposition
to the countercurrent of Léon Robin (see be-
low), Cherniss held that the text always trounc-
es the tradition. Receiving much less attention
from specialists at the time was John Dewey,
who had complained in 1929:

Nothing could be more helpful to pre-
sent philosophizing than a ‘Back to Plato’
movement; but it would have to be back to
the dramatic, restless, co-operatively in-
quiring Plato of the Dialogues, trying one
mode of attack after another to see what it
might yield; back to the Plato whose high-
est flight of metaphysics always termi-
nated with a social and practical turn, and
not to the artificial Plato constructed by
unimaginative commentators who treat
him as the original university professor.

The most influential U.S. Platonist of the
twentieth century was Gregory Vlastos who,
to his credit, was willing to countenance an
Aristotelian contribution to our understand-
ing of Plato.® Vlastos said in a nutshell that,
when Plato was young, he held the philosophi-
cal views he took to be those of Socrates. As he
matured, he developed views of his own, the
forms most significantly, but he became disen-
chanted with forms and eschewed them in later
life. That gives us three underlying assump-
tions: (1) Plato’s views developed, accounting
for dialogues’ inconsistencies and contradic-
tions; (2) we can reliably determine the order
in which the dialogues were written—early,
middle, late—and map them to the evolution of
Plato’s views; and (3) Plato puts into the mouth
of Socrates only what Plato himself believes at
the time he writes each dialogue. This third
assumption was new, and it was quickly chal-
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lenged by Michael Frede (1992, 214): “we have
to keep in mind that, however committed the
fictional questioner or respondent of the dia-
logue may be, nothing follows from this about
the commitment of the author of the dialogue.”
Also new was Vlastos’s ten-point distinction
between the moral philosopher of Plato’s early
period, Socrates,, and the metaphysically-
committed philosopher Plato of the middle
and late periods (1991: 47-49). The details of
the system did not hold up, though some phi-
losophers still pick out a Socratic philosophy
supposedly distinct from that of Plato. We
would all do better to emphasize Vlastos, as
the model for the analytic tradition, with such
articles as his “The Third Man Argument in
the Parmenides” (1954), “Degrees of Reality in
Plato” (1965), and “Reasons and Causes in the
Phaedo” (1969)—all collected in Vlastos 1973.
One need not agree with his conclusions to
admire the clarity. Analytic philosophy at its
best makes hidden assumptions explicit and
provides missing premises that charitably re-
habilitate abandoned arguments.

It is necessary to return to Zeller to pick
up the second major strand of interpretation.
While he had used Aristotle’s testimony in a
quite limited way to shore up claims of au-
thenticity for dialogues athetized by others,
Léon Robin (1908) went further, arguing that
the coherence of Plato’s systematic philosophy
requires revision by the testimony of Aristo-
tle and the oral tradition. Robin saw himself
as quelling any tendency toward esotericism
by emphasizing the Platonic unity achieved
through modifications in light of Aristotle and
the Greek commentators; and he saw himself
as deemphasizing biography and history, re-
turning to philosophy. If the sociology of phi-
losophy is of any interest, one might note that
the French flag was thereby planted against
Anglo-American and German positions. Robin



is largely responsible for the lasting marriage
of philosophy with philology, appreciating the
essential role of commentators from Aristotle
on. I classify Renaud’s work in this tradition.

Another development in interpretive strate-
gies surprisingly compatible with Robin is es-
otericism, still very strong, maintaining that
one cannot depend solely on Plato’s dialogues
because, as Plato suggests, the written word
(especially when the author does not speak)
is inadequate to the purposes of philosophy;
hence the importance of the commentators, es-
pecially Aristotle, for saying more about Plato’s
intended meaning. ‘Esotericism’ can have an
innocuous meaning: that is, simply reading
dialogues will not yield a nuanced understand-
ing of Plato; one needs to go to graduate school,
to take “the longer road” and participate with
others in dialectical inquiry for a deeper grasp.
The ancient platonists, in this inoffensive sense,
are co-participants in a rigorous Plato seminar.
‘Esotericism’ only begins to sound insidious
when the same concrete experience of studying
Plato is described in terms of ‘masters’, ‘secret
doctrines’, and ‘initiates’ instead—with the
connotation of mystery cults.

The Tibingen school, largely neglected in
the U.S.,” has two chief assumptions in the ac-
count of Thomas Szlezdk (2012, 303): It “takes
seriously, unlike the common practice since
Schleiermacher, clear indications in the dia-
logues that they are not meant by their author to
be autarchic, self-sufficient and comprehensive
accounts of his philosophy. The fact that the
dialogues point beyond themselves, not only
casually and incidentally, but systematically
and consistently, is essential for their being
understood.” Second, the school’s adherents
“reject as methodologically ill-conceived and
wholly unconvincing the attempt (undertaken
by Cherniss 1944) to discard the testimony of
Aristotle and other sources concerning Plato’s
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agrapha dogmata or ‘unwritten doctrines’.
There are two sources of our knowledge of
Plato’s philosophy: the direct tradition, that
is, the dialogues, and the indirect tradition,
that is, the Testimonia Platonica. Neither of
the two branches of the transmission should
be ignored.”®

The other important esoteric tradition—
but in political theory, not philosophy—can
be traced from Zeller through Friedrich Ni-
etzsche and Martin Heidegger to Leo Strauss.
As Hayden Ausland (2012: 302) sees it, “The
esotericism integral to Straussian readings of
Plato takes as its model a prudential hermeneu-
tics acknowledging several levels of meaning,
as developed in medieval Jewish and Arabic
philosophy for the sake of pursuing specula-
tion within a society governed by religious law
(Strauss 1945), for which the analogue in Plato’s
time will have been the Athenian political con-
ditions under which the trial and execution
of Socrates proved possible.” An influential
Straussian, Catherine Zuckert, explains, “In
his dialogues, Plato presents exclusively the
speeches and deeds of others. The dialogues
must, therefore, be read like dramas in which
one never identifies the views of the author
with any particular character” (2012, 298-99).
Each dialogue reveals a partial truth, and the
parts do not altogether form a whole. Dramatic
elements are essential because—at least in the
view of some branches of Straussianism—“the
action of a dialogue undermines its apparent
surface teaching or ‘argument.” Plato deliber-
ately conceals his own views.

Contemporary literary contextualists, in
the wake of Hans-Georg Gadamer, have some
of the same forebears after Zeller: Nietzsche
and Heidegger. Again the dramatic aspects
are crucial, but equally important is that each
dialogue is and must be interpreted as a self-
contained whole; thus attempts to interpret
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Plato across the whole corpus are feckless.
Hermeneutic philosophy at its best permits
us to see a dialogue in a whole new way.

Still relevant is Myles Burnyeat’s (1979)
précis of what remains a contemporary inter-
pretive problem:

The great difficulty in writing about Pla-
to is to combine the depth and strength
of the Platonic vision with the Socratic
subtlety of the arguments by which it is
conveyed. Plato’s dialogues are a miracu-
lous blend of philosophical imagination
and logic. The interpreter must somehow
respond to both, for if the imaginative
vision is cut loose from the arguments it
becomes grandiloquent posturing, and
the arguments on their own are arid, the
mere skeleton of a philosophy. So it is al-
ready a criticism to say of the books under
review that Professor Findlay’s work is
all vision, without argument, and that
Professor Irwin’s is all argument with

no vision."

The perennial problem for interpretation is
that there are not many human beings who can
do both well. Renaud concentrates on a single
dialogue and its dramatic elements—but not
without the clarity of argument expected of
an analyst, and not without appreciation for
Aristotle and the commentary tradition.

III. RENAUD’S INTERPRETIVE
STRATEGY

Renaud and I, through an amiable dialecti-
cal process, have reached close accord about
the mutual operation of argument and drama
in the dialogues, a position he illustrates
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persuasively with its application to Plato’s Gor-
gias together with descriptions of how the two
function together. Only a few quibbles remain.

The first (1.1) is terminological: ‘evil” and
‘punishment’ smuggle religious views into the
text of the Gorgias that I do not think Plato
shared." Instead of “the greatest of all evils is
to commit injustice and not to be punished,” 1
would have us say, “of all bad things, the most
bad is to commit injustice, but worse if uncor-
rected.” Punishment is retributive and back-
ward-looking; correction or discipline rectifies
and improves the recipient. Although Renaud
has done an excellent job of explaining why
Socrates has cause in the Gorgias to respond to
Callicles’s mention of such harsh punishments
as flogging and execution, I remain sympa-
thetic with Rowe 2007, who uses ‘therapy’ to
describe the corrective use of dialectic. Con-
ventions of punishment change over time and
place. I concede that torturing the body to save
the soul has been a regular religious practice,
and that corporal punishment—whipping and
beating—now considered abusive, has a long
history of being used for disciplining chil-
dren, in the belief that physical pain would
promote better behavior. Plato’s Socrates did
not think physical pain was a good way to
train horses or dogs, but I leave that aside
and simply concede further that execution,
explicit at Gorgias 480d2, could only be re-
garded as forward-looking and corrective in
the sense that it protects others from harm.
The execution remark immediately follows
the passage that Renaud so rightly identifies
as the proper analogy for correction, as it is
used in the dialogue: one should not shrink
from presenting oneself to a physician for sur-
gery or cauterization if needed. I would add
the earlier analogy from 453e2: arithmetic or
the arithmetician teaches us about numbers,
presumably correcting our mistakes so that



we learn what is true. Like the health analogy,
arithmetic involves a standard for compari-
son.” Correction or discipline ought to lead
one closer to that standard.

Second, Renaud remarks in 3.1 that Plato
criticizes the character of Alcibiades and Cal-
licles. Leaving aside the mistake of attributing
to the author, Plato, views gleaned from what
other people are made to say in dialogues—
which would require a considerable defense
to establish—Renaud does not like Callicles
and accuses him of abandoning the principle
of frankness (nmappnoia), for example. Plato
could affect, but he could not control his au-
dience’s reaction to the persons represented in
the dialogues. Another student of the Gorgias,
E. R. Dodds (1959, 14), developed a different
impression, saying that Plato’s

portrait of Callicles not only has warmth
and vitality but is tinged with a kind of
regretful affection. True, the young man
is insufferably patronizing; true, as the
discussion proceeds he becomes unpleas-
antly rude, and at one stage turns sulky.
Yet he likes Socrates, and his repeated ex-
pressions of concern for the philosopher’s
safety are, I think, quite sincerely meant.
Socrates on his side perceives in him the
true touchstone: he praises his honesty in
‘saying frankly what other people think
but will not say’; he also recognizes him to
be by current standards a cultivated man
who, unlike Polus, has acquired some
tincture of philosophy madeiag xapuv.
But what is more significant is the pow-
erful and disturbing eloquence that Plato
has bestowed on Callicles—an eloquence
destined to convince the young Nietzsche,
while Socrates’ reasonings left him cold.
One is tempted to believe that Callicles
stands for something which Plato had itin
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him to become (and would have become,
but for Socrates), an unrealized Plato.!

I am not taking sides about whose view of
Callicles is more appropriate, just pointing out
that two reasonable scholars can understand
character differently and that we interpreters,
therefore, should be careful about f6og.

Third, we seem to disagree about how
the individual’s mind works when reading a
Platonic dialogue. Perhaps, as Renaud says at
3.3, “The reader must constantly move from
the argument to the drama, that is, from the
semantic (or explicit) dimension to the prag-
matic (or implicit) dimension, and vice-versa.”
But perhaps that kind of shifting attentiveness
characterizes someone who, like Renaud, seeks
to dissect Plato’s technique. Plato’s art is more
subtle, more successful, when the drama does
not require the reader’s conscious attention,
when the drama registers in the preconscious
while the argument takes the leading role.
For reasons that will become clearer when I
turn to music below, a unified psyche learns
most readily when it concentrates, not when
it is distracted from one level to another. The
drama is the medium that carries the argument
along, intensifying the affective dimension and
thereby increasing learning.

Ultimately, the burden of Renaud’s paper
is to demonstrate that argument and drama,
equally indispensable, work together because
the objective and the subjective are, he says
at the end of his paper, “in tension with each
other” (3.3). I do not observe the tension, but
it appears to result from whatever grounds his
surprising assertion that “basic philosophical
questions can only be answered in the first per-
son singular” (conclusion). I do not understand
the claim. It might mean that knowledge is
itself the kind of thing that would not exist if
there were no intelligent beings. That seems
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right. There would still be being, reality, the
physical universe and its laws, but no grasp-
ing of truth, nothing to call ‘knowledge’. Or it
might mean that humans are hopelessly sub-
jective and cannot achieve formal knowledge,
mathematics being as high an achievement as
is possible. Under this interpretation, for ex-
ample, knowledge of the form of the equal—a
form not limited to mathematical uses—would
be impossible for a human being. That seems
wrong—as if omniscience were the standard for
émioThun or vodg."” Further, when Renaud says
that one of Platonic dialectic’s two purposes is
“the attainment of a perfectly self-sufficient or
absolute object, an entirely impersonal norm”
(3.3), it is the term ‘attainment’ that strikes
me. I have attained knowledge (not merely true
beliefs) of the form of the equal and the form of
the good, even if I lack omniscience; and from
that knowledge, I can deduce further true prop-
ositions. The statements, “No one does harm
willingly” and “Virtue is knowledge” are not
first-person singular statements.'

Quibbles aside, I agree with Renaud that, in
the Gorgias, the drama contributes to our un-
derstanding because Plato observes two prin-
ciples—didvoia and RBog—that Aristotle later
theorizes in the Poetics. However, Aristotle
should have said that plot and diction are also
characteristic of sokratikoi logoi—recalling that
plot represents action. There is action in the di-
alogues. Unlike tragedy and comedy, however,
the most important part of a sokratikos logos,
its soul, is dtdvota as reasoning or argument.

I want now to plunge deeper into the related
question of why Plato observes the particular
principles that Aristotle theorizes. There is
an easy answer and a more complicated one
though both are dependent on the assumption
that the Platonic dialogues educate us, that we
learn from them. Plato, in his sokratikoi lo-
goi, deploys four of Aristotle’s six parts of the
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drama: plot, characters, diction, and reasoning;
he omits spectacle and song. The easy answer
might be gleaned from Republic 5: the lovers
of sights and sounds, spectacle and song, love
learning; but they are so-called philosophers,
distinct from the real philosophers who love
not only learning but truth and wisdom.

The more complicated answer is one that
Stephen Halliwell articulates in a chapter from
his 2002 The Aesthetics of Mimesis, picking up
where Charlie Segal left off in 1962: the Platonic
critique of the man Gorgias is justified insofar
as Gorgias lacks any systematic understanding
of the psyche as a whole or of the implications
of his views for ethics and psychology—both
crucial to genuine learning—but explaining
Gorgias’s penchant for having his students
memorize and display. The critique fails,
however, in that it misses the historical point,
which, according to Segal, is that Damon,"”
Gorgias, and Plato represent three stages in
the increasing awareness of the undeniable yet
inscrutable connections among words, visual
images, and sounds and their powerful emo-
tional effects on the psyche.”® Because Plato
understood the erotic dimension of intellectual
curiosity, he could write dialogues that brought
about both rational and arational effects; the
dialogues are successful, in part, because they
are multiply attractive.'” So why not use music
as well?

Socrates mentions music (at Gorgias 474e4-5)
in relation to identifying the standards that
govern judgments of sounds as admirable or
shameful. Segal and Halliwell are right to insist
that Plato realized that music is more than the
formal study of harmonics; he knew, perhaps
from Damon, that music directly and pro-
foundly affects the emotions and is thus cen-
tral to human motivation—but it is especially
difficult to control. As Halliwell (2002, 238)
puts it, “Whatever exact ideas were held by the



now shadowy figure of Damon himself, there
is no serious doubt that he started a system
of theorizing that depended on the attribution
of ‘character’ (éthos) to musical works and to
the tunings, scales, and melodic patterns (all of
which can be covered by the Greek term har-
moniai) which they employed”. Despite popular
attention to the Republic’s artful tripartition,
Plato knew better than most that the psyche is
divided in words only.? It is not just that the
Republic explodes the metaphor in a variety of
ways; the Symposium offers an extended and
multifaceted account of the unified psyche.

Plato attended seriously to writing philoso-
phy with his insight that even words are images,
including words that together form dialogues;
and all images are indistinct, seeming, becom-
ing—requiring studied attention to their likely
psychological effects.” We are mistaken then to
imagine that we have identified rigid designa-
tors, or that propositional logic can shield us
from all error. Just as music enters the psyche
directly with immediate effect, and thus—from
Plato’s perspective—needs to be harnessed and
carefully used (Republic 2-3), so do the cadenc-
es and figural language of prose have arational
effects on the psyche. So do remembrances of
real persons. So do such immortal images as the
cave, the chariot, and Diotima’s ladder. Plato’s
own images in words weave the arational, the
emotional, together with reasoning, and all are
crucial to learning.

I'V. CONCLUSIONS

The Garber-Della Rocca exchange (2015,
533) describes the hilly landscape along which
historians of philosophy have planted their
variety of flags: (1) the degree to which a single
principle structures the author’s thought; (2)
the degree to which there is a “unifying theme
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across different works by the same author and
across different stages of a career,” and (3)
the degree to which one draws “connections
and contrasts” with contemporary philosophy.
Clearly this is not the road Renaud takes.

By this standard, I occupy an extreme: (1) I
have argued elsewhere (2013) that Plato had a
single unhypothetical principle—not the good,
but something more like the principle of suf-
ficient reason governing reality, with a deriva-
tive principle of non-contradiction governing
truth. In so orderly a cosmos, of course no one
does wrong willingly. (2) A single theme unifies
Plato’s works throughout his lifetime: he held the
process of philosophical education or learning
paramount, and could—by writing dialogues—
illustrate Socratic efforts to encourage the in-
tellectual labors of others while compensating
for the deficiencies of the Socratic oral method,
among which I include the “lack of a shared
background to guarantee the level of discus-
sion; inability to introduce large and complex
philosophical systems for analysis; and inability
to produce contributions to philosophical con-
tent” (1995, 215). The dialogue form reinforced
the view that each of us must do our own intel-
lectual work and reach our own conclusions—
also argued elsewhere (1995, chapter 12). (3) It is
philosophically rewarding to work out Platonic
passages in relation to contemporary claims. Per-
haps it is not so obvious but, in all the historical
cases I sailed through in section II, interpreters
were making connections and contrasts to the
contemporary philosophies of their own times.
Doing history of philosophy is doing philosophy;
all philosophy is contemporary philosophy. The
salient difference among them is the extent to
which a historian of philosophy recognizes and
makes explicit those connections and contrasts.
Because some famous historians of philosophy
object to contemporary references, some Platon-
ists are ashamed to mention them in public.?
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Ideally, one should choose the interpre-
tive strategy, the method, that advances phi-
losophy—but the ‘should” is aspirational, and
‘choose’ is narrowly circumscribed.”® The
texts and teachers who inspire us in our an-
cient philosophical endeavors are mostly not
up to us because much of our formative edu-
cation is determined by our school districts.
A graduate education, even university, is too
late for most people to acquire the language
skills, the expertise at formal reasoning, and
the literary insight that a full appreciation of
Plato would require. Important philosophical
passages are pointed out to students, said to
be worth their time—and the “settled” issues
observed to be appropriate for undergraduate
essays, but a waste of time in philosophical
adulthood. Some of it sticks. One point about
choosing an interpretive approach to Plato is
that each of us has different talents, different
backgrounds, and different assumptions—not
to mention different educational opportuni-
ties. Our academic lives are marked by stages
of choosing dissertation topics, or the subject
for a gold-standard, peer-reviewed article, or a
tenure book. These are not illegitimate matters,
but they are artifacts of the de-natured twenty-
first century Academy. I commend Renaud for
his ability to combine the strengths of what,
in their own time, were considered competing

interpretive strategies.
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NOTES

1 For the long quotation, see Garber-Della Rocca 2015,
538 (where one must substitute ‘Spinoza’, ‘Della Rocca’,
‘PSR’, and ‘Short Treatise’ appropriately for Garber’s origi-
nal words).

2 Kristeller 1964: (i) 4, 6 (ii) 5, 6, 11, 12, 14, (iii) 8, (iv)
6-7, (v) 11; he points out that the Journal of the History of
Ideas was founded in 1940, the Journal of the History of
Philosophy in 1963.

3 This soil is well tilled. In addition to the contributors
I cite in subsequent notes, see especially Guthrie 1967,
1-18; Clay 1975; Berti 1989; Press 1996; and—except for
the price—Smith 1998.

4 It was generally assumed at the time that Plato began
writing dialogues before Socrates was executed.

5 See Nails 2012, 290-91, and additional sources cited
there.

6 The analytic tradition is the one in which I was
trained, and in which I continue to operate, taking some
justification from Aristotle’s treatment of Plato. Fink 2012
does a fine job of showing Aristotle’s primary interest in
extracting arguments from the dialogues without ignor-
ing Plato’s interest in character: “How Did Aristotle Read
a Platonic Dialogue?” Although I consider the positivists
a manifestation of what has come to be seen as the wider
analytic approach to Plato I elide them here with only the
comment that Gilbert Ryle (1966) was an astute critic of
the biography and history of his time.

7  For an assessment of the damage done by Cherniss’s
anti-Aristotle view to the practice of Plato scholarship in
the U.S., see Gerson, 2014.

8 Vlastos (1973, introduction) identifies Shorey and
Zeller as his forebears.

9 Vlastos 1973 includes an unfavorable and lopsided
review (‘On Plato’s Oral Doctrine’) of Kramer 1959, origi-
nally published in Gnomon in 1963.

10 He cites his 1985 and 2004; and he credits Gaiser 1963
and Richard 1986, 243-380 for collecting the agrapha
dogmata. Both parts of the quotation are adapted to
remove these citations.

11 Burnyeat 1979 on Findlay 1974, 1979 and Irwin 1977.
12 The alien intrusion of a religious sensibility occurs
again at the end of Renaud’s paper: “the self, delivered
from the body, can finally achieve its full, original uni-
ty”—though nothing from the Gorgias is cited to confirm
the claim.

13 Dodds’s 1959 comment on 474d4-5 mentions the
standard implicit in health and sums.

14 Numerous citations to the text of Gorgias are re-
moved from the short quotation.

15 Glaucon in Republic, and Socrates in Symposium are
depicted as unable to follow their guides to the highest
realm of understanding — but their guides are already
there, so one need not give up hope.

16 Such an interpretation also has the advantage of coin-
cidence with certain remarks about the value of dialectic:
Theaetetus, for example, will make fewer errors after
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being subjected to Socrates’s efforts at midwifery.

17 Damon of Oe, son of Damonides, was a music theo-
rist of Pericles’ generation who appears in many inscrip-
tions and texts of the classical period, including a few
Platonic dialogues and accretions of the early Academy,
where he is presented in a positive light (Laches, Republic,
Alcibiades I, and Axiochus). See Nails 2002, 121-22, West
1992, 246-53, and Halliwell 2002, 238-40.

18 The awareness culminates in Aristotle’s “full-blown
scientific theory” (Poetics). Segal’s assessment of Gorgias
is based primarily on the Defense of Helen 12-14 (1962,
105). Because, when judging Plato, Segal puts his whole
emphasis on the tripartite psyche of the Republic, he
misses Plato’s understanding of these connections,
saddling Plato with a pure, rational attempt to suppress
the emotions that greater attention to the Phaedrus and
Symposium would have cured.

19 Segal says that Damon was “acutely interested in the
practical ethical and educative values of the psychological
effect of music” and his “work represents another, perhaps
earlier, phase of the rational systematization and control
of obscure psychic processes. Gorgias continues this kind
of approach in the area of rhetoric and poetry.”

20 Ipresentan argument for the unity of the psyche,
based on Plato’s Symposium, in Nails 2015.

21 Segal’s logos is an account, and an account might have
many parts, words, images, and sounds.

22 Burnyeat 1985 was right to criticize the injunction to
“understand the philosopher as he understood himself” as
an “illusory goal.” Burnyeat was referring specifically to
Strauss’s injunction, but it is not so far from Garber’s de-
sire to know “the historical Spinoza who lived and worked
in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic.”

23 Perhaps the wand chooses the wizard.
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Oxford-New York 2012.

CHAPTER IN BOOK:

A.H. Armstrong, Eternity, Life and Move-
ment in Plotinus’s Account of Nous, in P.-M.
Schuhl - P. Hadot (ed.), Le Néoplatonisme,
CNRS, Paris 1971, 67-74.

ARTICLE IN JOURNAL:

G.E.L. Owen, The Place of the Timaeus
in Plato’s Dialogues, «Classical Quarterly» 3
(1953), 79-95.
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