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Introduction

i Zdravko Planinc

T H E  H I S T O RY  O F  P H I L O S O P H Y is not a series of footnotes to Plato.
Quite the contrary: Plato is seldom more than a footnote in the works of other
philosophers. In his Essays (.), Michel de Montaigne observed that philoso-
phers, theologians, and “all sorts of learned authors” use references to authori-
tative texts—the Bible, Homer’s epics, Plato’s dialogues—as little more than
rhetorical ballast for their own views:“See how Plato is tossed and turned about.
All are honored to have his support, so they couch him on their own side. They
trot him out and slip him into any new opinion which fashion will accept.When
matters take a different turn, then they make him disagree with himself. . . . The
more powerful and vigorous the mind of his interpreters, the more vigorously
and powerfully they do it.”1 More recently, philosophers have not considered it
an honor to have Plato couched on their side. Immanuel Kant, for instance, dis-
missed Plato as “the father of all Schwärmerei in philosophy.”2 Schwärmerei, one
of Luther’s favorite terms of abuse, ranges in meaning from “enthusiasm” to
“zealotry” and “fanaticism.” But a critique of Plato is not necessarily any the
more accurate an understanding of his writing.

Interpretations of Plato’s dialogues need not be arbitrary, but all too often
they are. In Truth and Method, one of the most important contemporary stud-
ies of the nature of interpretation, Hans-Georg Gadamer argues that “a
hermeneutical situation is determined by the prejudices that we bring with us.”
For Gadamer, “prejudices” are simply our given understandings, “the horizon



. Montaigne, The Complete Essays, trans. M. A. Screech (London: Penguin, ), .
. Kant, “Von einem neuerdings erhobenen vornehmen Ton in der Philosophie,” translated in

Raising the Tone of Philosophy: Late Essays by Immanuel Kant, Transformative Critique by Jacques
Derrida, ed. P. Feuves (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, ), .



of a particular present.”They are not necessarily “a fixed set of opinions and val-
uations.” Prejudices in the pejorative sense occur only when we are closed to
what is beyond our particular horizon, and, more specifically, when we are
closed to the “historical horizons” that constitute the past for our present cir-
cumstances. Without such openness, there can be no true understanding of
anything in the past. Understanding, for Gadamer, “is always the fusion of . . .
horizons supposedly existing by themselves.” Without a fusion of horizons, the
past remains lifeless historical material, the stuff of “mere reconstruction” and
empty speculation.3

Despite the honors we pay the man, Plato’s dialogues are treated, for the most
part, as curious historical, cultural, and philological artifacts; they are not read
as texts representing a horizon of understanding that can question our own.
“Plato”is a name to be conjured with, the magical power of which increases with
the irrelevance of his writings to the things that most deeply concern us. The
global technological society in which we live and work, the society that shapes
the horizon of our concerns, has almost no civilizational continuities with an-
cient Greece. In the easy confidence that modernity has subsumed the best of
the Greeks and surpassed the worst, we even allow ourselves the conceit of nam-
ing the modern research university after Plato’s Academy. But there is little ben-
efit today for an academic to attempt to understand Plato on his own terms.

In Western civilization there are at least three collections of writings, each of
which may be said to express the full range of human experience and the great-
est possible openness to the several horizons that are definitive of the human
condition: the Bible, Shakespeare’s plays, and Plato’s dialogues. The Bible and
Shakespeare’s plays are texts that are interpreted within popular institutions—
the churches and the theater—that continue to have their place, however ten-
uous, in modern society. The modern university, organized around technolog-
ically driven research in the sciences, recognizes the significance of scholarly re-
search on the Bible and Shakespeare insofar as such textual work might still be
thought important in society at large. But Plato’s dialogues have no compara-
ble institutional embodiment; consequently, despite their intrinsic worth, they
receive little serious consideration. Getting Plato right is—to say the least—a
matter of some indifference in the academy.

For all that they have been celebrated and abused over the centuries, Plato’s
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dialogues remain an undiscovered country more often fantastically described
than explored, though the borders prevent no one from crossing. Their riches
are not hidden from view; they lie in plain sight, but remain unseen. Perhaps
this is not surprising. Legions of biblical scholars and almost equal numbers of
Shakespeare scholars are regularly occupied in the intricacies of textual inter-
pretation, and do not often claim to have penetrated the heart of their text’s
mystery. If a “fusion of horizons” with a profound text—one that calls every as-
pect of the reader’s own horizon into question—is inherently difficult to attain,
and if the entire endeavor is beset with many distracting interpretive problems
created by a tradition of accommodation and neglect, it is quite understandable
that Plato’s dialogues would have relatively few serious readers.

The collection of essays in this book arises from a conviction shared by the
authors that a great deal remains to be learned about Plato’s writings. We do not
share a methodology, an interpretive paradigm, or the affinities of understand-
ing that come with belonging to a “school.” As we have come to learn of each
other’s work over the years, it is not so much our shared appreciation or respect
for previous groundbreaking studies of Plato’s political philosophy—well-
known books by Leo Strauss, Eric Voegelin, and Stanley Rosen, for example—
that has drawn us together, but rather the sense that each of us, studying Plato
independently, is working toward the same end, motivated above all by a desire
to read and understand Plato properly.

Our particular interests differ, as might be expected. And in working on the
specific dialogue or text that draws our attention, we also differ in the manner
in which we deal with the constant problems associated with interpreting Pla-
to. There are different balances struck in the weighting of textual exegesis and
historical contextualization. There are different balances in emphasizing—
without ever assuming that they are entirely distinct—the political and the
philosophic aspects of a work. We have different exegetical approaches—bal-
ancing the dialogic or conversational features of a text with its features as a lit-
erary work—and different emphases on various aspects of the context for a
given text, ranging from the religious and poetic traditions of Greek culture
generally to the more specific political circumstances of Athens at the time of
Socrates’ trial and Syracuse at the time of Plato’s visits.What emerges from these
collected studies of texts as diverse as the Charmides and the Seventh Letter,
however, is an understanding of the unity and integrity of Plato’s work as a
whole.

The title of the collection, Politics, Philosophy, Writing: Plato’s Art of Caring
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for Souls, both expresses what our several studies have in common and identi-
fies the aspect of Plato’s work we consider to be least well understood today. The
phrase “the art of caring for souls” is grating to modern ears; it jars us, offend-
ing our sensibilities in any number of ways, and rankles if we consider it. It
makes us immediately into liberal democrats, suspicious, in turn, of any need
to consider ourselves as something other than free and rational beings, and of
all well-intentioned notions that threaten to overstep the clear distinction be-
tween private and public matters. Insofar as there is such an “art,” we assume, it
would likely be constructed from psychological and sociological techniques,
which, because they are modeled on the techniques of the sciences, have no
place in politics. And the fanciful “fine arts”—metaphysical speculation, belles
lettres, and the like—even less so. The modern horizon of concerns is a predis-
position that finds Plato either dangerous, confused, or irrelevant. However,
once we bracket such reactions in an openness to his writings, it becomes evi-
dent that Plato’s challenge to modernity is not so much an idiosyncratic opin-
ion about the relation of things familiar to us, but, rather, a comprehensive
understanding of the human condition within which terms such as politics, phi-
losophy, and writing have different meanings.

Plato’s dialogues were a challenge to the Athenian horizon of concerns as
well. In the Gorgias (d), Plato has Socrates make the shocking, indeed revo-
lutionary, statement that he is the only living Athenian able to “practice poli-
tics” (pravttein ta; politika;), the only one with “the true political art” (ajlhqw`~
politikhi ` tevcnhi `). Knowing that he will sound “strange”(a[topon) (d) to oth-
ers, Socrates explains that an “art,” a technē, is founded on an understanding of
the “nature” (fuvsi~) of a thing and is exercised to bring the object of its under-
standing to a “good condition” (eu\ e[cein) (a). There is no art in exercising
arbitrary power over things: a gardener is not someone with the ability to rip
up or neglect any plant in a garden. In the political art, it is human nature that
must be encouraged to flourish. The human being is, by nature, not a uniform
thing, but has several aspects, each of which has an art appropriate for its de-
velopment and maintenance. Speaking broadly, humans are part body and part
soul. The term soul (yuchv) simply designates the aspect of human nature and
experience that is not sufficiently explained by means of causal relations in the
realm of matter: the animate, self-animating, desiring, loving, thinking, and re-
flecting part. For the body’s care, there are the arts of gymnastics and medicine.
For the soul, there is politics. Not politics as it is actually practiced in Athens:
Socrates says that the sophistry and oratory predominant in the city corrupt the
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soul and then disguise the corruption as effectively as pastries and cosmetics
corrupt and disguise the body (b–a). The art of politics encourages the
development of virtues—the soul’s excellences—and provides restorative ther-
apy, when necessary, to counteract the psychic equivalents of illness and suffer-
ing.

Socrates was the only Athenian of his time skilled in the art of politics, but
he did not exercise it by acquiring political office or the power associated with
political rule. He exercised it by living a philosophical life. For the people whom
Socrates confronted and questioned, the manner in which he lived often seemed
as irritating and coercive as anything they might experience on the losing side
of a political conflict. The cause of their often hostile reactions to him was the
existential challenge Socrates represented; the particular things they usually
identified as Socrates’ most annoying traits were actually superficial matters.
For them, the philosophical life was a sham: Socrates’ inquisitiveness was a fa-
cade for resentful cynicism, and his claim to know only that he knew nothing
was a poor disguise for his self-righteousness (cf. Gorg. c–d). This cari-
cature of the philosophic life has been predominant since the day it was first ex-
pressed. Indeed, for many scholars, Socratic “philosophy” can be summed up as
the use of refutative rhetoric (e[legco~) and a reflective awareness of ignorance.
Plato’s Socrates, however, describes philosophy rather differently.

In the Phaedo (a), before his execution, Socrates tells the friends gathered
in his cell that philosophy is the “practice of death”(melevth qanavtou). The body
must regularly be made to die to the soul, and the more mortal parts of the soul
must, in turn, be stilled as the soul purifies itself in the practice of the “highest
music” (megivsth~ mousikh`~) (a). Philosophers first “care for their own souls”
(mevlei th`~ eJautw`n yuch`~) (d); they are thus better able to care for the souls
of others. In the Symposium (e), Socrates does not profess “Socratic” igno-
rance: he claims that the one thing he does know is “erotics” (ejrwtikav), the art
of love. The “art of dying” and erotics are the same practice: when the soul puts
something beneath itself, it also moves, with longing, toward something high-
er or greater than itself. Socrates’ eulogy for eros describes in detail the soul’s
ascent of the “ladder” of love (c), moved by its desire that “the good be one’s
own forever” (to; ajgaqo;n auJtwi ` ei\nai ajeiv) (a). And not only one’s own.
Erotics is the soul’s activity of purifying itself, both alone and in its relation with
others; it is also the activity of purifying the souls of others. Socrates labored to
learn the skill from Diotima, the midwife of his virtues, and he is willing to teach
it to anyone who is open, in some degree, to his persuasion. His eulogy is itself
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an example of how to practice the art, though none of the symposiasts recog-
nize it for what it is. Only Alcibiades, who loves Socrates, clearly sees the beau-
ty of Socrates’ soul (d–a) and understands the manner in which his words
reveal his soul and draw the souls of others toward the highest things (d–
b).

At their best, as they are seen in Plato’s Socrates, the political art and the
philosophical life are the same: Plato’s political philosophy is the thinking to-
gether of the striking statements made by Socrates in the Gorgias and the Sym-
posium. But Socrates was moved only to make such statements, not to write
them down in prose or as poetry (cf. Phdo. c–b, b–a). Plato is moved
to write. His dialogues are intended to be “Socratic”—they present themselves
as the written form of the life lived by Socrates—but there is no contradiction
or paradox in this. For Plato, writing has its place in a philosophical life. Indeed,
Plato’s recognition of its place continues to be a significant event for us: had he
not mastered the art of writing, Socrates would not have been able to care for
the souls of those unable to meet him in person.

Consider Alcibiades’ love for Socrates again. Socrates’ spoken words affect Al-
cibiades more than the words of any other man; they move his soul as the mu-
sic of Marsyas affects drunken celebrants (Symp. b–a). Without hearing
the words, Alcibiades would not be affected, and thus would neither “see” the
beauty of Socrates’ soul nor understand how the words express or represent the
character of his soul. In his ears, because of how he loves, Socrates’ words be-
come transparent for what they express. And in his own speech, because of what
he has come to understand, Alcibiades is able to explain these things as Socrates
does,“by images” (di∆ eijkovnwn) (a). We know of all this through Plato’s writ-
ing. His written words are images of spoken words—Alcibiades’ words—that
in turn are images of states of his soul, and these states themselves represent
aspects of the beautiful state of Socrates’ soul, instilled or inspired through
Socrates’ words. There is no need to assume that anything important has nec-
essarily been distorted at any point: given the predisposition to be moved,
something that no words can produce, and given sufficient art in speaking and
writing, written words become transparent for spoken words, and spoken
words transparent for true things.

In the Phaedrus (d–e), Plato has Socrates claim that there is nothing
shameful (aijscro;n) about writing, just as there is nothing shameful about
speaking; it is shameful only to write or speak shamefully, or not to know what
one is writing or speaking about. The word (lovgo~) must first be written, with
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knowledge, in the soul; then the spoken or written word will be a fitting image
of it (a). Speaking is preferable to writing, and conversation is preferable to
speech making. In dialogue, words may be immediate, suited to the other and
the occasion, expressing the living and present relation between the interlocu-
tors. When this is not possible, writing must serve. In recounting the story of
Thamus and Theuth (c–b), Socrates explains that writing, though it has
its uses, also has drawbacks. It can lead to “carelessness” (ajmelethsiva) in the
soul if its ability to remind is mistaken for the proper exercise of one’s own
memory. Trust in written words weakens the mind’s faculties and creates a false
sense of one’s own wisdom. The same, of course, is true of trust in spoken
words, the source of sophistry’s power.

The Phaedrus concludes with an image of the philosopher as a gardener
(b–d). He sorts his seeds, selects appropriate seasons, finds the right loca-
tions and types of soil, tills, plants, and tends the garden as the sprouts come up
and begin to bloom. The image has several complementary interpretations, all
taking their point from a distinction Socrates makes between mature, fruit-
bearing plants, grown from carefully placed and tended seeds, and relatively im-
mature plants, grown much more quickly from seeds scattered widely in hot-
house conditions. In one of its senses, the effects of the spoken word are being
contrasted with the effects of the written word. In another of the image’s sens-
es, two types of speech are being contrasted. And in yet another sense, the im-
age contrasts two types of writing. Indeed, this sense of the image is quite preg-
nant: the written word, much more than the spoken word, is a gardener’s seed,
its life suspended, waiting for the right conditions to flourish. Plato has Socrates
draw out the implications quite explicitly (d). A philosopher’s writings are
seeds stored up for his own use: “reminders for himself” (eJautwi ` te uJpomnhvma-
ta) in the “forgetfulness of old age”(lhvqh~ gh`ra~). They are also seeds that oth-
ers may use—“others who follow the same path”—even if the gardener him-
self does not live to see them bloom. Plato’s dialogues were written to remind
himself of Socrates, and to allow others—to allow us—to encounter Socrates
after his death.

The collection begins with Horst Hutter’s study of Platonic “soulcare”
(yucagwgiva) in the Charmides. The main feature of the dialogue’s drama, the
conflict between Socrates and Critias for the soul of the young Charmides, il-
lustrates the vast gulf between Plato’s understanding of human nature—in par-
ticular, our “dependency on a larger order beyond human control”—and the
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sophistic view that “man is the measure of all things.” Hutter argues: “Critias’s
way has been realized. It is our reality.” Socrates’ attempt to turn Charmides’ at-
tention toward the condition of his soul, a first step in the formation of virtue,
“failed spectacularly.” However, through the dialogue’s “mythopoetic psy-
chotherapy,” Plato continues to present us with the Socratic challenge to our
way of life. In response to the rather “modern” notions of self-consciousness
and perfectibility recognizable in the various definitions of sōphrosynē (“sound-
mindedness” [swfrosuvnh]) given by Charmides and Critias, Plato’s Socrates
shows that sōphrosynē is an excellence of the soul that recognizes the inherent
limitations and fundamental aporiai of human existence.

Oona Eisenstadt’s study of the Apology discusses the place of shame and
shaming in Socrates’ relations with his fellow Athenians. To determine why
Socrates was brought to trial, she examines the shame and hatred aroused in
Anytus, Socrates’ main accuser, during their encounter in the Meno. To deter-
mine why Socrates was condemned to death, she studies the voting patterns of
the Athenian jurors and argues that Socrates was condemned neither by the ju-
rors susceptible to the stings of shame—those whose understanding is repre-
sented by the “old accusations”—nor by those whose shame turns to hatred
when Socrates challenges it. Socrates was condemned by the vulgar shameless.

Leon Craig argues that the Meno, a long-neglected and widely misunder-
stood dialogue, is the best introduction to Plato’s Socratic way of “political”phi-
losophizing. The Meno, like the Charmides, is commonly thought to be con-
cerned primarily with epistemological topics. However, it addresses the rather
concrete question of whether virtue can be taught to a man like Anytus or, in-
deed, to anyone in politics. Although Socrates’ provocative questioning resem-
bles the sophistic techniques of causing “intellectual torpor” that had become
predominant in Athenian political debate, Socratic dialectic is not eristic con-
tentiousness. Craig discusses the famous “epistemological paradox” of the
Meno—whether any knowledge is teachable if it is impossible for someone to
seek either what he knows already or what he does not yet know—in the con-
text of the distinction between dialectic and eristic. The paradox is a sophistic
formulation and as such cannot be “solved,” but the dialogue between Socrates
and Meno leads to a resolution in the consideration of the nature of human ex-
perience.

The first part of Barry Cooper’s study of the Republic analyzes the “historical
symbolic context” of the dialogue, as it has been reconstructed by modern
scholars such as Joseph Fontenrose and Geoffrey Kirk, who are well respected
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by the classical establishment, and by E. A. S. Butterworth, Mircea Eliade, and
Eric Voegelin, who are not. As a literary work, the Republic is situated in, appeals
to, and comments on a symbolic tradition. Plato deliberately uses this tradition
to show how Socrates may rightfully be said to “investigate things above and be-
low the earth.” Socrates is widely seen as an adept at the Apollonian way up to
the ideas and their immutable perfection. However, his ability to explore the
depths is no less important. In the Republic, Plato’s Socrates recalls mystic,
shamanic, daimonic, or in any event participatory experiences and attempts to
express them in discursive or rational terms. The second part of Cooper’s study
gives evidence for his reading in exegeses of the beginning and end of the dia-
logue. The significance of Socrates’ first word, katebēn, “I went down,” is dis-
cussed, and the psychagogic implications of the shamanistic imagery of the
Myth of Er are explained, in striking detail, to illustrate Plato’s understanding
of the complexity of the relationship between virtue and the course of a life.

My own contribution to the collection examines Plato’s use of Homeric im-
agery in the Phaedrus. I argue that Plato’s presentation of Socrates’ charming
encounter with Phaedrus is based primarily on the Homeric description of
Odysseus’s encounter with Nausicaa in book  of the Odyssey. Plato’s literary or
poetic “refiguring” of Homeric tropes is extensive and quite deliberate. Conse-
quently, the literary “grain” of the dialogue can be analyzed as a guide to its
philosophic content. In this dialogue, I attempt to demonstrate, there is no con-
flict between poetry and philosophy: the Music mania that produced its liter-
ary form is in perfect harmony with the erotic mania that Plato presents as the
heart of Socrates’ philosophy.

Kenneth Dorter’s study of the Timaeus reveals another aspect of Plato’s liter-
ary craftsmanship. Socrates’ first words in his conversation with Critias and
Timaeus—“One, two, three, but where is the fourth?”—suggest that something
is missing. Dorter finds that there are several passages in the dialogue that take
up and develop the opening implication: at four points, a threefold classifica-
tion of things is given where one would expect a fourfold one. The careful read-
er will search for the fourth term, and in each case, Dorter argues, it will be dis-
covered to be present, though in a different context. This intriguing formal
characteristic of Plato’s text should also give the reader pause in considering the
relations of the things under discussion: human vocations, elements and gods,
causes of the cosmos, and the levels of “soul.” In each of the accounts, a medi-
ating term is missing that would relate particular things with their source or
derivation, showing how the realm of becoming participates in the realm of be-
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ing. The four lacunae in the text thus point to fundamental aporiai in Timaeus’s
account, the consideration of which reveals something of the nature of Socrat-
ic philosophical inquiry. Instead of being presented with an account of the life
of philosophy, the reader is invited by Plato to participate in it.

The collection of essays concludes with James Rhodes’s study of the Seventh
Letter. Although it is often thought by classicists to be a forgery, Rhodes defends
it as a legitimate Platonic work: its artful form and its philosophical substance
are fully consistent with Plato’s dialogues. Setting his exegesis in the context of
an excellent historical reconstruction of the tyrant Dionysius’s resplendent
court, Rhodes argues that the letter is a “treasure” for those seeking to under-
stand Plato’s political philosophy because it makes “the relationships among
politics, philosophy, and the highest realities and truths visible in the context of
a practical effort to yoke philosophy with historically existing power.” The po-
litical counsel given to the friends of Dion is timely, moderate, and prudent; the
philosophical counsel of the so-called digression is neither irrelevant to the
practical advice nor inconsistent with the presentation of philosophy in the Re-
public and the Phaedrus; and the composition of the letter, Rhodes claims, is an
education in itself, requiring the “active participation” of any reader if its pur-
pose is to be understood. Plato’s letter tests whether its reader is “inflamed” by
philosophy by stating, in writing, that there exists no writing by Plato about phi-
losophy. Philosophy, for Plato, is Socratic: it is ultimately not a matter of words,
either written or spoken, but rather a flame in the soul itself (c–d).
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Soulcare and Soulcraft in the Charmides

Toward a Platonic Perspective

i Horst Hutter

T H E  T I T L E  O F  T H I S  E S S AY might appear paradoxical in two ways: It
suggests both an active and a passive conception of what has traditionally been
called soul, namely, that it is something to be cared for—like a garden to be
tended, weeded, and cultivated—and also something that is somehow to be
made and crafted, like an object of use produced by an artisan. Both of these
complementary conceptions are suggested by the usages in some Platonic dia-
logues of the term psychagōgē, which might more literally be translated as a
leading and guiding of soul. As such, it is preeminently associated with a par-
ticular conception of rhetoric and its political uses. As a leading and guidance,
psychagōgē is something that both cares for the soul and in the process of so do-
ing transforms and remakes it. Both the tending and the (re)making of souls
then also have their meaning in the ends to which they are fitted.

My title might appear paradoxical in a second way. It suggests that a “Platonic
perspective” is something that lies ahead of us as a goal yet to be reached, as if
twenty-five hundred years of theorizing proceeding from the Platonic dialogues
had not thoroughly exhausted all possible perspectives. Surely, one might rea-
son, everything that can be said about a Platonic conception of soul has been
said and has been thoroughly surpassed by the attainments of modern scientif-
ic psychologies. Platonic reasoning would appear to be thoroughly outmoded,
of interest at best to the historian of ideas, and certainly not something of use
in informing our souls in their modern contexts.

When confronted with the modern cultural situation, the received interpre-
tations of Platonic notions of the soul indeed seem to have nothing to teach us.





A brief description of the two terms of this confrontation may illustrate my
meaning. As may be gleaned from an examination of popular notions,“soul” is
the better part of a whole that as such is opposed to “body.”“Soul” may be im-
mortal but is sometimes corruptible, but “body” is definitely mortal and always
being corrupted. The whole human being is a temporary union of body and
soul, a union that begins at, or shortly before, birth and ends at death. Death is
a parting that separates the good “soul” from the bad “body,” with an unknown
future fate for “soul,” and a known and sad fate for “body.” “Soul” may go to a
much better place, to which it, however, has to be led by a tremendous cultural
effort. “Body” is reabsorbed after disintegration into primary elements.

This admittedly simplified sketch, even a caricature of what might be termed
a Christian Platonism, is further defined by the fact that “soul” itself is under-
stood to be a whole composed of “parts,” of which one is reason, intellect, mind,
and so on, and the other is passion. The “good souls” are those in which reason
leads and guides passion toward a safe place;“bad souls” are those in which pas-
sion leads and carries away reason (to punishment).

Today this Christian Platonism has become wholly incredible for us, even
though it seems thoroughly embedded in all of our cultural, educational, po-
litical, as well as penal institutions. We are confronted by strident voices from
the high citadels of learning that either deny the very existence of soul or so de-
mote it in value as to reduce it to a mere function of the only “real” thing about
a human being, which is the body. The reigning confusion in the discourse of
the soul, however, does not prevent those who most contemptuously deny the
reality of soul to continue to act as if they were endowed with an immortal soul
the union of which with a mortal body has to be preserved for as long as pos-
sible, even if such union entails survival in utter and shabby dependence on
technological instrumentalities. Indeed, some of those who deny the existence
of soul nonetheless search for bodies that might someday not know the regret-
table ending of the biological substructure of a human being by replacing it with
an immortal machine body. Those who aim in their research to “dump their
bodies” and to transfer “themselves” into the worldwide web of computers do
not seem to be aware of their largely unconscious Christian Platonism that has
merely lost its faith in a personally immortal soul.

The Christian Platonism adumbrated here has not been based on a wholly
false interpretation of Platonic psychology, but it has involved a major distor-
tion and a refraction of a much richer picture of the human soul and its parts
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that we find in the Platonic writings. One striking thing about most interpreta-
tions of the discourses of the soul to be found in these writings is their contra-
dictoriness. Interpreters have been unable to systematize them and to eliminate
all logical contradictions. Thus, we do not know for certain whether Plato be-
lieved the soul to be mortal or immortal, or whether he thought it was partial-
ly mortal and partially immortal.We are uncertain about how many “parts”Pla-
to thought it contains; is it two, is it three, or is it more parts? Similarly, we
cannot be sure if Plato believed the soul to be in the body, or the body to be
somehow within the soul. Also, is the soul individual, or is it partially individ-
ual and partially cosmic, as one might think of it as a fragment of the world
soul? Moreover, sometimes Plato seems to suggest that the soul is something
that goes through various “incarnations” and hence that it exists in time before
the body, able to “remember” what it learned in previous existences. But then
again, we are not certain if these incarnations are restricted to human bodies or
if they also extend to the bodies of animals. Likewise, we cannot be certain if we
as individual souls are wholly free to choose our future destinies, or if such free-
dom of willing is not something given to all human beings but is something that
is given to some but not to others, or yet if it is something that may be attained
by all but is practically attainable by only some. Also, do some souls when they
depart their bodies go to bad places and others to good ones, and are such so-
journs temporary or everlasting?

The above are some of the contradictions in the Platonic discourses of the
soul that many interpreters have attempted to eliminate by having recourse to
arbitrarily describing some of the writing to be spurious and some genuine, or
some to be the works of youthful immaturity and others the result of grown-
up wisdom. I would suggest that all such rationalizing attempts, whether they
are reliant on notions of personal development or on philological examina-
tions, are beside the point. They proceed from a disregard of the dialogue form
and the conception of psychological movement that this form implies and ini-
tiates. The very fluidity of Platonic writings about the soul would hence justify
the notion that a Platonic perspective of soulcare is both something that lies be-
hind us as a part of our history and something that may yet help us in our ba-
sic concerns for the future. Insofar as a Platonic dialogue is an invitation to phi-
losophizing, its very contradictoriness and glittering multiplicity of possible
interpretations constitute a form of writing that aims not only to inform but
also to form. As such, it cannot be unified within one conceptual scheme. To
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put it in the terms of many a traditional Platonism, generally in regard to every
theme, but particularly in regard to the vision of psychē, the human soul has no
one eidos, but is the place for the appearance of many eidē. Likewise, insofar as
there is no epistēmē of the soul because it has no idea, it nevertheless provides
the fitting receptacle for the showing forth of the idea of the good in the many
strivings for its possession.

The following does not aim to be a systematic treatment of Platonic psy-
chology, nor does it pretend to be a systematic commentary on the whole of the
dialogue Charmides, chosen by me to illustrate a possible Platonic perspective
on soulcare.1 Rather, it has the more modest aim of highlighting certain psy-
chological interactions and Socratic workings throughout the drama of the
Charmides. It aims to rub these distillations and dramatic aperçus together with
certain modern facts. In so doing, I shall not say much about the “theoretical”
part of the dialogue, the part that elaborates answers to the famous ti esti ques-
tion that in this case nevertheless concerns the politically most important virtue
of “soundmindedness.”

The scholarly literature on the Charmides has focused largely on the ratio-
nal-logical elaborations of the concept of sōphrosynē, soundmindedness, con-
tained therein. It seems to have operated with what might be termed a naive
concept-Platonism that sees the primary function of the dialogue to be in a
gradual approach to a logically coherent and empirically true body of concepts
and theories about the notion in question. Once distilled, then, this body of the-
ories has been declared to represent the “system” of Plato, which then can be
compared to the systems of other philosophers and usually shown to be im-
mature, deficient, and wanting in understanding, or as standing in contradic-
tion to the “systems” extracted from other dialogues. The Charmides has lent it-
self especially well to such treatment because it contains so many definitions
and refutations, particularly in regard to the primarily epistemological con-
cerns of modern philosophers. After all, Socrates there raises the questions of
self-awareness, self-knowledge, a science of science, a science of the good, and
a self-critical early form of transcendental philosophy. He seems to anticipate
the systems of both Fichte and Hegel, which, however, he shows forth in their
aporetic nature and their self-contradictory impossibilities. Similarly, other in-
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terpreters have found in the Charmides an early and imperfect version of Hei-
deggerian existentialism or the procedures of ordinary language analysis.2

As I said above, all of these different Platonisms appear to be justified by the
abstract nature of the arguments in the dialogue and their supremely difficult
configurations. However, I do not wish to enter into the intricacies of these
systematic concepts of Platonisms, nor do I wish to construct another one.
Rather, I want to focus primarily on what these interpretations ignore, name-
ly, the dramatic structure and mythopoetic psychotherapy that surrounds the
theoretical arguments. From these I wish to glean some elements of soul work
and self-creation that seem to me to be particularly appropriate to our mod-
ern condition.

This being said, let me add that I find most persuasive those interpretations
of the theoretical parts of the Charmides that see in it a rather complete state-
ment of Fichte’s transcendentalism, and hence of the main form of the modern
theory of consciousness. As such, it also shows the outlines of a Hegelian sci-
ence of wisdom with both this “Platonic” Fichte and this “Platonic” Hegel be-
ing refuted by Socrates as profoundly aporetic. Simultaneously, these aporetic
reductions proceed from a careful elaboration of the logical possibilities of an
anthropology that is based on the principle expressed in Protagoras’s famous
dictum, as well as on the principles stated in the dissoi logoi attributed to Gor-
gias. Critias’s successive views on sōphrosynē, which are maintained by him
throughout the dialogue, even at the end after they have been refuted by
Socrates, seem to be based on the teachings of both Protagoras and Gorgias.
This would, of course, also mean, as is affirmed by those interpreters that have
taken this line, that the modern view of consciousness is a mixture of sophistic
and Socratic understandings. Accepting this interpretation, I shall show some
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of its elements only insofar as they help me to elaborate a rather humble
Socratism in regard to a modern vision of self-creation.3

Two further questions need to be addressed before embarking on a voyage
through the psychodrama of the Charmides. The first is the great and contra-
dictory variety of perspectives on the soul to be found in the Platonic dialogues.
As was suggested above, no logically consistent system in the manner of an ax-
iomatic psychological science can be constructed from these views. Rather, the
view I wish to advance here as a basic assumption of what follows is that this
contradictory variety is to be explained partially by the different contexts in dif-
ferent dialogues, and partially by the nature of the human soul itself. The hu-
man psyche is indeed a “strange multiplicity,” and any perspective that wishes
to do justice to this multiplicity must itself be multiple. Thus, the form of dis-
course appropriate to the soul would seem to be, in terms of a Platonic distinc-
tion, a mythos rather than a logos, or, rather, a great and perhaps unlimited va-
riety of mythoi. This would suggest that the soul itself is somehow a dialogue,
or rather a space in which the different mythoi and logoi enter into dialogue with
one another.

The centuries of Platonic “soul atomisms” that are a part of our Christian
heritage have succeeded in largely obscuring the multiple nature of the soul.
Only now when this vision of a unitary soul is no longer credible have we be-
come aware again of the view of the soul as a multiplicity. And this modern or
postmodern awareness shows itself in two forms. One is the form of confusion.
The current discourse of the soul is enormously and chaotically profuse. No one
unifying theme can be discerned in the various schools of psychotherapy, the
models of soulcare of churches and sects and the new-age self-help methods.

Simultaneously with this chaotic profusion, modern technological cultures
seem to face the danger of the loss of soul. Insofar as human beings are assim-
ilated to the status of machines, it becomes easy to think of them simply as con-
scious ghosts that temporarily inhabit corpses. Knowledge of living “bodies” is
obtained largely from the study of corpses that are implicitly seen to be identi-
cal to their living predecessors. And corpses are considered broken machines.
Consequently, a living human being can then be easily defined as a digital ma-
chine with a self-conscious “software.” Any soulcare applied to such a creature
would then be merely mechanical physical workouts on the one hand, for the
so-called body, and training of the intellect on the other, that is, for the pale
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remnant to which the soul has been reduced. What is lost from sight is the emo-
tional stratum of the whole human being and the necessity for attention to it
and to the whole as well as to a care of self that bridges the gap between intel-
lect and corpse.

Some of the above points will become clearer as we proceed through the
Charmides. I shall follow the dialogue from beginning to end, paying special at-
tention to the dramatic interactions and summarizing them in the form of ma-
jor themes.

Philosophy and the Perplexity of Love

From the beginning of the Charmides we become or are made aware of two
deeply troubling and highly questionable aspects of the human condition: war
and love. Both require a good condition of soul for enduring them and much
courage, and both seem unavoidable, involving great risks. Risks are to life and
limb, but more even to whatever hope we may harbor in our souls for being able
to confront ourselves in death. Love and war give rise to powerful emotional
currents—fear and hatred, grief and sadness—that threaten to engulf whatev-
er houses of selfhood and will we have managed to construct. They force us to
remain conscious of our utter dependence on a (dis)order greater even than the
species. In both we appear as mere puppets of that which is more than human,
which, moreover, hubristically mocks our pretense to freedom of the will. Uni-
ty of willing, autonomy of the self, and the possession of the virtues appear as
distant goals, for love and war grip us from within, plunging us into our inner
labyrinths; from there only the unattainable and unfathomable virtue of sound-
mindedness would seem able to free us. However, the thread of this virtue has
to be suspended from a guidepost outside the labyrinths: Can we acquire sal-
vational knowledge of this guide? Can we see it sufficiently clearly so as to ren-
der the strains of our minds sound enough for suspension from this good “in
itself” and so far above all other goods?

From the beginning of the dialogue we are also made aware of a mode of ex-
istence that seems to offer a way of resolutely confronting the dangers of war
and the perplexity of love. Socrates calmly recounts to an assembled crowd of
strangers and acquaintances news from a terrible battle with many dead in
which he has participated. Making little of the fact that he survived it just as he
appears to them, he seems most eager to be done with recounting war news, and
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thus talking about the dangers of war and battle. He would rather again con-
front his usual concerns: philosophy and the new crop of young men and their
wisdom and beauty. He thereby demonstrates his equanimity in the face of
death and hints at the guiding thread of philosophy.

Shortly thereafter, Socrates confronts the even greater danger and perplexity
of love: He is so struck by the beauty of young Charmides that he loses courage
and appears to himself like a sacrificial victim helplessly exposed to the appetite
of a strong predator. His own quest for beauty involves him in situations where
he must confront the terrible war that seems to pervade the whole order of be-
ing. Love is the beginning of life, of danger, and of suffering, as well as the means
for searching for a transcendence of this order of suffering existence.

Socrates’ philosophy is presented as a weapon for use against the dangers of
love and war. But this weapon is ambiguous; it is a way of learning from the ter-
rible friend-enemies by adopting the methods of both love and war. If Socrat-
ic philosophy is aporetic, it is because it is constrained to it by the very forces
with which it attempts to deal. Socratic questioning transposes its victims into
aporiai that are only slightly less involving than the experiences of war and love.
Philosophy must be aporetic, because its methods of war and love, adopted
from the terrible friend-enemies, must attempt to resolve the profounder apo-
riai at the heart of human existence. Philosophy’s aporetic procedure imitates
the deeper aporetic dangers of love and war. Hence it is not surprising that the
first mention of an aporia in the dialogue is one that does not proceed from an
argument but arises from an encounter with the power of eros (c, b). It
is a perplexity in which philosophers find themselves “naturally,” even before
any argument, and from which they try to extricate themselves by arguments.
Seeing a deep link between love and strife, friendship and enmity, and life and
death, they try to gain an understanding of this deep link. In this search for the
truth about war and love, they become themselves agonistic lovers (e–).
Socratic soul stripping is a method at once combative and loving. It is a con-
juring of shadows out of the depth of the soul, which is both a rational illumi-
nation and a lulling enchantment. It thus appeals to the two aspects of the hu-
man soul: the passive-enduring and the active-doing. It does so by invoking into
consciousness the deep struggle between our volitions and our automatisms.

Rational enchantment destabilizes the order of the self for the purpose of
rendering possible a new, more complete, and more inclusive order of self. Or-
ders of self are orders of law and convention and as such are inherently politi-
cal—hence, the profound danger to political order of Socratic soul stripping.
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It threatens to plunge us into the inner chaos of the soul, its painful antago-
nisms, which no order of self can ever permanently harmonize. But it also keeps
us aware of the fragility of all human things in an attitude that combines the
closedness of an ever changing dialogue with the openness of that which lies
beyond all discursiveness. Irrupting from beyond any dialogue, unbeatable
forces may at any time destabilize or destroy any political order of self in either
love or war. Dialogue enchants the darker ones of these forces and aims to reg-
ulate all into the order of a soundmindedness that knows both what it knows
and what it does not know. It aims to maintain awareness of the limits of all dis-
cursiveness, all dianoia, that yet illuminate the unlimited and make present the
good in a common search motivated by its absence. And last, it is a reciprocal
operation, a conscious regression in the service of self that involves both the
soul that strips and the soul that is being stripped.

In this sense Socratic soul stripping aims to create a community of searchers.
Because it involves a humbling of discursiveness, of the power of dianoia, it also
precludes the arising in the community of searchers of any rank order of wise
and unwise, rulers and ruled. The dialectical wars of Socrates are not wars of
conquest in which a technologically superior group imposes its way on a more
primitive group, reducing its members to the status of ignoble serfdom. Nor is
it a form of soulcare and soulcraft in which psychic dispositions become fixed
into two mutually antagonistic camps.

Wholes and Parts, Health and Sickness:
Odysseus the Beggar

Socrates, as a norm-giving and exemplary human being, demonstrates by his
manner of living the limitations and fundamental aporiai of human existence.
The experiences of both love and war make evident the nature of division and
disease. They force awareness of that which is lacking and that which we stand
in need of, namely, wholeness and health. They reveal human existence as a con-
stant search and quest that can never rest satisfied with whatever has been at-
tained. Every way station on this quest forces anew a keen awareness of what is
not yet present, namely, that good, the possession of which by itself would mean
the attainment of permanent wholeness and health. Yet, health in this sense
would mean the attainment of immortality. Hence, the Thracian doctors who
are believed by Socrates to be superior to Greek doctors aim at nothing less than
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the attainment of immortality in their attempts to heal the diseased “parts” of
a human being by healing the whole. From this it would seem to follow that no
human as such is ever healthy, and that finite existence itself is a form of disease
(b–c, d–c).

The logical perplexities to which the Socratic examination of the human con-
dition gives rise are most keenly seen in the paradox of human wholeness. If we
follow the precepts of Thracian medicine, which are seemingly accepted by
everyone in the dialogue, we must consider every bodily illness to be what we
would call psychosomatic. It is from the soul that all good and bad things pro-
ceed, both for the body and for the whole human being (e–b). But hu-
man beings are inherently unstable wholes. They are combinations of soul and
body and the union thereof; hence, they are three: body, soul, and the whole.
Apart from the enormous problems that are raised by the fact that no individ-
ual is conceivable separate from a community, everyone’s search for wholeness
would seem to be doomed from the beginning. No union of soul and body can
be permanently maintained. Similarly, the quest for wholeness of every indi-
vidual is forcibly limited by his or her being never more than a part of a larger
whole. Hence, human beings would seem to be wholes that are not wholes, and
healthy individuals are simultaneously not healthy. It is not surprising, then,
that neither Charmides nor Critias is ever able to give a satisfactory definition
of sōphrosynē.

For all practical purposes, however, we may be satisfied with Socrates’ im-
plied suggestion that the morning headaches of Charmides are at least in part
caused by excessive indulgences the night before (b–c). Hence, any hu-
manly wise doctor not only would deal with a symptom, such as a headache,
but also would search for its underlying cause in unmeasured satisfactions of
desires. It would not, then, appear unreasonable to follow the usual practice of
translating sōphrosynē as temperance or moderation, and to see in such “self-
control”an adequate measure of soundmindedness.Yet, any more searching ex-
amination would see in an individual’s ability to have that measure a form of
knowledge. But what kind of knowledge? It would have to be a knowledge that
would be so thoroughly practical as to realize itself in one’s actions. It could not
be mere theoretical insight that never gets beyond the stage of knowing what
one ought to do or not do, but being unable to do so.

The dialogue as a whole demonstrates that the knowledge involved in
sōphrosynē also cannot be formulated in a logically coherent set of definitions.
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Hence, Socrates shows the logical untenability of every definition proffered by
Charmides and Critias. Yet, Socrates also shows self-control in the face of the
dangers of both love and war. He somehow seems to know what sōphrosynē is
by being soundminded in his way of life. It is a knowledge that manifests itself
as a theoretical ignorance that is aware of itself.4

The dialogue Charmides is an artificial whole, produced by the art of Plato.
As such, it is totally composed with all of its parts fitting together. This fitting
together, however, is of parts that do not form a logically coherent system. It
ends aporetically, and no satisfactory definition of the one virtue sōphrosynē, to
which it is devoted, is offered. Each definition may be seen as partially valid;
thus, being quiet as well as being restrained by shame are certainly often the im-
age of soundmindedness. Yet, each one of them is also sometimes invalid, in
particular the one offered by Critias, and perhaps agreed to by Socrates, that
soundmindedness is “the doing of good things” (e). In fact, the ambiguity of
the term good in practical life would imply that the virtue of soundmindedness,
so defined, stands absolutely in need of being integrated into a more compre-
hensive vision of all the virtues. A science of right action, as a science, would
have to rely on a science of the good. The radical incompleteness of the dialogue
Charmides thus points beyond itself and thereby negates its status as a whole.
As such, it imitates the radical incompleteness of human beings, each of which
is a whole that is not a whole, a part and more than a part. And soundminded-
ness means the respecting of human limits, both individually and collectively,
in the long search for the true human good.

From this perspective, then, it would appear impossible to define a logically
consistent set of rules of guidance for living temperately and with moderation.
Any such set of rules would receive its arithmetic meaning, as it were, only from
a vision of the good, clearly formulateable, that deduces the limits of right ac-
tion. Hence, any good specifically for me would in each instance involve the ap-
plication of an unfailing calculus. Because of the dimness of our vision of the
good, however, no such calculus can be found. Perhaps as humans we are all of
the time “simply a white line,” as is Socrates when it comes to his ability to mea-
sure physical beauty (b). Our virtues are incomplete and fragile; they invert
their meanings and become vices. All human existence is effort and striving
that, as such, points beyond itself. This beyond can never be completely rendered
present, and it perhaps is present only as a felt absence. While we must strive
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and search for the good life and the right and just political order, we are always
limited by the dimness of our vision and the nature of our discursive under-
standing. Each logos that can be formulated is already a delimitation that can be
overturned by a different and opposite delimitation. Agreement and consensus
can be established only in open dialogue. However, every dialogue may end in
disagreement (as does the Charmides). The soundest general rule of modera-
tion for us may yet be the one formulated by the author of the Tractatus:
“Wovon man nicht reden kann, darüber muss man schweigen” (Whereof one
cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent). It is this rule, which implies the
acceptance of limits, that is not respected by Critias and his sophistic teachers.
Their claim to a science of the good and a technology of ruling based on it im-
plies a forgetting of the fact that in regard to our vision of the good we are all
in the position of the begging Odysseus; for Odysseus, indeed, shame about his
neediness is not an appropriate attitude to take before he has regained his king-
dom. Rich and powerful Critias, who is so full of himself and so sure about his
superior knowledge, cannot accept the fact that the Socratic elenchus can and
does force him to become aware of his status as a begging Odysseus.

The conventional prudence to which Charmides is being educated—name-
ly, leading a quiet life, showing respect where respect is due, and taking care of
one’s own business—is wholesome and politically necessary. This presuppos-
es, however, that one’s own business is clearly definable. Our status as parts of
a larger whole, who yet aspire to be wholes sufficient unto ourselves, requires
that we obey such rules of prudence and that we remain moderately mindful of
our limits. This means above all that the powerful recognize that not everything
is doable, fixable, and makable. There would seem to be absolute limits to the
assertion of human power over nature and over other humans.

Yet, the human will to power appears to recognize no such limits. Those who
compete for power in war generally accept only defeat as the limit to their striv-
ing. The political careers and the fate of both Charmides and Critias would bear
out this paradox of the will to power. Socratic education and soulcare spectac-
ularly failed in the case of young Charmides. Not only was he not persuaded by
Socrates enough so as not to follow his cousin Critias in the quest for tyranny,
but he also became one of the vilest and most notorious defenders of oligarchic
privilege. At the beginning of the dialogue we see his soul completely enrap-
tured by the class arrogance and snobbism of Critias. In the course of his con-
versation with Socrates he slowly comes to detach himself from his cousin’s
views, even challenging him surreptitiously, but at no time is he immune to the
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flattering treatment that his sycophants and erastai give him.And we know from
history that he was not able to overcome his class prejudices and the wrong-
headed views to which his aristocratic origins predisposed him. He, like Critias,
proved incapable of learning the lesson of Socratic soundmindedness with the
recognition of human limits that it implies.

We may exonerate human choices such as the ones made by Critias and
Charmides in the course of their political careers by reflecting on the tenden-
cies of both love and war to confound human caution and prudence. Both put
into serious doubt the validity of existing norms of moderation and propriety,
motivating lovers and warriors to surpass all limits. Thus, the experience of the
power of “eros the limb-loosener” may motivate those in its thrall to challenge
even death as the ultimate limit to life. The despair frequently induced by this
experience, moreover, may give rise to self-assertions in acts of cruelty and de-
struction. Similarly, the experience of war provides a rough education that ren-
ders norms of customary restraint doubtful. War is the essence of competition
for dominance between rival collective power wills. Its precondition is the re-
moval of the taboo on killing and other acts of violence, and thereby the fear of
enslavement and violent death at the hands of others is magnified. The conse-
quent search for security requires a transgression of those norms that had hith-
erto guaranteed security. The emotional spirals of enmity involve the suspen-
sion of one’s standards of moral action and create a willingness to become just
as bad as the opposition.

Thus, the experiences of both war and love bring home to us our fragility and
the fragility of our hold on being. They forcefully show us our existences are
merely instrumental parts of a larger whole. They do so, however, by tempting
us strongly to overturn our inner bonds of self-restraint, which are the fibers of
the social nets of security that we have constructed for ourselves and for that
which we claim as our own. Our awareness of the tragedy of the largely unin-
tended consequences of actions in the Peloponnesian War that overtook Critias
and Charmides thus should moderate the harshness of our judgment on them.
Their fate, however, makes all the more real to us the fortitude and philosoph-
ical prudence of Socrates, who underwent the same experiences as Critias and
Charmides. His fate, as shaped by his choices, sustains the human hope for self-
overcoming that largely constituted the striving called philosophy. It invites us
to complete the incomplete whole of the dialogue Charmides by searching for
our own measure and rule for soundminded living. To be sure, the great health
symbolized by the eternally blessed existence of the gods is beyond us as hu-
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mans. The great rift in our existence cannot be healed completely. But the in-
evitable enduring and suffering can be ameliorated and ennobled by norms of
moderation. These cannot merely relate to private life, but must also bear upon
self-restraint in regard to ruling. The forms of political life must be such as to
impose moderation on the ambitions of the Critiases of the world. Indeed,
much of human suffering seems to derive not from nature but from the conse-
quences of the ruthless and pitiless political and military struggles in which the
egoism and shortsightedness of the powerful embroil cultures and peoples.
Hence, the most urgent task of a philosophical soulcare would seem to be to
find a way of moderating the ambitions and power wills of rulers who may be
oligarchs, tyrants, as well as democrats.And whatever may be the political forms
in which we are fated to live, the road to personal wholeness and wellness lies
always via a concern for the wellness of the political whole of which we are parts.
Therein lies the difficulty for a modern soulcare: to find the right mix of pub-
lic and private strategies. What form of political education of future rulers
would make sure that their power wills are sufficiently strong so as to provide
energies adequate to maintain public welfare while being sufficiently contained
so as to avoid the dissolution of the community into warring factions? A fur-
ther difficulty of the concepts of the whole and the care of the whole arises from
the fact that the political whole of which an individual whole is a part is itself
only an unstable part of a larger whole, which is the human species. From that
perspective, every political community—past, present, and future—is itself
merely a temporary and unstable faction. And if in the future the thousand hu-
man peoples should be transformed into the thousand and first people of hu-
mankind, that too would be only a part. If, then, the truth is in the whole—as
a dialectical logos would strongly suggest—and if health depends on being
whole, there will be neither truth nor health ever for humankind. Even the rule
of philosophers would not lead to a cessation of troubles for humans. The fig-
ure of begging and wandering Odysseus who cannot afford to be ashamed of
his neediness is imitated by the human type that assumes the mask of Socratic
philosophers. Their nonpossession of knowledge makes them also beggars for
salvational knowledge of the good; they too cannot afford to be ashamed of
their needy ignorance. For the individual Odysseus, the kingdom lay in Ithaca.
Moreover, Odysseus found his way back to health and wholeness with Penelope.
But where are the kingdoms for humankind? Is a Homeric happy ending even
conceivable?
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The Agon between Critias and Socrates

Two themes pervade the dialogue from beginning to end. One is human
neediness and dependency on a larger order beyond human control. The oth-
er theme is the struggle and strife between two ways of life and two ways of see-
ing the world: the sophistic-tyrannical represented by Critias and the philo-
sophical represented by Socrates. The object of the struggle is the soul of
Charmides, for whose allegiance both Socrates and Critias contend.

The unwitting mediator of the struggle is Chaerephon, at a time in the life of
the dialogue’s characters when it was still possible for democrats to associate
with oligarchs in a peacefully muted but contentious conversation. Thus,
Chaerephon, the democratic friend of Socrates, is still able to arrange for
Socrates to sit beside Critias, this son of Kallaischros,“the ugly noble” or “beau-
tiful evil.” Occurring shortly after the battle of Potidaea that began the terrible
Peloponnesian War, the conversation is a hostile confrontation, but it does not
yet contain any of the bitterness and unmitigated readiness, at least by some, to
accept nothing less than total victory. The hostility remains largely veiled, is
barely acknowledged, and results in a compromise of sorts. It is manifested
chiefly in the unconscious class prejudices and arrogance of Critias and
Charmides, and the destructive-creative elenchus of Socrates, a powerful tool
for the critique of overweening political ambition. The manic nature of
Chaerephon is still able to remain innocent at this time before the development
of the civil war in Athens that was spawned by her war with Sparta. It is still a
forgivable form of imprudence and absence of soundmindedness, affordable
for treatment by an attitude of friendly indulgence (b–).

The setting of the dialogue in the wrestling school of Taureas is still one in
which men from every class and all strata of society can freely associate in
friendly agons. It is a public space, however, in which men wish to appear at
their best and are normally particularly keen to maintain a good front and es-
pecially their aristocratic dignity. They wish to demonstrate their good breed-
ing and their bearing that demand the respect to which they believe themselves
entitled, a project perhaps not easily realizable when one considers the state of
attire customary for wrestling schools. Clothes manifest one’s class background
and support those bodily postures that express one’s social self-esteem. Being
near naked would more likely reveal as largely a pretense one’s bodily posture
designed to symbolize one’s visible beauty and social status. Nakedness of body,
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something particularly important in the opening conversation, would appear
easy for only someone young and still beautiful. Socrates’ manner of question-
ing threatens to render naked also the souls of those present. It is particularly
menacing in gymnastic settings where the absence of the customary prop of
clothes makes the maintenance of status pretense more difficult. The Socratic
elenchus in this setting threatens to render visible the hidden dirt and ugliness
of souls by adding their nakedness to that of their bodies. It is no small refer-
ence to this whole context of human nakedness when Socrates pointedly and in
direct challenge addresses Critias as the “son of ugly beauty” after the conver-
sation has taken a particularly heated turn (b). Socratic soul stripping
reveals especially the hidden ugliness and conventionality of Critias and
Charmides, which for Charmides is mitigated by the bloom of his youth and by
his physical beauty. Charmides’ involuntary blush upon being caught by
Socrates in a status- and youth-induced quandary beautifies the ugliness and
conventional stupidity of his opinions. The ugliness of his soul is still only
nascent and something potentially corrigible (c–d). He and his age mates
all appear so beautiful to Socrates, with their bodily beauty not yet marred by
shameful dispositions, precisely because the ugly attitudes in their souls have
not yet hardened into more or less permanent physical postures and facial ges-
tures (b–). But youth again, as Chaerephon hints, makes outward beau-
ty rather faceless, because a potential, growing inner beauty has not yet traced
its design into the faces of the young (ajprovswpo~) (d–).

From the beginning the conversation between the patrician Critias and the
plebeian Socrates is highly competitive. It is heavily laden throughout with mu-
tual sarcasms and hidden jabs. Socrates appears to be in one of his most com-
bative moods, launching several implied attacks on Critias’s pretentiousness
and class snobbism. He succeeds to some extent in loosening the hold that
Critias has over Charmides’ soul, even provoking a sly attack by the younger
cousin and ward on his older guardian (b–). One might say that Socrates
rather shamelessly exploits the high degree of mimetic rivalry that must exist
between two such honor-loving sons of noble families. He knows that he is on
solid ground for succeeding in his struggle for the soul of Charmides when he
launches his attack on the principles that underlie the education that Critias
is giving to Charmides (d–e). At the end of the dialogue, then, when
Charmides makes common cause again with Critias, Socrates agrees to contin-
ue discipling the young man. He does so because he has gained the agreement
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of Critias, who actually commands Charmides to accept being charmed by
Socrates (b–c). Perhaps Critias wishes his young charge to become as skill-
ful at arguments as Socrates has shown himself to be in putting Critias into per-
plexities. He seems to believe that the main benefit of Socratic education is a
sharpening of the powers of dianoia (c–d). However, he does not grasp
that the Socratic elenchus aims at shaping a much deeper stratum of the soul
than merely the level of discursive reasoning. The stratum of soul thus reached
is one that contains what we might call the unconscious and subconscious de-
sires, tendencies, volitions, opinions, and attitudes. And Socrates might agree to
continue with Charmides because of his already proved ability to place Char-
mides in touch with his own deeper selves, which Charmides manifests in in-
voluntary and automatic movements when subjected to questioning (c–,
a–b, e, b–).

Besides, Charmides evinces in himself the psychological foundations of at
least civic virtue in the form of quiet self-restraint (hJsuciovth~) (b), mod-
esty (aijscunthlo;~) (c), a sense of shame and honor (aijdwv~) (e), and
manliness (ajndrikw`~) (e–). Such predispositions could be developed into
philosophical virtues by means of dialectical examinations and inner dis-
courses. When the Socratic elenchus induces perplexity in the deep stratum of
the soul, such perplexity can lead to a turning around of the soul in the direc-
tion of a striving for self-perfection. Thus, the regular, outwardly directed am-
bitions of Charmides for honor, victory, and glory might well be deflected in-
ward and thus provide the seeds for the growth of insight and the sober
assumption of responsibilities.

Socrates knows, then, that Charmides is a suitable subject for training for
philosophical rulership, provided his allegiances can be detached from his elder
and seductively sophistic cousin Critias. This means that the considerable 
intellectual powers of Charmides must primarily be placed in the services of
care of oneself and of self-cultivation (ei[ tiv~ ge auJtou` kai; smikro;n khvdetai)
(a–) and not in the service of the attainment of power and victory. The
Socratic elenchus, understood in this manner, becomes the instrument for the
shaping of the natural egoisms of honor- and victory-loving young and aspir-
ing politicians.

However, if Charmides does not detach himself from Critias, he will not per-
form the inner turning around, the conversion required for philosophical de-
velopment. Critias believes that he and Charmides already know and have what
Socrates knows they do not know and do not have. Critias falsely believes that
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Charmides, like himself, has a well-grown soul (eu\ pefukwv~) (e), and that
in this respect also he is most beautiful and good (pavnu kalo;~ kai; ajgaqov~
ejstin kai; tau`ta) (e). Besides, Charmides appears to others and to himself
to be already a philosopher and quite poetical (kai; e[stin filovsofov~ te kaiv 
. . . pavnu poihtikov~) (a). Finally, Critias peremptorily informs Socrates:
“Know well, that he appears most soundminded among the present generation,
and that among his age group in respect to all things, he is second to none” (Eu\
toivnun i[sqi o{ti pavnu polu; dokei` swfronevstato~ ei\nai tw`n nuniv, kai; ta\lla
pavnta, eij~ o{son hJlikiva~ h{kei, oujdeno;~ ceivrwn w[n) (d–). With a self-
esteem of this kind and with these opinions, what need would there still be for
a striving for self-perfection? Against these kinds of self-conceit, Socrates with
fine irony marshals the vision of begging Odysseus (a–). He challenges the
opinions of Critias and effectively refutes them under the mantle of the poeti-
cal authority of Homer, which both Critias and Charmides accept.

It is not easy for individuals with the class background of Critias and Char-
mides to overcome their inbred conceits. It is not easy for them to accept the
humbling of ambition and self-esteem that the Socratic elenchus effects, to ac-
cept that their powers are limited and will remain so. And we know from his-
tory that Socrates did not succeed with Charmides, and that he might even have
contributed to the unfavorable opinion growing up in Athens against himself,
because of his association with Charmides. In the dialogue, though, we experi-
ence the beginnings of this association and its psychagogic development. Had
Socrates succeeded, then indeed Charmides might have become truly “unbeat-
able” as he ironically points out in response to the praises heaped upon the
young man in swearing an oath by Heracles (a[macon) (d). It would seem
that the Herculean labor of reforming or even governing a polity would require
a “well-grown soul,” in addition to intelligence and the favors of good fortune
(cf. the contexts at d–e, d–).

The ways of life and thought of Critias and Socrates are so far apart as to be
almost mutually exclusive. Neither can accept the other as he is. Even their at-
titudes toward this mutual antagonism are different. Critias may have uses for
Socrates in his power drive and political ambitions. He is quite ready to accept
the external, combative aspect of Socrates’ skill at the elenchus that he wishes
to put to good use in the service of sharpening his own and Charmides’ com-
petitive edge in political debate. But he can accept the elenchus only as a weapon
to be turned against others and not as something also to be used for destroying
one’s own illusions and conceits. He wishes to use it in the service of deception

 i Horst Hutter



for political gain and not for self-perfection. Socrates has to remind him sever-
al times that in refuting anyone’s opinions he is also refuting his own acceptance
of these opinions before testing them as perhaps true. He informs him that he
“examines the logos first for my own sake, and perhaps also for the sake of oth-
er associates; for don’t you believe it to be a benefit common to almost all men
for each thing to become clearly apparent how it is constituted?” (d–).
Thus, from Socrates’ perspective the elenchus primarily serves as a meditative
sickle of thought that cuts off at their roots the associations automatically pro-
ceeding in the soul in the service of ego enhancement.

Although Critias can accept Socrates as a potentially useful servant and ally,
Socrates cannot accept the basic falsehoods in the position of Critias. He is a
politically responsible citizen who as such must insist on the truth, because of
his belief that it is better for humans (or almost all of them) to live in the truth.
Hence, Critias does not necessarily engage in this conversation with any com-
bative and competitive intent. Rather, he wishes to shine condescendingly in the
eyes of Socrates and the others. It is Socrates who initiates the battle by implic-
itly suggesting that Charmides might not be as outstanding as he is reputed to
be, if his outward excellences are not matched by the excellences of his inner
dispositions (d–). He thereby also suggests that perhaps the praises
heaped upon the young man are due more to his social and political promi-
nence than to his qualities. They might be the thin praises of flatterers who are
motivated by their own egoistic ambitions.

Critias immediately responds to Socrates’ implied and repeated challenges by
assuring him of the general opinions of the court of flatterers and sycophants
as to the philosophical and poetical beauties of the soul of Charmides. This
opening of hostilities, however, merely reflects an underlying state of war, which
need not exist in actual fighting but already exists in the known disposition to
combat.

Socrates cannot in good conscience accept the suggestion that forms a part
of Critias’s worldview, namely, that the inheritance of wealth and social posi-
tion is connected with a superiority in virtue. Critias’s class arrogance threat-
ens to abolish the validity of the distinction between inborn and acquired qual-
ities, by affirming that a superior second nature by way of nurture is acquired
by birth. Socrates ironically refers to this blurring of the fundamental distinc-
tion between nature and culture by repeatedly praising Charmides’ illustrious
ancestry. He merely wishes to make sure that Charmides already possesses
soundmindedness, before administering to him the remedy for headaches

Soulcare and Soulcraft in the Charmides i 



(a–, d–c). If he does possess it, as Critias affirms, he should be able
to form an opinion about its nature (d, b–, d–e). Even the sto-
ry of Thracian medicine, which links bodily ailments to psychic dispositions,
throws doubt on the notion that wealth and power imply virtue. Socrates there-
by suggests that the morning headaches of Charmides might be linked to a se-
cret lack of temperance (e–c).

It should also be realized that just as Socrates can little accept the pretensions
of Critias, so Critias cannot pass in silence over the challenge proffered him by
Socrates. Both sides in this conflict must fight, and neither can compromise
with the victory of the other. However, both are skillful dialectical combatants:
their agon ends in a draw. The ending of the dialogue suggests a possible un-
easy compromise and alliance based on a truce in which Socrates assumes the
role of adviser and father-confessor to someone predestined by birth to wealth
and power for political leadership. It suggests a model for the uneasy truce be-
tween wisdom and power in which the philosopher rules the soul of the ruler.
Both sides benefit: The political ruler gains the weapons of a philosophical
rhetoric for the shaping of public opinion and the influencing of the deep struc-
tures of the souls of the ruled. The philosopher gains a respite from political
persecution that gives him the opportunity to slowly transform political struc-
tures based on deception, force, and fraud into ones based on an openness to
the truth of being. Here the philosopher is motivated by the insight that every-
where and without exception political regimes are based on lies and injustices
and on denials of the nature of things. Existing political regimes serve the in-
terests of elites whose dominant position is based not on superior attainments
in virtues and merit but on crude force and brutal power. Existing regimes deny
the reality of the human soul and its need to remain connected to that which is
more than human in a continuous effort and striving for self-perfection.

Critias’s entire line of reasoning in the Charmides demonstrates the possibil-
ity and actuality of human beings organizing political communities that are
based on a forgetting of human limits and the gradual reduction of dependen-
cy on the larger cosmos. It shows that the very structure of the logos common
to all humans may be twisted into the service of puffed-up wills to power in-
formed by a more or less “private” (mis)conception of the nature of things. Lies
and illusions govern everywhere, and they are by no means noble lies even
though they may be well born. The political task of the Socratic philosopher
consists in partially cooperating with this tissue of lies, partially even co-opting
them, or creating new ones in an effort to gradually educate humanity toward
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a reestablishment of the truth of the common logos. It consists in preventing a
complete closure of human understanding to the divine stratum of reality
(however this may be conceived). The elenchus ensures that no system of
thought becomes a dogmatically fixed structure encasing the human will. But
its successful practice depends on the acceptance of limits. The project of Critias
needs this source of permanent criticism, just as much as Socrates needs the
goodwill of Critias. Both the sophist and the philosopher are antagonists, but
in a system of mutual needs. A successfully educated Charmides would repre-
sent the union of both in a structure in which political power becomes allied
with human wisdom. Would he be the necessary “great man” who would be ca-
pable of distinguishing “those things which have their powers toward them-
selves” from those that do not (a–)? Would he, on the basis of this knowl-
edge, show how to let all humans and all things go into their freedoms?

The Way of Critias

The various theories of Critias on soundmindedness are explicitly stated and
refuted. The Socratic view appears only by negation. It is not and cannot be for-
mulated in a set of propositions. All propositions, however logically consistent
and empirically adequate, are subject to negation and refutation by opposite
propositions. The later, skeptical way of formulating this truth of all proposi-
tions, namely, that for every logos there is an equal counterlogos, is not too far
from a perspective of the whole that comprises both the views of Critias and
their Socratic negations. The Socratic affirmations can appear only as nega-
tions, and as such they refer beyond themselves to a practice of living that is pri-
marily a lifelong search for the good. Critias differs from this in that his think-
ing wishes to be autonomous of any beyond and thus tends to be detached from
any given practice of living. It sketches the human possibility of an autono-
mous system of sciences that is self-critical and self-developing in an ever ex-
panding net of provisional truths that work until they are replaced by other
better-working truths. They are truths of control and not of living well. The net
of power opinions thus created is a system of power perspectives and interpre-
tations that imposes its working truths on the given truth of the primary text
of nature to the point of effacing that primary text. It is a human attempt at self-
liberation from the confines and limits of nature. As such, it is a perfectly con-
sistent development of the radical relativism implied by Protagoras’s famous
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saying—man is the measure of all things—that comes closer in effect to saying
that Critias is the measure of all things, of those that are, that they are, and of
those that are not, that they are not. There is no true or real measure of beauty
or the good, but the power or the ability to persuade decides whose measure re-
mains victorious over other measures.

Socrates also has no absolute measure of beauty or the good to offer, but he
accepts each measure only insofar as it remains linked to a vision of a good that
can never be completely grasped because it always remains beyond any defini-
tion or any sum of definitions. It is a good that may be seen with the eyes of the
mind. Socrates’ view also is relativistic, but it is a relativism that remains linked
to something that is not human-made but given, and not subject to human will-
ing, however powerful. That which lies beyond—nature, the cosmos, the divine
or God, or however it may be called—is the measure of all things. From the an-
tagonism between Critias and Socrates, however, it should not be concluded
that the two positions cannot be reconciled. Indeed, it is upon a Socratic cor-
rection that Critias’s view of a science of all sciences and of itself as well as its
limits becomes tenable (cf. b–c). This correction removes from Critias’s
sophism the aspect of a self-grounding system of thought, as well as a way of
life that is grounded in arbitrary human fiat, unrelated to any reality outside hu-
man cognition. The recognition of something “out there,” beyond all language
and beyond the infinite number of all possible (true) propositions, requires a
view that the choice of ways of life, the choice of culture and of religion—in
short, what happens to oneself, to one’s group, and to all possible groups—is
always partially given and beyond complete human determination. Human
freedom, in this respect equal to human power, is never more than participato-
ry and finite. There is no autonomous, omnipotent, and omniscient human
subject of knowing or willing. All is radically finite and can hence never be ar-
chetypal or a measure of anything. However, Socratic assumptions about hu-
man power and the responsibilities of participatory knowing might be com-
bined with Critias’s views in a synthesis to which the author of this dialogue
might not be wholly unsympathetic. This synthesis, just as the two ways out of
which it is combined, would be another, independent way of dealing with the
fundamental aporiai of the human condition.

Critias’s conception of the good life is shaped entirely by his aristocratic back-
ground. Accordingly, certain human practices and activities are ignoble even
though they are useful and beneficial (cf. b–c). The humble, but eminent-
ly useful, activities of shoe making and the selling of salt fish are placed by him

 i Horst Hutter



into the same category as prostitution. One might well consider the latter not
exactly noble, but it certainly becomes something equally unrespectable from
only a narrow snobbism. Critias, the gentleman farmer who has enough leisure
for public office, looks down on the producers of those goods who contribute
to making his good life possible. This highly selective emphasis on elegant prof-
it is not likely to render any of his definitions of the good free of contradictions
or convincing.

Indeed, the arbitrariness of his definitions is manifest also in the manner in
which he uses a quote from Hesiod in supporting his distinction between do-
ing and making (Work and Days, –). The full quote reads as follows:

(e[rgon d∆ oujde;n o[neido~, ajergivh dev t∆ o[neido~)
Work is no reproach, but laziness is.

This quote is a reproach of not doing one’s task, which is the truly blamewor-
thy thing, while any other activity, however humble, does not deserve to be
blamed. Critias suppresses the second half of the quote and is thus able to use
it to distinguish between different kinds of makings (poiei`n), some of which as
well as their works are noble, whereas some are only useful. Only beneficial acts
that are “beautiful” are also noble. Only these are in the same class of acts de-
scribed as “doing one’s own” (ta eJautou pravttein), which is one of his defini-
tions of soundmindedness. Hesiod’s text has nothing whatever to do with this,
especially in view of the fact that the poet addresses the epos to his brother
Perses, who had cheated him out of his inheritance by bribing a judge and who
had subsequently lost the family farm through neglect of his work. The poet’s
aergia is not necessarily laziness but the not-doing of what one should do, that
which is one’s own task. And any performing of one’s task in this sense would
not be ignoble.

Neither the poet, however, nor Critias in misquoting him really settles the
question of which is truly one’s own good, and hence which tasks one should
perform. Socrates also does not know this, but Critias apparently does. In draw-
ing the conclusion from his analysis of Hesiod that establishes a noble line of
“works, practices and makings,” he confidently asserts, “One must suppose the
poet to have considered that only such as these are one’s own, while everything
harmful is alien” (c–).

Critias seems unaware that upon this view not only is one’s own good un-
certain, because what may appear good and one’s own now may not be so lat-
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er, but also even a certain and known good for oneself may involve harm to oth-
ers. For Critias, good is whatever appears so to him and that he is powerful
enough to obtain. This does not exactly support the later definition of sound-
mindedness to which Socrates pushes Critias—as the “knowledge of good and
evil” (b). And in light of Critias’s future actions as an oligarchic tyrant, we
may say that his arrogant misuse of the texts of poets is matched in his actions
by his contemptuous disregard for the text of Athenian society.

For Critias, the sōphron is someone who embraces everything that is benefi-
cial to him. However, the beneficial must also be beautiful, in the sense of re-
flecting well on himself. The words beneficial and beautiful, however, seem to
have no objective referent, since Critias is the sole judge at each moment of
judging what the intended meaning is. The sole criterion that guides him in his
choices is that beneficial things can become his own only when they also reflect
well on him. And this may change from moment to moment. He refuses to con-
sider what each thing is and how it is constituted. His words may have any
meaning, and his actions are like those told in the adventures of Alice in Won-
derland. Even if he agrees with Socrates that it is “a common good for almost
all humans for each thing to become clearly apparent how it is” (d–), it
does not mean that he believes that there is something “there” outside his acts
of naming and choosing, that things are objectively constituted in a certain way.

It is in this manner that he also approaches the nature of divine things. As a
politician who is interested in gaining and maintaining power he is aware of the
usefulness of religion to this purpose. Religious beliefs, involving the imposi-
tion of moral limits on human action, are useful because they augment the
power of rulers who do not share these beliefs, but only pretend to do so. The
wise rulers are beyond such simplistic ideas because they know that the gods are
beyond good and evil. This becomes strikingly apparent in the manner in which
he redefines the common understanding of some of the sayings inscribed at the
oracle at Delphi. He suggests that the earlier inscriptions were put up by men
who understood that the saying “gnōthi sauton” was not a moral counsel at all,
but a way of greeting offered by the god to those entering the temple. It was the
divine equivalent to the human greeting “hail” (cai`re) and amounted in a rid-
dling way to saying “be soundminded.” Both of these are, as it were, greetings
offered by the god to those who are his equals, on whom he does not impose
moral limits.

Two later inscriptions—“Nothing too much” and “a pledge, and bane is
near”—were put up by men who understood the earlier inscriptions in a
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moralistic way and thus wanted to put up equally useful inscriptions of moral
advice. But these later inscriptions have nothing to do with soundmindedness
(cf. d–b). Soundmindedness, rather, means to be clearly aware of one’s
own profit and amounts to the amoral “recognize yourself,” that is, know what
you are doing. However, my ability to get my own is clearly enhanced if other
humans have the (wrong) beliefs that soundmindedness means the recognition
of moral limits on them. Critias’s theology, then, does not distinguish between
human images of the divine and divine realities, which is in line with his gen-
eral principle that things are identical with how they appear and how he choos-
es to name them.

Critias is able to shift his definitions of soundmindedness, almost at will,
when he is constrained by Socrates’ questioning. Socrates in each case wishes to
know what Critias is referring to with the words he uses, for the name and its
referent are different things. Later in the conversation, when Critias defines
sōphrosynē as an “epistēmē epistēmōn,” Socrates again obliges him to defend his
definition by pointing out that the act of knowledge is different from its object.
At one turn Socrates pointedly reminds Critias not to follow too closely the
sophist Prodicus, who also was known to draw very fine verbal distinctions and
thus to engage in abstract logic chopping. Thus, Socrates exhorts Critias: “I give
you leave to set down each of the names however you wish but only make clear
to which thing you are applying each name you use” (d–). Similarly, he
forces Critias to acknowledge that, if soundmindedness is only a science of sci-
ences, “It would not know what it knows and what it does not know, but, it
seems, only that it knows or that it does not know” (d–), the point being
that the object of knowledge is different for each of the sciences; it is something
that is pregiven to human understanding. But the object of soundmindedness
as a science of sciences and of itself would not be that which is known by the
sciences of which it is a science. Such a merely logical corrective of the proce-
dures of the empirical sciences would by itself not know anything. At every step,
hence, Critias seems to engage in what might be called an empty transcenden-
talism that suits his arbitrary power interest in changing his definitions and thus
“winning” the argument.

Socrates reduces Critias’s radical transcendentalism to perplexity. A science
that is a science only of other sciences but not also of their objects would
amount to a form of knowledge in which the object known is created by the act
of knowing. As such, it would amount to the science possessed by a god whose
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mind may be presumed to be archetypal. For a human such a science would be
empty and would not permit a critical examination of anyone’s pretensions to
know. Socrates, however, acknowledges a more limited form of transcenden-
talism, which would amount to an awareness by the practitioner of a science
that he is proceeding methodically. This would lead to slow accumulation of
knowledge in each of the sciences so constituted. People would learn more eas-
ily, but progress would be arduous and slow, gradually extending the limits of
the known into the infinite domain of the unknown. It would involve recogni-
tion of limits and of an ignorance in even the greatest human mind that could
never be fully eliminated. However, Critias is not satisfied with such a modest
view as a definition of soundmindedness (b–c). Instead, he enthusiasti-
cally assents to the proposals by Socrates, who formulates on Critias’s behalf a
vision of a commanding science that governs all other sciences and orders the
entirety of human life on the basis of exact knowledge (d–a, c–
a, d–). Such a science that orders (ejpistatei`n) and commands
(swfrosuvnh fulavttousa), however, is nowhere to be found. Nevertheless,
Socrates does not exclude entirely the possibility of it developing in the future.
Thus, in a remarkable concession to the viewpoint of Critias, he sketches a tech-
nological utopia in which all human affairs are ruled by exact knowledges that
are themselves governed by a scientific soundmindedness. This society would
eliminate error, would be able to predict the future and provide for all human
needs, and would safely guide all of its members on their journey through life.
This sketch is recounted in the form of a dream that Socrates does not know
will or will not come true (a–d). Leaving thus open the possibility of de-
velopments that we, from our historical standpoint, would consider to actual-
ly have occurred, Socrates nonetheless does not believe that a humankind thus
ordered would be happy.

It seems that this dream is conjured out of the unconscious of Critias, for
whom it expresses succinctly his fondest vision for the future. Perhaps it is not
accidental, then, that Socrates swears by the dog when be begins to recount his
dream. The dog may represent the Egyptian god Anubis, the Egyptian equiva-
lent of Hermes, who conducts souls to the underworld (d–). Socrates’
dream and Critias’s vision thus may be considered as arising from the collective
unconscious of humanity—the possibility of a world refashioned and changed
in the image of homo faber.

Socrates, however, does not believe that humanity would live happily and
well upon the attainment of such a technological utopia. It would lack a little
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thing (d), namely, knowledge of the good. Lacking a knowledge of the good
(and evil), everything would still progress. There is no end to technological
progress. Yet, not one of the sciences, nor all of them together, nor a com-
manding science that orders the entirety of human life would guarantee that
the mere provision of means of life would ensure human happiness. Such an
arrangement of sciences would not answer the fundamental question of the
true good for humanity. The strongest transcendentalism cannot by itself guar-
antee the attainment of the good life. The domination of nature, even the re-
making of nature in a world of general artifice, such as is our modern world,
cannot guarantee our possession of the only thing that really counts.

Critias’s way has been realized. It is our reality. We live amid a profusion of
means of life, but our lives are becoming progressively poorer. The goal is lack-
ing; the good is lacking. However, the combination of the way of Critias with
the way of Socrates may yet ensure that a commanding prudence in subordi-
nation to a vision of the good, that is present in its felt and recognized absence,
may lead to the attainment of that knowledge of ignorance that saves humani-
ty and its appearances. At the end of the dialogue, an unrepentant and willful
Critias commands Charmides to become the disciple of Socrates. Socrates bows
to the beauty of Charmides, combined with the force of Critias. Overtly he sub-
mits to them, but his submission is by way of a guidance of the intentions and
motivations of Charmides (cf. b–d).

Soul and Self, Active and Passive

Death would seem to be the most radical denial of human autonomy. Con-
fronted with such ultimate finitude, all individual striving and effort appears
futile and human freedom merely a beautiful illusion. This finite existence be-
fore death, moreover, shows itself to be the helpless exposure of a pathic mass
to the vicissitudes of fortune. Fortune and the powers to which we are subject
now activate this pathic mass in the direction of joy and pleasure, then again
and more frequently in the direction of suffering and pain. In both of these pos-
itive or negative states we are like helpless puppets that are spectators racked by
fear of their own performances.

It is “a beautiful venture” (kalo;~ ga;r oJ kivnduno~), asserts the dying Socrates,
to go against one’s rational insight and to charm oneself into believing that the
soul is immortal. Each individual is to tell himself beautiful myths about the
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soul’s eternal destiny, as if he were reciting enchanting charms to himself.
Although it does not befit a rational man (ouj prevpei nou`n e[conti ajndriv) to 
believe in the literal truth of such myths, the “prize to be won is beautiful and
the hope great” (kalo;n ga;r to; a\qlon kai; hJ ejlpi;~ megavlh) (Phdo. d, d,
c).

The beautiful prize to be won would seem to be primarily freedom from the
childish fear of death. Hope is the confident orientation toward a future, it is a
“tharrein,” for which the fear of death is the supreme challenge. It is necessary,
hence, either to “enchant oneself every day” (ejpai v vdein aujtwi ` eJkavsth~ hJmevra~)
until the little child in oneself with its childish fear of death is mollified or, if
one cannot do so for oneself, to find a “good charmer” (ajgaqo;n ejpwi do;n) from
among the many good men among the Greeks or the barbarians (Phdo. e–
a).

The above discussion in the Phaedo distinguishes between two states of the
self in development, a state of nascent autonomy, where one gives oneself over
to someone who knows how to enchant the pathic mass of soul, and a state of
self, in which one has achieved the full autonomy for enchanting oneself. In
both cases the soul is something that can be given over or presented to a self that
is outside the soul, or that is inside one’s own soul. The soul is thus an open
structure that may be presented to the enchantments that are kaloi logoi of
someone (th;n yuch;n prw`ton parascei`n ejpai `sai tai`~ tou` Qrai ko;~ ejpwi dai`~)
(Char. c–), so that soundmindedness may come to be in it (ejk de; tw`n
toiouvtwn lovgwn ejn tai`~ yucai`~ swfrosuvnhn ejggivgnesqai) (a–).

The word epōde in its various grammatical forms occurs in the Charmides
no less than twenty times. It is Socrates’ way of describing appeals by the ratio-
nal part of the soul to the subrational part, through which the latter is meant to
be transformed. The whole soul appears as a receptacle in which a mass of au-
tomatically proceeding thoughts, moods, opinions, and feelings coexists with
an active agent that can charm and enchant these automatisms by means of
beautiful words. The Socratic elenchus is such a method of charming the inner,
passive occurrences into arranging themselves into the shape of the virtues.
Sōphrosynē (and presumably some other virtues also) is something that comes
into being in the receptacle of the soul. It is hence more than a logically coher-
ent concept that may be known in a merely intellectual manner.

The elenchus itself is an active process in which the mind (nou`~) of the philo-
sophical examiner initially predominates and aims to strengthen the active
powers of the soul of the person examined. Human beings appear endowed by
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nature with a mind that is potentially active and shaping by its ability to become
focused on something “outside” the soul or something “inside” the soul, as well
as on both outside and inside simultaneously. It may be turned simultaneous-
ly toward one’s own inner automatisms and toward what is said or what occurs
outside oneself.

A frequently occurring and significant turn of phrase in the Platonic writings
is the term prosechein ton noun. It occurs first in the Charmides in Socrates’ de-
scription of the effect that Charmides’ entry has both on the young boys in his
train and on the adult men already present in the wrestling school. The atten-
tion of all is automatically focused on the beauty of Charmides. And Socrates
comments on this fascination exercised by beauty: “Now it was less surprising
on the part of us men; but I turned my attention to the boys, and I noticed that
none of them, not even the littlest, looked at any one else except him as if he
were an image of divinity” (a[galma) (c–). In the course of his examina-
tion of Charmides, Socrates exhorts him to pay attention more strongly to him-
self, and to look into himself (Pavlin toivnun, . . . , ma`llon prosevcwn to;n nou`n
kai; eij~ seauto;n ejmblevya~) (d–). There he would find, if sōphrosynē is
present, how it shapes him and how it appears to him. These appearances he
could then formulate into thoughts and gather them together into a syllogism
(ejnnohvsa~, . . . , pavnta tau`ta sullogisavmeno~) (d–). It is apparent from
Charmides’ earlier effort at defining sōphrosynē, when he described it as a form
of quiet strength, that he was already turning his mind to himself, as is indicat-
ed in Socrates’ narration: “And he at first hesitated and did not want to answer”
(b). From these two instances we may conclude that turning one’s mind to
oneself (or to anything) is something that may be increased in strength. The
nous appears as an active power in its faculty of attention that may be detached
from inner automatisms, may be developed in strength and precision into be-
coming the inner force for self-enchantment.

However, the nous may also be turned to the meaning of something that is
said, rather than to the words or to the person of the speaker. Thus, Socrates ex-
horts Critias to let go of the notion that Socrates was merely out to refute him
and was “neglecting that with which the logos dealt” (c–). Rather, Critias
should ignore whether it is he or Socrates who is being refuted and “should pay
attention to the argument itself, and look wherever it will lead under examina-
tion” (d–e). We can thus say that the faculty of attention may be strength-
ened into an inner force capable of being directed simultaneously to at least
three different objects of thought: oneself, the partner in conversation, and that
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to which what is said refers. It is the chief tool for personal development, under
the agency of which the inner automatisms may be shaped and transformed.

The full import of this “prosechein ton noun” for soulcare, however, becomes
evident when we consider the frequency with which Socrates seems to have em-
ployed this force for purposes of self-examination. Suffice it to cite here from
among the many mentions of this in Plato’s writings two significant ones in the
Symposium. The first is when Socrates stands on the porch of Agathon’s neigh-
bor absorbed in thought to such lengths as to rudely be late for Agathon’s din-
ner party (To;n ou\n Swkravth eJautwi ` pw~ prosevconta to;n nou`n . . .) (d).
The second is in Alcibiades’ description of the endurance of Socrates shown at
the battle of Potidaea, when he stood absorbed in thought from dawn until the
morning of the next day (c–d). Socrates is thus presented as a man who
paid careful attention to himself and who had strengthened this faculty of at-
tention into his formidable elenctic instrument. The active nous, the sum of the
active powers of the soul, thus may be seen as the prime tool of soulcare and
soulcraft. At the beginning of an individual’s development it is weak and stands
under the thrall of the inner automatisms of the pathic mass. It may relate to
this pathic mass by way of rational discourse, conversations with oneself, and
the telling of tales of lulling enchantment, and may be guided to becoming a
permanently crystallized center of the soul. That is where human strength and
human wisdom lie, and this is the locus of the limited autonomy, in regard to
both world and our own souls, of which we are capable. This center may not
form at all; rather, the mind may remain in its initial state of serfdom or may
degenerate into complete dispersion. Rightly guided, though, it can lead to the
creation of a human self who is both creator and creature, ruler and ruled, in
an act of fundamental self-creation in an existential poiēsis. And the psychē is
the medium within which this poetical process occurs in a propitious relation-
ship of acting to enduring.

What, then, is the self? At best it is a permanent center of soul in which the
active powers of the soul have become crystallized out of the materials provid-
ed by the pathic mass. Pleasure and pain, elation and depression, the experience
of being overwhelmed by erotic desire, as well as the longing for friendship are
all equal occasions for self-creation. In this lifelong process, opinions come and
go, and thoughts are rejected or integrated in dialectical (self-)examination into
larger and more comprehensive houses of selfhood. The self is thus not a per-
manent structure but an ever changing and expanding system built out of fears,
angers, desires, wishes, thoughts, and every other form of psychic tendency.
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Every serious challenge threatens it with dissolution, but its direction of devel-
opment may lead us to engage in the beautiful venture of withstanding the
shock even of death, or so is the hope at least of Socrates.

The self may be flexible or stiff, open or closed. Many of the opinions out of
which it is composed must harden into attitudes that enable individuals to
adapt their pathic masses to their circumstances. The attraction of dogmatism
lies precisely in this need to maintain a stable interchange between self and en-
vironment in a conventionally established line of willing. However, when the
goals of willing become unconscious, when there are contradictory goals, or
when they become doubtful and even invalid, then dogmatism becomes a hin-
drance to the engagement in “the beautiful venture.” Dogmatisms, of which the
history of Platonism is replete, are like inner fortresses that can serve as much
as defenses as places of entrapment. The houses of selfhood lose openness and
flexibility. The Socratic elenchus is a marvelous instrument for the maintenance
of openness and flexibility.

The elenchus loosens and destroys dogmatic incrustations. It helps maintain
openness to the influx of forces from below as well as from without. It recalls
us to our status as dependent beings who have a fate that limits their possibili-
ties. As dependents we may be open to what wells up from the unconscious or
the subconscious. However, we also may be closed; in either case, those forces
are always stronger than our pitiful selves. Open or closed, the lines of willing
predetermined for us by our inborn natures and by our cultural ancestries will
always be stabilized or destroyed by those forces. Hence, the aporiai, which are
induced by the Socratic elenchus, are merely imitations of those more funda-
mental perplexities that attend human existence as such. The elenchus engages
in mimetic combat, and by this mimesis it promises, if not freedom, then at least
autonomy in a willing consent to the given:

“Erw~ ajnivkate mavcan
Love unconquered in the fight (Sophocles Antig. ).
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Shame in the Apology

i Oona Eisenstadt

L O N G  FA M I L I A R I T Y with the circumstances of Socrates’ trial and death
does not render them less shocking and disturbing. The questions that arise in
us, expressing our shock, are two: Why was Socrates brought to trial? And why
was he found guilty and condemned to death? In my attempt to answer these
questions, I bracket out what might be called the “grander”readings of the Apol-
ogy, such as those that describe, on the basis of the dialogue, an Athenian piety
or ideology, or those that see Plato’s account of Socrates’ trial as paradigmatic
for the struggle of all philosophers in hostile polities. My intention is to sup-
plement the insights of others by focusing on a single aspect of Socrates’ poli-
tics or “soulcare” (Gorg. b; cf. e), namely, the awakening of shame. I ask
why Socrates seeks to shame men, whether he can do so in every case, and if it
is possible to shame many men at once.

Although the formal charges against Socrates were brought by Meletus, the
power behind them seems to have been Anytus.1 A number of elements might
have converged to form Anytus’s antipathy for Socrates. Xenophon reports that
Anytus’s son spent some time with Socrates, who advised him to refuse to fol-
low his father’s “slavish” trade, tanning. Apparently Socrates said at the time of
their association that the boy had not been properly educated and predicted
that he would fall into disgraceful habits—and indeed, eventually the boy took
to drink (Xenophon Apol. –). It is likely that Anytus thought his son’s de-
pravity had something to do with Socrates’ influence. In addition, Anytus’s an-
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tipathy may have had political roots. Anytus was among the democrats who fled
the regime of the Thirty Tyrants in  .. and returned a year later to defeat
them. Two members of the Thirty, Critias and Charmides, were certainly asso-
ciated in the minds of some Athenians with Socrates. Critias was Plato’s uncle,
and in the years before the oligarchy, Socrates spent time in his house, speaking
with him and others. If suspicions were raised in Anytus’s mind in  about
the teachings of Socrates, they might have been allayed for a time by Chaere-
phon, a friend of Socrates who was among the democrats in self-exile. But
Chaerephon died sometime between the return of the exiles in  and the tri-
al in  (Plato Apol. a); if he had been restraining Anytus previously, the re-
straints were no longer in effect. There is also Socrates’ association with Alci-
biades to consider. Alcibiades was dead by the time of trial, but while he lived
he was twice accused of crimes against the city. After the first accusation he
joined forces with the Spartans; later, after spending time in the Persian court,
he rejoined the Athenians, but eventually he was accused again and had to flee
the city. Alcibiades was a radical democrat, diametrically opposed to Critias and
the Thirty; nevertheless, he seems to offer further evidence that certain of the
young men who spent time with Socrates were politically dangerous. In sum,
though Anytus cannot have despised Socrates for teaching a particular political
position—since his young associates held diverse views—he could have sus-
pected him of spreading a general restlessness and tendency to dissent.2 How-
ever, all such historical speculations remain hypothetical.

Whether or not Anytus harbored suspicions of Socrates from the time of the
exile, an episode described in Plato’s Meno provides substantial reason for an-
tipathy on his part. The Meno is set in  .., three years before the trial of
Socrates. As Plato tells it, after Socrates has been speaking to Meno for an hour
or more, they happen to spy Anytus. They go over to speak to him, and as they
walk, Socrates describes Anytus in these words: “He is the son of a wealthy and
wise father . . . who is a well-conditioned, modest man, not insolent, or over-
bearing, or annoying; moreover, this son of his has received a good education,
as the Athenian people certainly appear to think, for they choose him to fill the
highest offices” (a).3 It is impossible to say whether Anytus overhears these
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words; likely he does, for in the second-next line, they greet him. If he does over-
hear, it is not surprising that what follows makes him angry.

Socrates and Meno have been trying to determine whether anyone can teach
virtue. Socrates puts the question to Anytus, suggesting playfully that the
sophists surely must be able to do the job, for they are respected and given much
money by the people of Athens for just this ability. Were Anytus like his father,
well conditioned and modest, he would reject the terms of the question, which
require him to say either that the sophists can teach virtue or that the Athenian
citizens, as a group, are foolish; he might replace the proffered alternatives with
a more subtle division of Athenians into two groups, sophistic and nonsophis-
tic. However, Anytus is evidently unlike his father. He answers the question as
it stands, and because he despises sophists, he chooses to condemn the city, stat-
ing his case with surprising vigor: “Socrates, the young men who gave their
money to [the sophists] were out of their minds; and their relations and guard-
ians who entrusted their youth to the care of these men were still more out of
their minds; and most of all, the cities who allowed them to come in, and did
not drive them out, citizen and stranger alike” (b). Anytus implies that
Athens, at large, is mad. This makes his later statement that “any Athenian gen-
tleman, taken at random,” would be able to teach virtue far better than a sophist
look somewhat silly, even though it is probably closer to what he actually be-
lieves. What is more, if we recall Socrates’ description of Anytus as having been
given the highest offices by the Athenian people, we see that by implicitly char-
acterizing Athens as one of the cities “out of their minds,” Anytus has effective-
ly raised the possibility that he is a dubious officer. Socrates’ initial question
baited Anytus in a way that was perhaps somewhat unfair; he drew Anytus to
speak of Athens as a characterizable whole rather than a combination of au-
tonomous parts. Anytus, though, has risen to the bait with unwarranted en-
thusiasm, opening himself up to unintentional ironies and showing at the very
least that he is not well conditioned and modest.

Socrates maintains his polite and playful tone, but his questions grow more
serious. He soon brings to light the fact that Anytus condemns and despises the
sophists without ever having had any dealings with them; in other words, Any-
tus’s attitude to the sophists (with which Socrates may agree) is as unstudied
and immoderate as his statement about cities. Socrates is now satisfied that Any-
tus is in all respects unlike his father. He is insolent and overbearing, and may
indeed be becoming slightly annoying. Socrates now mounts a new argument
that quickly shows itself to consist of little more than an elaborate mockery of
Anytus. He proposes that virtue cannot be taught, and in support of the propo-
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sition he gives the examples of four great Athenians—Themistocles, Aristides,
Pericles, and Thucydides—whose children are not good men. These men have
trained their children; Thucydides has given his sons a “good education” (d).
Evidently, though, none of the four could find anyone who could teach their
sons virtue.

It would be a mistake to read this strictly in light of what Xenophon says
about Anytus and his son. Read in context, it is clearly a reference to Anytus and
his father. Anthemion, Socrates has explained in the opening lines of the pas-
sage, gave Anytus a “good education”; the obvious implication is that Anytus is
nevertheless not virtuous. Anytus, however, does not yet understand this im-
plication, at any rate not according to Socrates. After Anytus rises in a rage and
leaves the discussion, saying as he goes that Socrates is “too ready to speak evil
of men” and threatening him with evil in return, Socrates turns to Meno and
explains why Anytus has become angry: “He thinks, in the first place, that I am
defaming these gentlemen; and in the second place, he is of the opinion that he
is one of them himself” (a). In other words, Anytus chooses to believe that
Socrates is calling him the noble father of a problem child, and this is enough
to make him angry. That Socrates is actually calling him the problem child of a
noble father will occur to him if he mulls the encounter over; he will realize that
his opinion that “he is one of them himself” is, according to Socrates, in error
by a generation. The encounter ends with Anytus already in a rage and with the
seeds of a greater anger planted.

Anytus is a man who judges where he knows not. One does not put down the
Meno with the impression that he is unredeemably vicious, yet there is some-
thing vulgar in the speed with which he flips back and forth between condem-
nation and praise of Athens, and even perhaps in the speed with which he con-
demns the sophists. Socrates scorns his claim to wisdom, his complacent
certainty that he can judge others, and so Socrates gently mocks him. Anytus’s
final reaction is as immoderate as his judgments; he quickly takes offense, and
quickly condemns once more.

Keeping this conversation in mind, we turn now to Socrates’ account, in the
Apology, of the causes of the trial. Socrates provides two explanations: initially
he says that the official charges arise out of old accusations that have been cir-
culating for some time, and later he gives a detailed description of his offense,
his inquiring way of life. We will take the second explanation first. Socrates says
that, sometime past, the oracle at Delphi pronounced him to be the wisest of
men. Since then, he has spent his time testing the pronouncement by engaging
in discourse the men of Athens who think themselves wise and are thought to
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be wise by others. He has discovered, and revealed to those who have been
watching, that the politicians, poets, and artisans of Athens are not wise; they
do not know “the greatest things,” although they think they do. He himself, as
he tells us, is better off than these men, for though he too knows nothing, at least
he knows that he does not know. His wisdom, proclaimed by the oracle, turns
out to be his knowledge of his own ignorance.

One of the most interesting things in this account is the description of the
way the Athenians react to being questioned: with hatred (c, e, a). This
kind of hatred has its roots in humiliation. Socrates shames the men; he makes
them aware of their own insignificance and also that he is in some way wiser
than they.Alcibiades gives a good account in the Symposium of the way this kind
of shame turns to bitterness:

Only before him do I feel shame. For I know within myself that I am incapable
of contradicting him . . . and whenever I go away, I know within myself that I
am doing so because I have succumbed to the honour I get from the many. So
I have become a runaway and avoid him. . . . And many is the time when I
should see with pleasure that he is not among human beings; but again, if this
should happen, I know well that I should be much more greatly distressed. I
do not know what to do with this human being. (c)4

Plato’s Alcibiades is a marvelous man, a man of a different stamp from Socrates’
accusers, not least in his love for Socrates. Yet, he has known himself on occa-
sion to want Socrates dead so that he no longer needs to feel shame. Socrates
explains in the Apology that the urge to kill the source of humiliation is the
prime motive of the accusers:

Those examined are angry at me, not at themselves, and they say that Socrates
is someone most disgusting and that he corrupts the young. And whenever
someone asks them,“by doing what and teaching what?” they have nothing to
say, but are ignorant. So in order not to seem to be at a loss, they say the things
that are ready at hand against all who philosophize. . . . For I do not suppose
they would be willing to speak the truth, that it becomes clear that they pre-
tend to know, but know nothing. (d)5

 i Oona Eisenstadt

. Plato Symp., trans. Seth Benardete, in ibid.
. Plato Apol., trans. Thomas G. West and Grace S. West, in Four Texts on Socrates (Ithaca: Cor-

nell University Press, ).



This explanation occurs at the end of Socrates’ refutation of the old accusations,
but the psychological description applies equally to the new accusers. Socrates
suggests that it is the inquiring life that is the offense, and the motive for the in-
dictment is the shame of those men he has examined, shame that, untempered
by Alcibidean sensibilities, is allowed to manifest itself in purposeful hatred.

Anytus is one of the men Socrates has examined. In the encounter described
in the Meno, Socrates shames Anytus. He mocks him and makes his lack of wis-
dom manifest both to Anytus and to Meno. Were Anytus like Alcibiades he
might respond by thinking about the differences between himself and Socrates.
But even this is not necessary, for Anytus has an example closer to home:
Socrates intends him to compare himself unfavorably to his father. He intends
him to realize that he is not well conditioned or modest, but insolent and over-
bearing. And he intends this to incite Anytus to change himself. In other words,
in the Meno Socrates does with Anytus what he says in the Apology he does with
everyone: he provides Anytus a chance to follow the dictates of his shame into
the humility out of which change arises. Instead, like many, Anytus hides his
shame in anger and hatred. On the basis of the evidence of the Meno, then, I
venture a simple answer to our first question. One man brings Socrates to tri-
al; the charges are formulations of the hatred of Anytus.

Anytus wants not only to bring Socrates to court, but also to win the case. To
this effect, one can imagine that he first gathers the other accusers from the three
groups of citizens Socrates describes in the Apology (e–a). In gathering
these representatives, Anytus seems to be set on proving the truth of the idea
that got him into so much trouble in the Meno, that there exists an “Athens at
large,”which shares a certain understanding and can act as a single whole. How-
ever, in his second preparatory move, the specific formulation of the charges,
he reveals more subtlety. As we will see, the charges are carefully formulated to
appeal in different ways to different types of citizens.

Earlier in this study, when I turned away from historical hypotheses toward
the Meno for an account of Anytus’s motivations, I applied a certain method
and thereby assumed a certain methodology. In short, I assumed that Plato em-
beds within various dialogues an account of why Socrates was tried and con-
demned. Whether or not Plato’s account of these matters is historically accu-
rate, it is the one in which I am interested. Applying this method internally
within the Apology leads to a vein of speculation that begins with a comparison
between what Socrates calls the “old accusations” and the new charges. We
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noted that Socrates suggests that the new charges are a fresh expression of some
old accusations that have been around for some time, in the form, one assumes,
of general sentiments manifest in occasional remarks. The interesting thing is
that Socrates offers the old accusations as a mock-formal statement, listing
them as three in the same way that the new charges are three. I will argue that
Socrates offers this formal juxtaposition of old and new in order to register, in
his own defense, a critique of the degeneration of Athenian society, and to re-
veal that Anytus’s new charges play off that degeneration. On a different level,
the comparison between old and new is, for Plato, the beginning of an account
of the condition of a city that could allow Socrates to be put to death.

Socrates lists the old accusations as follows: “Socrates does injustice and is
meddlesome, [] by investigating the things under the earth and the heavenly
things, and [] by making the weaker speech the stronger, and [] by teaching
others these things” (c).6 This can be compared to Socrates’ list of the accu-
sations that form the basis of the trial: “Socrates does injustice [] by corrupt-
ing the young, and [] by not holding as true the gods whom the city holds as
true, but [] other daimonia that are novel” (b). Clearly, the new accusations
bear a strong resemblance to Socrates’ description of the old. The new charge
of not holding as true the gods of the city seems to arise from the old charge of
“investigating the things under the earth and the heavenly things.” Socrates
himself makes the requisite link when he says that those who listened to the old
accusations hold that “investigators of [what is below and what is above] also
do not hold the gods as true” (c). Likewise, the new charge of corrupting the
youth seems to arise from the old charge of “teaching others these things.”How-
ever, there are two important changes. The old accusation of making the weak-
er speech the stronger does not appear in the new charges, and the accusation
of holding new gods as true has been added. In themselves, the old charges are
nothing more or less than atheism and sophistry, but the changes mean that
neither of these things is necessarily implied in the new formulation.

Socrates twice describes the old charges as arising from Aristophanes’Clouds.
The centerpiece of that play is a debate between the Just Speech and the Unjust
Speech. The Just Speech praises courage, military skill, manliness, silence, and
above all obedience to authorities, social and divine. The Unjust Speech lauds
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lazy pleasure, clever argument, spectacles, avoidance of duty, and disrespect of
authority. In short, the Unjust Speech is a sophist and an atheist, and the asso-
ciation of Socrates with the Unjust Speech is the main source of the old accu-
sations.7 However, in order to have drawn from the Clouds the sentiments em-
bodied in the old accusations, Aristophanes’ audience must have considered
themselves, to a large extent, followers of the Just Speech. The prevalence of the
old accusations suggests that in the year the Clouds was first performed, twen-
ty-five years before the trial, many or most Athenians understood themselves as
representatives of an old-fashioned justice, opposed to atheism and sophistry.
Indeed, were this not true, the Clouds would not have made sense as drama.

However, by the time of the trial, things had changed in Athens. For one
thing, there were many more sophists. Socrates points to a number in his de-
fense speech who are manifestly well respected in the city (e–c). Also, there
were many more atheists. In the Phaedrus, Socrates mentions that it has recently
become trendy to give rationalistic explanations to old stories (c), and in the
Apology, he says that the works of Anaxagoras (who was indicted for impiety
some years previously) are now available to any and all for a drachma (e).
Clearly, Anytus cannot draw his accusations directly from the old sentiments.
What is he to do? The Anytus revealed to us when Socrates juxtaposes a triad of
old charges with Anytus’s three accusations is a man who knows that more
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. Does Aristophanes himself believe that Socrates is an atheist and a sophist? Perhaps those
who draw this conclusion from the Clouds, like those who drew it when the play was first per-
formed, simply have no sense of humor. Three pieces of evidence make the conclusion dubious.
First, the references to Aristophanes in the Apology appear carefully phrased not to indict him.
Socrates says that the old accusers cannot be named “unless a certain one happens to be a comic
poet” (d; emphasis added) and later that “you yourselves also used to see these things in the
comedy of Aristophanes” (c; emphasis added). Furthermore, when he describes his discovery
of the poets’ lack of wisdom he says he went to “those of tragedies and dithyrambs, and the oth-
ers” (b). If he had wanted to indict Aristophanes he might have mentioned comic poets specif-
ically. Second, in the Symposium, which is set some years after the first performance of the Clouds,
Socrates and Aristophanes appear together without hostility, perhaps even without disagreement.
Third, the picture of Socrates that is presented in the Clouds is not as crude as it is sometimes
thought to be. Toward the end of the drama, the Cloud-goddesses suggest that all of the previous
action has been contrived in order to punish Strepsiades for his disrespect to the gods (–).
It might even be that Socrates has been only feigning impiety, whereas in truth he is the vehicle
for its punishment. At this point Strepsiades turns on Socrates—believing him still to be impi-
ous even if the Clouds are not—but this is almost certainly a mistaken and spiteful reaction. Un-
less we accept the textual emendation of Leo Strauss (see the translation of the Clouds by West
and West, in Four Texts on Socrates [ n. ]), who makes Hermes himself condemn Socrates in
the final lines of the play, it will appear that Aristophanes’ Socrates may, in fact, be acting in the
service of the Olympians.



Athenians follow the Unjust Speech than did twenty-five years previously. But
he is also a man who can appeal to the old-timers among the dicasts by making
the new charges a partial reflection of old sentiments. First, Anytus drops the
old accusation of sophistry. To make such a charge would alienate the many
friends of sophists among the dicasts, especially those whose sons are in their
care. However, he strengthens the charge of teaching into a charge of corrupt-
ing in order to recall to the minds of the followers of the Just Speech the old
charge of sophistry. Second, he adds to the old charge of atheism the suggestion
that Socrates is introducing strange new gods of his own. The resulting two-
headed charge—atheism with gods—is again intended to create two distinct
reactions. The pious among the dicasts will probably still hear the charge as
atheism; indeed, even the charge of introducing new divinities might evoke the
old charges for the Just, who may be reminded of the Aristophanic Cloud-
goddesses, personifications of material phenomena, symbols that in his inves-
tigation of the above and the below Socrates rejects everything but the physical
world. However, those among the dicasts who are themselves atheists might
now be moved to condemn Socrates too. They may be reminded of the daimo-
nion, and a man who follows the dictates of a voice that no one else can hear
will almost certainly incite the righteous indignation of an atheist.

The emotion of shame turned to hatred can take on a variety of verbal forms.
A clever accuser will express his hatred in a form that will convince others. Any-
tus is a clever accuser.8 The formulation of the charges reveals that Anytus does
not believe that the citizens of Athens share an understanding. In fact, the most
noteworthy characteristic of his charges is their lack of definition; their utility
lies in their ambiguity. If Anytus learns little from his shaming in the Meno, he
has at least learned that the city must not be thought of as unified in its opin-
ions; he recalls particularly that the argument he made there can be saved only
by the understanding that some Athenian citizens are sophistic and some are
nonsophistic. In the Apology, Socrates compares the new charges to old ones in
order to show us something about Anytus’s new understanding of the break-
down of human types among the dicasts. This understanding, proved at least
partly correct by the eventual decision of the court, may provide a beginning to
the answer of our second question: why was Socrates condemned? We have seen
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his jury, the first Athenian ever to do so (.). Anytus had a good sense for shifts in the politi-
cal air; he knew what would fly and what would not.



that Socrates is aware of the dangerous ambiguity of the charges and of the two
types of dicasts. He addresses his remarks accordingly.

Socrates provides logical refutation of all the charges, old and new, with his
description of the inquiring life. Far from impiety, his way of life consists of “ser-
vice to the god.” Moreover, this service is not merely a matter of having spent
his life testing the oracle. Testing the oracle turns out to be doing the work of
the god by spreading humility. Socrates explains: “It is probable, men, that re-
ally the god is wise, and that in this oracle he is saying that human wisdom is
worth little or nothing. And he appears to say this of Socrates and to have made
use of my name in order to make me a pattern, as if he would say, ‘That one of
you, O human beings, is wisest, who, like Socrates, has become cognizant that
in truth he is worth nothing with respect to wisdom’” (b). The god makes
manifest, in the life of Socrates, the truth that human wisdom is nothing com-
pared to divine wisdom. The shame that results from a cognizance of divine
wisdom is necessary for the development of reason; it leads to the highest hu-
man wisdom, the knowledge of ignorance. Shame, then, is a prerequisite for the
development of philosophy, and Socrates, as the philosopher, is the most pious
man. He does not think he can know what is above and below. He cannot be ac-
cused of making the weaker speech the stronger, for he bows before the
strongest speech of all, the source of all strong speeches. He has neither special
knowledge nor, in lieu of it, special teaching. He lives his life to teach or display
the true human relation to the divine. It is Socrates’ display of man’s humble
state—others’ first and then his own—that shames his interlocutors.9 So the
charges stand refuted by Socrates’ account of the inquiring life; his central of-
fense becomes his central defense. However, an expository refutation of the
charges is not enough. The charges are expressions of deformed shame, and, as
we will see, in response to the charges, Socrates feels that he must awaken shame
once again. To do this he must put the exposition into action, and make it work
on different souls in different ways.

Socrates uses the word shame (aijdwv~) or its cognates thirteen times in the
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. Socrates is not always so humble. His humility, like his daimōn, is a negative thing; it pre-
vents him from making mistakes. It is, however, a manifestation of a positive thing; as the daimōn
is the god, the humility is the godliness. Humility and the daimōn are only starting points for the
kind of knowledge about the divine revealed in the Symposium. However, in the Apology, it is
hardly appropriate for Socrates to point this out. He may hint at it with his talk of mules or half-
asses, but, prudently, he emphasizes his own nothingness.



Apology. At the beginning of his speech he twice describes the speeches of the
prosecution as “without shame” (b). After this, there is a long space where he
does not use the term; he does not call the old accusers shameless. The next use
comes in his description of the inquiring life where he says that he is ashamed
to reveal the ignorance of the poets to the dicasts; though the reference is obvi-
ously ironic, he suggests here that, unlike his accusers, he himself may at times
feel shame (b). After this, he reminds us of the fact that his accusers are
shameless: he asks Meletus partway through the cross-examination whether he
does not feel shame (d). Then, there are seven appearances of the word in the
first half of the section of the speech sometimes called the “digression,” in which
Socrates describes himself as resembling Achilles (a–c). Finally, he uses the
word twice at the end of the defense speech, pointing out that it would be
shameful for him to beg the dicasts for acquittal or to bring out his wife and
sons for display (a).

The two distinct human types that appear among the dicasts can be charac-
terized by means of the thirteen references to shame. The followers of the Un-
just Speech have come to the trial expecting a spectacle. They are shameless, so
much so that many of them have themselves engaged in weeping and begging
at court on previous occasions (and in less important trials), and all of them
revel in the sight of others being dragged down to this level (c). Socrates
refuses to pander to them, for to do so would be to become shameless himself.
And since there is no other way of appealing to them, Socrates cannot win them
over; their votes are lost to him. However, the followers of the Just Speech will
also vote against Socrates unless he can convince them that he is not a sophist
and an atheist, that he himself does not represent the Unjust Speech. These men
value shame. Most of the defense speech is addressed to them.

Of course, the followers of the Just Speech are no more a monolithic bloc
than is any other assembly; there exist various types among the Just, and
Socrates makes various appeals to them. Some may be convinced by the expos-
itory account of the inquiring life. To others, Socrates addresses the digression
on Achilles, with its seven uses of the word shame. Here Socrates portrays him-
self and Achilles as warriors, fighting together on the side of the right, follow-
ing the dictates of their shame into fatal battles. In truth, this paean to shame is
somewhat disingenuous, as becomes apparent with more reflection on the dif-
ference between Achilles, who goes his own way and enacts a bloody vengeance,
and Socrates, who stays at the post to which his superior, the god, has assigned
him. Both Socrates and Achilles, in different ways, depart from the dictates of
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the Just Speech: Socrates having little time for silent manliness, Achilles having
little time for following orders. Nevertheless, the superficial sense of the com-
parison—that Socrates is the representative of old-fashioned heroism and civic
virtue—may work for those among the dicasts who are followers of the Just
Speech and also are rather simple. The most subtle among the Just are addressed
by the attempt to induce shame. Socrates antagonizes the dicasts and humili-
ates them; he tries to shame them so overwhelmingly that they cannot turn their
shame into hatred. Indeed, he attempts to create a situation in which if they do
begin to feel hatred, it will be evidence in his favor. He explains: “I know rather
well that I incur hatred by these very things [that is, by telling the truth, at this
very moment]; which is also a proof that I speak the truth, and that this is slan-
der against me, and that these are its causes” (a). By deliberately evoking an-
tipathy in the dicasts, Socrates takes a great risk. However, he seems to feel that
it is the only way to affect them. Socrates seeks, as he always does, to make the
souls of his interlocutors better (c, e). But he does it here at least partly for
different reasons from his usual ones: it will lead to acquittal.

The address that is crystallized in the passage I have just quoted has both an
active aspect and an expository aspect. Socrates is shaming the dicasts and at
the same time explaining that he is shaming them. This reminds us of the de-
scription in the Meno of two kinds of education: “teaching,” which provides ex-
pository explanation, and “questioning,” which brings the truth out of people
(d). Further, it recalls Socrates’ description in the Gorgias of two kinds of per-
suasion, one producing belief without certainty, the other producing knowl-
edge (e). Finally, it brings us back to Socrates’ description at the beginning
of the Apology of two kinds of oratory, one of which uses beautiful phrases and
the other of which tells the truth. The three distinctions are related. In each, we
are presented on the one hand with bad pedagogy, useless at best, which con-
sists of the provision of information; its result is dubious belief that can be de-
fended with rhetoric. On the other hand, we have good pedagogy that does not
so much provide as it draws from the student; its result is knowledge and its goal
truth.

In the Meno and the Gorgias, a dynamic similar to the one in the Apology op-
erates. Socrates explains the two kinds of education or persuasion, and he also
puts the explanation into effect. What he shows in the Meno and the Gorgias is
that good pedagogy involves conversation. These two accounts are dialogues;
they show Socrates making manifest the truth by bringing it out of the souls of
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his interlocutors. And because Socrates shows us this, it is not necessary for him
to stress, in expository terms, that the truth can be manifest only through dia-
logue. But the Apology is not a dialogue; in the Apology it is much more diffi-
cult for Socrates to put the account into effect. Because of this, Socrates must
rely heavily on expository explanation, telling the dicasts that his inquiring life
works to shame them, that it works to bring the truth out of them. However,
unless he can engage in dialogue with the dicasts, he cannot show them how
this works—thus proving his case; nor can he make it work for him by bring-
ing the truth out of them through shame—thus ensuring his acquittal.

Dialogue ought to be, or must be, one-on-one; it certainly cannot be one-
on–five hundred. Nevertheless, Socrates makes a heroic attempt to converse
with five hundred dicasts; indeed, he makes several attempts. First, he describes
his encounters with politicians, poets, and artisans separately (b–e), at-
tempting to separate them from one another something like the three groups
whose representatives stand together accusing him: Anytus for the craftsmen,
Meletus for the poets, and Lycon for the orators (e–a). This is not much of
an attempt at dialogue, but at least it allows the dicasts to think of themselves
in some way other than as members of the juridical body, unified through the
stance of their three representatives. Second, and more important, he convers-
es with Meletus. Although Meletus is certainly beyond shame, the dicasts might
be able to feel shame for him, making him the effective representative of their
souls. Third, and most important, Socrates repeats earlier conversations or in-
vents for himself imaginary interlocutors. Thus, at c, Socrates makes the first
accusers address him, putting their charges into formal, direct speech. At b–
c, he repeats a conversation he has had recently with Callias, whose sons are in
the care of a sophist. At c, he poses a question to himself from an imaginary
man, and answers it. At b, he again invents a questioner and again answers
him. And finally, between c and c, Socrates himself plays both roles in a hy-
pothetical dialogue with the accusers and dicasts:

—Anytus, who said . . .
—If you would say to me . . .
—I would say to you . . .
—If one of you disputes it and asserts . . .
—I say . . .
—If someone asserts that . . .
—I would say . . .
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This last passage provides a beautiful example of the correlation between
Socrates explaining the way he shames people and his present shaming of the
dicasts. Not counting the examination of Meletus, the passage provides the
Apology’s thickest dialogue, and its import is that Socrates will continue to fol-
low the life of dialectic. He says, for example: “And if one of you disputes it and
asserts that he does care [about prudence and truth and how his soul will be the
best possible] I will not immediately let him go, nor will I go away, but I will
speak to him and examine and test him” (e). The form is an approximation
of dialogue; this facilitates the present shaming. The content is that Socrates will
continue to engage in dialogue; this is an exposition of what he has done in the
past and is trying to do now.

But can Socrates possibly turn the Apology into a dialogue? He himself has
his doubts—even as he is engaging in the attempt—yet, he manages to turn the
doubts into one more argument in his favor. Partway through his cross-exam-
ination of Meletus, he says that Meletus ought to have taken him aside to ad-
monish him privately, in this way reminding his listeners of the difference be-
tween face-to-face contact and the anonymity of the court. Later he tells two
stories about his public service, one about how he disobeyed a dictate of the
Thirty and refused to commit an unjust act, the other about how he tried to
persuade the democratic assembly not to commit another injustice. Both make
it clear once again that little can be accomplished when one man faces off
against a great many; both stories, and the comment made to Meletus, reinforce
the distinction between two kinds of speech, the dialectic kind in which a sin-
gle interlocutor is persuaded, and the oratorical kind that the accusers have used
to persuade the five hundred. And to match this argument, the last I will dis-
cuss, there is one more performative act. Socrates asks the dicasts, early in the
speech, to engage in dialogue among themselves, to “teach” and to “tell” each oth-
er (d). And there are hints that it works: Socrates has to tell them several times
not to make a disturbance (e, a, b, c).

Our first question—why was Socrates tried?—was not difficult to answer.
Because one man can bring another to trial, we needed to account for only one
man’s hostility. However, to answer the question of why he was convicted is a
different matter. How are we to account for the hostility of  men, at least 

of whom thought Socrates ought to die? The way to begin is to look at the hu-
man types that exist among the dicasts, and compare that to the voting pattern.
We have been working on the assumption that the dicasts, for all their individ-
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uality, fall roughly into two human types. Let us now add a third distinct group:
Socrates’ friends. These men obviously share Socrates’ respect for virtue, and in
this they resemble the followers of the Just Speech (although they are not so
prudish or closed-mindedly stiff-upper-lipped about it). Unlike the followers
of the Just Speech, though, they know that Socrates is neither a sophist nor an
atheist, and they intend to vote in his favor. We cut the dicasts, then, into three
groups.

All dicasts were required to vote in each of the two votes; thus the numbers
in each vote totaled . Socrates says that  men would have swung the first
vote (a), so we know that the first vote was approximately  guilty to 

innocent. The only thing we know about the second vote is that more than 

voted for death, but we can hypothesize reasonably that nobody voted inno-
cent-death—in other words, that every man who voted for innocence in the
first vote also voted for a fine in the second—and on this basis calculate the sec-
ond set of numbers. We are left with three voting patterns. First, there are the
 who voted innocent-fine. Then there are those who voted guilty-death, a
maximum of  (to match the ) and a minimum of  (since they were a
majority). Finally, there are those who voted guilty-fine; we can now see that
there may be none of these, and that at most they total .

Let us begin our comparison between human types and voting patterns by
asking how Socrates sees the correlations as he enters the trial. First, he knows
that his friends will vote for his innocence, and that if the first vote goes against
him they will vote for whatever penalty he proposes. He is sure about this group.
Second, he believes that the followers of the Unjust Speech will vote for his guilt
in the first ballot regardless of what he says in his defense, and will decide how
to vote in the second ballot only on the basis of how shamelessly he begs, that
is, on the basis of how well he remakes himself in their image (c–e). He is
fairly sure about this group. Finally, he hopes that the followers of the Just
Speech—who probably enter the trial intending, on the basis of the old accu-
sations, to vote for his guilt and death—will be swayed by his speech to the point
where they will vote for his guilt in the first ballot (but only in order to teach
him a lesson in presumption) and will not in the end vote for his death. He is,
however, rather less sure of this group. In short: his friends will certainly vote
innocent-fine; the followers of the Unjust Speech will almost certainly vote
guilty and then, when he refuses to beg, will likely vote for his death; and the
followers of the Just Speech might reasonably be expected to vote guilty-fine.
The first vote, then, should go overwhelmingly against him; the second vote will
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go in his favor if his attempt at dialogue is successful, and if the followers of the
Just Speech dominate the jury.

However, Socrates is surprised by the first vote. Many more than he expect-
ed vote for his innocence (a). Who are his new friends? Given that he has di-
rected his defense at the followers of the Just Speech, it is reasonable for him to
conclude after the first ballot that he has brought quite a number of them all
the way around, that he has successfully shamed them, and that they now be-
lieve he is doing the work of the gods. If this is the case, then he has almost cer-
tainly won the trial. All he needs are thirty more followers of the Just Speech on
the jury: thirty who have voted for his guilt as a slap on the wrist, thirty of the
type he expected to predominate on the jury, thirty intelligent, reflective, duti-
ful, somewhat prudish devotees of old virtue. He is sure that they are there, sure
enough to say that if he had had a little more time, he could have convinced a
majority to vote him innocent (a). The main thrust of Socrates’ second speech
can be understood as an attempt to guarantee the support of these thirty hy-
pothetical dicasts: in effect, he thanks them for their support in advance, and
then gives them something they can use to slap him on the wrist, namely, a sub-
stantial penalty. In other words, while his joy at winning emerges in his proposal
that the city punish him by giving him a pension for life, he retracts this in fa-
vor of a fairly hefty fine in order to honor the sensibilities of the thirty men he
needs. If Socrates is right about the human types present, this proposal should
be sufficient to guarantee that he walks away from the trial a free man.

What goes wrong? Not, I think, the analysis of human types and voting pat-
terns that I am ascribing to Socrates; this is correct in every assumption, always
recalling that its assumptions do not pretend to comprehensiveness. Not, I
think, even the difficulty of dialoguing with ; Socrates has done this, hero-
ically and for the most part successfully. What goes wrong is something much
simpler: the shameable Just do not dominate the jury. Socrates reaches almost
everyone who can be reached in the first vote; out of those who voted him guilty,
at most a paltry  and not the necessary  are followers of the Just Speech.
And this means that between  and  of the dicasts are vulgar, jeering fol-
lowers of the Unjust Speech. This is the bitter truth Socrates realizes after the
second vote, and it makes him address the dicasts in a new way. Previously, when
he spoke to them as a group, he addressed them always as virtuous old-timers
with edifying intentions. Now, for the first time, he offers a direct address to the
type he now understands to be a majority: “I have been convicted because I was
at a loss . . . for daring and shamelessness and willingness to say the sorts of
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things to you that you would have been most pleased to hear: me wailing and
lamenting, and doing and saying many other things unworthy of me, as I af-
firm—such things as you have been accustomed to hear from others” (e). Af-
ter the second vote, Socrates would not say again that if he had a little more time
he could convince the dicasts. The second vote surprises him and angers him;
afterward, he understands that the men who voted to condemn him are such
that no amount of discourse could affect them.

In the end we see that Socrates’ account of the degeneration of the city, made
in the comparison between the old accusations and the new ones, was truer even
than he knew. Here lies an answer to our second question. At the time of the tri-
al, there are a great many vulgar men—atheists and sophists—in Athens; Any-
tus, perhaps to his chagrin, knows it, and takes advantage of it. There is noth-
ing wrong with Socrates’ defense, but there are not enough men in the jury who
have ears to hear it.

When Thetis tells Achilles that he must die if he avenges Patroclus, he re-
sponds in this way:

I must die soon, then; since I was not to stand by my companion when he was
killed. And now, far away from the land of his fathers, he has perished, and
lacked my fighting strength to defend him. Now, since I am not going back to
the beloved land of my fathers, since I was no light of safety to Patroklos, nor
to my other companions, who in their numbers went down before glorious
Hektor, but sit here beside my ships, a useless weight on the good land, I, who
am such as no other of the bronze-armoured Achaians in battle, though there
are others also better in council—why, I wish that strife would vanish away
from among gods and mortals, and gall, which makes a man grow angry for
all his great mind, that gall of anger that swarms like smoke inside of a man’s
heart and becomes a thing sweeter to him by far than the dripping of honey.
(Il. .–)10

I said that when Socrates compares himself to Achilles, he is appealing to the
simple among the followers of the Just Speech. However, once we know the out-
come of the trial, the comparison, and especially the direct reference to this
speech (d), takes on more meaning. Like Achilles, Socrates is “such as no
other” of the Achaians; he is unique among Greeks, whether Athenian or
stranger. Socrates is the best man; he is the counterpoint to Achilles since he is
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best in what Achilles—perhaps with only partial understanding—calls coun-
cil, whereas Achilles is best in battle. They are in the same position, though.
Achilles has failed to help Patroclus and his other companions. Socrates has
failed to make better the souls of enough men in the city. The failure of Achilles
is shameful, so too the failure of Socrates. Achilles, acting on his shame, must
now engage in battle and slay Hector, though he cannot bring Patroclus back.
Socrates, acting on his shame, must now defame his accusers and antagonize
the men of Athens, though he cannot make the city as it once was. Upon slay-
ing Hector, Achilles must die; after the trial, so must Socrates. If Achilles were
shameless, he would refuse to slay Hector and would remain alive. If Socrates
were shameless, he would pander to the spectators and stay alive as well. If we
were vulgar, we would say that both men cause their own deaths by refusing
these acts. As Socrates tells us, though, there are worse things than death.

Another allusion to the Iliad is made in the Crito. Here Socrates says that a
woman in white appears to him in a dream and tells him that in three days he
will see “fertile Phthia” (b). In the scene from which this passage is drawn,
Achilles is still refusing to engage in battle (Il. .). He tells Odysseus that he
is going home, and that he could be there in three days. But Achilles changes his
mind and does not go home. Socrates, however, does. We learn in the Phaedo
that the goddess’s prediction of three days was correct. We must assume that the
rest of the dream is correct as well. Socrates, in death, is on his way homeward.

In the allusion in the Apology, Patroclus and the companions stand for
Socrates’ patris, Athens, his homeland. The suggestion is that in the same way
that Achilles has failed Patroclus and his companions, allowing them to die
physically, Socrates has failed the Athenians, allowing them to die spiritually.
However, in the Crito we see something quite different. Socrates, far from fail-
ing his homeland, is on his way there only now. He goes in death to Phthia, the
birthplace and home of Patroclus. Achilles’ Patroclus is in Hades. Where is
Socrates’ patris? One hopes he goes to where there is no more strife and no more
gall.
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The Strange Misperception of Plato’s Meno

i Leon Craig

T H I S  N E C E S S A R I LY  W I L L  B E  a brief, and consequently somewhat
ridiculous, attempt to see justice done to Plato’s Meno, that is, to see acknowl-
edged its natural status as one of the most important texts of Platonic political
philosophy—one of, say, a half dozen that I suppose everyone could agree in-
cludes the Apology, Republic, and Laws. To appreciate the comical side of my
ambition, simply consider what proving it would entail. First, and most obvi-
ously, I would have to provide a detailed, convincing interpretive commentary
on Meno itself, bringing to light all of its special virtues, and perhaps inciden-
tally indicating the inadequacies of existing interpretive scholarship (a book-
length task, to say the least). However, as Leo Strauss observed,“All Platonic di-
alogues refer more or less directly to the political question.”1 Thus, to show that
Meno does so more rather than less directly—and moreover with greater sig-
nificance—than do all but a handful of other dialogues, a fair comparison
would require equally detailed and enlightening commentaries based on ex-
haustive study of the rest (something I probably could not manage in several
lifetimes; how other scholars have been able to determine which dialogues are
“early,” which “middle” or “late,” is a mystery to me). However, logically prior
to both of these tasks, I would have to present and defend a clear idea of what
distinguishes philosophy as “political,” in light of which candidate texts can be
identified and evaluated. And as if that were not enough, I should have to show
that there truly is a problem here, that is, provide sufficient “empirical”evidence
that Meno is indeed misappraised as to its place in Platonic teaching, or learn-
ing, or training, with the result that its special virtues go largely unrecognized.
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Meeting this final requirement would entail investigations quite different in
kind from that of examining texts and arguments, being research we more read-
ily associate with sociologists. Suffice it to say, the very idea of such a project is
rather preposterous, even were I to be judged by standards of demonstration
far, far weaker than those required of geometricians. Accordingly, I shan’t even
pretend to undertake it, though I shall make some remarks pertinent to all four
of the dimensions that I have just referred to.

Let me begin with the last of my listed requirements, not by providing soci-
ological evidence of Meno’s relative neglect by students of political philosophy,
but by providing an explanation for it. As for the neglect itself, I shall have to
appeal to my readers’ recollections of their own experiences and their percep-
tions of the dialogue’s standing among colleagues with whom they are ac-
quainted. Do yours square with mine? Whenever in casual conversation I in-
quire of my philosophically minded friends whether they have ever given much
consideration to Plato’s Meno, almost always the practical import of their an-
swers is “No,” though sometimes qualified with polite expressions of regret or
professions of future intentions. No apologies are necessary, of course, as nowa-
days we scholars are confronted with more material than we could possibly read
were we blessed (or cursed) with the life span of a Methuselah. Any further de-
mand on our intellectual energies implicitly carries with it the claim to be more
worthy than the countless other worthy contenders. In arguing for the intrin-
sic importance of the Meno to an understanding of Platonic political philoso-
phy, I must necessarily face the responsibility for making just such a case.

So, let me simply take for granted the relative neglect I allege for this dialogue,
and proceed to account for it. In one sense, the explanation is straightforward:
the dialogue has acquired the reputation, passed on through several generations
of scholars, that it is mainly an “epistemological” dialogue (to resort to a mod-
ern word concocted of ancient roots), one of several dealing mainly with the
problem of knowledge.2 Moreover, its treatment of that problem is not especially
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profound, at least in comparison with certain other of Plato’s dialogues, to say
nothing of the treatises and critiques and discourses of later philosophers. Thus,
Meno is appropriately studied, if at all, where general problems of epistemolo-
gy properly belong: in a special sector of academic philosophy departments. In
a deeper sense, though, this explanation is circular: the dialogue does not fig-
ure prominently in contemporary studies of political philosophy because it is
not regarded as bearing primarily on the great questions of political philoso-
phy, being instead about something else. The real issue, then, is whether this
modern assessment of its character is accurate.

One might begin by noting that Meno was characterized in antiquity as be-
ing “On Virtue”—not, that is, “On Knowledge.” Whoever affixed these sub-
stantive subtitles way back then reserved the latter characterization for anoth-
er dialogue, the Theaetetus. Whether the moderns are right that the dialogue is
about knowledge, or the ancients that it is about virtue, should make little dif-
ference to us, given that the Platonic Socrates is famously associated with the
claim that “Virtue is Knowledge.” Or might this point to the real problem here:
most of us moderns simply cannot take that idea seriously? We radically sepa-
rate the two. There are the problems of understanding the various kinds of
knowledge, and how they are acquired; these are logically separate from, and
prior to, the problems of gaining knowledge about anything in particular, in-
cluding as in this case about virtue or human excellence—both what it is and
how it is acquired—and surely different from the actual acquisition of virtue
itself. Who could believe for a moment that actually becoming temperate, for
example, was just a matter of learning what temperance truly is? Perhaps, how-
ever, if one did study Meno, one could take seriously the claim that virtue is
knowledge. Indeed, this is the great, all-encompassing virtue I would claim for
the dialogue itself: through studying it, one can learn—that is, teach oneself—
how that seemingly paradoxical proposition is rightly understood, and, having
understood it, see why it is true.

However, my title announces that I find the (alleged) misperception about
Meno somewhat strange, and tacitly suggests that so should anyone. This claim
—that we all should find odd its being practically ignored by teachers and stu-
dents of political philosophy—needs additional justification. One might rest the
case simply on the fact that Meno truly is about virtue, its nature and acquisition,
for we all acknowledge that questions of human virtue are central to distinctly po-
litical philosophy. What could be stranger than students of political philosophy
ignoring a great philosopher’s text on that, of all subjects? One might go so far as
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to say that the problem of human virtue represents the essence of political phi-
losophy, inasmuch as it straddles the distinction between the theoretical and the
practical. It arises out of our everyday concerns as parents and citizens: we want
our children to turn out well, we want those with whom we necessarily associate
to enhance our lives, we want the best political leadership, and we want to be able
to take satisfaction in ourselves. The mere mention of these desires reminds us of
what an important practical question initiates this dialogue: how does virtue
come to be in human beings? As its discussion unfolds, though, we soon come to
appreciate what a challenging theoretical problem virtue itself poses.

However, this anticipates what needs to be shown, and ignores what I have
just claimed: the widespread failure to recognize that the dialogue is indeed
about virtue, being instead misrelegated to the specialists of academic episte-
mology, with only its famous “paradox” (perhaps along with Socrates’ seem-
ingly bizarre resolution) being extracted for use in elementary courses and text-
books introducing “The Basic Problems of Philosophy.” So let’s ignore for the
moment the issue of what Meno is really about, and begin instead with some-
thing utterly unproblematic: the dialogue’s intimate (and, I should have thought,
sufficiently obvious) relation with the Apology of Socrates, that “portal through
which we enter the Platonic kosmos,”3 whose status as a canonical text of po-
litical philosophy is beyond question. Recall that in his not-very-apologetic
“apology” Socrates attributes his conviction not to Meletus’s indictment but to
his having acquired a dubious reputation due to the accumulated “slander and
envy of the many” over the years, to his having “aroused much hatred” against
himself as the result of his persistent questioning of those reputed to be wise,
mentioning in particular the politicians, poets, and artisans (a, a).4 He
claims to have undertaken this Heraclean labor of seeking and questing for
someone wiser than himself under divine incitement (b, a), though he sub-
sequently speaks of it as a service to “the god” (b, a),5 and even as a divine
commandment (e, d, a, c). Actually, however, Socrates is explicit about
his becoming hated only as a result of his questioning the first class, the politi-
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cians who thought themselves wise but were not—indeed, who in all likelihood
“knew nothing noble/beautiful and good” (oujde;n kalo;n kajgaqo;n eijdevnai)
(c–e).6 In recounting his successive examinations of all the politicians who
were reputed to know something, he expressly declines to “name names” (c).
When he turns to addressing the legal indictment against him, though, he point-
edly associates his present accusers with the classes previously examined: Mele-
tus being angered on behalf of the poets, and Anytus on behalf of both the politi-
cians and the artisans (e). A third accuser, Lycon, represents another hostile
class, the orators, that Socrates does not deign to mention as having examined,
though he does speak of a previous confrontation with them (b). As we all
know, Socrates directly examines young Meletus in Plato’s dramatic portrayal of
the trial itself. However, the only depiction Plato provides of a face-to-face meet-
ing between Socrates and Anytus is in Meno (cf. Xenophon Soc. Apol. –). In-
deed, the confrontation there between the philosopher and his principal politi-
cal accuser is the only instance in the entire Platonic corpus showing Socrates
examining a practicing politician about what politicians do and do not know,
and can and cannot do.7 Their entire conversation (e–a) reverberates with
ominous premonitions of Socrates’ eventual fate, but especially so Anytus’s final
words: “Socrates, you seem to me too ready to speak badly of humans. I there-
fore would warn you, if you are willing to be persuaded by [or to obey] me, to
be careful; in other cities it is likely as easy to do humans bad as good, but espe-
cially in this one; I think you know that yourself” (e–a).8 Given the impor-
tance for political philosophy of clearly understanding the natural tension be-
tween politics and philosophy, epitomized in the life and death of Socrates, does
it not seem strange that the study of Meno is not high on the list of everyone who
takes a serious interest in political philosophy, or at least of everyone who be-
lieves one can profitably learn from studying the dialogues of Plato?

i
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You may suspect me of disingenuity in claiming to find the relative neglect
of Meno so odd (were I Socrates, I would be accused of irony—no compliment
in the Athens of his day). Of course, I am aware of the reasons the dialogue is
not currently recognized as one of the texts basic to an education in political
philosophy, beginning with the explanation I provided earlier: having been mis-
leadingly categorized as “epistemological,” it is simply not read by many who
might recognize its potential significance more or less immediately. I would wa-
ger that there is a sizable cohort who makes political philosophy its profession,
but is unaware of the existence of the confrontation between Socrates and Any-
tus in this dialogue. And if one is utterly unacquainted with Meno, one could
hardly judge its importance, or anything else pertinent to it. Nor do I mean this
as a criticism of anyone in particular. Much of what we believe is on the basis
of some authority, not personal experience, and necessarily so. This is especial-
ly true of books. We cannot read everything. Yet, as a wise man once said, life is
too short to read any but the best things. But how does one know what these are,
what exactly one is looking for, or where they are to be found? We presume we
can recognize an excellent book when we actually encounter it, though we
might be hard-pressed to explain quite how. In any event, our confidence
should be tempered by the recollection of books we once thought excellent but
no longer rate so high. Thus, with respect to this most important thing of all,
one’s education, we each remain at least partly subject to chance, as implicit not
only in one’s own bibliological gropings, but also in one’s reliance on the ad-
vice, the opinions, of those one happens to encounter. In some cases, their “au-
thority” rests on one’s own judgment, having garnered some evidence upon
which to judge their judgment; other times, authority is based on reputation, a
particularly significant kind of public opinion. Thus the importance of tradi-
tion in providing guidance in what to read. However, tradition is neither uni-
vocal nor infallible—the current misappraisal and consequent neglect of Meno
being, I contend, a case in point.

In arguing for the special political significance of Meno, however, it is not only
modern academic authority that I must quarrel with. Those ancient authorities
I earlier invoked could also be cited against me. Recall that there are two kinds
of subtitles that were affixed to the dialogues in antiquity.9 One kind identifies
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the dialogue by its apparent subject (or question, rather), as Charmides is “On
Moderation,” Laches is “On Courage,” Theages is “On Wisdom,” Republic is “On
the Just,” Euthyphro is “On Piety,” and so, as noted, Meno is “On Virtue.” An-
other kind of subtitle classifies the dialogues in terms of one of seven types
(“epistemological” is not one of the types).

Although those ancient authorities categorize four dialogues as “political”
(politikov~), Meno is not one of those four. Neither, though, is the dialogue Pla-
to named Politikos (what we translate as Statesman)! Although that dialogue is
supposedly “On Kingship,” it (along with Cratylus, Sophist, and Parmenides) is
categorized as “logical” (logikov~)—and rightly so, it seems to me, though ap-
parently not to Leo Strauss: “All Platonic dialogues refer more or less directly to
the political question. Yet there are only three dialogues which indicate by their
very titles that they are devoted to political philosophy: the Republic, the States-
man, and the Laws. The political teaching of Plato is accessible to us chiefly
through these three works.”10 In any event, our ancient evaluator did not clas-
sify Meno as “political,” as he did Minos, Republic, Laws, and Epinomos. Nor is
it included among the eleven supposedly “ethical” (hjqikov~) dialogues: Cleito-
phon, Hipparchus, Erastai, Phaedrus, Symposium, Socrates’ Apology, Phaedo,
Philebus, Crito, Menexenus, and Critias. Rather, Meno is classed as one of five
so-called testing or tentative (peirastikov~) dialogues, along with Euthyphro,
Charmides, Ion, and Theaetetus (“On Knowledge,” remember). The categorical
term peirastikos is derived, however, from peirasis, which means “an attempt,”
and especially an attempt at seduction. Be that as it may, willingness to try, to
exert oneself, to expend the effort, to make the attempt (peira`sqai)—and es-
pecially “to try to tell,” to attempt to express the truth in rational speech, in lo-
gos—figures prominently in this dialogue “on virtue” (for example, c, a,
a, d, d, e, e). Could that somehow be the key to human virtue?
To what it is, or how it is acquired, or both perhaps?
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Suffice it to say, if respectable authorities do not agree that a dialogue named
Politikos is in fact a “politikos” dialogue, the practical status of Meno, and specif-
ically its importance for political philosophy, cannot safely be decided by refer-
ence to authority, whether ancient or modern. The issue, be it yea or nay, must
rest on a substantial analysis of the dialogue itself. And I readily concede that
the great merit I claim for the Meno would not be obvious to every modern
reader who happens to have a go at it. Partly this is a result of the dialogic form
itself. Weaned on quite different expectations regarding written communica-
tion, most people, including many philosophic scholars it seems, do not know
how to engage a Platonic dialogue in the most profitable manner. This, in turn,
is intimately connected with another obstacle: the ordinary conception of what
makes a piece of writing “philosophical,” or “political,” or both, namely, that it
systematically addresses certain sorts of issues and questions, seeking to show
clearly their best answers, which may then come to be known as the author’s
“doctrines” or “philosophy” (as when we speak of “the philosophy of Aristotle,”
meaning the view of the world manifest in that collection of treatises that bear
his name). However, recalling that the literal meaning of “philosophy” is “love
of wisdom,” and that the natural expression of love’s enthusiasm is some activ-
ity—in this case, that of actively seeking knowledge—the “doctrinal” concep-
tion of philosophy must be regarded as a derivative notion. For a work to be
philosophical in the primary sense of the word, it must itself stimulate philo-
sophical activity in its reader, at least to the extent the reader is naturally suited
for it. And for a work to be at the same time “political,” it must be written with
substantial awareness of the potential political consequences of attempting (se-
lectively) to encourage philosophizing.

Hence, a work may qualify as political philosophy whatever the ostensible sub-
ject addressed—after all, one of the genre’s minor masterpieces is ostensibly
about fishing! Still, “politely” philosophizing about overtly political matters is
rightly thought of as political philosophy in the strictest sense. Moreover, a work
that requires its reader (as the price of an adequate, satisfying interpretation) to
reassemble or synthesize its seemingly disparate, even contradictory parts into a
coherent whole thereby provides practice in the sine qua non of political phi-
losophy: that of seeing how the heterogeneous concerns of political life might be
integrated so as to constitute, so far as possible, a harmonious unity.11 In any
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event, what most effectively stimulates philosophical activity are questions, not
answers, for answers, insofar as one believes them adequate, tend to sedate, al-
lowing one to doze, to sleepwalk through life. Interesting questions, on the oth-
er hand, both captivate and enliven, “quickening” the soul, stirring the mind to
full wakefulness. Thus, in arguing for Meno’s importance as a work of political
philosophy, I mean to emphasize first and foremost its being an especially se-
ductive and potent stimulator of the mind, raising questions that can be an-
swered only through the active participation of a reader who learns to think po-
litically, and is thus prepared to consider the possible political implications of
everything said and done.

Even those who might share my understanding of political philosophy are
apt to find the Meno especially perplexing. In order to show the difficulty, let
me briefly review the sequence of its arguments and action. It begins provoca-
tively enough. The young man after whom the dialogue is named, the same
Meno Xenophon made notorious for his viciousness (Anab. .–), abruptly
asks, “Can you tell me, Socrates, whether virtue is teachable? Or, not teachable,
but rather [acquired by] training? Or neither by training nor learning, but
rather becomes present in humans by nature [that is, by birth], or by some oth-
er way?” Socrates responds with a long and evasive answer, concluding with a
profession of ignorance as to what virtue per se is. Meno is incredulous, and is
quickly led into several attempts to enlighten Socrates, each one unsuccessful in
that it results in a plurality of virtues—rather than in a single clear idea of virtue
itself, comparable to any of the general definitions Socrates obligingly provides
of “shape” and “colour.” Having failed in his third attempt to define virtue,
Meno balks at trying still again “from the beginning”(or,“from the foundation”
[ejx ajrch`~] [e]), and instead likens Socrates to a stingray with the power to
temporarily paralyze his interlocutors, leaving them numb in soul and tongue.
He follows this with what we may suspect is a stock sophistical puzzle he learned
from his studies with Gorgias, which has since become famous as “Meno’s Para-
dox”: how can you seek something, the entirety of which you know nothing at
all about? Or supposing you were lucky enough to hit upon it, how would you
recognize it as the thing you did not know?

After stating a greatly improved version of Meno’s potentially paralyzing puz-
zle, Socrates responds with a strange account that he first claims to have heard
from “wise men and women concerning matters divine”—an attribution he
immediately retracts in favor of “certain priests and priestesses” (a; cf. Apol.
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b). This is the famous, or infamous, “Doctrine of Anamnesis”: that all learn-
ing is actually “recollection” of what the immortal soul has previously learned,
either in Hades or during many previous incarnations here. Meno is intrigued,
and wishes to be taught that this is really so. By way of demonstrating that it is
true, as Socrates repeatedly insists that he believes (a, d), he proceeds to help
one of Meno’s slave boys to learn—that is, “recollect”—one of the most basic
and important discoveries of geometry, what we call the Pythagorean theorem.
After this lengthy geometry lesson in the center of the dialogue, Socrates con-
tinues to use geometry-like reasoning to investigate the “hypothesis” or “sup-
position” that virtue comes by teaching, which might be the case were it knowl-
edge. Having provisionally concluded after extensive discussion that virtue is
knowledge, Socrates turns right around and expresses doubts about their con-
clusion, citing as evidence his own long and diligent but unsuccessful search for
qualified teachers of it.

At this point, Anytus (who apparently is Meno’s host) happens along (b),
whereupon Socrates promptly draws him into their inquiry as to whether there
are teachers of virtue. Anytus most emphatically rejects Socrates’ suggestion that
the sophists might be the sought-after teachers, defending instead “any Athen-
ian gentleman he [Meno] chances upon” (e), and especially the city’s illustri-
ous political leaders. Socrates concedes that there have been good men past and
present, as well as ones good at politics, but he challenges the claim that they were
able to pass on their own goodness to others, beginning with their own sons, cit-
ing many prominent examples of apparent failures. Repeatedly stung by
Socrates’ scarcely veiled criticisms of politicians, Anytus withdraws in anger
(a), leaving Socrates and Meno to continue the search on their own. Socrates
eventually discovers the “mistake” whereby they concluded that virtue must be
some kind of knowledge: they had presumed that only knowledge or prudence
provides proper guidance for action, whereas correct opinion may serve equal-
ly well (b ff). As for why nonetheless “knowledge is much more honoured than
correct opinion,”Socrates explains that only the former remains reliably in place,
being tied down by causal reasoning, whereas the other is liable to run away, like
the beautiful artworks of the legendary Daedelus (a). Moreover, as for the
source of the opinions whereby “political men conduct correctly the affairs of
their cities,” Socrates suggests it must be by divine inspiration akin to that of di-
viners and soothsayers (c). Meno is well pleased with this conclusion (a).

i
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Admittedly, much of the “content” of this dialogue, especially its central sec-
tion, seems rather remote from what we might expect would characterize a pre-
mier work of political philosophy. How do perceptual and technical definitions
of “shape,” a physiological account of “colour,” sophistical puzzles, a seemingly
mythic if not theological account of human learning, trial-and-error lessons in
geometry, or instruction in the “hypothetical method” further one’s philoso-
phizing about political matters? An adequate response to this perfectly sensible
question would, as I earlier admitted, require a detailed commentary on the en-
tire dialogue. Instead, a few inadequately connected observations will have to
suffice.

At the very least, a thoughtful reading of Meno allows one to appreciate why
understanding (and expressing) human virtue as a single coherent idea, re-
flective of the underlying unity or “oneness” of human nature, is especially dif-
ficult. One may learn, in short, why virtue is an important question. And knowl-
edge of the important questions, I scarcely need remind anyone, is not
knowledge to be despised, as it is sufficient for determining an entire way of life:
that of Socrates, history’s foremost exemplar of “philosophy” (a term that is
never mentioned in this dialogue). Getting a solid grasp on human virtue is es-
pecially challenging, for as Meno’s first two attempts to define virtue remind us,
it seems to manifest a double plurality. We would agree with Meno, I should
think, that excellence in a woman is not substantially identical (and perhaps not
even formally identical) with excellence in a man. Nor is it something that is
substantially constant throughout the trajectory of one’s life; we surely do not
expect a boy or girl to measure up to the standards we may rightly expect of
men and women in their prime, nor perhaps do we the elderly. Reasonable ex-
pectations of virtue might also reflect differences in sociopolitical status; in par-
ticular, the qualities required in an excellent ruler need not be identical to those
of someone ruled (cf. e–a). So, one kind of plurality results from differences
in people’s natural and acquired traits and conditions. However, as comes out
in discussing Meno’s second definitional attempt, there also seems to be a plu-
rality of desirable qualities, “virtues” (for example, justice, courage, modera-
tion, wisdom, and perhaps others in addition, or instead [cf. e–a]), with no
obvious necessity that the possessing of one entails that of another. And we are
reminded of a further related complication in the course of examining Meno’s
third attempt, namely, that acting virtuously would seem to mean different
things in different contexts: acting virtuously on the battlefield means “coura-
geously,” whereas in money transactions it may mean primarily “acting justly”
(cf. d–b).
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Interspersed amid Meno’s definitional attempts are Socrates’ own two defi-
nitions of shape and one of color. Supposedly, they are meant to serve Meno as
illustrations of how to frame suitably “general” definitions, that is, of genera
comprising several species. For example, “circle” is a shape, not shape itself, for
there are others that are equally shapes (triangle, square, and so on)—much as
justice is presumably a virtue, not virtue per se. Similarly, white is a color, not
color itself (there being others that are equally colors, such as pink, blue, gray,
and the like). However, Socrates’ first definition of “shape”—the “experiential”
one that he prefers to the second, more technical definition (a, e): “the only
existing thing that happens always to attend colour” (b)—may have a signif-
icance for the student of the dialogue that is lost on Meno. Socrates pointedly
adds that he “would be content with a similar account of virtue from you
[Meno].” Thus, in the single but complex idea of “coloured shape,” we are pro-
vided with a paradigm of something manifesting a double plurality—blue
squares being as much colored shapes as are pink circles. Furthermore, where-
as shape and color are analytically distinct (that is, separately intelligible ideas),
the fact that in actual practice (in perceptible everyday “reality”) they are always
encountered together, one never actually being seen without the other, may sug-
gest to us an analog for the relationship between virtue and knowledge, in-
cluding that of the respective roles of reason and sensual experience in acquir-
ing an understanding of each and both: that although virtue and knowledge are
analytically distinct, in their substantial manifestations they, too, are always en-
countered together. Trust me on this: there is much to think about here.

Now let me say something about “Meno’s Paradox.”There is no indication that
Meno himself is aware of the irony that his puzzle, taken seriously, would have
the effect that he wrongly accuses “Stingray” Socrates of having: inducing intel-
lectual torpor. The circumstances under which Meno so belatedly introduces it
suggest that it is a tactical trick he learned, that is, memorized, from those won-
derful educators in virtue, the sophists. However, this suspicion also reflects back
on the question about the acquisition of virtue with which he began the discus-
sion. Might that too have been a “stock” puzzle, complete with clever rebuttals
for each alternative, rather than something asked out of genuine curiosity?12
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And might Socrates have seen it as such, foiling the ambush with his profession
of not knowing what virtue even is, much less how it is acquired, thus sending
the conversation off in a direction completely unanticipated by Meno? Be that
as it may, here Socrates explicitly labels Meno’s paradox an “eristical argument”
(ejristiko;n lovgon) (e), having earlier distinguished the friendly, dialectical
way of discussing from that of the eristical and contentious way (c–d). As we
readily see, it is merely a “brain teaser” that nobody can take seriously, any more
than they are convinced by Zeno’s paradoxical arguments that the arrow will
never overtake the fleeing man, or the hare the turtle, for everyone already
knows the contrary from experience.

Nonetheless, Socrates’ restatement of Meno’s puzzle makes of it something
very serious indeed. His version goes like this: it is impossible for a human to
seek either what he knows or what he does not know, for he cannot seek what
he knows, because he already knows it, so there is no need of inquiry, nor what
he does not know, since he does not know what he is seeking. Notice, first of all,
that Socrates leaves unexpressed the second half of Meno’s version (were you
somehow lucky enough to hit upon that which you did not know, how would
you identify it as such?), having immediately recognized what Meno clearly did
not, namely, that it is redundant. And this deletion, despite its being the part of
the Meno’s puzzle that his strange doctrine of anamnesis supposedly resolves
(you have “seen” or “known” it before from previous incarnations)! However,
what is far more important is what Socrates adds: that we do not seek to learn
that which we believe we already know. This is what is truly dangerous, truly
paralyzing, in the natural intellectual condition of mankind. Thus, it is this
problem—people’s not being open to learn what they believe they already know
but in fact do not—that the Socrates of the dialogues spends his time combat-
ing, as here in Meno with respect to what distinctly human virtue truly is.

The paradox itself presumes the radical isolation of all knowables, the lack of
connections among things. Yet, if we think about how we actually learn new
things—how in this dialogue, for example, we meet Meno, and learn that he is
from Thessaly, that he is young and handsome (something “natural” we could
judge for ourselves were we present), rich and supposedly wellborn (at least by
conventional standards), that he knows Gorgias, and so on (b, b–c; cf.
b)—we are reminded that typically we encounter the unknown in the con-
text of the familiar. Only babies start from scratch, as it were. And how they
build up this context, their fundamental reliance on perception and trust (and
almost surely on their being “preadapted” for acquiring grammatical speech),
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is obviously worth thinking about; one might begin with how they acquire
knowledge of the various shapes, colors, and numbers. By the time we become
self-conscious learners, though, that infantile experience is well behind us and
largely forgotten. Thus it is here. We are already acquainted with Socrates, and
he introduces us to Meno, brings certain of his features to our immediate at-
tention, while leaving many obvious matters unsaid: we know without being
told that Meno is a human being and speaks Greek (cf. b), we know what is
meant by “Thessaly” (and although this may be the first we have heard of its
reputation for horsemanship and wealth, we already know about horses and
wealth), we may have some previous impressions of Gorgias to which we now
add the claim that he habituates people to answering all questions with an air
of confidence (a posture the opposite of Socratic ignorance and “humility”),
and so on. We also have the opportunity to become more deeply acquainted
with Meno in the ensuing discussion about matters with which we are already
at least partly familiar. However, this fact—that practically all of our conscious
learning takes place within an embracing context of what is already known, or,
rather, what is already believed, an established intellectual architecture implic-
it in the language we speak and the communal political life we share—is the
most troubling aspect of our natural condition, for the realm of the familiar is
what Socrates elsewhere calls “the Cave.” Thus, through addressing Meno’s
paradox, explaining to ourselves how we do what we are already sure we do—
“learn” various sorts of things in various sorts of ways: beekeeping (b),
wrestling (c), medicine (c), horsemanship (a, d), flute playing (e),
sculpting (d), or shoe making (c), to name but a few—we bring to light the
real problem with respect to “education and lack of education.” Much to think
about here, much exercise for the mind.

As for Socrates’ strange “Doctrine of Anamnesis,” that all so-called learning
in this life is actually but the immortal soul’s “recollection” of things learned in
its previous incarnations and migrations, his explanation obviously begs the
question raised by Meno’s puzzle (for how was that original learning possible?).
That Meno does not see this for himself is a major clue as to his mental abili-
ties. Might this bear on his own potential for virtue? There are, though, a cou-
ple of points in Socrates’ account that should not be overlooked. One is that 
the soul knows things by virtue of “having beheld” (or “observed” or “seen”
[eJwrakui`a]) them (c). That is, the “doctrine” itself attests that some learning
simply is, or is necessarily based upon, perceptual experience. Another impor-
tant point is that “all nature is akin” (suggenou`~)—not, that is, made up of iso-
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lated, unconnected pieces. Thus, by “remembering only one thing, which hu-
mans call learning,” it may lead to discovering everything else (“if we are coura-
geous and do not weary in the search” [d]). The dialogue is replete with evi-
dence that Socrates does not really believe that one’s soul comes into this world
already knowing everything it is capable of, with no need to learn from reason-
ing and experience. Perhaps the most important indication of this comes in his
interrogation of Anytus concerning his vehement hostility to sophists despite
insisting that he has never in his life had any dealings with them:

: Then you are entirely without experience of those men?
: And [always] will be!
: How then, daimonic one, can you know about this matter, whether it has
any good in itself or is worthless, being entirely without experience of it?
: Easily; I know what these [people] are, whether I am without experience
of them or not.
: You are a wizard, perhaps, Anytus; since I can only wonder, from what
you yourself say, how else you can know anything about them. (b–c)

Similar remarks would apply to many matters of vital importance to human be-
ings: that they can be neither fully understood nor fairly evaluated lacking the
felt experience. Parental love comes to mind, as does the grace of God. Perhaps
most important of all, though, is philosophy itself. No amount of testimony,
however reliable the authorities, nor any amount of external observation, how-
ever systematic and objective, can substitute for the felt experience of either the
cravings or the satisfactions of philosophy. Still, Socrates does insist that he
“trusts” in the truth of the claim that all learning is actually recollection, a doc-
trine that he attributes to priests and priestesses who make it their business to
give a logos about that which they care for, or alternatively, to wise men and
women. Why does he believe it is somehow true, and how does its truth bear on
human virtue?

To answer these questions, we have to think about what Socrates’ geometry
lesson with the slave boy actually demonstrates. First, we see clearly not only the
difference between knowledge and opinion, but also that subjective confidence
in one’s beliefs is not a reliable indication of their validity: the boy is initially
confident that he knows how long the side of a square must be in order that its
area be double that of a given square (e). But about the distinction itself, must
not we also know that it is valid, just as surely as Socrates claims to (“that there
is a difference between correct opinion and knowledge, this in no way seems to
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me a conjecture, but something I would especially say I knew” [b])? Must we
not implicitly already know it without any possibility of having learned it, for
all evidence and every argument for it, and every illustration of it, presupposes
its validity, thus begging the question of its validity? And notice: to “see” the
difference between knowledge and opinion per se, we must hypothesize, as
Socrates does, correct opinion, for the ways that mistaken opinions show them-
selves to be mistaken simply confirm that there is a distinction between true and
false, between being right and being wrong.Yet, having experienced the certainty
inherent in fully understanding a geometrical demonstration (arguably the par-
adigm of knowing), are we not sure to the bottoms of our souls that there is a
difference between knowing something to be true and believing something that
merely happens to be true, despite there possibly being no practical difference,
thus no “empirical” evidence of the distinction’s validity? Hence, we must each
come “complete” with the power to recognize (to re-cognize) this distinction,
basic as it is to the possibility of education, that is, to there being an essential
difference between education and indoctrination (or, to use a more polite term,
socialization, the education of the Cave).

This is not all that Socrates’ interrogation of this ordinary boy reminds us of,
however. The boy has the power to recognize his mistakes (b, e), and, what
is equally important, remember them as mistakes (thus avoiding the futility of
repeating them endlessly). And he has the power to reason about them: his sec-
ond attempt, the three-foot-sided square, is a “natural” interpolation entailing
proportional reasoning (c)13—and does not everyone “see” immediately that
if two is too small and four too large, then three is a “logical” guess? He also has
the power to recognize positively both his ignorance, when he must say “I do
not know” (a), and when he has in fact learned. He has the power, that is, to
recognize the correct answer when he actually confronts it (even though he
could not name it; he thereby discovers the need for a name, and thus shows the
logical priority of intellection to language [b]). And through it all, he has ab-
solute “trust” in the validity of the basic law of all reasoning: the law of
(non)contradiction—again, something that could not have been learned, as all
learning presupposes it. In sum, we must acknowledge that the rational soul has
the antecedent power to recognize, to “recollect,” learning when it is actually ex-
perienced. We cannot have learned what learning is, for as we all can “see,” that
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involves an infinite regress, just as surely as does Anytus’s explanation of how
Athenian gentlemen acquired their “gentlemanliness” (that they learned it from
their gentlemanly predecessors [a]).

However, does the pertinency of anamnesis to human nature, and thus to an
understanding of distinctly human virtue, end there, in our knowing without
having learned that the rational prerequisites of learning are valid and reliable?
Or might it bear more directly upon the recognition of virtue itself? When
Socrates contrasts the practical implications of being persuaded by Meno’s
“eristical argument”(“it would make us lazy, and is pleasing to hear for the weak
[or “soft” or “careless” {malakoi`~}] of humans”) with those of trusting in the
anamnesis story (that “it makes us energetic and seeking” [d]), do we not only
see that he is right, but also “instinctively” approve his preference, just as we
agree with Meno that his boy is “now better” (bevltion) for having been made
aware of his ignorance, thus feeling “perplexity” (a–b), and similarly agree
“that the belief in the duty of seeking after what we do not know will make us
better and more courageous and less lazy” (b)? Why do we prefer strength to
weakness, courage to cowardice, being energetic to being lazy? And why do we
rank knowledge as higher than ignorance, and see self-conscious ignorance as
an improvement, at least intellectually, over believing what is false? Is it only for
their practical consequences? Or do we recognize them to be inherently better—
inherently more noble or beautiful, more worthy of a human being, thus more
admirable and enviable? At the very least, this seems to me a possibility worth
considering.

If we hypothesize that everything distinctive to human nature is bound up
with our powers of reason (remembering that these include not only deduction
and induction, analysis and synthesis, “division and collection,” but also mem-
ory, imagination, and perception, and the desires of reason, such as curiosity
and the desire for order and ranking), then we may agree that Meno is indeed
“On Virtue”—meaning that it is all about the perfecting of our distinctly hu-
man qualities. However, what is equally important, we may come to appreciate
how studying the dialogue actually cultivates such virtue through encouraging
the exercise of all those same rational powers. Certainly, we are invited to ana-
lyze, evaluate, and correct the various arguments, but also to observe carefully,
and remember everything said and done, and bring the whole encounter to life
in our imaginations (and thus feel Meno’s frustration, the slave boy’s perplexi-
ty and eventual satisfaction, and Anytus’s indignation and embarrassment). Fi-
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nally, we are especially challenged by the dialogue to synthesize its disparate
parts into a coherent whole (what I had earlier suggested is the sine qua non of
distinctly political thinking).

In connection with all these matters, however, there is one feature that de-
serves special mention, and that is how “iffy” the whole dialogue is—how fre-
quently “if” (eij) and subjunctive constructions occur—epitomized by the ex-
tensive use of what we call “hypothetical conditional” (H-C) arguments: “If X,
then Y.” Socrates resorts to them repeatedly in the geometry lesson he provides
Meno’s slave boy, which supposedly leads to the extraordinary conclusion that
“if the truth of all things that are is always in the soul, then the soul must be im-
mortal” (a—the arithmetical center of the dialogue). In some instances, con-
ditional statements appear to function as direct explanations of something. For
example, when Meno persists in pressing Socrates to address the question with
which their discussion began, Socrates prefaces his apparently acceding—but
only apparently (cf. c)—with, “If I held rule not only over me but also you,
[then] we should not have begun considering whether virtue is teachable or not
teachable until we had first sought after what it itself is” (d; cf. c–d). This
form can work even if the conditional statement is itself framed as a (seeming-
ly rhetorical) question: “If I don’t know what a thing is, [then] how can I know
what is pertinent to it?” (b). Other times the hypothesis is intentionally gen-
erated as a basis for further investigation, the most important instance being
Socrates’ leading Meno to approve the governing premise of the entire second
half of the dialogue’s conversations: “If virtue is knowledge, then plainly it is
teachable” (c)—after which they then proceed both to “affirm the an-
tecedent” (c) and to “deny the consequent” (b)! But the premise is at best
misleading, if not simply false: misleading in that it is taken to imply the exis-
tence of teachers (whereas geometry was always “teachable,” though once upon
a time there were no teachers of it, indeed no knowledge of it), false if there are
things that are learnable but not, strictly speaking, teachable—the virtue of
prudence suggests itself as one possibility. And if all learning is not done solely
with the mind, then it may not be adequate for acquiring virtue that the soul’s
rational part be educated; virtue may be knowledge, but the whole soul must
“know” it. And the training of the naturally subordinate, alogos parts of the soul
may require the participation of the body. For example, in order to tame the
spirit, master fear, control the body’s excessive desires for food, drink, sleep, and
so on, it may be useful to learn wrestling, or to play a musical instrument, or
even to hurl a javelin while standing on the back of a horse.
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Even the serious study of a book may involve more than an exertion of the
mind. In any event, the dialogue invites plenty of that. Lessons in practical log-
ic pervade it, giving the student extensive practice in recognizing all sorts of
variations on both the valid and the fallacious forms of H-C arguments. What
is more vital, however, we are given the opportunity to show ourselves the role
of anamnesis—this amazing rational power of recognition, of knowing with-
out having learned certain truths basic to all learning and reasoning—in vali-
dating the logical forms themselves. It is only by concrete instantiation (for ex-
ample, “If it’s a crow, then it’s black”) that we see why “X, therefore Y,” and “not
Y, therefore not X,” are in fact valid logical forms, and, similarly, why “not X,
therefore not Y,” and “Y, therefore X,” are in fact fallacies. Just as we see with the
eye of the soul the “self-evident truth” that the shortest distance between two
points is necessarily a straight line.

Why this special emphasis on hypothetical-conditional reasoning? Let me
suggest a couple of possibilities worth thinking about. One is that this kind of
reasoning is particularly relevant to political deliberation, in that so much de-
bate over what policies to follow involves disputes over the best means to
agreed-upon ends. Disputes of this kind are readily amenable to being framed
in this form, and thus typically are: “If we wish to accomplish ‘X,’ then we must
do ‘Y.’” To this, another may respond,“But if we do ‘Y,’ ‘W’ will also result. Since
we obviously do not want that to happen, we must instead do ‘Z.’” Even when
“ends” are being debated (this one arguing that containing inflation should be
our first priority, that one insisting it should be full employment), it is usually
in terms of their being the better means to some further end not open to debate
(for example, economic prosperity). Another possible explanation is the utility
of such reasoning in the search for, and teaching of, ethical principles. We pose
such principles hypothetically, and then test them with concrete cases. For ex-
ample, if justice is always telling the truth and returning what one has taken
from another, then it would be just to return a shotgun to the neighbor from
whom one borrowed it when in a drunken rage he comes asking for it, as well
as for information as to the whereabouts of his “two-timin’ wife.” If we are
somehow sure that—whatever justice is—this is not an instance of it, then by
“denying the consequent” we have disproved the antecedent principle. Thus the
amazing power of the pertinent counterexample, which we see Socrates wield
so deftly throughout the dialogues. “Noble is the power of the art of contradic-
tion,” as he says somewhere.

Still one might ask, why the general emphasis on logic, learning, and knowl-
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edge in a dialogue ostensibly “On Virtue,” and featuring the only direct con-
frontation between the philosopher Socrates and the politician Anytus—that
is, between the man credited with founding political philosophy and the man
blamed with having instigated his fatal prosecution, thus contributing unwit-
tingly to his exemplary martyrdom? I would hope I have said and done enough
already to indicate the pertinence of these “epistemological” matters to an un-
derstanding of distinctly human virtue. Perhaps, though, it is worth making ex-
plicit what seems implicit in Socrates’ questioning of Anytus: that true political
virtue, the virtue that should distinguish a genuine statesman, would entail
knowledge not only of what human virtue is, but also of how to facilitate its ac-
quisition by others, that a true statesman would, whatever else, be capable of
serving by both precept and gentlemanly example as a kind of public educator.
However, as the dialogue is designed to show, such knowledge is exceedingly
difficult for anyone to come by, and practically impossible for the large major-
ity of people who, regardless of the character of their regime, have neither the
strength, the talent, nor the inclination to undertake such a demanding inquiry,
and in any case are necessarily preoccupied with more ordinary concerns. As a
consequence, political life (unlike geometry) is ruled by opinions, including
opinions about virtue, and perhaps even more important, those opinions about
people called “reputation,” as Socrates reminds us with practically the first and
last words he speaks.14

In sum, I would simply assert on the basis of some considerable experience
that I know of no other dialogue that provides a better introduction to the So-
cratic way of philosophizing “politically,” or that lends itself so readily to learn-
ing what is involved in studying a Platonic dialogue so as to acquire the maxi-
mum benefit—the greatest virtue—it is capable of transmitting.
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“A Lump Bred Up in Darknesse”

Two Tellurian Themes of the Republic

i Barry Cooper

M Y  T I T L E  C O M E S  F R O M a play by Thomas Kyd, The Spanish Tragedy.
It is chiefly about revenge and retribution. This particular line gives an ironic
answer to the question “what’s a sonne?” and is followed by praise of the son
and then by the invocation of Nemesis and the Furies who will aid the father’s
vengeance. It suggests as well the mysteriousness of generation.

Plato is not usually associated with tellurian, unformed creation but with the
ascending dance of the logos. In the next section I present some of the well-at-
tested evidence that joins Plato to Apollo. However, Apollo is not an unam-
biguous figure, and in the next section I summarize a few of the interpretations
of his place in the Greek pantheon. The burden of this section is to argue that
a suppressed or perhaps subliminal nostalgie de la boue is found in the experi-
ences that Apollo represents. Finally, in the last section I consider a few passages
from the Republic that deal with things below.

There is an enormous amount written each year on classical topics, and no
one who is not a full-time classicist with several brilliant research assistants
could ever possibly keep up with it all. This may account for the generally dry
and technical nature of most of what reaches print; it certainly accounts for my
own preference for rather grand and sweeping studies that largely avoid the
philological complexities apparently beloved by contemporary contributors to
the Classical Quarterly and the American Journal of Philology.1 As will become
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clear soon enough, I have been guided in my interpretation by the so-called
Cambridge school, by Joseph Fontenrose and Geoffrey Kirk, who are well re-
spected by the classical establishment, and by E. A. S. Butterworth, Mircea Eli-
ade, and Eric Voegelin, who are not.

Last, and by way of apology, I readily admit that my argument is incomplete
even if my rhetoric appears confident and my text too long. The circumference
of the Republic is, as it were, set at an infinite distance, especially if one ap-
proaches the great text by trying to make sense of it before an interested but of-
ten uncomprehending audience of undergraduates and graduate students.

Plato and Apollo

“There was a story among the Athenians, that Ariston was forcing himself
upon Perictione, who was in the bloom of youth; [his forcing] happened not to
be a success. And when he stopped using force he saw the vision of Apollo; from
that time he guarded her pure from marital relations until her delivery” (D.L.
.). This prenatal association with Apollo is confirmed, though with more cir-
cumspection, by Plutarch (Ariston had a dream and refrained from intercourse
with Perictione for ten months before Plato was born [Quest. conviv. d–e]);2

in the course of arguing in favor of the credibility of parthenogenesis (and so
of the truth of the Christian story of Jesus’ birth from a virgin), Origen agreed,
saying that Plato was one sown by Apollo (Con. Cel. ., .). Apparently Pla-
to was born on the seventh of Thargelion, the birthday of Apollo on Delos
(Socrates was born on the sixth, the day when Artemis’s birth was celebrated on
Delos). The night before Socrates met Plato for the first time he dreamed that
a cygnet settled in his lap, turned into a swan on the spot, and flew off uttering
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a charming song. The next day Socrates identified Plato with the swan, a bird
sacred to Apollo (D.L. .). Plato’s death at age eighty-one (that is, nine times
nine years) was also Apollonian, since nine is Apollo’s number. Moreover, just
before he died he dreamed he was changed into a swan.3

In the Apology, Plato has Socrates say that his life was a search undertaken
at Apollo’s bidding (b). While awaiting execution, Socrates composed a
hymn to Apollo, remarking that philosophy is the megistē mousikē, the great-
est music (Phdo. e). Later in the same dialogue (e– b), he likened him-
self to a swan that, endowed with prophetic powers, sings with joy when death
is near. In the Republic only the instruments of Apollo remain in the purged
city (e); in the Laws, Plato describes how citizens meet in Apollo’s grove to
elect the three best men of the polis, who are to be dedicated to Apollo, one of
them being the eponymous priest (d– b). Other instances could be cited
from the dialogues, but we need not indulge in the pleasures of exhaustive
scholarship.

The point, in sum, is this: an ancient tradition, which seems to go back to the
first generation of Plato’s students,4 identified him with Apollo. At a decisive
point in Plato’s youth Apollo appeared to Socrates and told him of his future
pupil. The philosopher was the true servant of Apollo, sent to heal men’s souls
(Plut., Quest. conviv. d–e), a successor to Asclepius, who was also Apollo’s
son (Rep. b). Philosophy, finally, was to replace poetry and the other arts as
true “music.” Apollo, according to modern scholarship, was especially Hellenic.
“All that marked off Greeks from barbarians—art, music, poetry, sanity and
moderation, obedience to law—were summed up in Apollo, and he was the
especial patron of youth.”5 All these Apollonian themes are familiar to the
dimmest, most casual reader of the Republic.

Yet, as Nietzsche pointed out, Apollo found it impossible to live without
Dionysos. The distance opened up by the far-darter (ÔEkavergo~) (cf. Rep. a)
evidently must needs be closed by participation in the maternal womb of being
(Birth of Tragedy, , ).
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Apollo and the Depth

The Oracle

Easiest access to the rather complicated theme of this chapter is provided by
a consideration of the Delphic Oracle. In answer to Chaerephon’s question of
whether anyone was wiser than Socrates, the Pythia said that no one was more
wise (sofwvtero~) (Apol. a); Socrates at first misunderstood and thought
that the Pythia had said he was wisest (sofwvtaton) (b), though eventually
he saw that she meant that others could be as wise as he. In the Republic, Socrates
referred to the Delphic Apollo for sanction for the founding of temples, sacri-
fices, and other things having to do with the care of the gods, daimones, heroes,
the dead, and dwellers in the beyond-world. He said we do not know such
things, so in founding a city we must trust the exegete of our fathers, who is the
paternal exegete of such things for all human beings, who sits in the middle of
the earth (mevswi th`~ gh`~), at its navel, and delivers his exegeses (Rep. b–c).6

And, in fact, as a complete survey of the evidence has shown, most oracles were
delivered for just that purpose and in an entirely traditional style, in the way of
the fathers.7

Chaerephon’s visit and Socrates’ reference to Delphi were comparatively late.
Aeschylus (Eum. –) and Euripides (I.T. –) implied that the Oracle at
Delphi had existed from the earliest days. Before Apollo it was apparently pos-
sessed by Ge, Earth, in whose midst the Pythia sat. According to the Homeric
Hymn to Apollo (–), which turns out, as we shall see, to be the Revised
Standard Version, there was no Oracle before Apollo slew the dragoness. We
must, then, say something about how Apollo came to be the authoritative in-
terpreter of the ways of the fathers. We should note as well that the ways that
are to be interpreted were to patrio, of the fathers.

A full dozen legends are centered on Delphi, and in all of them a python tale
is central.8 The story of Zeus and Typhon is related to Apollo and Python; in-
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deed, in the seventh century, Python was called Typhon in the Delphic myth.
Together these “are two closely related expressions of a single antecedent myth,
itself a member of a myth family that ranged over most of Europe and Asia,”
which Fontenrose has called a combat myth. There exists, furthermore, an in-
timate relation between female dragons, sea monsters, and female underworld
demons. In the Apollo and Zeus versions, Ge and Hera play the role of mon-
ster-women. “Ge as mother of Typhon-Python-Tityos incited him against the
gods and supported him in his combat. . . . She shares with Hekate the title
Chthonia, like Hekate sends dream visions and phantoms, and is associated
with the dead in prayers and offerings. Within her live snakes and ghosts. Hera
too is mother of Typhon, and she incited Python and Tityos against Leto and
Apollo, and several serpents and monsters against Herakles.”9 The dragon ene-
my, whether male or female (and usually the female is more monstrous), is also
a dying-and-rising god, which at Delphi meant Dionysos.

Aeschylus (Eum. –) and Plutarch (Mor. a, e) attest that Dionysos
was worshiped equally at Delphi with Apollo and was, moreover, identified with
Python.10 He was a god of death and winter and the center of worship at Del-
phi when Apollo was gone (Plut., Mor. c). And where were Apollo’s winter
quarters? Among the Hyperboreans. Theirs was “a pleasant land of eternal sum-
mer, where the inhabitants lived without sorrow or pain lives that might last as
long as they wished; when weary of life they threw themselves into the sea from
a rock.”11 It was not simply a cozy winter resort on the further shore of Ocean,
however. Apollo was equally an exile, serving time for slaying the powerful and
divine Python. So, the land of the Hyperboreans was also part of the realm of
death, an island of light, because of Apollo’s seasonal residency, amid darkness
and monsters. However, this meant that Apollo, too, was a dying-and-rising
god. He did, in fact, have a tomb at Delphi, just like Python and Dionysos, but
it was not widely advertised.12

Last, the omphalos about which Socrates spoke so piously was not a navel or
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center of the world but a beehive tomb in Mycenaean style. For part of the year
it held the body of a god variously called Python or Dionysos.13

The modest conclusion we would draw from this brief excursion is that Apol-
lo was not simply the god of music and light, far removed from messy contact
with mud and blood, birth and death. Behind him, as Fontenrose has shown
with all the evidence that an exacting and imaginative classicist can muster, and
in spite of numerous shifts, contradictions, and inconsistencies, lay a struggle
between a chthonian power and a heavenly power that finally crystallized as the
myth of Apollo and Python.

Daimones and Theoi

So long as one deals with mythical texts as if they were unconnected with
philosophical life and especially with the classical political philosophy of Plato,
one squats contentedly on the safe ground of traditional scholarship. To offer
an interpretation that links myth to the grubby everyday world and both of
these to philosophy is to invite heaps of scorn. Yet, it seems to me that such
imaginative interpretations are an important part of contemporary political
philosophy and not unknown to classical scholarship.14 In justification, a short
historical apology.

Classical philology, the stronghold of traditional humanism, has been pene-
trated least by modern anthropological thinking.15 It was not always this way.
“Briefly speaking, anthropologists and classical scholars collaborated or at least
regarded each other’s work with sympathetic interest from about the middle of
the nineteenth century up to the First World War, recoiled in mutual suspicion
during the interwar period, and have been slowly returning to a sympathetic at-
titude since the Second World War.”16 Victorian and Edwardian scholars were
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great believers in evolution: Frazer, for example, had no doubt that mankind
had advanced steadily from primitive savagery to twentieth-century Cam-
bridge, and, like many less respected men, had a three-phase doctrine of his-
torical development to prove it. Greece and Rome were found in a distinctly su-
perior niche, though savage lore could say much about the early days, since all
societies must pass through equivalent stages. The discoveries of Schliemann
and Evans turned classical scholars away from the study of myths for evidence
of what early Greece was like. Archaeologists busily sweeping dust from the
middens of Boeotia could afford to ignore the great ones of comparative social
science, Weber, Durkheim, and Malinowski. For their part, the anthropologists,
perhaps after reflecting on evolutionary implications of the First World War
when, for about fifteen hundred days, corpses were produced at a rate of six
thousand per day, developed a theory of comparative functionalism. Evans-
Pritchard, for example, argued that Zande witchcraft was consistent because it
explained misfortune; Malinowski said that Trobriand magic reduced anxiety.
In  Dodds produced the classical sequel: the Greeks were irrational just as,
reciprocally, the Zande were rational.

The heirs of Frazer, “This brilliant and confident little group,” as Kirk has
called Gilbert Murray, Jane Harrison,A. B. Cook, and F. M. Cornford, have come
in for considerable criticism from their successors, including Kirk.17 The con-
tributions and insights of the so-called Cambridge school (so-called since Mur-
ray was an Australian at Oxford) were enormous and in many respects are not
yet overthrown. Two points in particular are worth recalling.

The prologue to Aeschylus’s Eumenides (–, –), to which reference has
already been made, established the conflict in the play between the daimones of
Earth, the Erinyes, and the theoi of Olympus, Apollo, and Zeus. The chrono-
logical sequence at Delphi, which has unanimous support from the literary tra-
dition, proceeds from Ge (Gaia) to Themis, Phoibe, and finally to Phoibos. Zeus
does not appear, and Apollo is his exegete (Eum. ). Gaia, we know, is earth;
Themis is the constant deliverer of themistes, oracles; Phoibe and Phoibos are
both “bright” or ritually pure. Accordingly, “if Phoibos be the Sun, who is
Phoibe but the Moon?” And the moon was needed as a mediation between the
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earth and the sun. According to Harrison, the original oracle was a dream ora-
cle where supplicants slept upon holy ground to gain a glimpse of the divine.
Apollo (Phoibos) began even at Delphi as a fertility god who slew the snake
(Python) and by way of the moon ascended to Olympus. “The Greek gods, in
their triumphant humanity, kicked down that ladder from earth to heaven by
which they rose.”18 The Olympians, then, are evidence of a successful protest
against the worship of Earth, its daimones, and its fertility. Thus do they become
athanatos, deathless, unlike the annual gods who die in order to be resurrected.
Thus too do they become phthonos, jealous, and the great transgression changed
from infertility to hubris, and hyperbasia, the attempt to “step across” the gulf
between mortals and immortals.

For Murray too “one of the strongest antitheses” was between “the old sav-
age stuff ” of the pre-Homeric religion and the reformed Olympians, aloof
and immortal. In half-lit regions behind the dazzling Olympians lay “the dark
primeval tangle of desires and fears and dreams from which they drew up their
vitality.”19

Murray went on to observe that there are about twenty or so Mount Olym-
puses in Greater Hellas, which suggests that “Olympians” are gods who dwell
up high. They are also evidently the gods of the Hellenes, not the pre-Hellenic
peoples, who in Murray’s time were called Pelasgians.20 They were conquering
gods of a conquering people (or became so), not creator gods or gods of the
cosmic changes. “The buccaneer kings of the Heroic Age, cut loose from all lo-
cal and tribal pieties, intent only on personal gain and glory, were not the peo-
ple to build up a powerful religious faith.”21 The change from daimones to theoi,
from field magic, fertility cycles, and annual gods to the luminous Olympians,
was not a fortuitous accompaniment to political invasion. They were systemat-
ically linked.
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“Now, it is a canon of religious study,” Murray announced, “that all gods
reflect the social state, past or present, of their worshippers.” Equally confi-
dent, Jane Harrison declared: “Now, it has of late been frequently pointed out
that the god in some sense always ‘reflects’ the worshipper, takes on the colour
of his habits and his thoughts. . . . [A] matriarchal society will tend to have a
cult of the Father.” The interpretative canon had been recently promulgated
by M. Durkheim and his colleagues at the Année Sociologique as well as by
Frazer and by Robertson Smith in The Religion of the Semites (). By this
reading, the central meaning of the Antigone, for example, was of a conflict
between kinship and the dues of the earth with patriarchalism incarnate in
Creon and the religion of Zeus that had become its expression. Or again,
Homer’s Hera, the wife of Zeus, seems at first glance to be merely jealous and
nasty, whereas what she “reflects” is the resentment of a turbulent native
princess subdued by an alien conqueror. In the early days Hera had consort-
ed with Herakles, and Zeus was married to Dione. The conclusion drawn by
Harrison was simplicity itself: “all gods . . . are nature-gods, and all, because
they are born of man’s reaction towards the outside world, are by an equal ne-
cessity human nature-gods.”22

It seems to me that the truth of this reductive Durkheimian or even Feuer-
bachian interpretation cannot, within limits, be gainsaid.23 By the same token,
however, it is far from exhaustive. There is plenty of evidence that the invaders
of the second millennium brought their religion with them and that the locals
already had one. The chthonic daimones were divinities of a settled agricultur-
al people; the Homeric theoi were those of roving warriors. The jealousy of the
immortals and the fear of the mortals eclipsed, overlayed, or replaced chthon-
ic mystical immortality. And finally, the practice of daimonic religion was ec-
static and participatory, whereas relations with the Olympians were diplomat-
ic, do ut des. This last consideration leads to a third topic common to the
Cambridge school, the tie between myth and ritual.
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Myth and Ritual

In the Iliad, the aged Phoenix recounted how he had been enjoined by Peleus,
Achilleus’s father, to make of the son “of words the rhētōr and of deeds the doer”
(.). Hannah Arendt recalled that it is upon the basis of deeds and speech
that the properly human realm is built.24 Jane Harrison found the pair of terms
equally significant: “Always there is the same antithesis of speech and action,
which are but two different ways of expressing emotion, two forms of reaction;
the mythos, the tale told, the action recounted, is contrasted with the action ac-
tually done.” She developed the distinction into a theory that myth is legomena,
words that accompany drōmena, rites or “things done.” Myth, she wrote in an
early formulation, is “nothing but ritual misunderstood.”25 The notion that
myth always has a ritual basis has been severely criticized, chiefly on empirical
grounds. A large number of contrary instances can be easily accumulated to
show that there are myths unconnected to ritual and rituals without myths.26

The wholesale rejection of Harrison’s theory (and behind her, the work of Fraz-
er and Robertson Smith) carried its own danger, however. First, there is, in some
myths, a relationship to ritual, even if it is not what Harrison and her colleagues
thought it was. After nearly five hundred pages of analysis of folk narrative,
Fontenrose himself concluded that, though there was little correspondence be-
tween the chief combat-myth variants and their associated rituals, and that in
fact the rites preceded the myth, which was generally an independent folktale,
nevertheless, the folktales often concluded with the victorious god establishing
a ritual center and ordaining the required activities.27 The sequence must be re-
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versed in some instances, in others abandoned altogether, whereas in some few
cases the Harrison theory is apparently correct.28 Let us, then, accept a quali-
fied and moderate version of the myth-ritual theory, and consider simply the
implications of the distinction in terms of reality experienced.

The central experience of ritual, as Harrison said, is one of activity. Ritual is
drōmena, a thing done, a mode of action. Participation is immediate and un-
reflective drama, an action luminous with divine presence. The mode of par-
ticipation in myth is never immediate because myths are stories told; words
mediate the experience of the teller and the imaginative and recapitulative ex-
perience of the audience. There is no such separation in ritual since the mean-
ing is enacted, and thus there is no mediation by speech. The significance of this
distinction, as I argue below in the section titled “Mystics and Physis,” is most
clearly apparent in the disintegration of what might be termed Olympian or-
thodoxy. It is visible as well, however, in the Homeric and Hesiodic corpus.

The Olympian religion gradually purged “that great mass of rites which was
concerned with the Food-supply and the Tribe-supply and aimed at direct
stimulation of generative processes.” Murray’s views were shared by Snell, with
whom, so to speak, he had nothing in common: “the uncanny and the spooky,
the belief in ghosts and magic practices never lost their hold on the people. If
we do not find these ingredients in the epics, their elimination must have been
intentional.” Kirk argued that the properly “mythic” stage of Greek thought,
when spooky stories and “obscene and cruel rites” (as said by Murray) held
sway, lay not just prior to Homer and Hesiod, say in the Mycenaean or Bronze
Age, but further back in neolithic times. As he explained, “Either this mythol-
ogy [of Homer and Hesiod] is a censored, derivative and literary affair, or the
Greeks and their forebears never possessed any important body of fantastic
myths, and the controls on the wilder lands of imagination detectable from
Homer to Hesiod (with Old Comedy as a single glorious exception) reflect a
permanent quality of the Greek mind.”29 The opinion that the clean air of
Hellas had a tonic effect and kept the Greeks unstained by orgiastic impuri-

 i Barry Cooper

. W. Burkert,“Jason, Hypsipyle, and New Fire at Lemnos: A Study in Myth and Ritual,” Clas-
sical Quarterly, n.s.,  (): –. See also Burkert, Structure and History in Greek Mythology
and Ritual (Berkeley: University of California Press, ), chap. .

. Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion, ; Bruno Snell, The Discovery of the Mind: The Greek
Origins of European Thought (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, ), . See also Andrew
Robert Burn, The World of Hesiod: A Study of the Greek Middle Ages, c. 900–700 .. (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, ), –. Kirk, Myth, –.



ties was, in Kirk’s view, a Victorian prejudice. Besides, the evidence contra-
dicts it.

But, then, a mechanism of purgation had to be identified that was distinct
from the encouragement provided by altered social and political conditions.
This was the working of the oral tradition itself. Accordingly, Kirk proposed the
following sequence:

The genuine mythopoeic urge lay in the hidden past; even Homer and Hesiod
were working with a long, selective, and formalized tradition; and with the po-
etry and drama of the fifth century the ingredients were altered once again.
And so there may be said to be two separate stages of conscious manipulations
of Greeks myths: the long stage of selection and codification culminating in
Homer and Hesiod, and the stage of reinterpretation carried through espe-
cially by the great tragedians of the fifth century.30

We shall see that there was a third “stage” of manipulation following upon the
dissolving rationalism of the Ionians and the sophists, namely, the mythologiz-
ing of Plato, which absorbed both the challenge of the logicians and the dra-
matic truths of the tragedians.

Unencumbered by the presuppositions of the myth-and-ritual interpreta-
tion of the earlier generation, Butterworth has recently confirmed in great de-
tail the essential aspects of Harrison, Murray, and Cornford. His argument
focused on the change from cult-centered loyalties based upon matrilineal de-
scent and clan to a society of patrilineal households and the Olympian pan-
theon. In the course of his discussion, Butterworth confirmed the incidental
opinions of the Cambridge school on such matters as “matriarchy” (a mis-
nomer, since women did not need to rule in order to be the cultic center of clan
life) and helped dispel the lingering opprobrium attached to the pioneering and
extravagant speculations of Bachofen.

The story is by now familiar:

[I]t was mainly the women of a royal house who were consistently devoted to
a particular cult and to maintaining dynastic connections. The more deter-
mined and ruthless of the men . . . were prepared to take the extreme step of
destroying the gynaecocratic order so that they might establish their own pow-
er. They thus cut across all cult loyalties, for they indirectly did violence to their
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own cult as well as to the matrilinear cults they destroyed. They shattered the
old society at the same time as they annihilated its religion.31

The attack was a success and was carried out under the religious direction of
the cult of Apollo. Butterworth’s evidence is extensive and persuasive and leads
to some interesting conclusions. For example, the Odyssey, which tells of the tri-
umphant return from war of the father and husband to his faithful wife and dis-
tracted son, was recast in part (so the interpretation runs) from an earlier lay,
tentatively identified as the Teleogony, a typical matrilineal story of a stranger
who lands in Odysseus’s realm, eats his cattle, kills him, and marries Penelope
or her daughter. He then turns out to be (or turns into) Odysseus’s son (and
heir). True to the matrilineal tradition, Ithaca was Penelope’s (or her daugh-
ter’s), and Telegonus (who has been transformed in our Odyssey into Tele-
machus, the son) was a typical kingdom-winning warrior, one of Murray’s buc-
caneers. An alternative interpretation, this time of our Odyssey, makes of
Odysseus the arriviste and Laertes the doomed consort of Penelope whose king-
dom and bed he wins. In a like manner, the wedding of Nausicaa in Odyssey 

and  is the story of the arrival of the new king, Odysseus, who marries the
princess and presides over the sacrifice of the old king, Alkinoos. The games in
book  are the funeral games of Alkinoos (despite his presence in our Odyssey).
Butterworth concluded: “An ancient and in some ways more wonderful world,
of which Penelope and her like had been the center, had become intolerable be-
cause it could not control the increasing disorder of the times. The religious
world had to retreat before the political and military.”32 In the old religious
world ritual determined the course of politics: the old king was slaughtered and
immortalized at the same time, and the new one took his place, ensuring there-
by the vitality of the clan. In complementary fashion, the females ensured its
continuity, what Murray called Tribe-supply.

Even in their excesses, the buccaneer kings of the heroic age were enacting a
faithfulness to the death-and-rebirth rituals that seem so foreign to Apollo and
Zeus under whose religious standard they fought. The noble simplicity and qui-
et grandeur of the Olympians, then, is only half the story; their calm was, as it
were, born of desperation and terror at the far too bloody real-life rituals of
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death and rebirth. An end to it all was called into place with patrilineal descent
of property and patriarchy.

Shamanism

Whether in the form of an explicit ritual of death and rebirth (with or with-
out an accompanying myth) or in the serene denial that the deathless gods ever
had anything to do with such things, there is implied a subtext expressing ini-
tiation. Fundamental to all rites of initiation is the supersession of an earlier ex-
istence and entrance upon a new life. The traditional pattern is one of suffer-
ing, death, and rebirth. The archaic techniques by which the symbolic passage
to transfigured existence can be accomplished are yoga and shamanism. There
is some evidence of a Greek connection with yoga in the story of the Cyclopes
and the Lotus-eaters in book  of the Odyssey.33 More important, however, than
the entatic techniques of yoga are the ecstatic techniques of shamanism.

According to Eliade, who has made the most extensive survey of the topic,
“the shaman specializes in a trance during which his soul is believed to leave his
body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld.”Shamans are marked
by an intensity of religious experience and are, as it were, archaic equivalents to
mystics. Ecstatic capacities are necessary, but they are not sufficient since di-
dactic initiation is also required. Shamans are not, then, simply neurotic or psy-
chopathic: training and instruction enable them to induce and control their
neuroses or psychopathologies. Or rather, since the use of terms such as neuro-
sis already commits one to a prejudicial discourse about what is to count as
“normal,” let us retain the phenomenological distinction: shamanic initiation
is didactic and ecstatic. As Butterworth observed, shamanism is “a form of ra-
tionality, an unfamiliar rationality which shows itself in an ecstasy in which the
shaman, following the prescribed forms he has been taught, is never the help-
less victim of forces beyond his control. In fact it is rationality in its true aspect,
that is, seen against the background of inarticulate power.”34

In an earlier section, I noted that Socrates’ identification of the Delphic
shrine as an omphalos turned out to refer to a tomb. However, there is no nec-
essary contradiction here: a tomb, like an omphalos, goes both ways, up and
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down. And, in fact, the item identified by Jane Harrison as being the omphalos
shows several ghosts flitting around inside, with wings, surely a mistake if, as
Harrison thought, the ghosts are confined below by the grave-tumulus.35 What
makes the omphalos, which generally leads up, equivalent to the tomb, which,
if it leads anywhere, goes down, is the archaic cosmic geography according to
which the world is structured in three levels, sky, earth, and underworld, along
a central axis. The axis, obviously, can serve as an omphalos or entrance to the
underworld. The shaman is one with the ability to traverse the axis and move
in more than one (and sometimes all three) of the cosmic regions. Ordinary hu-
mans are, in contrast, confined to the middle, in-between, whereas the shaman
can safely consort with the gods above and the dead below.36 The specialization
between shamans who flew up, white shamans, and ones who flew down, black
shamans, is secondary. And in any case, both used the axis mundi as their flight
path.

One might look upon the shaman as a one-person omphalos. Their ability
to commune directly and ecstatically with the gods and the dead differentiates
them from the ordinary people whose communion is mediated by sacrifice and
stories of the cosmic ideogram. The function of a shaman is a consequence of
his direct experience of the way up and the way down. “The shaman is indis-
pensable in any ceremony that concerns the experiences of the human soul as
such, that is, as a precarious psychic unit, inclined to forsake the body and an
easy prey for demons and sorcerers.” The shaman is a healer of souls (a finder
of lost souls) and a psychopomp. He (or she, for there are female shamans) is
also a defender of the community. Shamans “are pre-eminently the antide-
monic champions; they combat not only demons and disease, but also the black
magicians. . . . In a general way, it can be said that shamanism defends life,
health, fertility, the world of ‘light,’ against death, diseases, sterility, disaster, and
the world of ‘darkness.’”37 There are, that is, typological similarities between
the shaman and other figures of religious life, including figures in Greek myth
and philosophy. Typological similarity is not the same as spiritual equivalence,
however.

Shamanic cultures studied by modern ethnographers are, or were, centered
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chiefly in central and northern Asia, North America, and Oceania. None of
these areas has an obvious connection with classical Greece. Thus, a degree of
interpretative ingenuity is required to make a plausible case for considering
shamanic elements in philosophy. It is not possible to rehearse all the ancient
evidence for such a connection, and we must remain content with the presen-
tation of ambiguous conclusions, highly qualified, and based upon an already
obscure history mediated by an opaque west Asian filter as well as by the delib-
erate acts of early partisans of the Olympian religion to obscure ecstatic and
entatic disciplines along with chthonic rituals. Homer, clearly, was on the side
of the Olympian theoi.

Kirchner has argued in favor of a common source for contemporary Asian
shamanism and pre-Mycenaean myth that dates from the late paleolithicum
and was centered in southwestern Siberia. Meuli’s now classic essay argued
along similar lines. Eliade has found southern Lamaistic influences as well,
though their influences on western Asian and European societies was probably
late and comparatively slight.38

So far as the direct evidence of Greek shamans is concerned, one must rely
on legend. Abaris rode out of the north on an arrow, banishing pestilence and
teaching the worship of Hyperborean Apollo; Aristeas went north from his
home on the shores of Marmora, also at Apollo’s bidding, and returned with
tales of shamanic voyages; Pythagoras claimed to be a reincarnation of Her-
motimus, a shaman; according to Dodds, Empedocles was also a shaman, as
were Orpheus and Zalmoxis; and Eliade added Epimenides of Crete.39 What
seems to be beyond controversy is that shamanic elements and influences per-
sisted into the classical period of Greek history. There is every reason to assume
a common source and continuous transmission of shamanic experiences at
least to the time of the triumph of Homeric Olympianism.

The significance of shamanism for the present topic is twofold. First, the sto-
ries of shamanic flights, of dangerous passages, initiations, triumphs, ascents
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and descents, visions, acts of healing, and attendant dogs, horses, and compan-
ions “suggest the adventures of the figures in popular tales and the heroes of
epic literature. . . . It is likewise probable that the pre-ecstatic euphoria consti-
tuted one of the universal sources of lyric poetry.”40 Second is the matter of
structural equivalence and the differentiation of philosophical experience.

Cornford expressed the issue with his usual common sense:

[I]f prophetic inspiration can reveal the past and the present as well as the fu-
ture, and poetic inspiration can reveal the present and future as well as the past,
prophecy and poetry must be the outcome of a single form of experience,
characterized by Plato as divine or inspired “madness.” The experience can be
conceived in two ways. The patient may feel that a supernatural power has en-
tered and taken possession of him: he has become entheos, like the Pythian
priestess or the Sibyl. Or he may feel that his own soul has left his body in ec-
static trance and visited the world of spirits. The mimetic ritual performance
of the shaman is designed to symbolize and bring home to the audience this
journey to the other world.41

Cornford’s point is not that shamanism and Pythian enthusiasm are the same
but that they are experiences equivalent in meaning. Moreover, the meaning is
also expressed by Plato as “madness.”

In the Phaedrus (b), Plato discussed four kinds of madness, each of which
was associated with a divinity. Mantic inspiration was the gift of Apollo; div-
ination of past and present was the gift of Dionysos; madness of possession by
the Muses led to poetic composition; and last, there was the madness of eros. In
the Cratylus () the movement from the perfected theos to the alarming
daimōn was absent, and all “madness” was associated with Apollo and the Mus-
es. Cornford commented:

In respect of his prophetic function Apollo is Aplous (5aJplou`~), the speaker
of truth. As purifier of the soul by means of mantic fumigations, washing, and
aspersion (kaqartikov~), and of the body by healing medicines (ijatrikov~), he
is the god who washes away (ajpolouvwn) and delivers (ajpoluvwn) from evil.
The musical explanation of his name is clearly prompted by the Pythagorean
ideas, since it connects music with astronomy and brings in the harmony of
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the heavens (povloi). The god causes the heavens to revolve together (aj5oJmou`,
polw`n) in a harmony, like concord in song. Finally, the love of wisdom is rep-
resented by the derivation of Muse from mw`sqai, meaning “inquiry and phi-
losophy.” The accompanying derivations of Leto and Artemis seem also to be-
long to the same complex of ideas. Leto signifies that gentleness of disposition
(to; h{merovn te kai; lei`on tou` h[qou~), which is a mark of the philosopher (Rep.
). Artemis stands for a chaste and sober character and a knowledge of
virtue.42

The implication is that Plato saw in the philosopher one of the differentiated
types that emerged in the fifth and fourth centuries from the complex of
prophet-poet-sage-healer. The philosopher, that is, is one successor “of the
composite shaman type.”43

From this brief glance at a vast and controversial topic I would emphasize the
following points. First, the myth-and-ritual theory of the Cambridge school
must be amended on one decisive point at least: not all religious symbolism is
a “reflection” of natural or social forces. As Butterworth put it,“ancient religion
had, at any rate in its nascent and vital stages, an inner meaning, based upon ex-
periences accessible only to a few, experiences which found symbolic expression
in a macrocosmic imagery which the multitude might be expected to under-
stand.” Second, it is once again clear that Homeric-Olympian orthodoxy is only
part of the story. The epics are more than folktales; Homer was not only a good
storyteller, and his yarns were not just fine entertainment. They were also suc-
cessful pieces of propaganda that served “to ridicule, disguise, and destroy a
movement, or element, of the earlier world, which, originating in Asia, had ap-
parently been active in Greece also in early times.”44 Third, shamanic experi-
ence was one of ecstatic participation in realms fully peopled by nonhuman be-
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ings, namely, the divinities and the dead. Shamanic ritual or, if you prefer, ac-
tivity imitated in the human world the experiences of elsewhere. They were,
then, the first to experience and then express and diffuse through suitable sto-
ries and techniques the detachment of soul or self from the body. Thus, they
were able to experience concretely the presence of the divine and the dead, a
presence that, for ordinary mortals, was mediated by material sacrifice. If you
like, the shaman was himself a sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, full, perfect,
and sufficient for something like the archaic equivalent to the sins of the world.
This experiential core of meaning appears in a more familiar guise in the fol-
lowing section on the decay of Olympianism.

Mystics and Physis

In the sections “Daimones and Theoi” and “Myth and Ritual” above, the ar-
gument rested chiefly on the interpretation of a few well-known texts centered
on Olympian and pre-Olympian religious experience. In this section I will con-
sider the equally well-known history of the disintegration of Olympian ortho-
doxy into what, following Cornford, may be called mystic philosophy and the
philosophy of physis.

Murray presented the experiential problem bluntly in his compact vocabu-
lary: when the elements of a religion of nature are superseded by a religion
based upon human form, the gods become vicious. No great harm is done by
worship of a thunderstorm even though lightning strikes the good and the bad
with supreme indifference. However, once there is an anthropomorphic god
who throws thunderbolts, “either you have to admit that you are worshipping
and flattering a being with no moral sense, because he happens to be danger-
ous, or else you have to invent reasons for his wrath against the people who
happen to be struck.”45 Because the Olympians were not daimonic the relation
of worshiper to god was one not of communion but of commerce: gifts or
bribes are exchanged for benefits or protection.46 Consequently, there is an
emotional thinning out from the ritual compulsions of magical rite and mys-
tic participation sustained by the emotional life of the worshiper. The same po-
litical process that turned the Olympians into Panhellenic deities cut them off
from their local places: they formed a polity on top of a mountain. “Finally,
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they leave the earthly Olympus and vanish into the sky. Nature, depeopled of
gods, is left free for science.”47 The gods are aloof functionaries, unedifying and
cold. Their only acts of condescending grace serve simply to reinforce their
aloofness. Thus, once more there is a gap, chaos, between earth and heaven, and
according to Olympian theology it will not be bridged by erōs (cf. Hesiod
Theog.  –).

In antiquity Diogenes Laertius grouped the philosophers in two successions,
the Ionian headed by Anaximander and the Italiote headed by Pythagoras. Both
began from the experience of the chaotic gap, though they led away from one
another and ended up opposed, at least in their typical expression of how to
mediate the gap. On the one side, the fundamental experience of the philoso-
phy of physis was “of the world which would persist . . . when the personal gods
of over-developed Olympianism were put aside.” Cornford’s fidelity to the his-
toriographic conventions of the Hellenistic age need not trouble us since our
chief concern is with what he called the mystic philosopher, not the philoso-
phers of physis.48 It is enough to note first that the philosophers of physis re-
fined their language symbols so that the imagery of cosmogony as sexual gen-
eration was replaced by cosmological speculation on the beginning, the archē,
and the dialectical relations of the constituent elements of the cosmos. A sec-
ond feature, equal in importance to the rediscovery of pre-Olympian meaning
and its discursive articulation, was the mode by which the new discourse on
physis appeared, namely, as writing.As Kirk remarked,“the organic use of myths
has to disappear before philosophy becomes even a remote possibility.” By
telling a story and relying on the mnemonic and acoustic techniques of the
bard, the epic form demands that the audience reenact the story not as a gen-
eralization but as an instance of a doing. As Havelock expressed it, what the epic
cannot do “is to use the verb to be as a timeless copula.”49 The visual and pro-
saic techniques, with their novel material apparatuses, on the other hand, allow
one to take a second look and organize the elements of discourse reflectively
and logically. In this respect the greatness of Socrates lay in his verbal mastery
of visual-logical techniques.
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More important for the theme of this chapter is the recovery, in somewhat al-
tered form, of the pre-Homeric, pre-Olympian experiences. Greene is doubtless
correct to state that the new experiences were rooted in the old chthonic ones at
least to the extent that “man and divinity are parts of Nature, not utterly separate
one from the other.”50 The chief difference as compared with the old experience,
however, is that the individual rather than the clan was the responsible unit.

The distinction between the philosophy of physis and the mystic philosophies
is also between space and time. The philosophy of physis was dominated by cat-
egories of spatial externality derived from the Olympian delimitation of prov-
inces determined by moira; the derivative concept was geometric atomism guid-
ed by necessity. The mystical experience, on the other hand, was dominated by
the category of time and eventually by the measure of time, which is number.
“Distance in space is measurable psychologically by expenditure of strength; but
time-distance can be measured only by counting the rhythmical repetition of the
same occurrence.” Thus did fate, moira, give way to dikē, justice. In the first in-
stance, however, it was not justice but continuity, the temporal experience of cos-
mic consubstantiality, that was most prominent. The expression was cultic and
homogeneous, a continuous and common group life. Thus, the belief in rein-
carnation made, of the dead, members of the group. “This life, which is perpet-
ually renewed, is reborn out of that opposite state, called ‘death,’ into which, at
the other end of its arc, it passes again.” Souls are like seeds, stored in the black
earth, in the darkness of the womb. Accordingly, at the Great Mysteries at Elusis,
held every fall, resurrection began as death: the seed grain falls back to the earth
and dies; but this death is also marriage, the condition for generation, and re-
birth in the spring. And in the meantime came winter, the interim of hope, elpis,
and faith or trust, pistis, for this, as Socrates explained (Phdo. b), is what keeps
genesis in being. Without it all things eventually would pass into the same state.
Theologically, “the god who is immortal in the sense that he dies and yet rises
again can remain continuous with the life that moves on the wheel of time and
change, and grant that assurance of renewed life which answers to the deepest
hope of mankind.”51 In this act of ritual participation, the gap between what is
above and what is below has been bridged: Dionysos has returned.

This time, however, he was in the company not of the Maenads but of the
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Muses. Indeed, he is a reformed Dionysos, namely, Orpheus, who, we recall, was
torn to bits by the old votaries of Dionysos. According to the Orphic myth of
Dionysos, the infant child of Zeus and Persephone was distracted and tricked
by the pre-Olympian Titans and eventually turned into a bull, whereupon he
was promptly torn to bits by the Maenads (literally, “mad women”) and de-
voured, all except for his heart, which was saved by Athena, who brought it to
Zeus, who swallowed it and went to bed with Semele, who produced the new
Dionysos. The Titans were incinerated by Zeus’s thunderbolt; from the ashes
sprang humans, partly evil and Titanic, partly good and Dionysiac. This Orphic
story made the ritual of omophagia (and, by extension, all meat eating) crimi-
nally wicked. It accounted for why the psyche craves union with Dionysos by
way of suppressing the body: baby Dionysos was eaten and became Titanic bod-
ies; only his psyche (that is, heart) survived to be reborn. It accounted, last, for
why the individual is doomed to suffer not only for his own bad acts but also
for original bad acts by the Titans whose flesh he is. Only the mediation of the
saving daimōn Orpheus could bring redemption.

Orpheus, then, mediates Dionysos and Apollo: mythographically he is asso-
ciated with both.52 With Orpheus the religious cycle of life and death as seen in
the circling seasons became celestial, made visible in the sun and the stars. Or-
pheus had taken a step away from Dionysos, but he still remained a daimōn; yet,
he was a step toward the deathless Apollo, beyond the reach of mortality and
out of touch. The core of Orphism was the experience of ritual purification, a
private mystery that involved the initiate in a renewal of life. It contained no ser-
vice to a god but was a participatory transformation and the beginning of a new
stage of life or a new public era. A central teaching, which Plato used from time
to time, was that the body, sōma, was a tomb, sēma (see Crat. c; Gorg. a).
This was implicit in the story of Orphic Dionysos from which was drawn the
belief that deliverance from the body-tomb could come only through purity,
which in turn could not be attained without initiation followed by adherence
to the Orphic life, which included moral goodness.53
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If Orphism expressed a reformed Dionysian experience, Pythagoras may be
considered to have reformed Orphism.54 From Dionysos and the older religion
was taken the participatory experience of oneness, of re-union and communion
with life; the cycles of birth, death, and resurrection; and the collective daimones
of the group. From Orphism was borrowed a celestial rather than terrestrial
symbolism. In place of the experience of renewal of life in nature there was sub-
stituted worship of a distant perfection from which the now immortal soul had
fallen, fallen into the body from which, through asceticism, it aspired to escape.
Asceticism altered the old formula that pathē, experience, especially of suffer-
ing, led to mathē, to understanding. Instead, theōria, the impassionate contem-
plation of rational and unchanging truth, could replace the emotional, sympa-
thetic imaginative contemplation of the suffering, death, and rebirth of a god.
Now death came only to the passions; the intellect could soar to theory.55 In
terms of the quest for salvation, Pythagorean “theorizing”was equivalent to Or-
phic rites of purification and to Dionysiac and shamanic ecstasy. The link is per-
haps suggested by recalling that Orpheus was the greatest musician and that
music led Pythagoras to the study of harmonia, being in tune.

No one would deny the Apollonian motifs in Pythagoras’s teaching. His fa-
mous “table of opposites” placed all plenitude on the side of lightness and fire,
all absence on the side of what is dark, heavy, cold, earthy, and female (cf. Arist.,
Meta. a). Yet, even in Pythagoras there was a continuity with the depth. The
belief in transmigration, for example, which opened up the possibility of be-
coming divine as a result of purification and in this way escaping the grossness
of the world altogether, was itself an expression of the reality of corruption, de-
cay, and evil. Moreover, it assumed that there was no insuperable gap between
the divine and the individual psyche, even if it took several lifetimes to cross it.
There was, then, a fundamental community of being. “Individuals,” Cornford
wrote,“reproduce the whole in miniature; they are not mere fractions, but anal-
ogous parts of the whole which includes them.”56 Theōria, the contemplation
of the cosmos, enables the psyche to become harmonized with it; in order to do
so it must exist in continuity.
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Summary and Conclusion

The temptation of a Hegelian recapitulation is great and not perhaps entire-
ly misleading. The identification of Plato and Apollo is well attested. However,
Nietzsche, from whom the distinction between Apollonian and Dionysian mo-
tifs received its most emphatic formulation, also indicated that Apollo and
Dionysos were linked. And indeed, a look at the evidence surrounding Apollo
at Delphi introduced several ambiguities that the historical record and inter-
pretative controversies did not entirely clarify.A few things, however, can be said
with some confidence. The great change in Greek religious symbolization ac-
companied the arrival of the northerners and their aloof gods. From around the
second millennium the gods that eventually populated the Olympian polis
gradually replaced or reduced to subordinate status the old chthonic deities.
There was more than a substitution of one set of gods for another, however. In
the first place, the invaders brought with them a social organization distinct
from that of the aboriginal inhabitants, and their gods “reflected” this differ-
ence. Accordingly, there occurred the Homeric revision whereby the pre-
Olympian stories were recast along lines acceptable to the traditions of the new-
comers. The accompanying experiential changes were even more significant
than the Homeric redaction. The replacement of the chthonic with Homeric-
Olympian divinities amounted to a change from immortality expressed in the
cults of dying-and-rising gods, reincarnation stories, and direct communion
with divinities by means of entatic and ecstatic techniques, to mortality, indi-
viduality, and discontinuity.

Reincarnation, for example, certainly symbolized continuity with all life and
being, but it was, as it were, an anonymous continuity. The Homeric heroes were
nothing if not individuals out to make a name for themselves by great words
(bragging) and great deeds (killing other braggarts). This is why, for them, death
was black and postexistence was filled with shadows. The problem or, rather,
the reality experienced is that existence is, after Homer, both individual and
in continuity with society, nature, and being as a whole. The question was how
to express the contradiction of individuality, which implied discontinuity,
and participation, which implied continuity; this contradiction was a reality ex-
perienced, not a logical difficulty. Accordingly, the historical succession or
“stages” from Homer to the pre-Socratic division between mystic- and physic-
philosophers can be seen as expressing the constituent elements or moments
(to use Hegel’s term) of a dialectic.
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To present the matter even more starkly: when divine meaning is no longer
experienced as part of the world, in its ceaseless and complete change of living
and dying, and ascends to a realm beyond the world of immutable perfection,
it is accompanied by the experience of the discovery of an individual soul, a lit-
tle atom of immortality that must alone make the difficult passage to being,
truth, plenitude of meaning, the gods, however the terminus ad quem is sym-
bolized. Nature and the changing world likewise become self-subsistent, gov-
erned by destiny, chance, and necessity. There is no room in nature for a deus
absconditus, only for a dying god, and now there is neither. Mystics and orphics,
then, tried to get in touch with the beyond directly, and philosophers of physics
tried to do the same by seeing the edge of nature and what was beyond. Myth-
ically, it was as if they tried to haul Apollo down from the skies and turn him
back into Dionysos, or to find a daimonic power to mediate between the be-
yond and the here-below, an eros to fill the gap, the chaos, and bind all things
into one, which is one of the meanings of re-ligio.

In the following section, I will provide a few examples of how, in the Repub-
lic, Socrates attempted to recall mystic, shamanic, daimonic, or, in any event, par-
ticipatory experiences and to present the expression of them in discursive or ra-
tional terms. Socrates is widely seen as an adept at the Apollonian way up to the
ideas and their immutable perfection. However, his ability to explore the depths
was no less important. In the Republic this was indicated in the opening word.

Plato and the Depth

Katebēn

“The way up and down” (oJdo;~ a[nw kavtw), said Heraclitus (Fr. B.), are one
and the same. Like the shaman, the mystic philosopher traversed the extraordi-
nary realms above and below. Or, rather, he used the traditional symbols to ex-
press the structure of his own soul, a structure that a shaman made articulate
with images of celestial and infernal geography. The mystic philosopher, like the
shaman who knows both black and white techniques, goes both ways, up and
down, for the path is the same. The path is, of course, the cosmological om-
phalos, which is also the soul of the philosopher. One is reminded of Nietzsche’s
remark that he was the tightrope across the abyss that he traveled, or of
Kierkegaard’s dialectic of choice, where what is chosen comes into existence
with the act of choosing. The experiential truth suggested by Heraclitus and ex-
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pressed as well by Orphics, by shamans, and by daimonic rituals is that mean-
ing or truth is to be found both by descent and by ascent. The theme of descent
is found in the opening word of the Republic: katebēn, I went down. It is rein-
forced by the setting and by Socrates’ first conversation.

“I went down yesterday to Peiraeus with Glaucon, son of Ariston.” This is the
beginning that Plato is said to have “combed and curled” and transposed into
several different word orders.57 From this story we may reasonably infer “that
some special meaning was to be conveyed by the beginning.”58 And in fact there
are several.

To begin with, there is, of course, the physical descent from the City to the
Peiraeus about five miles (. km) away. The Peiraeus was (and still is) the port
of Athens, the center of its naval power and of its trade. It was heavily demo-
cratic and a center of support for the empire. The City, in contrast, was on high-
er ground, the home of men such as Plato, hoplites, and the memory of
Marathon. The Peiraeus was home to many tribes of people, not just Atheni-
ans; it was wealthy and cosmopolitan. From as far afield as Thrace, by the Sea
of Marmora and quasi-barbaric, sailors, traders, and businessmen had come to
the Peiraeus, encouraged by the expansive foreign policy of Pericles and the
prosperity it brought. The dramatic date of the dialogue was around  ..,
well before the final disaster at Aegospotami.59

Socrates and Glaucon went down eij~ Peiraia.̀ Cephalus, who greeted
Socrates a few lines later (c), complained that his visitor did not come eij~
to;n Peiraia,̀ to the Peiraeus, which is apparently the normal usage.60 Brann
pointed out that the phrase eij~ Peiraia` must be heard as being close in sound
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to hJ peraivh, meaning the farther shore, the beyond-land.61 The Athenians be-
lieved that the Peiraic peninsula was once separated from Attica by a river. Glau-
con, Plato’s older brother, is identified in the usual way, son of Ariston, which
also is close to the superlative of good.62 One could, then, read the first sentence
this way: “I went down yesterday to the beyond-land, with Glaucon, the son of
the best.” We recall that Odysseus chose his best (a[ristou~) companions when
he went to visit the cave of the Cyclopes (Ody. .), where, presumably, he too
would make a descent. Moreover, he carried a gift of wine, which takes fifteen
lines to describe, which is surely odd since it comes from the priest of Apollo,
the god who killed the Cyclopes. It is odd, that is, if we accept, as Homer wish-
es us to do, the notion that Odysseus came to Polyphemus as an emissary of an
Apolline polis-world to destroy the arrogant and lawless monsters. Suppose,
though, as Butterworth argued, that the Cyclopes were masters of a distinctive
spiritual doctrine. Then the gift and the companionship of “the best” would
be appropriate.63 Glaucon’s presence as the son of the best indicates the spiri-
tual quest; his being the son of the best indicates his distance from mastery,
his status as a novice or apprentice. In this context, Socrates corresponds to
Odysseus.64

Socrates and Glaucon, then, are on a spiritual mission down to the beyond-
land. They make their katabasis, Socrates explained,“to offer prayers to the god-
dess.” What goddess? An Athenian would normally mean Athena when using
the general term hJ qeov~ (cf. Tim. a), but here it seems that the goddess is
Bendis. At the end of book , Thrasymachus, having been defeated by a dazzling
display of Socratic eristics, testily acknowledges his defeat by proclaiming his
humiliation at Socrates’ feast at the Bendideia (a). Thrasymachus is not, of
course, an acceptable sacrifice. But who is Bendis? In Peiraeus she was evident-
ly identified with Artemis and especially with Hekate, who was chthonic. Far-
nell, for example, wrote, “we find the undoubtedly Thracian goddess Bendis
with many points of likeness to Hekate. The epithet Dilongchos (Two-fold) that
belonged to the former is explained by Hesychius as describing the goddess
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who, like Hekate, had power in more than one sphere of nature; and the torch
seems to have been the special symbol of both.”65 Hekate was a guardian of the
underworld and, like Artemis, was concerned with herds and the fruits of the
soil. Her animal was the dog or hound, which was generally regarded as unclean.
The Bendideia was a public feast with a hecatomb of oxen probably being
slaughtered. In one important respect it was a novelty: the “sacrificing associa-
tion” (ojrgevwn) of Bendis was constituted “wholly of aliens.”66 This is perhaps
why Socrates observed that there were two processions, one by the Thracians
and one by the locals (a).

The beyond-land is associated with the underworld. One reaches it by going
down to offer prayers to a twofold goddess. Moreover, this particular under-
world happening was a novelty. It began, as it were, just yesterday, when Socrates
and Glaucon went down. Thus, the Athenians introduced new gods, not Socrates
(cf. Euth. b; Apol. c). Socrates went “to pray and to look on” (qewrevw). What
they saw down there was equality. The pomp of the Athenians was no better
than the Thracians. From the initial descent there is sounded the pamphylian
theme of death that is taken up again with the tale of Er in book . This same
pamphylism, as Voegelin pointed out, is what made the actual Peiraeus a Hades,
a place filled with shadow men: “The equality of the harbour is the death of
Athens; and at least an attempt must be made to find the way up to life.”67 The
political significance could not be more clear: the creation of the empire, which
brought treasure and Thracian barbarity to Athens, is senseless. It happened not
yesterday, but within living memory, within a historical yesterday (cf. Gorg.
c, d). The spiritual Hades into which Socrates and Glaucon descended
yesterday is blended by Plato into the political disorder brought on by imperi-
alism. The obvious way back up to life is to go back to the City, to the old ways
that shone at Marathon, and this is what Socrates and Glaucon at first attempt
to do.

However, they cannot. What is done cannot be undone. The way up and the
way down may well be the same, as Heraclitus said, but he also said panta chōrei,
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all things change (Crat. a). Times had changed since Marathon; Athens had
gained an empire and sought to retain it. Socrates was an Athenian and must
share the fate of the Athenians. He was with them, though not, perhaps, volun-
tarily.

Polemarchus (or the Warlord) orders a slave to catch them from behind; he
orders them to wait. Glaucon says they will, and presently the company arrives.
Polemarchus “guesses” that Socrates is heading toward the City and going away.
Socrates replies that it is not a bad guess. Polemarchus then points to the supe-
rior number of bodies he commands and asks Socrates to prove himself
stronger (kreivttwn) or else stay. Socrates replies that he might persuade them
to let them go, but Polemarchus answers that possibility by one of his own: he
might refuse to listen. Glaucon then surrenders to force. Socrates does not, and
Polemarchus gives him another warning: “Well, we will not listen, so think it
over” (c). One thinks of a retired schoolyard bully making the only kind of
joke he knows. Adeimantus then intervenes and replaces Polemarchus’s threats
with temptations. There is to be an innovation to this novel cult: when the sun
goes down there is to be a torch race on horseback. Socrates expresses his as-
tonishment, and Polemarchus provides another reason to tempt Socrates: it
promises to be an all-nighter (pannucivda), which was surely the sort of thing
that Socrates’ companion would enjoy; plenty of young men would be on the
streets with whom they could talk, which Socrates would enjoy. Besides that,
Polemarchus offered them dinner. Nothing is said about the divinities as a rea-
son for staying below. Glaucon, not Socrates, answers that it seems they must
stay, and Socrates uses a political formula to express not his agreement but his
obligation to abide by the vote.

Politics, it seems, involves one even against one’s will, rather like death. In this
exchange, the daylight equality of devotions to an underworld divinity has giv-
en way to an equally pamphylian equality. This time, however, it is centered not
upon pomp and piety, but, under cover of darkness, we are invited to an all-
night party, an orgy with plenty of food, young men, and novel entertainment.

In addition to Adeimantus, Polemarchus was in the company of Niceratus,
son of Nicias, who had died in  .. Nicias was a disastrous commander of
the disastrous expedition to Sicily. The Warlord, it seems, appears in company
of the son of an irresolute general who gained fame chiefly by good luck and
not by bravery or competence (Thuc. .) as well as with a son of the best. In
the Laches (d), Nicias remarks that, whenever he suggests that Socrates teach
his son, Socrates recommends somebody else. The others are unnamed. They
go to Polemarchus’s home and join Lysias and Euthedemus, brothers of the
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host, and Thrasymachus, a renowned teacher of rhetoric from Chalcedon, the
same part of the world that Bendis comes from, and two others, Charmantides
and Cleitophon, who may be pupils of Thrasymachus.68 Euthedemus may have
been killed along with Polemarchus in  under the tyranny of the Thirty;
Lysias, who was an accomplished orator, escaped death and returned to Athens
under the restored democracy, where he lived by writing forensic speeches.
Niceratus was also a victim of the Thirty. “The situation,” Strauss wrote, “re-
sembles that in the Laches where Socrates discusses courage with generals de-
feated or about to be defeated, and in the Charmides where he discusses mod-
eration with future tyrants; in the Republic he discusses justice in the presence
of victims of an abortive attempt made by most unjust men to restore justice.”69

The last one to be introduced is Cephalus. In him the theme of death and cor-
ruption, which has so far constituted a kind of subtext, becomes explicit.

The first thing Socrates says of Cephalus after identifying him as Pole-
marchus’s father is that he seems very old (presbuvth~) (cf. Apol. b). Indeed,
there is an ancient tradition that Cephalus was thirty years dead at the dramat-
ic date of the Republic.70 He was seated on a stool (divfro~) and a head cushion
(proskefavvlaion); he was crowned with a wreath since he had just come from
a sacrifice, probably to Zeus herkeios, the household god who stood in the court-
yard; some stools (divfroi) had been placed in a circle around him, and every-
one sat down. The scene has reminded some commentators of Nestor sur-
rounded by his sons (Ody. . ff ); it certainly is well arranged to focus attention
on the head of the household. His name, Kephalos, means head; he is support-
ed by a proskephalaion; his head is wreathed. The head, according to Timaeus,
is the most divine part of us (Tim. d). All this attention to the head may re-
mind us that, in Homer, the dead are often referred to as kephalē (for example,
Il. .; Ody. .). Indeed, Onians has pointed out that there is only one place
in Homer where the term does not refer to the dead (Il. .).71
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After greeting Socrates, Cephalus says that he lacks the physical strength to
visit the City; he scarcely has a body anymore, and certainly pleasures of the
body have withered away (ajpomaraivnomai), a term that also means to die
peacefully (cf. Xen., Apol. ). The only desires and pleasures he has, he says, are
connected with discourse (d). He ends his greeting like a pathetic but de-
manding and peevish grandfather: “do as I say, Socrates; associate with these
young men, but come here to visit me too, like a good friend in my house”
(d).

Socrates has spent a great deal of time in the company of young men whose
fathers were wealthy (Apol. c); now he is in the company of one of these fa-
thers, and he draws attention to his delight (caivrw) at being able to discuss with
the exceedingly old (toi`~ sfovdra presbuvtai~). Socrates’ delight turns upon the
knowledge that the old have; they have trod the way (oJdov~) that others may
tread, and they can tell the younger but mature men such as Socrates what it is
like to be “on the threshold” (ejpi; ghvrao~ oujdwi `). This is a poetic expression, as
Socrates says, and according to the poets,72 it is not an entirely delightful posi-
tion to be in. Socrates pointedly asks Cephalus whether it is painful (calepo;n),
and likens Cephalus to an exangelos, a performer on the tragic stage who brings
news from a distance, from behind the scenes. Cephalus swears and, referring
to a proverbial saying, “like consorts with like” (water seeks its own level), tells
Socrates that he, in contrast, talks only with old men. When they get together
all they do is talk about old age, and most of his companions simply complain
about how they have lost the capacity to enjoy youthful pleasures, sex, drink-
ing, and eating, just the things that would be going on outside in the streets in
a short while. Some of the old men also complain that relatives abuse them and
blame old age for it. However, this is a mistake, Cephalus believes, for he is old,
and he does not suffer from frustrated youthful desires or abusive relatives.
What counts, he says, is not youth or age but character, tropos. If they are well
ordered (kovsmio~) and well balanced (eu[kolo~), then old age is not too much
trouble; if not, then both age and youth are hard (caleph;).

Three times Cephalus has brought up the topic of the body or pleasures con-
nected with it. To the natural somatic changes are added now the natural unit
of a person’s associates, the family. For most old men, however, the family and
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relatives seem to be a source of abuse, not comfort. One may suspect that, so far
as the joys of lost youth are concerned, Cephalus doth protest too much. As for
his own family, Socrates “stirs him up” by suggesting that the many believe that
it is not character that accounts for the equanimity with which he bears old age,
but his being wealthy, plousios (e); Cephalus later agrees (b) that wealth,
ploutos, is useful. Initially, however, he says that Socrates is right about the views
of the many, but that the many are not wholly correct and that being decent or
equitable (ejpieikhv~) is also necessary.

Socrates goes on to ask Cephalus a second direct question, this time not about
the life on the threshold but about the transmission of ploutos. The first ques-
tion looked forward to death and life after death; the second question, asked af-
ter Cephalus had been stirred up, looked backward. Cephalus compared him-
self to his father and his grandfather (whose name he bore). His grandfather
made a great deal of money, his father spent a great deal, and he plans on leav-
ing his heirs a bit more than he inherited. The heir of Cephalus the grandfather
may have been something of a wastrel; the heirs of Cephalus the grandson did
not live to enjoy their inheritance, and some did not live much longer at all.73

There is something spectral about this speculation on ploutos, a word close to
Pluto, the king of the dead.

Socrates explains his rather gauche question by saying that Cephalus did not
seem too concerned with making more. Implicitly, he may be suggesting that
Cephalus’s “decency,” which is not the same as moderation, may be a conse-
quence of his affluence combined with an innate modesty of desire. That is, the
atrophy of sexual eros, which Cephalus praises as one of the benefits of old age,
may simply reflect his temperament. He has not really mastered his desires since
he was never really filled with desire in the first place. His decency, then, is un-
earned, like his money. And one of the conditions for such decency, it seems, is
having an indecent grandfather.

Socrates then asks a third direct question: what is the greatest good you have
enjoyed from possessing so much? (d). Here Pluto and ploutos come to-
gether and reveal the limits to Cephalus’s decency. Cephalus begins his answer
by saying that most people probably would not believe him (and Socrates is
noncommittal) but that it has to do with the nearness of death.When one grows
old, and only then apparently (cf. Phdo. a), one’s thoughts turn not simply to
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death but also to stories of the poets about what postexistence is like. Like chil-
dren, such decent men are afraid because they fear they may be punished “there”
for evils done “here,” even if such evil deeds were unintentional or inadvertent.
These superstitious old men find a “nurse” in hope, for, according to Pindar,
“sweet and good hope” (hJdei`a ejlpi;~ . . . kai; ajgaqh;) (a) accompanies those
whose lives are just and pious.74 For Cephalus, the importance of this poetic 
tag is that justice and piety can be bought, perhaps by means of ritual puri-
fication,75 and certainly by paying debts: monetary debts to mortals, sacrifices
to immortals. Money, ploutos, is useful, Cephalus says, for the decent man 
(twi ` ejpieikei)̀ who is intelligent (nou`n e[conti).

Socrates replies that Cephalus’s words are beautiful (pagkavlw~), but draws
attention to the matter he just raised, namely, justness (dikaiosuvnh). Socrates
shows rather easily that Cephalus’s opinion is untenable. His example, howev-
er, deals only with the principle of do ut des regarding human affairs, and he says
nothing about piety, which Cephalus tied to justice, nor about debts to the gods.
He does get Cephalus to agree with the untenability of Socrates’ summary of
Cephalus’s opinion and makes the obvious and brutal conclusion: truth speak-
ing and returning what has been received are not the right demarcation (o{ro~)
of justness (d). Just as brutally, Polemarchus intervenes to contradict Socrates.
He does so, however, in a qualified way, adding as an afterthought the assump-
tion that Simonides’ authority is reliable. Cephalus then bequeaths (paradivdw-
mi) the logos to his son because, he says, it is time for him to attend to the sacri-
fices. Polemarchus (or Socrates; there is a conflict in the text of the manuscript)
then asks a rhetorical question: am I not your heir (klhronovmo~)? Cephalus
laughs, confirming Polemarchus’s inheritance, and departs to the sacrifices (pro;~
ta; iJerav). With Cephalus’s departure goes the last of the decent men.76 The
speeches of those who remain display the various modes of nondecency.

Many infernal images have been pointed out already. It remains to draw to-
gether a few more general themes. The descent of Socrates and Glaucon is a
mixture of voluntary and involuntary action. They go down, it is true, because
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they wish to see something new; however, in the larger going-down of Athens
they had no choice. The novelties of empire drew everyone down. Moreover,
once Socrates and Glaucon are there, they are held in the depth by the grim play-
fulness of force and a refusal to listen to persuasion. The going-down of Athens
is indicated as well by the dramatic roles of Polemarchus and Cephalus. By his
name Polemarchus ought to be something like a guardian; at the very least he
ought to have the ethos of a soldier. However, he is a foreigner (though his fa-
ther is reputed to have taken on the obligations of a wealthy citizen), and his
sense of honor is far from soldierly. The best that can be said of him is that he
has a businessman’s honesty. Cephalus appears to represent ancestral ways, but
being foreign he cannot properly do so. From the beginning, then, there is a dis-
placement of the political in the sense that politics is the doings of the polis.77

It corresponds to the exodus of Athens from itself in polis form and its appear-
ance as an empire, a form of power organization shared with barbarians.

Corresponding to Cephalus being a fake representative of Athenian tradition
is a more general fraudulence. Cephalus declares that he takes pleasure in dis-
course, but he leaves after a few minutes’ conversation. Or if he does like to talk,
his talk is hardly philosophic. His words to Socrates are proverbial clichés and
poetic tags, conventional pieties of a boring old man. He reports his talk with
other old men. They, one assumes, would not find him boring (like consorts
with like). Their conversation, a combination of whining complaints and con-
descending moralism, is not, however, particularly interesting or intelligent. In
any case, his whole life centers around his wealth: because he is rich, he can sit
around talking with his old chums, or he can sit around and talk with Socrates.
It does not make much difference with whom he talks since the result is plea-
sure. Even his talk with the gods through prayer and sacrifice has as its objec-
tive the reduction of any posthumous penalties or suffering and the creation of
a sense of sweet and good hope. In Cephalus’s case, as distinct from Socrates’
(cf. Apol. a ff), this attitude is no more than the smug complacency of a rich
man with ample life insurance. If he is closer to the beyond, as he claims to be,
this is through no effort of his own but simply is a result of the natural atrophy
of his vital powers.
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Cephalus was set aside gently. He was “stirred up” enough to reveal his char-
acter, but there would be no point in subjecting it to a detailed scrutiny. For ex-
ample, the indecent preconditions for Cephalus’s decency are suggested by
Cephalus himself: the rich, he says, do not have to lie and cheat. The poor, pre-
sumably, are not so fortunate. Or rather, this is a view of the poor often held by
the rich. In Cephalus’s case one might recall his grandfather who did not inherit
money but bequeathed a great deal. Socrates avoids such questions because
Cephalus’s life is essentially over. An examination of Cephalus’s life might
reveal it to have been wasted, and such a revelation would, perhaps, be an act
of cruelty. Cephalus is terrified enough of death already. There is no criticism
of his theological dialectic of offense and repentance, nor of the orthodox
Olympianism that sanctioned Cephalus’s bribery of the gods, nor of his patri-
archal authority and its basis, the transmission of property. The setting aside of
Cephalus, then, is the setting aside of traditional religious experience, albeit in
a distorted or displaced form. That experience is dismissed because, like Cepha-
lus, it is unerotic, dry, wasted, incoherent, moribund. The most that Cephalus
can do is serve as a negative icon, along with the other speakers in book , for
the younger men. His decency is undermined by his fear and selfishness even
while it is expressed in pious gestures and clichés.

Er

When Socrates and Glaucon went down, the way back up to the City was
closed by force, by Socrates’ friendship for Glaucon (who would enjoy the all-
night orgy), by Socrates’ curiosity, and by his ratification of the majority deci-
sion. Soon enough the force dissolved. Socrates’ friendship for Glaucon re-
mained, though nobody went into the streets and nobody ate. Instead they
talked through the night and well into the next day. The way up, then, seems to
be the conversation, the logos. It led not back to the City but up to a vision in
heaven, at least for the one who wants to see, and, seeing, found a polis within
himself on its pattern (b). But no one can be made to see, and no one, as
Polemarchus joked, can be obliged to listen. And even if people do listen, noth-
ing says they will be persuaded. Like Thrasymachus they may simply be tamed,
or shamed into silence. In part, at least, to overcome the limitations of discourse
that are established by the reluctance that people sometimes have about speak-
ing, Plato has Socrates close the Republic with the recollection of one of those
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“myths that are told about those in Hades” (d), one of those myths, that is,
that so disturbed the decent Cephalus. It too is the story of a katabasis, an apoc-
alypse that is not open to talk but demands belief before it can be understood.
As in the Gorgias, Socrates transfers authority to himself. This time, however,
the imagery is not political but religious, and follows directly upon his demoli-
tion of the authority of Homer, the prophet of Olympianism.

Scholars have often wondered about the place of the story of Er in the Re-
public and, indeed, about the whole of book .78 On purely formal lines, how-
ever, Voegelin’s assertion is surely correct: “The Descent formulates a problem
and the Judgement provides a solution.”79 In the going down to Peiraeus it
might seem that Socrates and Glaucon were doomed to dwell among shadows;
the story of the judgment shows that this is not so.

Socrates has just told Glaucon of the prizes, wages, and gifts that the just man
gets from the gods and from the humans. This evocation explicitly contradicts
the conditions for the discussion of justice that were established in book  (a
et seq.). Socrates adds by way of apology that these things are as nothing when
compared to posthumous ones, and they should be told so that the debt that
has been incurred in words will be paid back in words (a). That is, after lis-
tening to words all night, the auditors would be cheated if the apocalyptic and
climactic words were not heard. Glaucon urges Socrates on by saying that there
are not many things more pleasant (h{dion) to hear. Socrates, no doubt mindful
of the time, says that his story will not be a “tale told to Alkinous” but rather of
a strong (ajlkivmou) man. A tale to Alkinous (or Alkinoos, to use the Homeric
spelling) is a proverbial saying that means a lengthy story. Later, Socrates says it
would take a long time to go through the many things that Er saw, so he will
deal only with the kephalaion, the capital issue (a). So, one meaning is that
the revelation will be short but important since it will discharge any remaining
debts, and the interest, as distinct from the capital debt, will not be paid. Yet,
one makes an investment in order to collect the interest, and Socrates’ auditors
not only have invested their time listening to his discourse but also have fore-
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gone the investment opportunities of the orgy outside, which certainly would
have been pleasant. It may be worthwhile, then, to consider the interest, name-
ly, the tales told to Alkinoos, before considering the capital.

The tales are told in the Odyssey, books  to , by Odysseus to Alkinoos, king
of the Phaeacians. In the “Shamanism” section above, certain of these tales were
introduced as evidence of pre-Homeric ecstatic practices. The evidence is pro-
vided in Butterworth’s Tree at the Navel of the Earth and will not be rehearsed
now. The conclusion he drew is this: “The sequence of tales told by Odysseus at
the hall of Alkinoos and Arete, from that of the Lotus-eaters to the disaster of
the herd of Helios, is, we have suggested, a series of scenes illustrating different
aspects of an ecstatic discipline which sometimes appears to be shamanist,
sometimes to be drawn from the practice, doctrine and imagery of yoga.” If we
accept his evidence and argument, the interest on the debt involves an old sto-
ry of ecstatic insight. It is a story of a strong (ajlkivmou) man, but not a story of
a man strong in nous, intellect. This limit of nous is yet another meaning of
Socrates’ statement (as Allan Bloom translates it), “I will not, however, tell you
a story of Alcinous,” that is, of one strong in nous (b).80

The story is of Er, the son of Armenios, who is also one of the ancestors of
Joseph (Luke :), and sometimes identified with Zoroaster. Butterworth
thinks the story came from Asia Minor, and an ancient misreading of Armeniou
identifies Er as an Armenian.81 In any event the story seems to have an Eastern
provenance. Er, however, is by descent pamphylian. Once upon a time he died
in battle. On the tenth day his body was picked from the field in good condi-
tion (uJgih;~), whereas the other ones were rotting. On the twelfth day he was laid
on the pyre, and he came back to life and told what he had seen beyond.82 When
his soul left his body it went to a place that was daimonic (eij~ tovpon tina;
daimovnion), where there were two gaps (cavsmata) next to each other in the
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earth and two more in the heaven above. In the in-between were the judges who
told the just souls to pass to the right and upward through the heaven (dia; tou`
oujranou)̀ with signs in front telling of the judgment, and told the unjust to con-
tinue down and left, with signs behind of all they had done.

Elements of the scene appear elsewhere in Plato (Phdo. d; Phdr. b) and
in Orphic and Pythagorean images of the beyond.83 It is also a picture that has
Akkadian and Asiatic parallels,84 namely, a double channel for the passage of
souls from this world to an underworld and to an above-world or a beyond-
world. The place is daimonic; it is the in-between where the judges sit. Now
daimōnes, we know from the section “Daimones and Theoi” above, move be-
tween the three regions of the cosmos. Here we have two one-way passages and
a daimonic switching yard, the in-between. Other versions of the same image
show two mountains. The meaning of the two ways is that one is chthonic and
the other celestial. Both channels ran all the way through the cosmos, but one
went from below to above and the other from above to below. Black and white
shamans, one recalls, can fly throughout the cosmos, even though the former
gains power from below and the latter from above. The archaic conflict of the
two ways is symbolized by Plato in terms of justice and injustice. The (entatic
or ecstatic) experience, however, is beyond the symbolism that is its expression.

When Er came forward to the daimonic in-between, the judges said he would
be a messenger (a[ggelo~; Cephalus was an ejxavggelo~) to the humans and
would tell them what he heard and saw there. For seven days the soul remained
on the metaxic plain or meadow, the pure ones from above mixing with the ones
from below, who looked as if they had just completed an arduous journey, all
in a single camp. Er told of their respective experiences. Then, seven days later
they left on a four-day journey to a point where they could look down upon 
a single straight light, like a pillar, stretched through the whole of heaven and
earth. Another day’s journey, the eleventh, brought them to it (eij~ o} ajfirkevs-
qai). Here Er described his musical vision,85 and reported a prophetic speech,
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the word of Lachesis: “Souls of a day! Beginning of a new death-bringing cycle
for the genus of mortals. The daimōn will not cast lots for you but you shall
choose a daimōn. The first by the lot shall first choose a life to which he shall be
bound by necessity. Arete is without a master; as Arete is honoured or dishon-
oured so will each have more or less of her. The blame (aijtiva) is the chooser’s;
god is blameless” (e).

The cosmic law is terse but clear: choice of a life is free; one is responsible for
one’s choice, and can blame no one else. Rules and conventions, nomoi, do not
count, and the gods are absent. There are only the daimones now and here, and
the dialectic of freedom and necessity. No characters are given, and everything
is at stake. As Socrates said to Glaucon, providing an exegesis of the prophecy,
“here, my dear Glaucon, is the whole risk for a human”(oJ pa`~ kivnduno~ ajnqrwv-
pwi ) (b). In the language of myth Plato has described the choice of a daimōn
at the dead point between a past life that has slipped away and a future life about
to be chosen. In nonecstatic, nonmythic language, he has evoked the presence
of the present where the freedom of Arete mysteriously and obscurely ap-
pears.86 Plato’s exegetical interruption of the report of Er’s tale points to its les-
son: the great danger in the terrible moment of choice is that one chooses
wrongly. There is no time for calculation since what is being chosen is oneself.
Accordingly, Socrates advises Glaucon to become a searcher and disciple (that
is, student) (zhthth;~ kai; maqhth;~) of that study (maqhvmato~) that would en-
able a person to learn (maqei`n) and search out (ejxurei`n) the one who would
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cause in the disciple the power (duvnami~) and the knowledge (ejpisthvmh) to dis-
tinguish the worthy (crhsto;n) from the painful (ponhro;n) life and, on the ba-
sis of that distinction, cause him to choose the comparatively good (beltivon)
from what is available (c).

The passage is one long emphatic pleonasm. In its freedom, the soul needs
help and guidance in making a choice. One begins by studying, but this is mere-
ly ancillary to the task of finding a person who can produce or form (poiei`n) a
certain power and knowledge. In short, study must be followed by initiation.
The initiate then will be able to take into account (ajnalogivzomai) all the things
Socrates and Glaucon have talked about and will be able to conclude and choose
this most important choice of life or death. He will then go to Hades with an
adamantine opinion abut what is worse and better, and know how to choose
the mean (to;n mevson), so far as this is possible in this life, but completely and
entirely in the next life. By choosing the mean the human being becomes the
most eudaimonic (b).

Er then reported on the choices the souls made. Since the choice of a new
daimōn there is guided by a person’s preceding character here, souls make
strange choices. Many who came from heaven had participated in aretē (ajreth`~
meteilhfovta) by habit without love of wisdom (a[neu filosofiva~) and so were
unpracticed in its painful toil (a{te povnwn ajgumnavstou~). Most who came from
the earth (ejk th`~ gh`~) had engaged in its toil (peponhkovta~) and seen others
do so as well, so were more cautious. As a result there was an exchange of good
and evil: those from below left the daimonic in-between by going up, and those
from heaven completed their next passage below. There was one exception, and
even it was not certain: if a soul chose to love wisdom healthily (uJgiw`~ filoso-
foi)̀ and if his lot did not come up too late so that there were no philosophic
daimones left, then he would be eudaimonic here, and his passage to the dai-
monic place and back would not be the rough chthonic way (oujk a]n cqonivan)
but the smooth one through the heavens (d–e). All this, Er said, was well
worth seeing, for it was pitiable, laughable, and able to be wondered at.

There is a complexity in the relationship between aretē and the course of a
life. The celestial path is not simply good since the souls who travel it often
choose evil next time around, whereas those who have labored or suffered here
make better choices there. In nonecstatic terms, there is the example of Cepha-
lus. He is reasonably righteous, having more or less followed the rules of de-
cency. He certainly cannot be condemned here for his own life, for decency it-
self is not condemnable. But what of his heir? That is, what of Cephalus’s soul
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in its succeeding incarnation? Plato has given an answer if we interpret the suc-
cession of generations of bodies here as equivalent to the succession of cohorts
of souls in the daimonic place. Then the tepid righteousness of Cephalus, which
at first appears as an amiable or boring confusion, reveals itself in political ca-
tastrophe. Plato was not, however, a moralist. The whole point of Er’s report is
precisely that there are no moral guides to be relied upon save one, and even
that was not always possible. The vision, however, was greater than the healthy
love of wisdom, for it combined all that was pitiable, laughable, and able to be
wondered at. That is, it superseded tragedy, comedy, and the supersession of
tragic and comic discourse, namely, philosophy.

Er saw some well-known souls choose new lives; he described the ratification
of their choices and the preparation for the return here, which came at mid-
night along with an earthquake and thunder. Each was carried up out of the
place they were in to their birth, shooting like stars. Er awoke. He did not know
how he came into his body, but saw himself lying on the funeral pyre at dawn
(b). The details of Er’s return from his descent to the underworld conform
to the description of a shamanic return from ecstatic flight. He has been shown
the color of the heavens and their music; he knows the fates of humans, the na-
ture of the soul, and the source of happiness; he returns to his body as mysteri-
ously as he found himself in the daimonic place; and he tells a tale of salvation
that tells why salvation cannot come from a tale, but comes from the soul’s ec-
static journey. The release of the souls comes in the middle of the night, at its
darkest point, and is accompanied by signs of Zeus and Poseidon. They are car-
ried up to genesis (a[nw eij~ th;n gevnesin), which must mean that they were com-
ing from below, perhaps from the earth, their common mother (cf. e). Yet,
they did so like shooting stars. And shooting stars are rips in the tent of heaven
by which the gods peek in and watch what is happening here below.87 The light
they momentarily let in is from the beyond of the cosmos, on the outer side of
its rim (cf. Phdr. b–c). The juxtaposition of supercelestial with subinfernal
symbolism reinforces the shamanic nature of Er’s vision, which is beyond both
the heavens and the earth, justice and injustice.

Socrates summed up Er’s apocalypse in the last paragraph, addressing Glau-
con. “And so a tale was saved and not lost. And it could save us if we were per-
suaded (peiqwvmeqa), and we shall cross well (eu\ diabhsovmeqa) the river of
Lethe and not defile our soul. But if we are persuaded by me . . . both here and
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in that journey of a thousand years I have told you about, we shall fare well (eu\
pravttwmen)” (c–d). Plato substitutes the tale of Er for the persuasion of
Socrates. Socrates, then, is the ecstatic voyager. He is the guide to the lost souls,
the one who is, like the daimonic daughters of Necessity, a judge of the in-be-
tween and also the messenger and prophet to all tribes of humans.

Or rather, the subject of the experience is Plato. The prophetic tale of Er is
retold by Socrates in a dialogue written by Plato. It is a new ecstatic tale told to
Alkinoos, to those of strong nous. The saving tale of Er is absorbed by the 
saving practice of Socrates by the mystical poet-philosopher who wrote the 
Republic. The myth of the parochial Hades of the Peiraeus into which Athens
descended historically and Socrates and Glaucon descended dramatically ex-
panded in Plato’s ecstatic tale into a pamphylian myth, a myth for all mankind.

Last Apology

There are numerous other hints of Plato’s concern with tellurian genesis and
the tension between the lumps that grow in the dark and the ecstatic visions of
light. The most obvious is the image of the cave and its connection to the line
and the sun. There is also the Phoenician tale, the gennaion pseudos of the met-
als; the story of Gyges; Plato’s sexual imagery; Socrates’ oath, “by the dog”; his
identification with Herakles; and with Odysseus, whose katabasis and conver-
sation with Herakles when he learned of his measureless toil (Ody. .–)
are suggested by the opening and closing of the Republic; and also by the stern
admonition to the philosophers who have escaped the cave to enjoy the sun:
down you must go, katabateon (c), an admonition delivered dramatically at
the center of the dialogue, in the middle of the night, when the chthonic and
xenonic orgy was at its height.

But one cannot say everything. I have tried to suggest the historical symbol-
ic context in the first half of this chapter, at least as it has been reconstructed by
imaginative modern scholars. In the second half I have applied their insights to
a couple of passages. A thorough analysis would be a measureless toil, for as
Glaucon said to Socrates, “the measure of listening to discourses of this kind is
the whole life for noetic persons” (b).
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Homeric Imagery in Plato’s Phaedrus

i Zdravko Planinc

h\ gavr, w\ fivle, ouj khlei` uJp∆ aujth`~ kai; suv,
kai; mavlista o{tan di∆ ÔOmhvrou qewrhi `~ aujthvn;

—Plato’s Republic

P L AT O ’ S  D I A L O G U E S  A R E beautiful works of literature, and the Phae-
drus is one of the most beautiful. Whatever Plato might have meant by the “old
quarrel” between philosophy and poetry in the Republic (b), the quarrel
seems settled in the Phaedrus. When Socrates ranks the four kinds of divine ma-
nia in the Phaedrus (a ff), the Music mania of poets is second only to the
erotic mania of philosophers. When he ranks the nine kinds of human soul, the
highest and best is the soul of “a philosopher, or a lover of beauty, or a Music
and erotic [soul]” (filosovfou h] filokavlou h] mousikou` tino;~ kai; ejrwtikou)̀
(d). True poets have Music souls, unlike the mere poets whose souls rank
sixth; and true philosophers have similar souls, unlike the intellectuals or
sophists whose souls are eighth, ranking above only tyrants (e). And when
Socrates’ conversation with Phaedrus is concluded, he suggests that it be used
to determine if any of a long list of men thought to be wise is worthy of the
name philosophos: Lysias and the speechwriters, Homer and the poets, Solon
and the politicians, Isocrates and other promising students (b–b). Of all
those mentioned, Homer stands out as the only one likely to be worthy: he is
certainly a lover of beauty and a Music and erotic man. Dear Homer: toward
whom Socrates felt a “certain friendship” since youth, before whom he felt
“shame” (Rep. b, d). It is always true that “a man must not be honored
before the truth” (c). In the Republic, this remark seems critical of Homer.
In the Phaedrus, however, Plato’s honoring of Socrates and the truth together is
not incompatible with an implicit honoring of Homer.





It is not only the unique combination of philosophy and poetry in Plato’s
dialogues that makes them notoriously difficult to interpret but also his un-
derstanding of philosophy itself. Since the Enlightenment, in any event, it has
not been common to understand the highest activity of human reason either
as erotic mania or as an unmediated relation to divinity. The modern under-
standing of the autonomy of human reason and the concomitant dichotomy
of the rational and the irrational, however defined, has produced Plato schol-
arship of great variety, much of which attempts to modernize, or even post-
modernize, Plato as thoroughly as Christian scholars had baptized him. Con-
temporary accounts of the relation between reason and the irrational are
always being read into the “old quarrel.” Although scholarship is, for the most
part, simply scholarship, and illuminating as such, textual interpretations di-
rectly dependent upon some modern understanding of human rationality in-
evitably run the risk of fundamental misrepresentation. More specifically,
there are three modern accounts of the “old quarrel” that would seem to be
precluded in any attempt to understand Plato, as much as is possible, on his
own terms: () the understanding that Plato’s poetry or myth is an essentially
meaningless literary form for the transmission of properly “philosophic” con-
tent;1 () the Straussian understanding that poetry (or myth or religion) and
philosophy are antithetical accounts of “the whole,” derived from a funda-
mental antithesis in human nature between unreflective belief and reflective
criticism;2 and () the postmodern understanding shared by many hermeneu-
ticists and deconstructionists that philosophy is poetry—in other words, that
poetry is better philosophy than “philosophy.”3 Despite their evident differ-
ences, these three accounts share the modern assumption that “philosophy” is
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narrowly rational or analytic, an assumption that is criticized by Plato in the
Phaedrus.

It is by studying the dialogues as works of literature, I suggest, that one might
best begin to understand Plato on his own terms. The poetry of the dialogues re-
veals the philosophy. In the first instance, the poetry reveals the literary “grain”
of the text, which no legitimate interpretation can afford to ignore: if nothing
else,Plato scholars should be good butchers, capable of cutting at the joints (Phdr.
e). Beyond serving as a guide to interpretation, however, the poetry of the di-
alogues also reveals something of Plato’s understanding of the nature of philos-
ophy because the Music mania that produced their literary form is so similar to
the erotic mania that the dialogues have as their ultimate content. I suggest, fur-
thermore, that the poetry of the dialogues is based, in large part, on Homer’s
Odyssey. I have argued elsewhere that Plato uses the Odyssey consistently and pur-
posefully as his primary source for the main literary structures and symbols of
the Republic and the Laws. His intent in doing so, simply put, is to present
Socrates as a new Odysseus. The Phaedrus is also part of Plato’s dramatic de-
scription of Socrates’wanderings and homecoming.4 As I will show, although the
Odyssey may not be the only source text Plato uses for the Phaedrus, it is by far
the most important: it is used as the literary basis for the entire dialogue.5

Scholarly studies of Plato’s use of sources in the dialogues are generally too
narrow and cautious. Their formal analyses are based almost entirely on direct
textual references such as explicit quotations and obvious allusions. They con-
sequently have little concern for the significance of literary form and structure.6

Studies searching for the meaning of Plato’s dialogues, on the other hand, are
generally far too sweeping and incautious. Their substantive analyses tend to be
based in an uncritical acceptance of the premises of the interpretative traditions
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that have emerged in the past few centuries. Recently, the attempt to combine
the formal narrowness of philology and the abandon of speculative interpreta-
tion has become quite a fashionable scholarly enterprise. I suggest, instead, that
more textual study of the Homeric bases of the dialogues is a necessary first step
to a better understanding of their philosophic content.7

There are several hints dropped in the Phaedrus about how such a study
might proceed. Plato has Socrates state that the formal analysis of a text is a
study of the “logographic necessity” (ajnavgkhn logografikhvn) of its arrange-
ment (b). The arguments of some texts are simply necessary and easy to dis-
cover; the arguments of others are not. The latter should be praised for their
“invention” (eu{resin) as well as their arrangement (a). The “inventive lo-
gographic necessity” of Plato’s own text involves, at one point, the explicit cast-
ing of the interlocutors in Homeric roles, but he is coy about who plays whom
(b–c).8 As a possible reason he might be compelled to use Homer’s text in
this way, Plato has Socrates remind Phaedrus that no text says nothing about its
topic, and no text can avoid repeating everything said in a previous text on the
same topic (e). Indeed, Plato even has Socrates claim that the account of eros
presented in the palinode is comparable to two verses from the doubtful or mys-
terious (ajpoqevtwn) poems of Homer related by the Homēridai (b; cf. Rep.
d). He thus counts himself as one of them.

The distance between Homer and Plato is not as great as those who perpet-
uate the “old quarrel” might believe, but neither is it as small as many ancients
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imagined it to be. Plato does not allegorize Homer as many pre-Socratic
philosophers, rhapsodes, and grammarians are thought to have done. He uses
Homer differently from those who precede him, from those who follow him,
and even from those who allegorize Homer into a Platonist.9 I do not intend to
speculate about his use of the Odyssey in the Phaedrus after the manner of the
patristic apologists, Philo or pseudo-Heraclitus. I intend only to analyze the “in-
ventive logographic necessity” of Plato’s text.10 But this is too clumsy a phrase.

In contemporary literary criticism, there are any number of studies compar-
ing texts with one another in general terms, situating them in encompassing
cultures or traditions, noting similar formal patterns, and speculating broadly
about ambiguous influences.11 Such studies do not address the questions raised
by an author’s deliberate use of source texts. There are, of course, also any num-
ber of scholarly studies concerned with establishing sources for a given text by
cataloging direct quotations and possible allusions. Scholars sometimes also
discuss the manner in which an author uses classic texts, texts upon which tra-
ditions and even societies are founded. A list of the most important such texts
in Western society would include, for example, Plato’s dialogues, the Bible, and
Shakespeare’s plays. Perhaps because such texts are foundational and scholar-
ship is inherently traditional, there are surprisingly few studies of the manner
in which Plato, Shakespeare, and, say, the authors of the Gospels used source
texts in their own writing.12 Furthermore, there is little theoretical discussion
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of the topic as a whole that manages to avoid the empty generalities of current
literary criticism. There is not even a widely accepted name for the phenome-
non. It is known variously as rewriting, source work, text work, mimesis, imi-
tatio, rhetorical imitation, compositional genetics, intertextuality, hypertextu-
ality, and midrash. For the sake of simplicity, I will call it “refiguring.” If an
author uses a source text, deliberately and meaningfully, as part of a new text,
the new text refigures the source. The parts of the source text an author refig-
ures and the refigured parts of the new text can be discussed generally as liter-
ary “tropes.” Instead of “inventive logographic necessity” in the Phaedrus, then,
my study will examine the ways in which the dialogue refigures Homeric tropes.

There are different levels of generality in Plato’s refiguring of the Odyssey that
make it possible to analyze the Phaedrus in, as it were, an archaeological man-
ner. In other words, sequences of tropes in the Phaedrus can first be distin-
guished by their reference to a common source text; once they are sufficiently
determined, the relations among the various refigured sequences can then be
analyzed.13 There are two main ways in which Plato refigures the Odyssey in the
Phaedrus. First, an extensive sequence of tropes from Odyssey  describing the
encounter of Odysseus and Nausicaa is used to give the dialogue between
Socrates and Phaedrus its basic structure. Second, several other extensive se-
quences of tropes taken from episodes thought by Plato to be related to Odyssey
 are used to expand, articulate, and supplement the basic structure of the dia-
logue. There are, of course, also occasional references to Homeric passages that
are not immediately part of the main trope sequences, but many of these take
some of their significance from the dialogue’s larger context.14
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An archaeological analysis of the literary structure of the Phaedrus reveals
that it is composed of six distinct but often overlapping sequences of tropes. I
will discuss them in order of their degrees of generality and importance in the
structure of the dialogue.

() The basic structure of the dialogue is provided by a sequence of tropes from
the encounter of Odysseus and Nausicaa in Odyssey . It is used for almost all
of the dialogue’s main features: the setting and its significance; the relation of
Socrates and Phaedrus; Phaedrus’s prior relation to Lysias and Lysias’s text;
both of Socrates’ speeches, including the need for and content of the palinode;
and Socrates’ concluding prayer.
() The most important addition to the basic structure is provided by a se-
quence of tropes from Odysseus’s departure from Calypso’s island in Odyssey
, supplemented by several related passages from the Iliad and the Odyssey. It
is used for the discussion of rhetoric and dialectic.
() Odysseus’s own tale of his encounter with the Sirens in Odyssey  is used
for the description of the cicadas and, more generally, to relate the two main
trope sequences to one another.
() The dialogue’s structure is further articulated by a sequence of tropes from
Odyssey  and  describing Odysseus’s relation to Demodocus. The symbol of
the covering and uncovering of Socrates’ head has its obvious source here, but
the symbol is overdetermined in that it has a function in each of the sequences
of tropes outlined.
() Odysseus’s return to Ithaca in Odyssey  is used to supplement the main
dramatic significance of Socrates’ prayer to Pan.
() Finally, tropes from a number of different sources are used throughout the
Phaedrus—but primarily at its beginning and end—to indicate its relation to
other dialogues. Explicit references are made to the Symposium and the Re-
public, including references to passages from Odyssey  used as the structural
basis for the Republic’s discussion of the “three waves,” and various references
are made associating the Phaedrus and the Laws, the only two dialogues set
outside the walls of Athens.

The first sequence, constituting the fundamental refiguring of the source text,
will be discussed at length. The second through sixth sequences are distinctly
supplementary refigurings. They will be discussed separately. Before beginning,
however, a few words about the Odyssey are necessary.
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The Odyssey is a description of Odysseus’s initiation into the mysteries of
what is commonly known as shamanism.15 Ancient shamanism involved the
spiritual transformation of a male initiate at the hands of various female di-
vinities by means of unusual rites, the most important being travel along the
axis mundi, by way of the omphalos, to the land of the dead and through the
heavens. After such journeys, the shaman became capable of healing others,
both physically and spiritually, and providing order for his society.16 In Homer’s
hands, the compact shamanistic symbolism is differentiated and made re-
markably subtle, and so much is added to the basic structure that it is almost
obscured. Nevertheless, the core of the epic describing how Odysseus came to
know many cities and minds, and how he had his homecoming and restored or-
der on Ithaca, remains shamanistic. Homer’s most significant alteration to the
archaic symbolic structure is his augmentation of the travels along the axis
mundi to places beyond the mortal realm with a complementary series of trav-
els to societies that are beyond the societies of mortals. Odysseus’s spiritual trav-
els are bounded at one pole of the axis mundi by Hades and at the other by
Zeus’s thunderbolt. Within these bounds, his more immediate and direct rela-
tions with lesser divinities are described in his erotic encounters with his guides,
Circe and Calypso; well within the omphallic bounds, Odysseus also discovers
the extremes to which human societies may aspire through his encounters with
the Cyclopes and the Phaeacians.17

In Plato’s hands, the symbolism is further differentiated, the story is made
more subtle, a wealth of new material is added, and the result is distributed
across the dialogues. Nevertheless, the core remains the same.18 Socrates is the
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new Odysseus, and Athens is his Ithaca. The Republic and the Laws are the two
most important parts of Plato’s account of Socrates’ wanderings and home-
coming. The two dialogues complement one another just as the two halves of
the Odyssey complement one another. It is only in the Laws that Socrates, dis-
guised as the xenos, finds his land of the Phaeacians. The Republic’s parallel ac-
count of the just soul and the just city shows Plato’s more explicit differentiation
of the spiritual and political components of Odysseus’s travels. However, even
when the relation between the Republic and the Laws is recognized as an exten-
sive refiguring of the two halves of the Odyssey, Plato’s understanding of the dif-
ferent limits to human spiritual and political aspirations remains comparable
to Homer’s.19 The spiritual component of Odysseus’s omphallic travels emerges
in Plato’s various accounts of Socrates’ moral and dianoetic virtues, including
the Symposium’s account of his initiation into the perfect revelations of erotics
by Diotima. The relation of such accounts is often indicated by Plato’s frequent
references to omphaloi—Delphi, Dodona, and Ammon in the Phaedrus, for ex-
ample—all of which take their basic meaning from the story of the effective
transfer of spiritual authority from the omphalos at Delphi to Socrates himself
(Apol. a). The political component of Odysseus’s omphallic travels emerges
in Plato’s accounts of Athens torn between sophists and tyrannical politicians
on the one hand, all of whom approach the lawlessness and barbarism of the
Cyclopes as closely as did the Ithacan suitors, and Socrates on the other, who is
capable of leading Athenians toward the glories of the Phaeacians, but who has
overcome Odysseus’s last vice—love of honor (Rep. c).

The Republic includes a complete description of the spiritual component of
Socrates’ omphallic travels, but an incomplete description of the political com-
ponent. The political dialogue remains trapped in the kallipolis—the polis of
Calypso, as it were—and is concluded only in the Laws. One of several indica-
tions of this incompleteness is the discussion of the “three waves,” the literary
basis of which is taken from Homer’s description of Odysseus’s “second sailing”
from Calypso’s island to Scheria. The Phaedrus’s main sequence of Homeric
tropes immediately follows the tropes of the Republic’s “three waves”discussion.
The Phaedrus develops the drama in the direction of the Laws. After Odysseus
battles the waves and swims up a river to reach land, he rests (Rep.); upon awak-
ening, he encounters Nausicaa, who assists him in completing his travels (Phdr.);
he then goes up to the city of the Phaeacians and goes home (Laws). In the Re-
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public (d), the trope of Odysseus swimming up a river with the assistance of
Zeus becomes Socrates’ reference to eros as a stream the flow of which can be
reversed when the soul is properly directed. The Phaedrus begins alongside this
stream and the discussion is concerned with the purification of one’s eros.

Socrates and Phaedrus: The Refiguring 
of Odysseus and Nausicaa



The evidence of Plato’s use of the Odyssey as the basis for much of the liter-
ary form, drama, and symbolic content of the Phaedrus, far from being scant
and scattered, is so abundant that the primary problem faced by an analyst is
how best to distinguish Plato’s various uses and understand the relation among
them. For the most part, Plato’s refiguring follows Homer’s lead. Homer’s pre-
sentation of the encounter between Odysseus and Nausicaa has a natural char-
acter and a simple dramatic structure; but it is also related to other scenes in the
Odyssey through Homer’s use of recurring images and patterns, and is thus in-
tegrated into the poetic purpose of the Odyssey as a whole. In the Phaedrus, Pla-
to refigures the basic sequence of tropes in the encounter scene not once but
several times. It is used, in slightly altered form, as the basic structure of the en-
tire dialogue; it is stated once, evocatively, in the introductory passages that
serve as the equivalent of an overture for the dialogue; and it is repeated sever-
al more times in the body of the text, further articulating themes and images in
the manner of symphonic musical development. However, it is Plato’s use of
several Homeric trope sequences to supplement and augment the Phaedrus’s
basic structure that gives the most telling evidence of following Homer’s lead:
they indicate Plato’s understanding of the literary affinities between Odysseus’s
encounter with Nausicaa and other significant scenes in the Odyssey. Such ex-
tensive refiguring of the Odyssey cannot be understood as the empty, formal
manipulation of a source text. It shows, instead, a detailed analysis of the poet-
ic purpose of the Odyssey and a thematic subsumption of the results into the
Phaedrus. It shows, in other words, something of Plato’s understanding of
Homer’s Odysseus and the ways in which he is transcended by Socrates alone.

The main parallel between Odyssey  and the Phaedrus is easily stated. () The
encounter of Odysseus and Nausicaa occurs outside the city in a setting with
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omphallic significance; it begins beside the river Odysseus used to reach land
after a hard swim and then moves to a grove of trees sacred to Athena. Similar-
ly, the encounter of Socrates and Phaedrus occurs outside the city in a setting
that combines the main features of the riverside and the grove. () Nausicaa
makes her trip to the river following a dream in which Athena, appearing in dis-
guise as one of her girlfriends, instructs her about what to do to prepare for mar-
riage; Nausicaa repeats some of the dream to her father the same morning. Sim-
ilarly, Phaedrus’s trip to the river follows from his desire to rehearse in speech
and possibly enact what he had learned from a text by Lysias, a friend with dis-
guised erotic intentions; he had been reciting the text to himself, imperfectly,
before he ran into Socrates. () When Odysseus first speaks to Nausicaa, he does
so from a divided heart. His speech has two senses: it is both cunning and flat-
tering, though tactful, but it is also a truthful expression of wonder. In the Phae-
drus, Odysseus’s speech from a divided heart is differentiated into two separate
speeches by Socrates: the first imitates the cunning of Lysias’s text, and the sec-
ond states the wonder of eros truthfully, or as truthfully as is possible for a hu-
man being. () In speaking to Nausicaa, Odysseus blames the gods for causing
his sufferings. The blasphemy is set right in two ways: Nausicaa corrects it ex-
plicitly, and Odysseus is purified by being washed in the river, anointed, dressed
in new clothes, and transformed by Athena. Socrates’ first speech is nothing but
a blasphemy, and he too must be purified. He hears a voice telling him to recant
as he walks in the river. And he recants explicitly in the palinode, in which he
discusses spiritual mysteries—including reincarnation—and prays to Eros in
atonement. () Once purified, Odysseus walks to the grove sacred to Athena,
where he prays that he might come among the Phaeacians as one loved and
pitied. The Phaedrus concludes with Socrates’ similar prayer to Pan for a har-
mony of the inward and outward things.

In its most simplified form, the textual parallel is clearly evident in the basic
structure of the Phaedrus: the dialogue’s setting;20 Phaedrus’s discussion and
reading of Lysias’s text, corresponding to Nausicaa carrying out her dream;
Socrates’ imitation of Lysias’s text, corresponding to one sense of Odysseus’s
speech; blasphemy and purification; Socrates’ recantation in the palinode, cor-
responding to the other sense of Odysseus’s speech; and a concluding prayer.
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Plato’s refiguring alters Homer’s basic tropes in several different but related
ways. () Plato differentiates Homer’s imagery a great deal. The imagery of the
Odyssey is compact and overdetermined. Its sexual-phallic aspects are balanced
with its shamanistic-omphallic aspects, its geographic aspects are balanced with
its cosmological aspects, and the overall balance never seems to falter. Indeed,
the various aspects are hardly distinct. The strands of this compact imagery are
separated and made distinct by Plato, and are then rewoven in a new, more sub-
tle pattern. () The most obvious structural difference between the basic trope
sequence of Odyssey  and the Phaedrus is Plato’s use of two separate speeches
by Socrates to replace the trope of Odysseus’s speech. This is significant in its
own right because it indicates Plato’s reading of the passage as having two sens-
es. However, it also facilitates Plato’s differentiation of the Homeric imagery by
enabling him to use the palinode as the locus for almost all of the cosmologi-
cal, omphallic, and shamanistic imagery in Odyssey . The setting of the Phae-
drus retains some of its original significance, but Phaedrus is no match for Nau-
sicaa, no matter what others might say about him. () The trope of Nausicaa’s
dream and its enactment appears out of narrative sequence: in the Odyssey it
precedes the encounter, but in the Phaedrus it follows. This is primarily a for-
mal rearrangement, made possible and perhaps necessary by the development
of the palinode, but it also serves to indicate the erotic differences between Nau-
sicaa and Phaedrus. Many of the literary images involving Nausicaa—her rela-
tion to Athena, if only in a dream; her resemblance to Artemis; her trip to the
river and back in a mule cart; her play with a ball beside the river; and her im-
portance as the daughter of the Phaeacian king—are refigured in the palinode,
and not in conjunction with Phaedrus’s role in the text. If Phaedrus is to act out
his part properly, he cannot just walk through it. He must understand what
Socrates says.



The introductory passages of the Phaedrus serve as something of an overture
for the dialogue as a whole. As in orchestral overtures, the main themes of the
piece are stated briefly before it begins. The main sequence of tropes appears in
abbreviated form even before Phaedrus begins to read Lysias’s text. () After en-
countering Phaedrus on his way to the river, Socrates shows he is well aware of
Phaedrus’s coyness (a–c), as Odysseus was well aware of Nausicaa’s coyness
during their encounter. () Socrates asks to see the text Phaedrus has hidden
under his cloak (d–e), as Odysseus understood the hopes Nausicaa’s dream
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had aroused in her, and as Odysseus himself had something to hide from view.
() Phaedrus remarks about the Ilissus, mentioning that it is a good place for
girls to play (a–b), recalling the play of Nausicaa and her attendants beside
the river. () Phaedrus wonders whether Boreas’s rape of Oreithuia occurred at
this spot, and Socrates assures him it did not (b–d), as Nausicaa wonders
whether the naked Odysseus intends to rape her and is reassured by his words.
() Phaedrus suggests that they go further along the river toward a plane tree
for their discussion (a), as Nausicaa instructs Odysseus to follow her to the
grove of trees sacred to Athena. And () when they arrive at the spot, Socrates
says Phaedrus has made him similar to a hungry animal following a dangling
carrot or bit of greenery (d), as Odysseus was transformed from a lion stalk-
ing its prey into someone who would follow Nausicaa’s mule cart tamely to the
grove.

The introductory passages of the Phaedrus combine this charming statement
of the dialogue’s main theme with similar anticipatory allusions to other Ho-
meric tropes used to augment the dialogue’s basic structure. () When Socrates
expresses delight in the music of the cicada choir, he also suggests that the set-
ting by the river and the plane tree are consecrated to Achelous (b–c). The
relation of the two remarks suggests that Socrates’ tale of the cicadas is based
on the Odyssey’s account of the Sirens: Achelous is the father of the Sirens.

() The much discussed tale of Boreas’s rape of Oreithuia (b–a) sim-
ilarly associates the main trope sequence with various other features of Plato’s
refiguring of his Homeric source text. (a) Boreas is an immortal and Oreithuia
a mortal. The abduction removed her from the mortal realm in general and
from the household of Erechtheus, king of Athens, in particular. This aspect of
the story, with the sexes reversed, parallels Odysseus’s plight on Calypso’s island,
unable to return to the mortal realm in general and to his household and king-
dom in particular. (b) Oreithuia became the mother of Kalais and Zetes, winged
men who combined their parents’ features in an unusual way. The union of an
immortal and a mortal, for all its apparent desirability, can produce unexpect-
ed results. With the assistance of Zeus, Odysseus resisted the temptation of the
false immortality offered by Calypso—as he had resisted the false immortality
offered by the Sirens—and thus escaped the fate of Tithonos. Tithonos was the
mortal who aspired to immortality with Eos, but who lacked eternal youth and
thus withered until he became a cicada, little better than the withered skins that
littered the shore of the Sirens’ island. (c) The only mention in the Odyssey of
Erechtheus, father of Oreithuia, occurs when Athena, in the guise of a young
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maiden, directs Odysseus to Alcinous’s palace while telling him that it is beside
her father’s house; she then leaves Scheria, not for Olympos, but rather for
Erechtheus’s palace in Athens (.). In Plato’s dialogue, Phaedrus, one of the
most beautiful Athenians, wonders about the fate of Oreithuia, and as he acts
out his role as Nausicaa, Athens begins to resemble Scheria in the distance be-
hind him. (d) Phaedrus asks Socrates whether the story is true. Socrates is cer-
tain that the fashionable rationalistic ways of explaining the truth or falsity of
the story are not true, but he is reserved about how one might account for such
tales truthfully. He claims to have no time for explaining the meaning of myth-
ical creatures such as winged Pegasuses. However, in the palinode his account
of eros in human beings as the regrowing of the soul’s wings might serve as an
explanation for a great host of mythical creatures, including the winged Bore-
as and his sons. Socrates’ knowledge of the myths and the various popular ac-
counts of them, combined with his evident ability to explain their meaning and
make up his own similar tales, anticipates the Homeric trope of Odysseus’s su-
periority to Demodocus, refigured by Plato later in the dialogue.

() After mentioning how delightful it would be to rest his head on the grass,
Socrates describes himself as a stranger and thanks Phaedrus for being an ex-
cellent guide in the countryside. Phaedrus finds it odd that Socrates does not
travel outside the city, but Socrates excuses himself by saying he is a philomathēs
and the trees and open country do not teach him anything (c–d). This trope
anticipates the manner in which the conclusion of the Phaedrus directs the
reader toward the Laws. Socrates is guided by Phaedrus as Odysseus is guided
in two places in which he awakens after exceptional rests and considers himself
a stranger: by Nausicaa on Scheria in book , and by a disguised Athena on a
disguised Ithaca in book .21 Socrates is the Athenian stranger in the Laws, and
the Cretan Magnesia is both a disguised Scheria and his disguised homeland.



Plato’s project of refiguring the Odyssey in order to present Socrates as the
new Odysseus is partly illuminated by the concluding remarks of the Phaedrus’s
introduction. Socrates claims to have no time for interpreting myths. He is con-
cerned instead with following the Pythian’s simple advice: gnōthi sauton (know
yourself) (gnw`qi saujtovn). Yet, he can interpret and compose such tales better
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than his contemporaries. There is no contradiction here. Following the Oracle’s
injunction enables him to understand the manner in which poetic mania is re-
lated to prophetic mania (cf. a–c); furthermore, the best poets also fol-
low the Oracle—Homer above all. Socrates claims as well to have no time for
travel, either outside the city or abroad: trees do not teach him anything. Yet, he
also says that one might learn from trees such as the oak at the temple of Zeus
at Dodona—provided it spoke the truth—without wondering about how a tree
might be said to speak (b–c). Again, the contradiction in his remarks is only
apparent; speaking consistently about the omphalos is a difficult matter. If not
from common trees, how does Socrates come to know himself? He learns from
other human beings, and, in their absence, from their writings.

Socrates evidently has a great deal to learn from Odysseus, who traveled
throughout the world, and beyond, to learn of the cities and minds of human
beings (Ody. .–). However, he needs only the poet’s account of these far jour-
neys to learn what Odysseus learned. With a text of this sort, Phaedrus could
cart him around Attica or anywhere else (d–e).22 By reading the Odyssey,
one internalizes it, or makes its narrative travels into one’s own spiritual trav-
els. Homer knew this as well as Plato. All readers understand the experience.
Building on this experience, Homer made Odysseus’s journeys represent spiri-
tual travel along the omphalos. And building on Homer, Plato has Socrates in-
ternalize these omphallic journeys in order to reveal the manner in which
Socrates obeyed the Delphic injunction to know himself.23 In Plato’s refiguring
of Homer’s text, Socrates’ soul alone travels the omphalos; there is no need to
go abroad.

The omphalos is a constant, overarching presence in the Phaedrus. It is not
only evoked in passing references and in the palinode’s explicitly omphallic im-
agery; rather, it is present throughout the text. The plane tree. Plato takes all of
the omphallic images of his Homeric source texts, combines them into one
striking image, and playfully calls it the platanos (plavtano~). Socrates and the
plane tree: Odysseus and the palm tree at Delos; Odysseus and Nausicaa, who
is wonderfully like the palm tree (.–); Odysseus and the sacred grove of
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poplars (.–, –); Odysseus and Calypso’s alders, poplars, and “heav-
en-high” (oujranomhvkh~) pines (.–); Odysseus and the pine mast that
saved him from the Sirens (.; .); Odysseus replacing Demodocus, who
sits beside the pillar; Odysseus and the olive tree near the shore of Ithaca
(.–).24 All one.

Near the plane tree there is also a willow, sacred to Asclepius, who was said
to have the shamanistic power to heal the sick and return the dead to life. Pla-
to places a willow beside the plane tree in the Phaedrus to remind the reader of
Socrates’ last words in the Phaedo (a).25



Phaedrus understands none of the mysteries in what he sees and hears. He is
a comic figure, caught up in the fantasy of pederastic lust, coy manner, and ma-
nipulative abstraction that Lysias’s cheap rag intended to evoke in him. He walks
through his part in the drama like the wooden actor that he is. It is no wonder
that Socrates prefers Phaedrus to read Lysias’s text instead of performing it.26

In the main sequence of tropes taken from the Odyssey, Phaedrus’s relation
to Lysias’s text corresponds to Nausicaa’s relation to the dream Athena caused
her to have. Lysias himself appears in the text; under a thin disguise, he acts out
his intentions in writing. Athena herself appears in the dream she causes; how-
ever, her intentions for Nausicaa are not dishonorable, even though they are as
disguised as she is. The basest pederastic eros, even if dressed in worldly splen-
dor, is antithetical to a virgin’s hopes for a marriage blessed by the gods—
especially when the virgin is herself an image of otherworldly splendor for the
mortal who encounters her. Phaedrus is fascinated by Lysias’s account of the
power of the nonloving pederastic lover; it may be greater than his own power
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as a nonloving pederastic beloved. In a different way, Nausicaa is associated with
powerful nonloving divinities: Athena and Artemis, the latter of whom Nausi-
caa is said to resemble. Indeed, Artemis is so unmoved by eros that the deaths
of virgins are attributed to her arrows. Nevertheless, Artemis is a god and Nau-
sicaa godlike in Homer’s account.

When Plato refigures the source text, he differentiates Artemis’s divinity
from her apparently unerotic nature. The symbols of her divinity and Nausi-
caa’s participation in it reappear in the palinode, leaving Lysias and Phaedrus
with their small, unfulfilling parts in the drama. So the ecstasy Lysias’s text in-
stills in Phaedrus as he reads it (d) corresponds to the courage Athena
places in Nausicaa’s heart; the manner in which Socrates is confused in evalu-
ating the text for Phaedrus (c–d) corresponds to Odysseus’s confusion in
deciding how best to address Nausicaa; Phaedrus’s disdainful challenge that
Socrates better Lysias’s text (d) corresponds to Nausicaa’s shock at the dif-
ference between Odysseus’s wild appearance and the expectations her dream
had given her; and Phaedrus’s vow to place golden statues of Socrates and him-
self beside those of the nine Archons at Delphi if he succeeds in bettering it
(d–e) corresponds to the possibility that Odysseus might become a member
of the Phaeacian royal family and sit with Nausicaa in the throne room amid
the golden statues if he can meet her expectations. But it is all comedy, nothing
but empty comedy.27

Socrates’ two speeches constitute the greatest part of the dialogue’s main se-
quence of tropes. They are framed by comedy: Phaedrus’s posturing precedes
them, and a joke at Phaedrus’s expense follows them. Since Phaedrus says
nothing about golden statues after Socrates concludes the palinode, Socrates
jests about Phaedrus’s inability to understand the account of the processions
of the immortals and mortals to the hyperouranian region by mentioning his
similar inability to tell the difference between a horse and an ass (a–d).
Those who cannot distinguish horses from asses know nothing about half-ass-
es or mules. Similarly, those who cannot distinguish between immortals and
mortals know nothing of the daimonic realm between them; and Eros is the
daimōn who interprets immortals and mortals to one another (cf. Symp. e;
Apol. e–a).
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Plato’s differentiation of Odysseus’s speech to Nausicaa into two speeches by
Socrates strikingly reveals the various levels of significance in Homer’s text. The
encounter between Odysseus and Nausicaa is both a dramatic event that can be
understood in all its worldly sexual and psychological richness and a poetic im-
age carrying transcendent psychic meaning.28 The latter level of significance is
not superimposed on the former as a fiction might be made to mask narrowly
human matters. The mortal and the immortal are two poles of an experiential
continuum that cannot be broken no matter how well its features are differ-
entiated and no matter what words are used to describe it. The voyages of
Odysseus describe an exploration of this continuum by a fully human man; and
his encounter of Nausicaa is an image of a daimonic stage in his exploration
even though she is also a fully human woman. The details of his speech to her
reflect this tension as well as the ambiguity of the circumstances in which it is
made. Odysseus is both a cunning man, always suspicious, and a man follow-
ing the gods, always open to the transcendent. He speaks to Nausicaa both in a
calculating way and in a way that expresses his wonder truthfully. He is dan-
gerous and threatening, naked and wild in his appearance, emerging from the
thicket like an animal; but he is also a gentle and beautiful man when he wash-
es himself in the river, as good a husband as any woman could desire. He is of-
ten blasphemous, blaming the gods for the evils he has suffered, as he does to
Nausicaa; but he also purifies himself afterward. His recantations of blas-
phemies and spiritual follies are often left unstated by Homer, in part to show
him as a hard man, but in part to allow the poetic imagery of all of his voyages
and encounters to reveal the best manner of spiritual purification.

When Odysseus approaches Nausicaa, his heart is divided partly because of
the unusual circumstances of the encounter and partly because of its uncertain
significance. He awoke uncertain of whether he was among savage people with-
out justice or hospitable people with godly minds, and doubtful about the will
of the gods that sends him into such uncertainty. When confronting Nausicaa
he considers whether he should touch her knees in a gesture of supplication or
risk refraining from doing so because of his threatening nakedness; however, he
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also considers whether he should praise her resemblance to Artemis in a flat-
tering way or openly state the wonder at the likeness that prevents him from
touching her knees. His divided heart is expressed in his words: partly suppli-
cation and partly flattery, partly wonder and partly blasphemy. The speech it-
self is divided by Odysseus’s comparison of the experience of beholding Nausi-
caa and a previous experience of beholding an omphallic palm tree at Delos.
The comparison comes in the middle of the speech: a mixture of praise and sup-
plication precedes it, and a mixture of supplication and blasphemy follows it.
In replying, Nausicaa grants him his desires and recognizes his virtue even
though she corrects his speech about the god: Zeus grants human beings good
fortune, but each is good or bad as he wishes (Ody. .–; cf. .–).
Odysseus is then bathed, anointed, dressed, and transformed in his appearance,
but he does not explicitly recant his words.

Plato refigures the speech and the events associated with it in several related
ways.29 () The divided structure of Odysseus’s speech is used as a framework
for Socrates’ two speeches and the interlude between them. The worst sense of
Odysseus’s words and deeds is made the content of the first speech; the tran-
scendent significance of the encounter, among other related things, is made the
content of the palinode. The interlude between the speeches makes no explicit
mention of the omphalos comparable to Odysseus’s reference to the palm: in-
stead, Plato has Phaedrus swear by the plane tree before Socrates’ first speech in
order to highlight the difference between Phaedrus’s explicit blasphemies and
Socrates’ shame (d–a).

() Within this greater refiguring of the Homeric tropes, Plato also uses the
divided structure of Odysseus’s speech as a framework for the structure of
Socrates’ first speech. It is divided into two parts by a brief exchange between
Socrates and Phaedrus in which Socrates claims there to be a divine presence in
the surroundings; however, no explicit mention is made of the plane tree or any
other omphallic image (c–d). The final line of the speech—(wJ~ luvkoi a[rn
ajgapw`s∆, w}~ pai`da filou`sin ejrastaiv) (d)—summarizes its content and
captures the ominous sense of Odysseus approaching Nausicaa like a hungry
lion stalking its prey.

() The interlude following Socrates’ first speech then continues the main
sequence of Homeric tropes. Socrates immediately expresses a need for atone-
ment, corresponding to Odysseus’s purification: his daimonion told him to
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atone (a–b), as the daimonic Nausicaa explicitly corrected Odysseus; he
claims he was in the clutches of Phaedrus’s nymphs (e), as Odysseus was
put in the hands of Nausicaa’s attendants; he almost crosses the river, perhaps
stepping into it (a–c), as Odysseus washed in the river; he is told by Phae-
drus to stay in a sheltered spot (a), as Nausicaa told her attendants to take
Odysseus to a sheltered spot by the river; and finally, after uncovering himself,
he washes with “the water of sweet discourse,” attended by an obedient boy
(b–e).

() As he does for Socrates’ first speech, Plato also uses the divided structure
of Odysseus’s speech as a framework for the structure of the palinode. Further-
more, the two aspects of the middle part of Odysseus’s speech are refigured as
the palinode’s two main sections: Odysseus’s account of the difficult journey
with many other people to Delos where he wondered at the omphallic palm tree
becomes the basis for Socrates’ account of the processions of the immortals and
mortals along the omphallic route to the roof of the cosmos; Odysseus’s com-
parable wonder at Nausicaa, recalling his wonder at Delos, becomes the basis of
Socrates’ account of the anamnetic relation between the love of beautiful sights
and the regrowing of the soul’s wings in the presence of a beloved in whom the
likeness of the god is seen. Socrates says the flood in the soul that causes the
wings to regrow also causes the soul to forget family, friends, and all worldly
concerns (c–a), an experience Odysseus had with Circe and Calypso and
successfully resisted repeating with Nausicaa in order to obtain his homecom-
ing (cf. a–b, e–e).30

() The palinode in its entirety, and not only its concluding prayer to Eros, is
the purifying bath with “the water of sweet discourse” that Socrates requires to
atone for his first speech. However, the palinode also includes an explicit refer-
ence to the trope of Odysseus’s purifying bath. When the water from the flow-
ing stream named by Zeus is poured upon the lover, part of it flows into him;
the rest, rebounding as from a smooth surface, flows into the eyes of the beloved
as beauty and causes the beloved’s soul to be filled with eros (b–d). Similar-
ly, when the water of the river whose flow Zeus stilled for Odysseus is poured
over him, part of it flows into him, transforming his appearance (with Athena’s
assistance), and part of it flows into the eyes of Nausicaa as Odysseus’s beauty,
and she says he resembles one of the gods.
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Plato’s division of the palinode into two main parts allows him both to dif-
ferentiate the shamanistic, cosmological, and omphallic significance of the en-
counter in his source text from its narrowly sexual and psychological signifi-
cance and also to indicate the relation between the two aspects. The grand myth
of the processions makes no explicit reference to eros, but the account of eros
in human experience that follows it would make no sense without an under-
standing of the manner in which its imagery suggests a relation between eros
and motion in the psyche guided by something beyond. One would assume,
then, that the imagery of the grand myth is taken from the source text. On first
impression, it seems not to be, and the reference Socrates makes to the failure
of all previous poets to sing worthily of the hyperouranian region (c) seems
to support the impression. Socrates’ remark, however, is based on the Homer-
ic trope describing Odysseus’s superiority to Demodocus, and a surprising
amount of ostensibly Platonic imagery in the palinode can be traced to Plato’s
refiguring of simple Homeric images. Plato is as much one of the Homēridai
composing mysterious poems as he claims to be (b).

There are three distinct features of the grand myth that are based on details
of Homer’s description of the encounter between Odysseus and Nausicaa: the
cosmos and its rotation, the chariot and horses, and the ascent and descent of
the processions. () Plato’s description of the cosmos grows from a delightful
Homeric image: when Nausicaa’s attendant missed catching a ball thrown to
her, it fell into the swirling river; they all cried out, somewhat like the Sirens
singing, and Odysseus awoke (.–). In the Republic, Plato’s refiguring of
Homer’s first description of this river indicates that he takes it to be a symbol
of the eros that extends from the simplest human experiences to the relation of
a mortal supplicant to Zeus himself. Eros flows throughout the rotating cosmic
sphere just as Nausicaa’s ball swirls in the river. Transforming the ball in Nau-
sicaa’s hand into the cosmic sphere is not as much a flight of fancy on Plato’s
part as it might seem: there is a basis in Homer. Eos, the dawn, is famously “rosy-
fingered” (rJododavktulo~). The fingers of her hand rise up from the horizon
into the morning sky. She holds the world in the palm of her hand. The gods
play with the world like a ball. The ball the godlike Nausicaa throws into the riv-
er, therefore, is readily understandable as a symbol of the cosmic sphere moved
by eros alone. Eros flows through, or moves all things through psyche; it even
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moves psyche in play and song. In the Republic, Plato describes the Sirens as
singers of the music of the cosmos, accepting the Sirens’ own claim to be able
to sing of everything that happens throughout the world (.). Plato’s Sirens
recall the playing, dancing, and crying out of Nausicaa and her attendants as
much as they do the Sirens Odysseus hears and bypasses.

() Plato’s comparison of the chariots and horses of the immortals and the
mortals is based on Homer’s description of Nausicaa and her mule cart. The ex-
plicit comparison of Nausicaa and Artemis brings to mind the chariot and hors-
es with which Artemis travels the heavens. Nausicaa’s mule cart is not as well
equipped, but it is markedly superior to Odysseus’s pedestrian and all-too-mor-
tal means of transportation.

Plato’s refiguring of the Homeric imagery remains relatively undiffer-
entiated, even though its meaning is clear enough. In one sense of the image,
the relation of charioteer, two horses, and chariot corresponds to the relation
of nous, psychē, and sōma; and the difference in the quality of the horses pos-
sessed by immortals and mortals serves to account for the different ways in
which they may be said to have or move sōma. In another sense, the chariot
falls away and the palinode subsumes the remaining aspects of the image in
two different ways: they become aspects of the immortal and mortal chario-
teers so vividly drawn in the myth, but, more important, they also become as-
pects of psyche. Divine and human psyche can be said to be constituted of
nous, its charioteer, and various psychic states describable as horses of differ-
ing quality.

Plato’s imagery of wings seems not to be taken directly from his source text.
It seems to be derived from the traditional accounts of Pegasuses Socrates
claims to be unable to explain; nevertheless, the use made of the imagery is gov-
erned by Plato’s interpretation of Homer. The wing symbolizes both eros and
the relationship of psyche—even the psyche of Zeus—to the unnamed, unsung
source of wonder in the hyperouranian region. Ultimately, for Plato, proper
eros and the proper relation of psyche to the transcendent are different de-
scriptions of the same thing. In other dialogues, that which transcends the
Olympian Zeus is given several equally inadequate names—the good “beyond
being” (ajgaqovn . . . ejpevkeina th`~ oujsiva~) (Rep. b), divine nous (qei`on . . .
nou`n) (Phil. c), and simply oJ qeov~ (Laws c). Divine nous draws the psy-
che of immortals and mortals toward it erotically. It causes wings to grow on
the horses of the psyche of human beings, it causes the wings to raise psyche
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through the cosmos, and it causes psyche to aspire to raise its charioteer through
the roof of the cosmos.31

() Plato’s description of the omphallic ascent and descent of the immortals
and mortals is based on several related tropes in his source text. (a) After Nau-
sicaa’s dream, Athena ascends in leaving Scheria for her home, “unmoving”
(ajsqale;~) Olympos; no chariot and horses are mentioned (.–). (b) Arte-
mis’s chariot and horses, in comparison, travel continuously through the heav-
ens, ascending and descending with the regularity of a heavenly body. (c) Nau-
sicaa, who resembles Artemis, leaves home in her mule cart, followed by
attendants; if understood geographically, the journey is a descent, but if under-
stood symbolically, it is an ascent. When they reach the river, the mules are un-
yoked to graze in a meadow, and when their work and play is done they harness
the mules to return home (.–). (d) Odysseus follows Nausicaa’s mule cart
toward the city of the Phaeacians; the journey is both geographically and sym-
bolically an ascent. When Nausicaa arrives home, the mules are again unyoked
and she is attended by Eurymedousa, a woman from Apeire, “the land without
bounds.” Before entering the city, Odysseus must wait—the human equivalent
of grazing—in the grove sacred to Athena near a meadow; if his prayer is an-
swered, he will obtain his homecoming aboard one of the Phaeacians’ magic
ships (.–, .–). (e) In Nausicaa’s instructions to Odysseus, he is told of
the insolent and graceless Phaeacians who assemble regularly at the harbor.
They do not honor the Phaeacian ruling family; they do not follow Nausicaa’s
cart to the palace, but rather go down to the harbor. The boats that concern
them are simple black ships; there is no magic about them (.–).

Plato’s refiguring of these images begins with the observation of a continu-
um from the human to the transcendent. Odysseus and the insolent Phaeacians
represent the two aspects of the human pole of the continuum. Nausicaa rep-
resents the daimonic realm, and following in her train represents the aspiration
of human beings to be as godlike as possible. The Olympian gods are immor-
tals to which the daimones are similar. However, the Olympians themselves rec-
ognize something beyond them: the unmoving, nameless pole of the continu-
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um that Plato detects in the more mysterious of Homer’s images and elaborates
in his description of the hyperouranian region.

Once the omphallic continuum is established and its various aspects distin-
guished, the Homeric details of Plato’s refigured account fall into place. The dif-
ference between the horses of mortals and immortals is derived from the dif-
ference between the ass and the horse necessary to breed Nausicaa’s daimonic
mules.32 The ascent of the immortals is as effortless as Athena’s ascent to her
unmoving home, although the immortals’ homecoming to Olympos in Plato’s
account is a descent from the beyond-land. The ascent of the mortals through
the daimonic realm has two goals: raising the charioteer’s head briefly into the
hyperouranian region, just as Artemis’s head is raised above those of the
nymphs in play (.–), and giving nourishment to the horses, just as Nau-
sicaa’s mules are nourished in the meadow and on her return home. Those who
lose their wings in failing to attain a vision of the beyond resemble the insolent
Phaeacian sailors (cf. Phdr. c); and the wings are the magical oars the sailors
refuse to take up in order to busy themselves shaping plain oars in the harbor.



The ascent of shamans to the roof of the cosmos was often described as
climbing an omphallic tree or sailing a ship through the heavens. The Odyssey
uses both images as a basis for Odysseus’s journeys and homecoming: the sail-
ing imagery is primary, but references to omphallic trees are made throughout
the poem to mark the stages of the way. The grand myth of the Phaedrus trans-
forms Homer’s ships into chariots and their oars into wings, as Homer himself
does in his description of Odysseus’s homecoming on the Phaeacian boat that
is both like a chariot and faster than a falcon (Ody. .–); and the platanos
that guides Socrates’ ascent and homecoming is present throughout. The
homecoming for shamans is not only a descent from the heavens but also a re-
turn from the dead. The Odyssey has Odysseus return to the mortal realm from
Hades; and Homer describes many stages of his subsequent journey in images
of rebirth, one of the most striking being Odysseus’s return to Ithaca in a sleep
that is like death (.–). Plato describes Odysseus’s return from the dead in
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a manner as mysterious as Homer’s. In the concluding words of the Republic, the
soul of Odysseus returns to the mortal realm, choosing to live the life of Socrates.
The Phaedrus describes one of the more charming episodes of his new life.

The Supplementary Refigurings

Calypso

Plato subsumes all literary evidence of Nausicaa’s daimonic status, including
her mule wagon, into the palinode. This produces a gap in his refiguring of the
main sequence of tropes: nothing remains of the events between Odysseus’s
cleansing or purification and his prayer to Athena. He marks the gap with a joke.
Where Odysseus should follow behind Nausicaa’s mule wagon toward the city
of the Phaeacians, Plato has Socrates discuss the differences between horses and
asses with Phaedrus (e–c). The gap in the main sequence is then filled
with the extensive discussion of rhetoric and dialectic that follows Socrates’
joke. The basic structure of this discussion is provided by a sequence of tropes
from Odysseus’s departure from Calypso’s island in Odyssey , supplemented by
several related passages from the Iliad and the Odyssey.

The key to understanding this sequence is the direct reference to Odyssey .

given at Phaedrus b: in saying he will follow in the footsteps of a true di-
alectician, Socrates refers to Odysseus following in the footsteps of the goddess
Calypso. Calypso eventually leads Odysseus to a stand of trees that tower to the
heavens, where he is given an ax and an auger with which to build the boat that
is to take him to the Phaeacians. The ax fells the trees and splits and planes them
into boards; the auger joins the boards together. In Plato’s refiguring of these
passages, Calypso’s two tools become the two aspects of dialectic: division and
collection, or splitting and joining.

Plato uses this Homeric trope consistently across several dialogues. Of im-
mediate relevance is the Republic’s discussion of the “three waves.” It is based on
Homer’s account of Odysseus’s voyage in the boat he constructs with Calypso’s
tools. When the boat is destroyed by several great waves, Odysseus saves him-
self with the aid of a veil given to him by the goddess Leukothea; in the Repub-
lic, the trope of the veil becomes the dialogue’s first discussion of dialectic.

The use of the ax and auger trope as the basis for the discussion of the rela-
tion between diairesis and synagōgē is supplemented by a reference to the Iliad
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given at Phaedrus a and b–c. The treatises on rhetoric said to have been
composed at Troy by Odysseus and Nestor do not exist; Socrates refers instead
to two speeches given in Iliad , indicating the text with a direct quotation. The
text describes how the Argive troops were in disorder and how Odysseus and
Nestor brought them under control again. Odysseus collects the troops with a
speech recounting the prophetic interpretation of an omen (Iliad .–);
Nestor then divides the troops by tribe and clan (–). The substance of the
two speeches obviously corresponds to the two aspects of dialectic. For Plato,
division is secondary to the insight necessary for collection in dialectic; when
this insight is developed, it is possible to leave dialectic behind (cf. Rep. e–
a). In the Iliad, the primacy of the insight of collection is indicated by
Odysseus’s superiority to Nestor, and there are similar hints that Odysseus can
divide as well as he can collect. However, it is only in the Odyssey that Odysseus
emerges clearly as master of both skills. Plato points this out by the manner in
which he relates the Homeric sources.

Plato is both a splitter and a joiner. He splits his Homeric source text at its
natural joints and then joins the sections masterfully to suit his design. The Ca-
lypso sequence of tropes is joined to the main sequence in two ways: first, the
image of Odysseus following in the goddess’s footsteps is used to fill the gap in
the main sequence in which Odysseus similarly follows behind Nausicaa’s mule
wagon; second, the explicit reference to Calypso is anticipated by several earli-
er allusions to the goddess. These allusions are part of the overdetermination of
tropes that makes the Phaedrus so rich in symbolism. Immediately before giv-
ing his first speech in praise of the nonlover, Socrates covers or conceals his
head. The term he uses to describe his concealment—Egkalupsamenos (∆Egka-
luyavmeno~) (a)—recalls the name of Calypso, the concealer. Socrates is
concealed as Odysseus was concealed; and his forced praise of the nonloving
lover aptly parallels one aspect of Odysseus’s circumstances. When Socrates
concludes his first speech, he hears a daimonic voice insisting that he atone for
what he said; this voice corresponds to the message Hermes brings from Zeus,
ending Odysseus’s confinement. Socrates’ palinode ends the confinement of his
discourse. He uncovers his head to speak it, again recalling the name of his con-
cealer: ouch . . . egkekalummenos (oujc . . . ejgkekalummevno~) (b).

In obeying Zeus’s command to assist Odysseus in his homecoming, Calypso
gives him tools with which to build his boat as well as directions by the stars.
Plato reverses this sequence, first presenting cosmic order in the palinode and
then discussing splitting and joining as the two parts of dialectic. The reversal
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is deliberate, and it echoes the larger reversal of tropes evident in the manner
in which the Calypso sequence is joined to the main trope sequence in the Phae-
drus: the Calypso sequence precedes the Nausicaa sequence in the Odyssey, but
it follows the main sequence in the Phaedrus. Plato admits his textual juggling
explicitly. During the discussion of dialectic, Socrates is made to mention a text
whose logographical necessity is like “a man swimming on his back, in reverse,
starting from the end instead of the beginning” (a). Plato is not only revers-
ing two parts of Homer’s text but also making Odysseus swim backward from
Nausicaa to Calypso. Evidently, the content of the palinode is even more im-
portant for attaining one’s homecoming than dialectic.

The suggestion of something beyond dialectic is also given in the passage in
which the Odyssey is directly quoted. Socrates says that he is a lover (ejrasthv~)
of divisions and collections as aids to speech and thought, that he will follow
anyone who knows how things are naturally collected into one and divided into
many as if he were walking in the footsteps of a god, but that only the god knows
if it is right to name such a man a dialectician (b–c). This is a subtle state-
ment of several things that are beyond simple skill in dialectic. The subtlety may
seem to be Plato’s own; however, he takes it from the Odyssey. Plato evidently
noted that the passage describing a character following in a god’s footsteps oc-
curs four times in Homer’s text (., ., ., .) and that the formal rep-
etition is deliberate, indicating a relation of content to the reader. His textual
reference in the Phaedrus is not simply to one of these instances; rather,
Socrates’ remark summarizes the relation of all four passages.

The passages and their contexts are: () .. Telemachus is preparing for his
voyage in search of his father. He follows in the footsteps of Athena, who is dis-
guised as Mentor. () .. Telemachus lands at Pylos to inquire about his father
from Nestor. Before he again follows in the disguised Athena’s footsteps, she an-
swers his question about what he should ask Nestor by advising him: some of
it you will discern (nohvsei~) with your own mind (fresi;), and some of it the
daimōn will suggest. () .. Odysseus is preparing for his voyage in the hope
of a homecoming. He follows in Calypso’s footsteps and eventually obtains his
two tools. () .. Odysseus has landed on Scheria and learned the manner of
obtaining his homecoming from Nausicaa. He inquires the way to the palace of
Alcinous and Arete from Athena, who is disguised as a young girl, and she pro-
tects him as he follows in her footsteps.

The four passages contain one obvious parallel: they describe both a son and
a father setting out on a voyage, reaching his immediate destination, going to
speak to the ruler of the place, and receiving advice or aid, in two parts, from a
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disguised or concealing divinity. However, there are also several important 
differences. First, Telemachus sets out to find his father, or to become like his
father. It is a voyage of maturation, not of homecoming. And in order that he
might find or become like Odysseus, he must initially seek out Nestor. This
Homeric trope appears in Plato’s refiguring of the speeches by Nestor and
Odysseus in the Iliad as the two skills of the true dialectician. Second, Tele-
machus and Odysseus receive comparable but not identical advice or aid from
their respective divinities. The distinction between the skills of division and col-
lection is not the same as the distinction between what one discerns with one’s
own mind and what a daimōn or a god suggests. The latter distinction is supe-
rior to the former, and the suggestions of a daimōn or a god are superior even
to one’s own ability to discern how things are naturally collected in a unity. The
influence of a divinity is beyond dialectic. Third, different divinities have dif-
ferent things to offer human beings: the nymph Calypso is inferior to divinities
and gods such as Hermes and Athena, who in turn are subordinate to Zeus.

This wealth of similarities and differences in Homer’s text, suggested by his
repetition of a simple passage, is summarized subtly by Plato in Socrates’ re-
mark. In aspiring to become like Odysseus, Telemachus must first go to Nestor,
with the help of the god, and eventually he must learn how Odysseus himself
follows Athena and ultimately the will of Zeus. Plato has Socrates place himself
in Telemachus’s position: in aspiring to become like the true dialectician, he
must first learn division and collection, with the help of the god, and then he
must learn how the dialectician himself follows the god.33

The Sirens

The tropes constituting the Phaedrus’s tale of the cicadas are taken directly
from the account of Odysseus’s encounter with the Sirens in Odyssey . The tale
of the cicadas has an important function in the structure of the dialogue. Far
from being a distracting interlude intended to mask a structural flaw in Plato’s
text, as is commonly thought,34 it serves perfectly as a transition between the
two main sequences: it relates the palinode of the dialogue’s basic structure to
the discussion of rhetoric and dialectic founded on the Calypso sequence of
tropes.

The link may be seen more readily by first considering an apparently unre-

Homeric Imagery in Plato’s Phaedrus i 

. Cf. Griswold, Self-Knowledge, –,  n. .
. Cf. Hackforth, Plato’s “Phaedrus,” .



lated topic: the manner in which Socrates effectively assumes the spiritual au-
thority of the omphalos at Delphi. With some sanction from Delphi itself (Apol.
a), Socrates’ soul becomes the locus of the spiritual events traditionally iden-
tified with the site; in seeking to know himself, he explores the heights and
depths of his soul’s participation in all that is; one of the best tools, though not
the only one, for such explorations is dialectic; and dialectic enables him to as-
sist others in similar explorations through dialogue—a far more persuasive
means than Pythian utterances. The tale of the cicadas, in part through the im-
agery it takes from the story of the Sirens, describes both the traditional un-
derstanding of the omphalos and the more uniquely Socratic sense of knowing
oneself through dialectic. The imagery of the tale relates the omphallic signifi-
cance of the palinode directly to the setting in which the dialogue occurs, and
more specifically to Socrates himself; and the underlying trope sequence of the
Sirens story introduces the topic of dialectic by recalling one of the scenes in
which Odysseus both traveled the omphallic route through the heavens and
came to know himself better through discourse.

The cicadas story is not entirely original, as is often claimed by the literal-
minded among Plato scholars.35 Indeed, it is so obviously a refiguring of
Homer’s account of Odysseus and the Sirens that it offers an excellent oppor-
tunity to observe the ease with which Plato practiced his literary and interpre-
tive skills.

Homer’s story is in two parts: the account of what Odysseus learns from Circe
before he sets sail, which Circe says the god will enable him to remember (Ody.
.–), and the somewhat more detailed account of the events themselves
(.–). Circe warns Odysseus that unsuspecting men seeking their home-
coming become enchanted by the Sirens’ song and end up as bone heaps and
shriveled skins on the shore of the Sirens’ island. She then instructs him how he
and his companions might avoid this fate, but she tells him neither what the
Sirens sing nor whether he should or should not listen to their song. Once em-
barked, Odysseus relates the most important part of what he had been told by
the goddess to his companions, including his decision to listen. Everything is
made ready for the encounter: he is bound to the mast, and they remain at the
oars; the ropes that bind him prevent him from acting, and the wax that seals
their ears prevents them from hearing; he listens alone, they act in concert. The
song Odysseus hears is addressed to him alone. Every man hears their song ad-
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dressing him alone; that is part of its charm. Odysseus is charmed not by the
pleasure of listening or by the beauty of the melody, but rather by the knowl-
edge promised in the song (cf. Xenophon Mem. ..–). The Sirens sing of
two things, of Odysseus’s words and deeds at Troy and of everything that hap-
pens throughout the world. In other words, they promise to tell Odysseus every-
thing about himself and his place in all that is. This is not self-knowledge in
any limited sense: its shamanistic significance is made evident by the symbol of
the mast, representing the omphalos. And the Sirens sing the truth as well: the
danger of the encounter lies within each mortal who listens, for he may forget
that the self-knowledge they offer is in words alone. The separation of under-
standing from action is both necessary for and a dangerous threat to true self-
knowledge. Its necessity is symbolized in the trope of the differences between
Odysseus and his men during the encounter; its danger appears in the require-
ment that Odysseus stay on course, bound to the omphallic mast, for even suc-
cumbing to the charm of true words as words alone will separate soul and body
irremediably and take away his homecoming.

Little refiguring is required to transform Homer’s story into the tale of the
cicadas. The two parts of Homer’s narrative become the two parts of Socrates’
tale, divided by Phaedrus’s remark admitting ignorance: the first part recounts
the story simply, and the second combines a more detailed account of the sto-
ry with explanation. The Sirens are obviously the cicadas, but things beyond the
cicadas are also mentioned: the Muses and the sun correspond, respectively, to
Circe’s advice and the god whom she says will help Odysseus remember what
she tells him. From whence does Plato derive the image of the cicadas them-
selves? Partly from the Sirens story and partly from Athenian folklore. The
bones and skin of men on the shore of the island and the Sirens singing of tran-
scendent things in the meadow become one image in Plato’s refiguring. He
identifies the souls of the men, charmed by the song of these unusual divinities,
with the divinities themselves, moved to sing of things that transcend them (cf.
Rep. b). Mortals charmed by the Muses leave their bodies behind like emp-
ty shells and become intermediaries between mortals and immortals. Plato uses
the cicada’s metamorphosis, in which its original body becomes an empty shell,
as a symbol for this separation of body and soul. The image of the cicada also
recalls the palinode’s description of the swelling of eros in the soul as the grow-
ing of wings: all mortals may become like the gods through the intermediary of
eros. Athenians are no different than anyone else, but the image of the cicadas
makes the general account of the palinode particularly relevant to them. The
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traditional epithet of Athenians, “wearing a cicada” (tettigofovro~), refers to
their custom of wearing jewelry in the shape of a cicada to show that they con-
sidered themselves autochthonous, apparently generated from the earth like
these odd insects.

Plato would prefer Athenians to become more like the cicadas than the sheep
and slavish shepherds who fall asleep at noon under their spell. He uses the
tropes of the Sirens story again in the simple advice Socrates gives Phaedrus,
paralleling the advice Circe gives Odysseus: better to engage in dialogue than
sleep at noonday; better to honor Terpsichore and Erato, and perhaps even the
Muses of philosophy, Calliope and Ourania. The two aspects of the Sirens in
Homer’s narrative—the danger that turns men into corpses and the necessity
of listening to them for spiritual development—are clearly differentiated into
bodily sloth and Music celebration. Plato chooses the four Muses mentioned
quite deliberately to emphasize the textual parallel. The two Muses of philoso-
phy, traditionally the Muses of epic poetry and astronomy, correspond to the
two kinds of knowledge offered by the Sirens. Philosophy combines them into
true self-knowledge, knowledge of oneself and one’s place in all that is. Socrates
also honors Erato, the Muse of erotic poetry and mimic imitation, in various
ways in the dialogue. Not the least of these ways is his relation to Phaedrus,
which corresponds in part to the relation between Circe and Odysseus and in
part to the relation between Odysseus and his men. Finally, Terpsichore: a cho-
rus dances in unison as Odysseus’s men row past the Sirens’ island.

Although Plato’s refiguring of the Homeric source text is straightforward, it
is evident that Socrates is not simply cast in the role of Odysseus. The manner
of Socrates’ recounting the tale to Phaedrus makes him partly Odysseus speak-
ing to his companions, partly Circe speaking to Odysseus, partly a Siren singing
to Odysseus (cf. Symp. a), and partly Homer recounting the entire tale to his
audience. Plato further develops the imagery of Socrates as a poet who honors
both Calliope and Erato in a series of tropes taken from the encounter of
Odysseus and Demodocus in Odyssey  and .

Demodocus

The sequence of tropes from the encounter of Odysseus and Demodocus that
Plato uses to overlay the main structure of the Phaedrus has two main functions:
it articulates the content of the main sequence in the same way the Sirens trope
sequence does, but goes slightly further; and it serves as an introduction to and
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development of the dialogue’s general topic of the relation between poetic and
erotic mania, stated most explicitly at the beginning of the palinode (e–
c). The tropes of this sequence are: Socrates covering his head and calling on
the Muses before his first speech (a–b), explaining the need for a recantation
of the first speech by referring to the poet Stesichorus, and uncovering his head
for the palinode, which begins without mention of the Muses (b–e).

The covering and uncovering of Socrates’ head is an image with overdeter-
mined significance. It occurs in the Phaedrus at the points in the main trope se-
quence corresponding to the covering and uncovering of Odysseus: he covers
himself physically and spiritually by placing a branch over his genitals and
speaking humbly to Nausicaa, and he uncovers himself to bathe in the river af-
ter speaking with her, a physical cleansing accompanied by evidence of a spiri-
tual transformation. The covering-uncovering image is expressed in words that
place it in the Calypso trope sequence as well; it has a weak but distinct echo in
the Sirens trope sequence, corresponding to the binding and unbinding of
Odysseus, and perhaps also to the old and new bodies of the cicada in Plato’s
refiguring of the story; and it will be taken up again when Socrates prays for a
harmony of inward and outward things. Its main textual purpose, however, is
to recall Odysseus and Demodocus.

When Demodocus, moved by his Muse, first sings at the feast in the palace of
Alcinous and Arete, he sings of Odysseus at Troy (Ody. .–). The scene ob-
viously parallels Odysseus’s encounter with the Sirens. Demodocus is like
Odysseus in several ways: he has his back to a tall column as Odysseus had his
back to the mast, with similar omphallic significance; and he has lost his sense
of vision as Odysseus had lost his ability to act by being bound. However, De-
modocus is also like the Sirens: he sings of Odysseus’s words and deeds at Troy,
and later, of the cosmic order (.–), offering Odysseus what the Sirens
offered. When Odysseus hears the first song, he covers his head with his man-
tle and weeps. He does not do so when he hears the second: the content of the
first song, not the beauty of its form, somehow causes Odysseus’s unusual re-
action. This part of the Odyssey’s narrative has a simple correlate in the Phae-
drus: Socrates covers his head from shame because he speaks in praise of the
nonloving lover, not because of the form of his speech.

Socrates’ recantation is based on the scene in which Odysseus identifies or
discovers himself to the Phaeacians (.–, .– ff ). Again the blind De-
modocus is seated with his back to the column. When Odysseus praises his god-
given gift of singing and asks to hear of his own role in the sacking of Troy, again
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the god moves Demodocus to sing like a Siren. And again, Odysseus weeps, but
with his head uncovered. Homer’s lines describing the reasons for Odysseus’s
tears are perhaps the most moving in the Odyssey: as he listens to a poetic de-
scription of his clever role in bringing about the butchery of the Trojans, he
weeps as one of the Trojan women might have wept while being beaten with
spear butts and led into slavery after having watched her husband and children
die. His tears are tears of spiritual transformation: he recants what he has done.
Alcinous alone understands. He stops the song and asks the stranger who he is.
Odysseus identifies himself and—replacing Demodocus, but speaking pro-
saically, without invoking the Muse—begins the tale of how he left Troy behind.

All of this appears in the Phaedrus. Socrates recants the substance of his first
speech; and the substance of the palinode, including its description of spiritu-
al travel along omphallic routes, is presented first without invoking the Muse,
but soon in high poetic style. The palinode identifies Socrates in the same way
that Odysseus’s story tells who he is. Furthermore, the relation of Socrates and
Stesichorus in the Phaedrus parallels the relation of Odysseus and Demodocus
in the Odyssey: Behind both is the “Homer” of the Iliad. Stesichorus was blind-
ed for repeating a Homeric blasphemy, but purified himself and regained his
sight; the “Homer” of popular opinion evidently did not know how to purify
himself and remained blind; Socrates recants like Stesichorus and promises to
be wiser (sofwvtero~) than these poets. Similarly, Demodocus, who simply re-
peats the Homeric stories, is blind. Odysseus replaces him by recanting the way
of life told in those stories. When he recants, he both sees and is seen for who
he is; he both understands and is able to make himself understood. He speaks
with greater wisdom than the poet, and his wisdom is first recognized by Alci-
nous, whose name means “strength of mind.”

Odysseus speaks plainly, not in the “Homeric” way of Demodocus, but his
plain speech is presented to us in poetry by Homer. This apparent paradox reap-
pears in the Phaedrus: Socrates also speaks plainly, rejecting the “Homeric” way
as Stesichorus did, but he soon speaks his simple truths in Homeric style in a
text by Plato that is based almost entirely on Homer’s poetry. The difference be-
tween poetic mania and erotic mania is not as great as is commonly believed.

The Return to Ithaca

In the main trope sequence of the Phaedrus, Socrates’ concluding prayer cor-
responds to Odysseus’s prayer to Athena at the conclusion of book . Both
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prayers occur in a sacred place outside the city, and both are followed by the
supplicant entering the city. Odysseus’s prayer asks that he might come among
the Phaeacians as one loved and pitied: he hopes that from love they might give
him gifts worthy of him, and from pity they might grant him his homecoming.
The gifts given to Odysseus by Arete and Alcinous that make him truly rich can-
not be carried about as external possessions: they are virtue and wisdom, in-
ternal possessions, and they are truly his own only when he has his homecom-
ing. The manner in which Plato formulates the prayer immediately before
Socrates’ homecoming indicates that he understood there to be a relation be-
tween Odysseus’s hopes in book , the prayer Odysseus makes to a disguised
Athena for assistance in hiding his gifts in Odyssey .–, and the signifi-
cance of the whole of book , which recounts Odysseus’s return to Ithaca from
Scheria. Indeed, the wording of Socrates’ prayer better corresponds to the
Homeric descriptions of the answers to Odysseus’s prayers than it does to the
expression of hope that concludes Odyssey .

Socrates prays both to Pan and to the nymphs of the place—just as Odysseus
prays both to Athena and to the nymphs of the cave and wellspring in Odyssey
.–, –—for harmony between internal and external things. The
disharmony between internal and external things that might lead to a prayer for
harmony can be of various kinds. The disharmony from which Socrates prays
is difficult to describe simply. It is in part similar to the disharmony between the
beautiful appearance Odysseus receives from Athena when he bathes himself in
the river and his longing to be loved and pitied among the Phaeacians before he
enters their city; it is in greater part similar to the disharmony between Odys-
seus’s external possession of the Phaeacians’ gifts and his longing to make them
truly his own upon returning to his island; and it is most similar to the dishar-
mony between his possession of true virtue and the appearance of an old beg-
gar he receives from Athena before he returns to his city.

Socrates’ prayer does not express a longing for virtue similar to Odysseus’s
longing before he comes to the Phaeacians. It is spoken more from an under-
standing of the need to renew virtue constantly. In the imagery of the Odyssey,
the gifts Socrates received from the Phaeacians have already been hidden in his
nymph cave; the setting for his omphallic travels and the place in which he has
stored the treasures collected along the way is his soul (pace Porphyry, de Antro
Nympharum). In the imagery of the Phaedrus, Socrates’ palinode gives suffi-
cient account both of the manner in which his previous omphallic travels have
led to his acquisition of virtues and of the imperfections of those virtues that
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constantly compel him to return to his travels. Socrates’ prayer thus recognizes
his need to return to the All (pavn) described in the palinode (cf. Crat. b–d;
Hymn. Hom. Panem). Nonetheless, Socrates has sufficient virtue within his soul
to be considered rich. However, he is not recognized as virtuous in his own city.
The sense of disharmony between internal and external that accompanies
Socrates’ return to Athens thus recalls Odysseus’s return to his city in the guise
of an ugly beggar.

The significance of Socrates’ concluding prayer in the literary structure of the
dialogue ultimately gives way to the significance of its parallels with Odyssey .
Through Plato’s art, the mist that covers the surface of the text is lifted, and the
dialogue between Socrates and Phaedrus by the plane tree and stream that re-
sembles the enchanting encounter between Odysseus and Nausicaa in a simi-
larly pastoral setting is revealed to have more affinity to Athena and Odysseus
sitting together against the trunk of an olive tree near the nymph cave on the
shores of Ithaca, plotting how best to deal with the shameless suitors who are
ruining his household and his city.

The Phaedrus and the Other Dialogues

When a trope in Plato’s text is based on several tropes in his source text, it
usually indicates Plato’s assumption that Homer intended the several tropes to
be understood together. In the case of Socrates’ prayer and walk toward the city,
something else occurs: Plato’s image is not simply a reflection of his reading of
the poet’s intention, but a rather more deliberate refiguring of that intention to
serve Plato’s greater concern of presenting Socrates as a new Odysseus. And this
use of Homeric imagery is not confined by the textual integrity of particular di-
alogues; it occurs across dialogues as well. Socrates’ walk toward Athens is both
Odysseus’s walk toward the city of the Phaeacians and Odysseus’s walk toward
Ithaca, combining them in a way that is in accord with Homer, but also beyond
Homer. The same unique combination of Ithaca, Scheria, and Athens occurs in
the Laws, the dialogue in which a disguised Socrates considers whether a dis-
guised Athens can ever come to resemble a city of disguised Phaeacians named
Magnesians. The imagery of the end of the Phaedrus leads to the beginning of
the Laws. But this is not the only clue in Plato’s text that indicates how it is re-
lated to other dialogues. There is a group of tropes that serves this purpose.

In a general way, the relation between the Republic and the Laws parallels the
relation between the first and second halves of the Odyssey. The Republic’s dis-
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cussion of political justice and the good becomes entrapped in the kallipolis—
the polis of Calypso—in part because of the inability or unwillingness of Glau-
con to follow Socrates along the entire route toward the paradeigma of a truly
just and good city. The discussion of the “three waves,” based on the tropes of
Odysseus’s voyage to the land of the Phaeacians in Odyssey , is one of several
clues given in the text that it is necessary to read the Laws in order to learn how
things turn out. The refiguring of the Odyssey in the Phaedrus accords with this
general pattern: there is even a direct parallel to the beginning of the “three
waves” discussion for the attentive reader (cf. b–e and Rep. a–a).
In the Republic (d), there is a trope identifying eros with a river. This trope
is not developed in the Republic, but rather in the account of eros given in the
palinode.36 And the manner of its development in the Phaedrus leads the read-
er toward the Laws.

The dialogic relation between Socrates and Phaedrus has its parallels in the
Republic as well: Phaedrus is as much a hindrance to Socrates’ dialogic ascent as
is Glaucon, if not more so. Phaedrus is less and less able to follow Socrates as
the dialogue proceeds. Aside from the obvious evidence, Plato indicates Phae-
drus’s changing status in the discussion textually by the progressive demotion
of the role in which Phaedrus is cast by the text’s various trope sequences. The
main trope sequences constituting the literary structure of the Phaedrus are pre-
sented in reverse order of their occurrence in the Odyssey. The Odysseus-Nau-
sicaa sequence is supplemented by the Odysseus-Calypso sequence and then
further supplemented by the Odysseus-Sirens episode. Consequently, Phaedrus
is first Nausicaa to Socrates’ Odysseus, then one of Nausicaa’s handmaidens
(e), then someone swimming backward in the wrong direction (a), then
no better than one of Odysseus’s crew with melted wax in his ears. By the end
of the dialogue, he seems to be entirely absent: if the prayer to Pan and the
nymphs in which Phaedrus claims to share is understood as a reference to
Athena and Odysseus planning a return to the city, then Socrates is alone with
the god beside the tree.

How far removed Phaedrus is from Socrates’ concerns can be seen in a sin-
gle word. At the conclusion of the dialogue, Socrates tells Phaedrus to tell Lysias
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that the two of them “went down” (katabavnte) (b) to the stream and the
sacred place of the nymphs, and to recount the most important part of what
was said there. This recalls the first word of the Republic: katebēn (katevbhn).
Socrates speaks it in recounting his walk with Glaucon before the dialogue be-
gan. The textual reference at the conclusion of the Phaedrus shows that where-
as Socrates is at the point of assuming the disguise of the Athenian stranger
in the Laws, Phaedrus has not yet passed the point at which the Republic be-
gins.

Phaedrus will return to Lysias, staying at the house of Epicrates, previously
owned by Morychus, unaffected by anything Socrates has said. It could have
been anticipated both from the setting and from past experience. The house of
the demagogue Epicrates, previously the house of Athens’s worst tragedian, is
close to the temple of Olympian Zeus. The contrast is extreme.37 It parallels the
Odyssey’s explicit contrast between the Cyclopes and the Phaeacians as the ex-
tremes to which human societies can aspire. The Odyssey often states the ex-
tremes together: the Phaeacians lived by the Cyclopes before their migration
(.–); the worst of the Phaeacians, although not giants, are as insolent as the
Cyclopes (.–); and the tendency to such insolence recurs in the genealo-
gy of the Phaeacian ruling family from the time of Nausithous’s migration to
Alcinous’s own son, Laodamas (.–, .–, .–). On Ithaca, the rival
lovers led by Antinous represent the human tendency toward the barbarism and
lawlessness of the Cyclopes; the disguised Odysseus represents the human ten-
dency toward things transcendent. In the Athens toward which Phaedrus and
Socrates ascend, Phaedrus will return to the house that represents base human
aspirations and the corruption of things transcendent.

Both Phaedrus and Lysias have been unaffected by Socrates in previous dia-
logues. Lysias, son of Cephalus, was present during the discussion of the Repub-
lic; his silence throughout shows him to be either unable to understand Socrates,
or unwilling to do so, or unwilling to engage in serious discussion. Phaedrus
spoke in the discussion recounted in the Symposium, claiming that eros is most
beautiful in the tyrannical power of an unloving pederastic beloved. They learn
nothing from Socrates: before the action of the Phaedrus begins, Lysias learns of
the speeches given by Phaedrus and the others and attempts to write a more
clever one, praising the tyrannical power of an unloving pederastic lover; and
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Phaedrus, getting on in age, can think of nothing better to do than memorize it,
thus being flattered by Lysias as easily as he had been by Eryximachus.

Even when Socrates uncovers himself, Phaedrus does not recognize him. He
cannot see that the images of the palinode are images of Socrates’ soul (cf. Symp.
d–a and d–a). How much more difficult, then, it is to recognize
Socrates in the Laws, where the disguise of the xenos is as effective as Odysseus’s
disguise of the ugly beggar. It would take a Penelope to see through it. To assist
the reader of the dialogues in recognizing Socrates as a new Odysseus, Plato
places matched references to an encounter between Odysseus as beggar and
Penelope in the Phaedrus and the Laws. In the concluding pages of the Phae-
drus, after Socrates tells the story of Theuth and Thamus—an “Egyptian” ver-
sion of traditional tales about Zeus and Hermes—he refers to prophetic utter-
ances coming from an oak or a rock (b). This is a direct reference to the
speech in which Penelope asks the beggar to identify himself and the place he
came from, for he was not born from an oak or a rock (Ody. .–).
Odysseus replies by claiming to be from Knossos on Crete, “where Minos was
king and conversed with great Zeus every ninth year” (.–). On the first
page of the Laws, a dialogue set outside the city of Knossos on Crete, this un-
usual passage from the Odyssey is cited by the Athenian xenos (a–b).38
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“One, Two, Three, but Where Is the Fourth?”

Incomplete Mediation in the Timaeus

i Kenneth Dorter

T H E  T I M A E U S I S often regarded as Plato’s most foundational dialogue,
in which, as nowhere else, he puts forward positive and detailed theories about
the nature of reality, and not only aporetic puzzles, methodological recom-
mendations, or explorations of morality. I want to suggest that in crucial ways
Plato does indeed inject an aporetic note into Timaeus, although not in the
overt way characteristic of the so-called early Socratic dialogues. In those the
proposals under scrutiny are refuted, and we are left to wonder what positive
view, if any, Plato meant us to come away with. Here, on the other hand, the
only obvious impediment to accepting the views is their mythical presentation,
and many, perhaps most, readers take the mythical status of the doctrines not
as an indication that they are not meant to be foundational, but only as an in-
dication that they cannot be demonstrated and thus are “likely accounts.” There
is no question that Plato meant the doctrines of the Timaeus to be taken seri-
ously, and to justify the claim made in the Phaedo and Republic that the world
has been generated in accordance with the highest good. For Plato, though,
metaphysics always functions instrumentally rather than dogmatically; it is a
means to enable us to think the intelligible basis of reality, but it always resists
being taken for completed or adequate wisdom.1 If Plato wants us to take the
metaphysics seriously but not dogmatically, its limitations are better revealed
only after we have had time to meditate on it. I suggest that this is what Plato
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has done, by indicating what is missing in a way that becomes apparent only af-
ter repeated readings, but is signaled in the opening line with its mysterious ref-
erence to a missing “fourth” (and in a more elaborate literary device that im-
mediately follows, in which the fourth member of a different series is also
omitted). If we read the dialogue with the possibility in mind that the opening
words are meant to alert us to a recurring pattern of incomplete four-part se-
ries, we will find that there are four such occurrences, each of which involves
the absence of a mediating term between the realm of individuals and the
source from which they derive. The incomplete mediations mean that the meta-
physics of the Timaeus is not a conclusive metaphysical system, and if Plato
chose the opening words in order to alert us to the omissions, then the incon-
clusiveness was deliberately built into the metaphysics.

The dialogue begins with Socrates’ question: “One, two, three, but where is
the fourth, my dear Timaeus, of those who were yesterday our guests but are
now our hosts?” “Yesterday” refers to Socrates’ narration of the Republic, for
when Timaeus has trouble remembering all that Socrates had said to them yes-
terday, and asks him to recapitulate it, the summary sounds like an account of
the first few books of the Republic.2 Since the Republic is a monologue without
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a dramatic frame—there is no setting of the stage in an introductory scene—
it gives no indication of the composition of the audience to whom Socrates nar-
rated the previous day’s conversation. The Timaeus’s suggestion that its own au-
dience is the same as the Republic’s (with the one exception) retroactively iden-
tifies that audience as having consisted of four people: Critias, Timaeus,
Hermocrates, and the absentee. However, the identity of the absentee remains
a mystery, as does the question of why Plato would have Socrates refer to him
at all. Since we had no idea of the previous audience, and since it is likely that
Plato himself had no idea of it either when he wrote the Republic, why would
he invent an anonymous member of the Republic’s audience to be absent from
the Timaeus? It conveys at the start an impression that something is missing.

That literary suggestion will soon be reinforced by a more elaborate one.
Timaeus agrees that in exchange for Socrates’ having entertained them the day
before with the narration of the Republic, the rest of the four will entertain
Socrates in kind (a–b), an offer that Hermocrates expressly seconds (c).
Later, however, when Critias tells Socrates how they plan to put this into effect,
he mentions Timaeus’s speech, and then his own, but makes no reference to
Hermocrates (a–b). This omission is not redressed later, nor is there any rec-
ord of a dialogue called the Hermocrates, to accompany the Republic, Timaeus,
and Critias. That Plato never wrote such a dialogue can be explained in any
number of ways,3 but Critias’s failure to anticipate the fourth dialogue here, in
the very dialogue where it is proposed, is surprising. Once again an impression
is created that something is missing. In both devices what is missing is the
fourth member of a group. In the first case the group is Socrates’ audience from
the previous day; in the second it is the speakers (including Socrates) who pre-
sent consecutive speeches. Is there any reason that, if Plato wanted to convey
that something is missing, he would want us to think of it as the fourth mem-
ber of a quartet?

Groups of three and groups of four figure prominently in the Timaeus. Even
on a casual reading the prominence of the number three is obvious: the world
is composed of the triad form, body, and soul; the soul itself is tripartite; body
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is composed of triangles. Moreover, since the Republic like the Timaeus opens
with a reference to the previous day (“I went down yesterday”), if we count
Socrates’ conversation with Glaucon, Adeimantus, and the others as the first
day, the present conversation of the Timaeus takes place on the third day. But
the number four makes frequent appearances as well. Socrates classifies people
into four groups: ordinary people (like himself), poets, sophists, and philoso-
phers (like Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates) (c–a); shortly afterward we
are told that Critias’s story is now in its fourth telling (after an Egyptian priest
told it to Solon, Solon to Critias’s grandfather, and Critias’s grandfather to
Critias himself [d–e]); there are four elements (fire, air, water, earth [b–
b]); there are four types of beings (gods, birds, fish, and land animals [e–
a]); and, just as the dialogue opens with a reference to a group of four mem-
bers, it ends with a list of the four species into which men devolve in their next
life: women, birds, beasts, and fish.

There are four passages, however, that present a threefold classification where
we would expect a fourfold one, and in each case the fourth member is called
to our attention in a different context. Since each is one of the two terms by
which contrasting realms are mediated, their absence produces fundamental
aporias in the metaphysics of the dialogue, but in an implicit way that does not
threaten to undermine at the outset the value of the metaphysics as one way of
conceiving the teleological nature of reality.

Human Vocations (b–d)

Socrates begins his recapitulation of the Republic conversation with the
words, “Did we not first separate in it the class of workers of the land, and the
other crafts, from the class of defenders?” (c). In the Republic there is an am-
biguity as to whether the city is divided into three classes or four. Although
Socrates usually speaks of only three classes, that is because the two lowest
classes, the farmers and craftspeople, are taken together; in some places, how-
ever, he keeps them distinct, calling them the iron and bronze classes, whereas
the auxiliaries are silver and the guardians gold (a–b). Where the Republic
tended to collapse the distinction between the farmers and craftspeople, in the
Timaeus, Socrates preserves that distinction but collapses the one between the
guardians and auxiliaries. The Republic had made that distinction when the city
evolved from spirited to rational (d–b), in order ultimately to distinguish
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the philosopher from the warrior. Here the distinction is never made, and the
guardians are said to be both extraordinarily spirited and philosophical (a).
This position corresponds not to the pinnacle of the Republic, the regime of the
philosopher-rulers in book , or even to their predecessors, the complete
guardians of book , but to the more primitive warrior society (e) that pre-
cedes the separation of the philosophers and warriors.4

The omission of the distinction between spiritedness and philosophy is fur-
ther emphasized by a second omission. In the Republic, Socrates warned of three
waves of criticism that his proposals about the guardians would provoke: one
against the equal status of women (b), a second against the replacement of
families by communal equality (c), and the third and greatest against the rec-
ommendation that there be philosopher-rulers (c–d). Here Socrates repeats
the first two waves (c–a), and then asks, “Then have we now gone through
yesterday’s discussion, as far as a review of the main points is concerned? Or do
we still miss anything that was said, dear Timaeus, which has been omitted?”
(a). “Not at all,” Timaeus replies, so the dialogue proceeds without reference
to the third wave, the separation of the philosopher-rulers from the warriors.
In this opening discussion, then, the question “Where is the fourth?” could be
applied also to the class of philosophers that remained submerged in the class
of warriors from which the Republic had disengaged it.

The collapsing of the distinction between these two classes does not imply a
recantation by Plato of the difference between spiritedness and reason, for they
are clearly distinguished in what follows, reason being located in the head and
spiritedness in the chest (d, d–a). In fact, shortly after the passages men-
tioned above, Socrates proceeds to praise Timaeus for () his wealth, () his sta-
tus (offices and honors), and () his command of philosophy (a). Those are
the three independent orientations of the tripartite city and the tripartite soul,
and are here once again treated as distinct. Most telling of all is that the middle
section of the Timaeus will recapitulate the road to philosophy that is described
in the middle of the Republic, but omitted from this summary at the beginning
of the dialogue. In training the warriors to become philosophers, the Republic
had advocated using astronomy and harmony as propaedeutics to philosophy,
since the two disciplines respectively use the eyes and ears to awaken reason to
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rational order and goodness (c–d). The Timaeus, leaving behind its ear-
lier failure to distinguish between the practitioners of war and philosophy, now
precisely recalls the teaching of the Republic in saying that the senses of sight
and hearing, and the sciences of astronomy and harmony that they make pos-
sible, lead us “to the genus of philosophy, and no greater good than this has or
will ever come to the mortal race by the gift of the gods” (a–e). Why, then, is
philosophy omitted from the earlier summary?

After that summary Critias relates a story about the founding of Athens that
he heard at the age of ten from his ninety-year-old grandfather, who had heard
it from Solon long before, who, in turn, heard it from a priest in the Egyptian
city of Sais (d–b). The priest claims that many of the laws of present-day
Sais resemble those of ancient Athens, in particular the division of the popu-
lace into four classes: () priests; () craftspeople; () shepherds, hunters, and
land workers; and () warriors (a–b). Here the fourfold classification of the
Republic is restored, except that now the ruling class is one of priests rather than
philosophers. The priests assimilate to their own role the function of philoso-
phers, the pursuit of wisdom (b–c), just as in the Republic the philosophers
appropriated to themselves the function of priests, the founding and supervis-
ing of the people’s religion (a ff, b–c). The reason that each can ap-
propriate the role of the other is that both mediate between the divine and hu-
man realms, the priests working downward from the divine by purporting to
convey the will of the gods, the philosophers working upward from the human.

The discrepancy between the threefold division of farmer-artisan-warrior
(c–a) and the fourfold division of farmer-artisan-warrior-priests (a–b)
leaves philosophy in an ambivalent position. In neither classification does phi-
losophy appear as itself: in the former it is not yet separated from spiritedness;
in the latter it is already absorbed into priestliness. This progression parallels
the trajectory of philosophy in the Republic, where the philosopher originally
emerges from the warrior class and eventually develops into something like a
priest who rules with infallible divine wisdom. In their own way both roles are
relevant to philosophy. Philosophy may begin in wonder, but it will not get far
if the wonder is not accompanied by a fighting spirit that struggles against dif-
ficulties and against conventional beliefs—Socratic “irony,” in its original sense,
means the false modesty that cloaks hubris (cf. Aristotle Nic. Eth. .). Howev-
er, together with that false modesty and its presumptuousness is a genuine hu-
mility, for philosophers, like priests, must ultimately subordinate themselves to
something higher than themselves. The goal of philosophy, if it is ever to be-
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come simple love of wisdom, must be to overcome the vanity of personal
achievement that is, however, one of its original driving forces. Whatever wis-
dom we attain must initially be purchased with a spirited struggle; otherwise,
our conclusions will be indistinguishable from divine inspiration and the
philosopher indistinguishable from the priest. To the extent that philosophy is
only polemical argument, as it was for the sophists, then the philosopher is en-
gaged in just another form of competition or polemic; if, though, that element
is missing entirely, wisdom will collapse into uncritical piety.

Nowhere in the dialogues does Plato claim to give an adequate account of
what philosophy is. In the present dialogue Socrates is so far from claiming to
be able to do so that he does not even profess to be a philosopher himself—un-
like Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates, on whom he ironically bestows that ti-
tle, he is only an ordinary person (c–a). The difficulty of discerning the nec-
essary and sufficient conditions that distinguish the philosopher from the
warrior-like sophist on one hand and the priestlike statesman5 on the other may
be inferred from Plato’s failure to write the promised dialogue, the Philosopher,
which was supposed to succeed the Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman (States.
a–a; cf. Soph. e–a). In the final analysis we are given no dialogue in
which philosophy appears as itself (the Philosopher), but only one in which it
fails to appear at all, a second in which it appears as an unconvincing variant of
sophistry,6 and a third in which it has already been superseded by wisdom it-
self: the statesman is the possessor of wisdom (the mean), no longer merely the
questing lover of it. The Timaeus’s absorption of philosophy into the class of
warriors in the three-part classification, and into that of priests in the four-part
classification, reflects the same unstable polarity of philosophy between spirit-
edness and wisdom that the Republic and the unfinished Eleatic tetralogy reflect
in their own ways. If the second and seventh Platonic Letters are authentic—or
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at least an accurate expression of Plato’s views—the inability to present philos-
ophy as it is in itself rather than in its connection with other ways of being, like
spiritedness and divine inspiration, is not surprising, since they both insist that
philosophy cannot be put into words like other things (.a–c, .c–d).

Elements and Gods (b–c, e–a)

Normally we think of a mean as a single mediation between two terms, but
Timaeus tells us that when the two terms are solids like fire and earth a double
mean is necessary—a third and fourth term, one from the side of each of the
extremes (b). Thus, the difference between fire and earth is mediated by both
air and water, air on the side of fire (“As fire is to air, air is to water”) and water
on the side of earth (“As air is to water, water is to earth”) (b–b). The tech-
nique of synthesis by a double mean is prefigured by the Divided Line of the
Republic, and is often at work in the dialogues if we take it in an extended sense
that is not always mathematical. Two other prominent examples occur in the
Sophist and Statesman. In the Sophist, the Eleatic stranger effects a double rec-
onciliation between the “friends of the forms” and the materialists: from above
by collecting their respective principles within the comprehensive genus of
“power” (d–e), and from below by having both parties recognize something
of their opponents’ claims (e–c, e–d). And in the Statesman, the
Eleatic stranger says that the statesman will have to use a double bond—divine
and human—in order to weave together the courageous and the moderate cit-
izens (b–c): the divine bond is a common belief in the nature of the good
(c–e), and the human bond is intermarriage (a–b).

Shortly after the passage in which the Timaeus presents the doctrine of the
double mean to link fire and earth by air and water, we are told that corre-
sponding to those four elements and their regions are the four fundamental
species of beings: gods, winged animals, aquatic animals, and land animals. The
gods are mostly fire (a), but Timaeus also mentions gods associated with
other elements: the first and eldest of the gods within Ouranos (heaven, the
province of fire) is Gaia (earth) (b–c), and these two, Ouranos and Gaia, give
birth to Oceanus (ocean) and Tethys (the queen of the sea) (e), parents of all
the rivers of the world. After them are mentioned only Phorcys, who is associ-
ated with sea monsters, and Kronos, Rhea, Zeus, and Hera, all of whom are as-
sociated with heaven, Ouranos. Just as Timaeus’s cosmogony began with heav-
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en (fire) and earth, his theogony begins with the gods of heaven and earth. How-
ever, whereas the cosmogony described two means that join the extremes (air
and water), the theogony mentions besides the gods of heaven and earth only
gods associated with water (Ocean, Tethys, Phorcys), and then, instead of pro-
ceeding to gods of air (such as Aeolus, Boreus, and Zephyrus), who are never
mentioned, returns to those of heavenly fire. Gods of three of the elemental lev-
els are mentioned, but not the fourth. Coming so soon after the explanation of
a need for air and water as means between fire and earth, the reference to only
three of these four in their divine personae is surprising.

In the first passage that we looked at, the class of philosophers, who mediate
between the divine and human from the side of the human, was suppressed,
and only the class of priests, who mediate between the divine and human from
the side of the divine, was mentioned. Here again it is one of the means between
two poles that is left out, but this time it is the upper mean, the one closest to
heaven that is omitted, rather than the mean closest to us. Whether the oppo-
sition is between humanity and the gods, as in the first classifications, or heav-
en and earth, as here, the implication is, once again, that there is some incom-
pleteness of mediation, a threefold classification where we have been led to
expect a fourfold one.

Causes of the Cosmos (c–b)

The previous discussion, Timaeus says, divided the universe into two forms,
paradigmatic form that is intelligible and an imitation of it that is generated and
visible. Now a third must be added, the receptacle that receives the imitation
(e–b). Once again a fourth member is missing. In the previous discussion
that Timaeus is referring to there were three terms, not two. Not only did he dis-
tinguish between the model of intelligible being and its imitation in sensible be-
coming (d–c), but also he twice added that there must also be a third term,
the cause by which becoming is brought into its imitative existence:“everything
that comes to be necessarily comes to be by a cause. . . . In the case of what
comes to be we say that it is necessary that it come to be by some cause” (a,
c). However, there is no mention here of that fourth principle, the cause by
which what comes to be in the receptacle is brought into existence in imitation
of paradigmatic form.

A section of the Philebus corresponds remarkably closely to the present pas-
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sage.7 That passage too begins by saying,“Let us divide everything that now ex-
ists in the universe into two parts, or rather, if you like, into three” (c). The
three parts are limit, the unlimited, and the mixture of the two. In the Timaeus,
paradigmatic form corresponds to limit in the Philebus, the imitation of form
in the realm of becoming corresponds to the mixture of limit and the unlimit-
ed, and the receptacle corresponds to the unlimited. However, the Philebus then
adds the fourth principle that the present passage of the Timaeus omits, and
does so in almost precisely the same words that Timaeus used at a and c.
Socrates says that we must not only consider the two elements and the mixture
that arises from them, but also seek a fourth factor, the cause of the mixture, for
“it is necessary that all things that come to be, come to be by a cause” (Phil. e).

The emphasis in the two dialogues is different. In the Philebus, what is sought
is the mixture of limit and unlimited and its cause. The problem is to mediate
between limit and unlimited, and the mixture (“becoming”) functions as a
mean between them on the side of the unlimited, whereas the cause of the mix-
ture functions as a mean on the side of limit. Here in the Timaeus, the problem
is to meditate between the eternal and the temporal, that is, in the language of
the Philebus, between limit and the mixture, not limit and the unlimited. These
two—the eternal and temporal, form and becoming—like the two in the Phile-
bus, are mediated in one way from below and in another way from above. The
receptacle is the mean from below, on the side of the temporal, but there must
also be a mean from above, on the side of being. Why is there no discussion here
of that fourth term, the cause that mediates downward by bringing becoming
into existence in imitation of being?

Its absence is accounted for by something that Timaeus says just prior to this
passage: “We shall not now explain the principle or principles—or however we
conceive them—of all things, for no other reason than because of the difficul-
ty of making our beliefs clear according to our present type of method” (c).8

He had made the same point after mentioning the importance of the causal
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principle in the earlier passage as well: “To discover the maker and father of the
universe would be quite a job and, if we discovered him, to tell everyone about
him would be impossible” (c). However, the fact that a principle resists ex-
planation does not mean that it should not be counted among the relevant prin-
ciples and that the remaining principles are by themselves sufficient, as Timaeus
claims here.9

Mythically, the first principle is represented by the divine demiurge (c,
b), but we are given no precise conception of what this mythological charac-
terization represents in purely conceptual terms. We are told that, being good,
he is not jealous and therefore made the world as much like himself as possible
(e–a), but we are not told what it means to call him good, what goodness
is. In his productive aspect he is creative mind, and since mind operates by rea-
son rather than force his creative shaping of material necessity is described as
persuasion (e–a), but the metaphor of persuasion does not generate clear
and distinct concepts when applied to cosmogony. The explanation of creation
as a lack of jealousy suggests an emanation theory of creation (not surprising
in view of Plato’s metaphor of the good as the sun)—in the absence of a delib-
erate withholding ( jealousy) the world naturally follows from the first princi-
ple—but Timaeus nowhere makes this explicit. What we are told is that the in-
dividuals that populate the world are created only indirectly by the demiurge—
for all his direct creations must be eternal—and directly by the gods created by
the demiurge. The necessarily immortal cannot generate the mortal except
through the medium of the contingently immortal (a–b). However, the cre-
ative operations of the gods are no less mysterious and no less in need of de-
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mythologization than those of the demiurge, if we are to be able to distinguish
philosophy from piety, and philosophers from priests.

Since Plato usually calls the material imitation of paradigmatic form “partic-
ipation,” the entire creation myth of the Timaeus can be regarded as an image of
the phenomenon of participation, in which temporal priority stands for onto-
logical priority. The creation by the gods of the world of mortal individuals, in
imitation of eternal paradigmatic form, can be taken as an image of the partici-
pation of things in the forms, and the creation of the gods by the good demiurge
as an image of the fact that particular forms owe their being to the good (Rep.
.b). Just as we are created directly by the lower gods and only indirectly by
the demiurge, we participate in particular forms directly and the good only in-
directly. We do not participate directly in absolute goodness but in the goodness
of our species, or in beauty and virtue (more particularly wisdom, piety, courage,
moderation, and justice). Nonetheless, if, like Parmenides in the first part of his
eponymous dialogue, we ask precisely what is meant by participation, which is
after all only a metaphor, we will find no answer in Plato. The concept of partic-
ipation is one of the fundamental aporias in Platonic philosophy. Accordingly,
whether we ask the question in mythic or conceptual terms, we will find no real
answer to the question “Where is the fourth?”—that is, where is the downward
mediation between the divine creativity and mortal createdness?

Levels of Soul (c–a)

When the demiurge turns over the creation of all that is mortal to his off-
spring, they take the immortal soul, reason, which the demiurge had created
from the not quite pure residue of the world soul (d), create around it the hu-
man body, and within the body add a mortal soul comprising spiritedness and
appetite (c). Reason was housed in the head (d), and now the spirited ele-
ment is housed between the neck and the midriff, that is, in the top third of the
torso, and the appetitive part occupies the middle third of the torso, the lower
thorax between the midriff and the navel (a–e).10 But what about the fourth
part of the body, the abdomen? This case is not problematic in the way the pre-
vious ones were, where the fourth member of a quartet is omitted altogether,
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for Timaeus does go on to discuss the abdomen after the discussion of the mid-
section is complete, but it is the one part of the body that is never connected
with soul.

At that point he says, “The next subject . . . is the way the rest of the body has
come to be” (e). “The rest of the body” turns out to include only two cate-
gories, the abdomen on one hand and the marrow and its products on the oth-
er, for the marrow is the originating principle of “bones, flesh, and all such na-
tures” (b). Marrow combines in itself all three types of soul and is therefore
able to produce not only flesh and bones, but also structures as different as the
brain and the sperm, and the spinal cord in between (c–d). Thus, the head,
thorax, and midriff are each the seat of a particular kind of soul, whereas mar-
row combines all three. Only the abdomen, the fourth part of the body, seems
to have no distinctive soul nature. It is a kind of counterpart to marrow in that,
whereas only in the function of marrow are all three parts of the individual soul
combined, only in the function of the abdomen are all three absent. Marrow
bonds the soul to the body in life (b), but three-dimensional kinds require
two means to bind them, and a second mean is never mentioned. Can the sec-
ond bond between soul and body be found in the function of the abdomen? A
distinctive kind of motion does in fact take place in the abdomen, and that is a
prima facie indication of the presence of some kind of soul since soul is the
principle of motion. The distinctive motion of the abdomen is neither rational,
nor spirited, nor appetitive—does it therefore imply a fourth kind of soul?

Timaeus describes the function of the abdomen as follows:

Those who were constructing our race knew the incontinence that would be
in us for drinks and food, and that through greed we would consume far more
than what is moderate and necessary. In order, then, that they not be swiftly
destroyed by diseases and the mortal race come to an immediate end without
reaching its end (teleutwi ` . . . ajtelev~); foreseeing these things they set what
is called the abdomen as a receptacle to hold superfluous drink and food. And
they coiled the formation of the intestines around, so that the nourishment
would not pass through quickly and force the body to quickly again require
more nourishment, bringing about insatiability and, by virtue of gluttony,
making the whole race end up unphilosophical and uncultured, and disobe-
dient to the most divine part that we possess. (e–a)

Left to its own devices, then, appetite is subject to incontinence and greed.
Spiritedness too is subject to a pair of “unwise counsellors,” boldness and fear-
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fulness (d), but since appetite is further both in nature and in location from
reason than is spiritedness, it is even less obedient (a) and more susceptible
to unwise counsel. The purpose of the abdomen is to curtail our tendency to
insatiable cravings, making us moderate and subduing the promptings of the
body sufficiently to allow us to respond to the promptings of divine reason.
Whereas spiritedness’s tendency to excess need be countered only by the dic-
tates of reason coming from above, the stronger tendency to excess in the ap-
petitive part must be countered both from above by the alliance of reason and
spiritedness (a) and from below by the abdomen.11 The fourth part of the
body, then, becomes an additional ally of reason against the unlimited greed of
appetite, and functions as a fourth player in the game, in addition to the three
parts of the soul.

However, Plato usually characterizes the body as being by nature opposed to
the mind, the irrational to the rational (most notably in the Phaedo, see d–
a, a–b). In that case how can mechanical body function here as the ally of
reason? Is it only because of a design extrinsically added on to the body, by
which reason uses the resistance of matter to its own advantage—or is there
also some as yet unspecified intrinsic soul at work, a principle of motion not re-
ducible to the other three? If so, then the tension between the three-part divi-
sion of the soul and the four-part division of the body will once again point to
an unmentioned fourth category.

There is no obvious principle of motion in the abdomen, since the waste ma-
terial seems to be forced through the intestines by the new food entering from
above, analogously to the case of urination where downward pressure is ex-
erted by air pressure from the lungs (a). Even mechanical processes such as
these are not entirely soulless, however, as they follow from the laws of nature
(fuvsew~ . . . novmou~) (e), that is, the world soul. By denying any part of the
tripartite soul to the lowest quarter of the body, Plato displays for us there the
operation of the world soul without the overlay of the vegetable (appetitive),
animal (spirited), or human (rational) souls.

The cosmos as a whole is a single animal in which all other things, living and
nonliving, are contained as parts (d, c, e, c, c). Since nothing exists
outside of it, its own waste provides its nourishment (c). This refers not only
to the fact that all living beings are subject to inflow and outflow (a, a) so
that the by-products of one are the nourishment of another, but also to pro-
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cesses among nonliving things, such as the interchange of fire, air, and water
(c, b–c). That is what Timaeus means by saying that when the created
gods made mortal animals out of the material of the cosmos’s body, it was with
the intention of paying it back (e–a): the natural elements appropriated by
living bodies are returned to nature through elimination and exhalation while
the organism is alive, and by decomposition after death. In fact, the two types
of processes, living and nonliving, follow precisely the same laws. Speaking of
the human body, Timaeus says: “The manner of filling and evacuation comes
about just as everything in the universe is carried out, in accordance with the
principle that all that is akin is carried toward its kin. For the elements that sur-
round us without, always dissolve and divide us, distributing to each species its
own kind” (a). It is on this principle of like returning to like that all bodily in-
flow and outflow is based. On one hand, growth depends on food being con-
verted to add bone to bone, flesh to flesh, and blood to blood. On the other
hand, not only is our body worn away by its interaction with our environment,
but also our breath joins with outside air and our waste products with earth and
water. Our feces and urine are expelled at a lower point than our breath because
the natural places of water and earth are lower than the natural place of air (c–
e). The motions of elimination derive, then, not from the conscious soul of the
individual (whether rational, spirited, or appetitive) but from the “laws of na-
ture.” The continuing separation of the four kinds into their respective places is
due to the fact that the receptacle, the site of becoming, is not evenly balanced,
and therefore sways and shakes, its shaking separating the heavier and lighter
elements the way a winnowing fan separates the wheat from the chaff (e–a).
The motion of the receptacle appears to be purely mechanical, unlike the goal-
directed motions of vegetative, animal, and rational souls, but it is not a soul-
less motion, since soul is the source of all motion—or at least all motion that
is not irrational.12
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It is clear that the motion of the receptacle cannot exist without soul, since
the reason the elements came to be mixed together in the first place, and do not
remain in their places once separated, is that “the revolution of the universe,
since it comprehends the kinds, and since it is circular and naturally wants to
come together with itself, squeezes them all and allows no empty space to re-
main. . . . The coming together of the compression pushes the small elements
into the interstices of the large ones” (a–b). We already know that this revo-
lution of the universe is produced by the circular motion of the world soul (e),
so the ultimate cause of the shaking of the receptacle is the world soul, which
forces unlikes together and thus creates the imbalance that results in the shak-
ing. In fact, since the motion of the world soul is a double circle—the circle of
the same and the circle of the different (c)—not only the centripetal motion
that forces together the different but also the shaking motion that separates the
same must have its source in the motion of the world soul. The receptacle itself
and the differing weights of the elements are necessary causes of the motions of
nature, but they are not sufficient causes. They are what in other contexts
Timaeus calls contributing or subordinate causes (c, e), the necessary cause
rather than the divine (e; cf. Phdo. b).

Our second question was whether in the function of the abdomen we can see
the second bond between soul and body, the fourth element in the mediation,
as in marrow we saw the first bond. Marrow is the means by which the three
parts of the soul act on the physical world; for the double mediation to be com-
plete there must also be a means by which the physical world acts on the soul.
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that “even a myth (if this is all mythical) should be internally consistent, and in Timaeus’s story
the disorderly motion was there before the world soul was created.”As for the Phaedrus and Laws,
“I would suggest that one should not try to press into literal agreement the words of three very
different dialogues” (History of Greek Philosophy, ). However, in order to remove concerns
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degree of internal inconsistency is inevitable due to the limitations of human nature and expla-
nation.



If we turn our attention outside the body, the most obvious example is sense
perception (b–e),13 but if we confine ourselves to what takes place within the
body itself, the clearest example of the activity of the body on the soul is the in-
testines’ mechanical alliance with reason against the excesses of appetite (d–
d). Within the human body the “soulless” abdomen is the only part where, in
default of the presence of any of the three parts of the individual soul, the op-
erations of the world soul appear beside them as a fourth.

Conclusion

The four passages we have been considering are all characterized by a tension
between a triadic classification and a quadratic one, and in each case the omit-
ted term was one of the two means between the source from which we come
and the realm of becoming in which we live—between truth and thought, gods
and earth dwellers, creator and creation, or whole and parts. () The philoso-
pher is the upward mean between human thought and divine truth, as the priest
is the downward mean. () The gods of the air mediate downward between the
element of the gods and the elements of humans, fire, and earth (e–a), as
the gods of water mediate upward. () The cause of the mixture of the rational
and irrational is the downward mean between being and becoming, whereas the
receptacle is the upward mean. () The world soul is the downward mean be-
tween the cosmos and the individual—the whole and parts (d)—as the in-
dividual soul is the upward mean.

As I suggested in the beginning, these four lacunae point to fundamental
aporias in the Timaeus’s account. () We are told that philosophy is the greatest
gift that ever has or will be bestowed upon us by the gods (b); however, what
exactly philosophy is not only is never explained, but also is continuously con-
flated with mythology throughout the Timaeus. () From beginning to end the
dialogues frequently emphasize our relationship to the gods, but how we are to
conceive of the gods or their patronization of us is never explained in a non-
mythic way. () The causality of the good and the forms appears throughout at
least the middle and late dialogues, but we are given no conceptual metaphysi-
cal account of what that means—only mythic accounts such as the Timaeus, or
metaphors such as “participating,” “partaking,” “imitating,” and “striving to-
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wards.” () The ascetic element in Plato that points us away from the body is
balanced by the reminder that we should not turn our backs too hastily on the
corporeal world because we are also natural beings with a role to play in the nat-
ural world (see, for example, Phdo. b–b), but how is that to be conceived?
How can we understand ourselves as parts of a greater whole, when our appetite
and spiritedness continually insist on our egocentricity? Plato provides us with
no metaphysics to show how our physical life is entirely a product of the world
soul, the laws of nature, any more than he shows how our rational life is a prod-
uct of divine reason.

In recent decades the Timaeus has frequently been linked with the Parmenides
over the question of whether Plato repudiated his earlier theory of forms. The
criticisms of that theory that appear in the Parmenides lend themselves to that
interpretation, but the theory reappears intact in the Timaeus, which, by all styl-
istic measures, was written after the Parmenides.14 I would like to suggest a dif-
ferent way to understand their complementarity. To repeat what I said earlier,
metaphysics functions in Plato instrumentally rather than dogmatically, as a
means of thinking about the intelligible, not as a definitive account of truth. The
Parmenides reminds us of the doctrinal inadequacy of metaphysics by showing
the aporias in the metaphysical theory of forms, but it reaffirms the instru-
mental value of the theory in a brief passage that appears to be a mere after-
thought of Parmenides:

Only a man of very great natural ability will be able to understand that there
is a certain genus and essence, itself-by-itself, for each thing, and only a still
more amazing man will be able to discover all these things and teach someone
else to evaluate them properly. . . . But if anyone, in view of these and other
such difficulties, will not permit the existence of forms of things or mark off a
single form in each case, he will not have anything on which to fix his thoughts,
as long as he does not permit the idea of each thing to be always the same, and
in this way he will utterly destroy the power of discourse. You seem to me to
have been well aware of this. (a–c)

The Timaeus is the counterpart of the Parmenides in this respect. Whereas the
Parmenides emphasized the limitations of metaphysics while reminding us al-

Incomplete Mediation in the Timaeus i 

. For details, see Kenneth Dorter, Form and Good in Plato’s Eleatic Dialogues: The “Par-
menides,” “Theaetetus,” “Sophist,” and “Statesman” (Berkeley: University of California Press,
), –.



most inconspicuously of its importance, the Timaeus shows us the value of
metaphysics by giving us the most ambitious metaphysical account in all of Pla-
to, while at the same time reminding us almost inconspicuously—both by its
mythic form and by its missing mediations—of the limitations of such an ac-
count.15

. I would like to thank Beatriz Bossi for her helpful comments on an earlier version of this
essay.
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Mystic Philosophy in Plato’s Seventh Letter

i James M. Rhodes

T H E  AU T H O R  O F  T H E Seventh Letter calls himself Plato. He discusses,
among other things, a failed experiment. He fruitlessly tried to educate a just,
courageous, moderate (or sanely self-controlled [swvfrono~]), and philosoph-
ic ruler (a–b), under conditions in which an entire society aspired to noth-
ing but feasting, drinking, nightly amours, extravagant spending, and idleness
(b–c, c–d), and forced him to offer his princely students arguments
against such debauchery (e–d). He also claims that he never has written,
and never will write, anything about that which he regards as serious (b–
c). He treats the philosophic reasons for his self-restraint extensively. Thus, the
Seventh Letter seems to be the only extant document in which Plato, speaking
in his own name, both tells of an education intended to replace unbridled eros
with virtue and explains his silence. One is tempted to exclaim, “What a trea-
sure,” and to let the epistle govern all exegesis of Platonic texts. But there is a fly
in the ointment. There are classicists—one cannot know how many—who con-
sider the letter a forgery.

The Provenance of the Epistle

Perhaps many of these practitioners of classical higher criticism were turned
against the Seventh Letter by Ludwig Edelstein. Edelstein’s book, Plato’s Seventh
Letter, presents  pages of relentless argument against the authenticity of the
epistle.1 His scores of objections to the document cannot be summarized with
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sufficient brevity. However, they can be grouped by type, and the most cogent
examples of each variety can be adduced.

Lack of Attestation

Edelstein points out that the Seventh Letter is not mentioned by any ancient
writers or compilers of catalogs of Plato’s works before Cicero. He views this si-
lence as suspicious.2 He also characterizes sections of the epistle as Plato’s “au-
tobiography,” or as his “apologia pro vita sua,” and finds fault with them as such
(). For example, he says that the “Plato” of the letter reports having wanted to
go into politics as a young man, but Aristotle “implies that Plato chose philos-
ophy as his career,” and no ancient biographer relates that Plato had this youth-
ful wish (). Further, “there is nothing in the account of Plato’s life that an out-
sider could not say as well as Plato. The epistle gives a typical rather than an
individual picture of Plato’s development, while the personal data that appear
in the biographies of others—such as his literary interests and his study of phi-
losophy with Cratylus and Socrates—are absent”(). Further, the letter clear-
ly “is not a straightforward historical report written simply for the sake of giv-
ing the whole truth”(). Rather,“the omissions noted, the reticence concerning
essential data one wishes and is entitled to know and about which other sources
provide information, suggest that the writer has aims that he does not state di-
rectly” (). In this respect, “it is fair to say that an autobiography which is con-
cerned less with the facts than with a certain view of the facts can readily be
imagined to be the work of someone who used the material at his disposal to
conjure up Plato as he pictured him” ().

Anachronisms

The “Plato” of the epistle declares that he and Dion recommended as a for-
eign policy to the tyrant Dionysius II that he should “re-people the devastated
cities” of Sicily. This “Plato” also remarks that Dion, had he remained in pow-
er,“would next have colonized the whole of Sicily and made it free from the bar-
barians.” However, the need to repeople Sicily “existed as little during the reign
of Dionysius the younger as it had existed at the death of his father,” because the
country “was not depopulated” when the elder tyrant died. The devastation of
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Sicily occurred during the civil wars that followed the murder of Dion, and it
actually was Timoleon of Corinth who undertook the repopulation of the is-
land after he had pacified Syracuse in  .. As for Dion, he had secret deal-
ings with the Carthaginians, and accepted their help in his campaign against
Dionysius II. Once again, it was Timoleon who defeated the Carthaginians. “In
short,” says Edelstein, “it looks as if the author of the epistle were thinking, in
both these instances, not of what happened in Plato’s time, but of events that
occurred much later, after Plato’s death” (–).

Disagreements with Plato’s Teachings in the Dialogues

Edelstein concedes, “The style of the letter resembles the style of the old Pla-
to.” However, this does not prove that the document is genuine:“There is always
a chance that someone imitated Plato’s art of writing even to perfection.”There-
fore, a decision about the authenticity of the epistle “must in the end rest on the
interpretation of the content.” As Edelstein proceeds with his exegesis, he dis-
covers that “the further one reads, the more one meets with assertions which
hardly can have been made by Plato,” and this forces one to give up belief in the
Platonic origin of the letter (, ). To illustrate:

() “Plato” refers to Socrates merely as his “aged friend” or his “associate.” In
fact, the missive “mentions no one with whom Plato studies,”making him appear
wholly self-taught. So,“while the dialogues suggest strongly that Plato’s encounter
with Socrates was crucial for his life,” the “autobiography” would not permit one
to “guess the significance his relation with Socrates had for him.” Further, “It
surely is hard to believe that Plato could at any time in his life have spoken of
Socrates’ death as caused ‘by some chance’ or ‘ill-luck,’” as the letter does (–).

() “Plato’s” judgment of the restored Athenian democracy “in comparison
with that he passes on the regime of the Thirty seems more favorable than one
would have supposed.” Also, the epistle praises the concept of “just government
with equal laws,” and this “surely is not the principle embodied in the constitu-
tion of the Republic.” Nor does it jibe with the Laws, which advocates a mixture
of equality with inequality (–).

() “Plato” alleges that he went to Syracuse to try to found a state in accor-
dance with his political theories because he did not want to think himself “a
man of mere words.” However, the Plato of the Republic says that it makes no
difference whether his heavenly city ever comes into being on earth, and that
the virtuous man does not get into politics willingly ().
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() “Plato” insists that he “never [sic] instructed Dionysius.” However, he ad-
mits that he talked to the tyrant about politics, and “it is not easy to see how any
real counseling could be done without initiating Dionysius into Platonism,
since the rulership was to be in the hands of a philosopher-king” ().

() Lamenting the disastrous failure of all his plans, “Plato” declares that his
downfall was caused by “some chance mightier than man.” Plato’s Republic ac-
knowledges the role of fortune in human affairs. However, the lament is still un-
Platonic, for the Laws teaches that “in addition to chance and opportunity and
God, there is operating in human affairs the force of ‘art’ . . . , that is, reason.”
When one has seen how un-Platonic the letter’s appeals to fortune are, the sus-
picions aroused by its historical anachronisms “have turned into certainty.” The
epistle “cannot be the work of Plato” (–).

() “Plato” claims that his serious insights are ineffable. The Phaedrus says
“nothing” of this. Actually, the letter’s “philosophical digression” is wholly un-
Platonic.3

Evidence of a Disciple’s Desire to Whitewash Plato

Having attained with “certainty” the letter’s fraudulent character, one can
corroborate this judgment by noticing that the document strives indefatigably
to cover up Plato’s guilt for the catastrophic outcome of his meddling in the pol-
itics of Syracuse. To cite just one instance, in the sorry matter of Dion’s assassi-
nation, “It would be hard to guess from the account given that the Academy
must have been blamed, and rightly so, for the crime perpetrated. . . . For the
two men, whose names Plato does not deign to mention—Callippus and Philo-
stratus—were themselves members of the Academy, or at least Platonists.” Fur-
ther, Aristotle, when discussing the frame of mind in which people do wrong,
“includes in his long enumeration ‘those against whom we have a complaint, or
with whom we have had a previous difference, as Callippus acted in the matter
of Dion, for in such cases it seems almost an act of justice.’” From this, Edelstein
deduces,“Some people who were close to the Academy, then, felt that Dion was
culpable and actually defended Callippus who, in their eyes, was not a vile crim-
inal.” This and similar examples constitute evidence of a disciple’s ardent desire
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to defend his beloved, deceased master against accusations that were in the air
of Hellas ().

On the basis of such reasoning, Edelstein infers that the Seventh Letter could
not have been written “earlier than the end of Timoleon’s career—in  ..,
approximately twelve years after Plato died”—and that it was probably written
“in the first decades after Plato’s death.” He confesses that the author “is quite
an impressive writer,” “a man of philosophical acumen” who is “especially well
versed in Plato’s later thought” and “thoroughly familiar with all the other writ-
ings,” even though he “goes against the very essence of Platonism” (, , ).

These reasons for pronouncing the Seventh Letter a forgery seem compelling.
Yet, upon closer inspection, they turn out to be paper tigers.

Attestation

Since the advent of higher criticism, Plato’s authorship of many of the dia-
logues and all of the epistles traditionally ascribed to him has been called into
question, precisely because there is no assuredly valid ancient catalog of his
publications. The only canonical works that have escaped being classified as
forgeries by one specialist or another are the ones to which Aristotle specifical-
ly attests. Scholars have attempted to prove that Plato did or did not write the
others by employing stylometrics, or by preceding Edelstein in declarations that
certain statements were or were not theoretically consistent with or worthy of
a presumably known central core of Platonic doctrine. The result of all this so-
phisticated rumination has been an absolute lack of consensus about any of the
disputed dialogues and epistles; higher criticism has told us nothing.4 In itself,
the failure of any author before Cicero to mention the Seventh Letter also is sci-
entifically meaningless; no definite conclusions can be drawn from it.

This is only the weakest of several grounds for judging that all of Edelstein’s
arguments about attestation are contentious. Here are some stronger ones:
Edelstein is aggrieved that no one before Cicero vouches for the epistle. How-
ever, he is perfectly willing to reject the letter’s assertion that Dion’s friendship
with Callippus was “not based on philosophy” (oujk ejk filosofiva~) (e–),
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to ignore Plutarch’s acceptance of that disavowal, and to embrace the only writ-
ers of antiquity who say that Callippus was Plato’s student—Athenaeus and
Diogenes Laertius—even though he eagerly pounces on all of Plutarch’s ap-
parent divergences from the epistle, and even though the later authors wrote in
the third century .., some  years after Plato, and one and a half or two cen-
turies after Plutarch.5 It seems that, despite the discrepancies between the an-
cient sources, and despite the relative distances of these sources from the events,
Athenaeus and Diogenes are cited about Callippus by nearly every modern
commentator who has an ax to grind with the author of the Seventh Letter, or
with Plato himself.

Furthermore, the epistle does not present itself as “Plato’s autobiography,” or
as his “apologia pro vita sua.” It purports to be Plato’s reply to certain dubious
persons who have demanded his assistance in a political conflict. To insist that
the letter give unique or full autobiographical data is to act in blatant disregard
of its literary character. Edelstein is not “entitled” to the data that he “wishes.”
He has a right only to the information that the author of the epistle believes rel-
evant to his business with the bellicose men to whom he is writing. In a highly
charged situation in which a real, or even a fictitious, Plato is explaining why he
might very well refuse to support a possibly misguided and illicit adventure, it
might be understandable that he does not think to include material that would
interest his later biographers, saying to people who probably are thugs: “Oh, by
the way, when I was a young man, I wanted to be a poet, and I later studied with
Cratylus.” Similarly, it might be forgivable that he forgets to ascertain which
facts about his life will be unknown to his biographers, so that he can authen-
ticate his letter with a personal revelation, or that he does after all let such a rev-
elation slip, disclosing to his correspondents a memory of his youthful politi-
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cal aspirations, of which he unfortunately had neglected to inform Aristotle. It
is indicative of the biased nature of Edelstein’s argument that he damns the au-
thor both for making and for not making such unique revelations. Another
warning sign of prejudice is Edelstein’s misuse of Aristotle to undermine the let-
ter’s description of Plato’s youthful political ambitions. It is extremely hard to
miss the fact that the text that Edelstein cites,“Metaphysics .,” neither says nor
“implies” anything about the young Plato’s choice of a career. Aristotle is busy
here with a summary of different philosophies of being and their intellectual
relationships; he is not writing biography.

Chronology

Dionysius I was a warlord who spent his entire life in a vain effort to expel
the Carthaginians from the western part of Sicily; to keep the native Sicel pop-
ulation of the island subservient to Syracuse; to subjugate the Peloponnesian
and Chalcidic Greek cities of the northern, eastern, and southern Sicilian sea-
boards to his imperial rule; and to extend his power into the Tyrrhenian, Ion-
ian, and Adriatic Seas. In the desperate struggles that this Dionysius precipitat-
ed in every campaigning season for thirty-eight years, aristocrats whom he had
driven from Syracuse, and the cities that cherished their liberties, tenaciously
opposed him. When Dionysius defeated the Syracusean nobility, cities that re-
sisted him courageously and well, cities that were the oldest and staunchest al-
lies of Carthage, and rebel Sicels, he did not treat gently. In  .., he ousted
the Syracusean aristocrats from Aetna, leaving the place empty until Carthage
settled it with Campanian mercenaries. Between  and , he destroyed
Naxos and Catane, and sold their citizens into slavery. In , he conquered the
barbarian city of Motya, selling its population into slavery, except for Motyan
Greeks who had helped Carthage, whom he crucified. In , he annihilated
Rhegium, in the toe of Italy. When his sieges of free cities failed, he laid their
countrysides waste, causing mass starvations that must have decimated their
populations. This is to say nothing of his punishments of insurgent Sicels.6 So,
it is misleading to assert that, at the death of Dionysius I, no cities in Sicily or
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in his wider theater of operations were depopulated. If the real Plato wrote the
Seventh Letter, he might have been thinking of Naxos, Catane, Motya, Rhegium,
and other places that were reeling from the effects of the tyrant’s tender mer-
cies. He need not have been showing an embarrassing foresight of the devasta-
tion that followed the fall of Dionysius II and the assassination of Dion. Even if
we did not know these things, Edelstein would have to explain how an “im-
pressive writer,” and a person of “great philosophic acumen,” who was working
only twelve to twenty years after Plato’s death, could have been ignorant of the
historical situation in which he was setting his forgery. As for Dion, one sus-
pects that he fancied himself an ethical but shrewd practitioner of realpolitik.
The fact that he dealt with the Carthaginians does not mean that he had no plan
ultimately to get rid of them.

Doctrines

It is doubtful that Plato’s dialogues purvey a core of his essential teachings
from which a forger of the Seventh Letter could diverge, for his central insights
are probably unspoken. However, if we grant Edelstein’s premise for the sake of
argument, his attacks on the epistle still appear to prove only that he compre-
hends neither what is said in the dialogues nor what is written by the allegedly
false Plato:

() It is true that, in the course of telling the story of the origin of Dion’s views,
the Plato of the letter calls Socrates his “aged friend” (fivlon presbuvteron)
(d–e). Edelstein wants him to confess that Socrates was more, a teacher
who taught him the doctrines that he later transmitted to Dion, rather than
claiming to be entirely self-taught. Only in this manner could the author of the
epistle testify to the “significance” that Plato’s encounter with Socrates had for
him. Edelstein thus reveals that he has no grasp of Socrates’ concept of teach-
ing, or that he fails to take it seriously. In the Theaetetus (a–c), the func-
tion that Socrates claims for himself is that of the midwife. He has no wisdom,
and teaches nothing. However, by means of his art, all whom the god may have
permitted (a]n oJ qeo;~ pareivkhi ) (d) have found themselves pregnant with
beautiful things and have brought them forth, the delivery being due to the god
and himself (oJ qeov~ te kai; ejgw; ai[tio~) (d–e; cf. Apol. a–). Accord-
ingly, Socrates would have considered even the slave boy in the Meno to be “self-
taught,” that is, at least not taught the geometric demonstration by a human
teacher. Moreover, in the Republic, Socrates declares that education consists in
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an art of “the turning around” (th`~ periagwgh`~) (d–) of the soul, and he
denies that it is a matter of putting vision (knowledge) into the soul (d).
These passages are inconsistent with Edelstein’s idea of teaching as a transmis-
sion of doctrines. Further, in calling Socrates his “friend,” the Plato of the epis-
tle might be paying him the highest honor, and alluding to the great significance
that Socrates had for him. Imagining how Dion might have reacted had Plato
not traveled to the court of Dionysius II, the author has Dion addressing him
as the one who above all is able “to exhort young men to what is good and just
and thereby to bring them always into a state of mutual friendliness and com-
radeship”(d–e). If this defines the work of a “friend,” it also describes what
Socrates did for the Plato of the letter, depicting Socratic midwifery in Dion’s
language. An incomprehension of Socratic teaching also is evident in the asser-
tion that Plato would have “initiated Dionysius into Platonism” if he had want-
ed to transform him into a philosopher-king. Once again leaving aside the ques-
tion of whether there is such a thing as “Platonism,” I should think that a Plato
who believed with Socrates that education turns souls around rather than
implanting vision in them would have tried to guide Dionysius through a turn-
ing ascent to philosophy, and that he would have stopped short of the highest
studies if the tyrant’s soul had shown itself incapable of negotiating lower stages
of the turn. Thus, it is believable that Plato never spoke to Dionysius about se-
rious things, or that he did so “only once” (a–).

() The Seventh Letter’s surprisingly temperate treatment of the Athenian
democracy might reflect implicit hints in the Republic that, for all its faults,
democracy still is the one defective regime that is usually willing to allow phi-
losophy to thrive privately (b–c; cf. Apol. e–a). Indeed, a democra-
cy might even let philosophy flourish publicly, despite the fact that a large pro-
portion of its citizen body has been provoked by a voluble philosopher. Socrates
would have been acquitted if he had happened to draw thirty more jurors who
were favorably disposed to him (Apol. a–)—this is the first and most ob-
vious sense in which his death legitimately could be attributed to bad luck—
and Plato himself lived and philosophized in the Athenian democracy unmo-
lested, which could not have occurred under the rule of the Thirty. Further, it
is not “equality” that Socrates rejects in the Republic, but “a certain equality”
(ijsovthtav tina) that democracy dispenses “to equals and unequals alike”
(c–). In the Laws, the Athenian Stranger, whose words Edelstein seems to
catch only in snatches, praises a “truest and best equality” (ajlhqestavthn kai;
ajrivsthn ijsovthta) that distributes “more to what is greater and smaller amounts
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to what is lesser,” thus giving “due measure to each according to their nature”
(b–c). This also looks like a “principle” of the Republic. There is no reason
the real Plato could not have been thinking of the “truest and best equality” in
recommending “equal laws” to the epistle’s recipients, who were likely to have
been bent on something quite different.

() Edelstein is right to quote Socrates as teaching in the Republic that it
makes no difference whether the just city that has been founded in speech ex-
ists in heaven but not on earth (b–). However, he conveniently misses what
comes just before that, Socrates’ comment that the man who has intelligence
will not partake of the politics of his fatherland “unless some divine chance co-
incidentally comes to pass” (eja;n mh; qeiva ti~ xumbhi ` tuvch) (a–). The au-
thor of the Seventh Letter reports that Dion enticed him to Syracuse by asking
how he and Plato could want opportunities better than those now presented by
“a certain divine chance” (qeivai tini; tuvchi ) (e–). Dion was arguing that
Socrates’ condition had been met. So, if Socrates spoke for Plato, it would have
been reasonable for Plato to worry that refusing Dion would make him a man
of “mere words,” that is, that it would unmask him as a big talker who boasted
bravely and nobly about what he would do if he had the opportunity but then
failed to do it when the chance came. Also, the author of the epistle speaks of
going to Syracuse to educate a ruler, not to get into politics himself. His inten-
tion thus bears at least a vague resemblance to what the Athenian Stranger does
in the Laws.

() The passage on chance cited by Edelstein (Laws a–c) does not say
that human art always overrides god and fortune, or that it never can be over-
ridden by them, but that it “accompanies” (sugcwrh`sai) (c) them, and
that it is gentler than they. The Athenian Stranger’s next speech makes it abun-
dantly clear that a happy land needs both good luck and a legislator who knows
the truth. Edelstein has misread the text again. Generally, we need to learn more
about the Platonic concept of fortune.

() Contrary to Edelstein’s claim that the Phaedrus says “nothing” about the
impossibility of verbal expression of Plato’s serious insights, Stanley Rosen ar-
gues that, in that dialogue, “philosophy, narrowly understood, is throughout a
silent vision of beings, the hyperouranian beings.”7 Rosen is right. It will also
be seen below that Edelstein’s objections to the so-called philosophical digres-
sion are invalid.
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() If this is not enough to show that Edelstein’s doctrinal debunkings of the
epistle are invalid, I would refer readers to Isnardi-Parente’s comparison of the
philosophic doctrines of the “philosophical digression” of the Seventh Letter
with the teachings of certainly Platonic dialogues. Her profound analysis is vast-
ly superior to anything offered by Edelstein or, for that matter, by anybody else.
After much reflection, Isnardi-Parente leans strongly in favor of judging the
epistle authentic.8

Plato’s Apology

In antiquity, as in modernity, Plato undoubtedly had his share of accusers. It
is right to observe that the Seventh Letter occasionally pauses to deny charges
that Greek critics lodged against the philosopher. However, we are obliged to
consider an obvious possibility: perhaps Plato was entirely innocent, and had a
right to defend himself against unjust slander. It is difficult to guess what might
have happened in Syracuse if Plato had not “meddled.” However, let us imagine
that Plato never had gone there, and never had taught Dion. Dion was the
brother of the Syracusean wife of Dionysius I and later was married to his sis-
ter’s daughter. Dionysius II was the son of the tyrant’s Locrian wife. Why
shouldn’t we assume that a clever but un-Platonic Dion would have murdered
both of the Dionysii at an opportune time, thus securing the tyranny for him-
self and his own or his sister’s progeny, or thereby plunging Syracuse into civil
war and destroying its empire a quarter century before this occurred? We also
must recall that it is not proved that Callippus and his brother had any con-
nection with the Academy or philosophy. However, let us suppose that they were
associated with the Academy.What of it? Do good teachers or good parents nev-
er have students or children who ignore their instructions?9 Finally, Edelstein
simply misrepresents Aristotle’s analysis of Callippus. At Rhetoric a,10

Aristotle is describing the state of mind in which Callippus had Dion murdered.
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The assassin had met Dion in Athens and had attached himself to a rising star,
becoming one of Dion’s field commanders. By the time Dion toppled Diony-
sius II, Callippus had conceived some grievance against him—probably that
Dion was not constructing a new tyranny in which Callippus would be the
greatest minister—and he believed it just to have his leader killed.11 Aristotle’s
remark does not even remotely imply that there were people who were “close to
the Academy” and “actually defended Callippus.”

These refutations of Edelstein do not establish that the real Plato wrote the
Seventh Letter. They merely reduce Edelstein’s “certainty” about the provenance
of the epistle to uncertainty. We should like a more substantial basis for a study
that contemplates treating the letter as a key to the interpretation of Plato.

The wisest discussion of the problem of authenticating Platonic writings is
Schleiermacher’s.12 Although Schleiermacher is aware of a difficulty in starting
with Aristotle’s attestations—who will certify that the certifier is really Aristo-
tle?—he agrees to begin with the usual assumption that the dialogues men-
tioned by Aristotle are genuine, those in the “first rank” including Phaedrus,
Protagoras, Parmenides, Theaetetus, Sophist, Statesman, Phaedo, Philebus, and
the Republic (to which I would add the Laws), and, by affinity with the Repub-
lic, Timaeus and Critias. To judge the remaining publications in the traditional
corpus, Schleiermacher does not consult other ancient catalogs, for he regards
them as unreliable. Rather, he says, each writing must authenticate itself by
passing three tests. One of the tests is not agreement of a disputed piece with
doctrines in the accepted works, for this would deny Plato a right that every-
body else has, that of changing his mind. The first test examines the writing’s
language, applying stylometrics. Schleiermacher, whose Greek is excellent,
doubts that any modern scholar knows enough Greek to render this measure
decisive. The second test is that of characteristic subject matter, which suffers
from the defect that Plato might have ventured into new areas from time to
time. The third, and surely the best, test looks to the most important charac-
teristics of Plato’s unity of form and composition. The writing must spread
charm and beauty over everything. It also must “compel the soul of the read-
er to its own conception of ideas,” either by frequent recommencements of in-
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vestigations from other perspectives that nevertheless are led back to a com-
mon middle point, by apparently capricious lines of thought, by the conceal-
ment of the greater aim under a lesser one, or by a dialectical commerce in con-
cepts.

Whether the Seventh Letter meets the first criterion is disputed.13 Everyone
can see that it satisfies the second. I believe that analysis will demonstrate that
it beautifully passes the third test, forcing souls to bounteous new conceptions
by means of fresh starts, seemingly erratic sallies, and concealments. Thus, I
think that I see Plato’s hand in it. Of course, I shall not be able to show that Pla-
to certainly composed the document. Skeptics will object that Schleiermacher’s
tests are wrong, or too subjective in their application. There is no way to obtain
stronger evidence. Accordingly, I shall end these reflections with a stipulation
and a question. I judge that the letter was probably written by Plato, but I con-
cede that it could have been produced by a first-generation disciple, probably
Speusippus, who had mastered Plato’s philosophical art.14 If the letter is not au-
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thentic, shouldn’t we assume that its highly accomplished forger knows Plato
better than we do?

In the study to which I now proceed, I shall avail myself of the convenience
of calling the author of the epistle Plato.

The Literary Character and Plan of the Letter

Let us suppose that Plato’s authorship of the Seventh Letter were attested be-
yond a shadow of a doubt by Speusippus, or Aristotle, or anyone we wished.
This still would not tell us what kind of a writing the document is. As seen in
the case of Edelstein, ignoring the nature of a Platonic publication can cause a
reader to mangle it. We need to know what the epistle is. Meditation on the let-
ter has led me to three hypotheses about its character and plan, which I shall
declare at the outset:

() It may be that, in  .., there really were men who wrote to Plato de-
manding his help with a countercoup, and that Plato actually replied to them.
It also may be that Dion’s murder inspired Plato to concoct a fiction in which
he invented his correspondents, and some or all of his anecdotes, as a pretext
for reflecting on the events in Syracuse in an open or privately circulated letter.
It does not matter which of these scenarios holds, for the crucial point is that
the epistle is a poem deftly created to achieve its author’s aims. Whether the let-
ter is a historically factual or a fictitious poem, it is the poet’s purposes that
count. What are these ends? Plato’s enemies allege that he is trying to cover up
his guilt for the Syracusean disaster. Perhaps his friends would argue that a grief-
stricken Plato is writing an elegy to his beloved Dion. Although the letter con-
tains possible traces of such motives, both of these accounts disregard what it
strives to do as a whole, that is, to make the relationships among politics, phi-
losophy, and the highest realities and truths visible in the context of a practical
effort to yoke philosophy with historically existing power. It is this intention
that requires the poiēsis. The story of Plato’s experiment, whether it is factual or
partially or entirely fictitious, must be told with great artistry if the souls of
readers are to be enabled to see the relationships in question against the back-
drop of an attempt to make power philosophic.

Given that the epistle has this character and design, one must submit to its
poetry to learn what Plato hopes to convey. As an example of submitting to po-
etry, I would urge that nobody could profit from A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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by caviling incessantly about the doubtful historicity of sprites and fairies. To
be uplifted by Shakespeare, we must get into the spirit of his play, accept the ex-
istence of Puck et al., and see to what noble heights we can be led from there.
Similarly, to be illuminated by the Seventh Letter, we must get into the spirit of
the poem, allow the epistle to be what it purports to be, cheerfully grant the ex-
istence of Plato’s correspondents and his (perhaps fallible) belief in the factual-
ity of the narrative, and try to discover to what truths all this is meant to guide
us. Then, when we come to decide whether Plato’s teaching is beneficial for us,
we shall praise or criticize not his story, which is only a mythical vehicle even if
it is factual, but its moral. In doing this, we shall be according the letter the same
treatment that we give to the Platonic dialogues.

() The plan of the Seventh Letter seems obscure, not only to classicists whose
chief interests are linguistic, but to individuals of philosophic competence too.
Thus, the epistle bewilders and frustrates its readers. For example, R. G. Bury,
the Loeb translator, contends that Plato repeatedly departs from the stated pur-
pose of his letter, “to offer ‘counsel’ to Dion’s friends,” in order to defend him-
self against Athenian accusations of misbehavior in Syracuse. Bury asserts that,
owing to this, the epistle is “somewhat confused” and “full of digressions,” hav-
ing “only one page . . . out of nearly thirty” devoted to its “professed object.”
More alarmingly, the letter has a long “philosophical digression” of which it is
“difficult to see the relevance.”15 There might be general scholarly agreement
on this point, for it is easy to find learned essays on “the philosophical digres-
sion” that treat it as if it were separable from the rest of the epistle.16 Some also
maintain that the excursus itself is muddled. One especially confident scholar
feels moved to help its poor, struggling author by striking statements that do
not make good logical sense from its text.17
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Commentators have been protesting that Plato’s plans are obscure and that
his writings meander ever since Aristotle, surely with his tongue in his cheek,
said that Plato filled the Republic up with digressions (toi`~ e[xwqen lovgoi~ pe-
plhvrwke) (Pol. b). The reason for this is obvious. As already noted in
Schleiermacher’s analysis, it is Plato’s authentic trademark to write with fre-
quent recommencements of investigations from other perspectives that never-
theless are led back to a common middle point, apparently capricious lines of
thought, concealments of the greater aim under a lesser, and a dialectical com-
merce in concepts. I think that we shall find an apparent philosophical digres-
siveness that really is purposeful in the Seventh Letter, thus disposing us to be-
lieve that Plato composed it, or to applaud the admirable forger who saw that
he had to imitate his teacher’s playfulness.

Why does Plato write this way? Some say that he does it in order to cloak his
real investigation with an adhesive skin that hides what ought to be seen from
the inattentive, and that sharpens and clears the mind of the attentive for the
inner connection. Leo Strauss and his students think that he does it in order to
communicate esoterically with the wise and to befuddle the many. In either of
these cases, there are two possible responses to the epistle’s crazy-quilt nature.
One can say: “This is confused, full of digressions from the stated purpose, ir-
relevant, and illogically stupid,” and then lay the document aside in perplexed
disappointment, or even revise its text. This might be the reaction of the philo-
sophically incompetent, whom Plato is glad to excuse from further conversa-
tion. Or, one can try to cooperate with the letter’s poetry, recognizing that its
poiēsis is calculated to compel closer attention to how the many new beginnings
are led back to a common middle point, how its apparent caprice is wholly ra-
tional, and how lesser stated aims both conceal and reveal greater ones. I shall
assume that this is the response that Plato hopes to evoke. Thus, I shall presup-
pose that the teaching of the letter has not been mastered by anyone who can-
not show how and why all its parts fit together, or by someone who cannot ex-
plain why the “philosophical digression”is fully intelligible not in itself, but only
as a part of the whole.

In this setting, submitting to the Seventh Letter’s poetry will mean starting
with, and watching closely, the plan of the writing that Plato embeds in its sur-
face, and moving from there to the real substance that he wants the attentive to
perceive. Plato supplies the superficial outline by announcing changes of sub-
ject matter. The titles and Stephanus pages of Plato’s sections may be listed as
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follows: (A) You Wrote to Me with Orders (∆Epesteivlatev moi) (d–b).
(B) The Manner of the Origin of Dion’s Opinion (dovxa) (b–b). (C)
Counsel (b–e). (D) My Return to the Court of Dionysius II, and How
It Was Most Probable and Just (wJ~ eijkovta te kai; divkaia) (e–end). Alter-
natively, the last section may be entitled (D) The Later Journey by Sea to the
Court of Dionysius II, and How It Occurred Most Probably and Harmonious-
ly (wJ~ eijkovtw~ te a{ma kai ejmmelw`~, the two Greek phrases coming from c

and e, respectively).
() How can one cooperate with the poetry of the Seventh Letter and move

from the plan just given to Plato’s real substance? I think that one does this by
obeying Jacob Klein’s injunction to “active participation.” Two examples from
Plato’s outline will suffice. Plato’s transition from the first to the second section
of his missive consists in the remark that now is an opportune time to tell the
story of the origin of Dion’s opinion. One must imagine that the rough soldiers
whom Plato addresses will wonder what this topic has to do with their demand,
and why the moment is right. Plato’s jump from the third to the fourth parts of
his letter is an invitation extended to anyone who might be interested in his sto-
ry to listen to it. Again, one can picture those combatants who have persevered
this far asking in amazement why they should be interested. “Active participa-
tion” means putting oneself in their place and mulling these problems over. Two
outcomes of such imaginative reconstruction are possible. The irascible soldiers,
and their modern academic counterparts, could exclaim in exasperation: “This
man is a doddering old windbag who can’t stick to the point!” Such individuals
would lay the letter down, and that would be the end of their serious instruction
by Plato. Others, after extending themselves beyond what they had believed to be
their capacities, could begin to see excellent reasons that Plato’s moves are the only
ones that make rational sense at those junctures. Their education by the philoso-
pher would continue. I think that those who follow the latter route will find them-
selves in absorbing conversation with Plato. This is another sense in which the
Seventh Letter is a poem. The document really is a dialogue in which Plato him-
self is the protagonist, and his capable readers are the interlocutors; the poet’s art
makes the thoughtful members of his audiences into characters in his myth.

Although I have proclaimed these hypotheses about the literary character
and plan of the letter in advance, it is not expected that they should be accept-
ed on faith. This is an affair in which the proverb holds absolutely true: the proof
of the pudding will be in the eating.
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You Wrote to Me with Orders

The epistle begins with Plato’s formulaic wish of well doing to “Dion’s house-
hold associates and companions” (Divwno~ oijkeivoi~ te kai; eJtaivroi~) (d–
). This greeting, and the letter as a whole, is not addressed to Dion’s “friends,”
as it is made to do by careless translators and commentators. Ancient Greek
household associates and companions might be “friends” in modern eyes, but
not in Plato’s estimation. The importance of this distinction will become ap-
parent in due course.

My arbitrary heading for this section of the epistle quotes the first words of
its opening sentence: “You wrote to me with orders to consider that your in-
tention (diavnoian) was the same as that which Dion had, and, moreover, you
charged me to support it, as far as I can, both by deed and word” (d–a).
Having summarized the demand made upon him, Plato answers that he will
consent if his correspondents really have the same opinion and desire (dovxan
kai; ejpiqumivan) (a) as Dion, but that, otherwise, he will have to think about
it many times. Further, he will tell the addressees what Dion’s intention and de-
sire were, not from conjecture, but from certain knowledge. When Plato was
about forty, he had made Dion’s acquaintance in Syracuse, Dion then having
been about the same age as Hipparinus (Dion’s son) now.18 Dion then had ar-
rived at a conclusion from which he never deviated, that the Syracuseans should
be free and live under the best laws. It would not be surprising if a certain one
of the gods (ti~ qew`n) (b) caused Hipparinus to adhere to the same view
now. Plato concludes this introduction by giving notice that he will relate the
manner of the origin of Dion’s opinion, a story that is worth hearing for both
young and old, because the moment is right (kairo;n) (b).
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Whether the addressees are real or fictitious, they surely must be annoyed by
this opening. They have claimed to share Dion’s intention, but Plato, with his
conditional “if,” has expressed doubt as to whether they really hold Dion’s opin-
ion and desire. He also has failed to tell them how they can persuade him, and
he has passed up an apparently perfect opportunity to do so. That is, he has giv-
en them a concise (albeit vague) formulation of Dion’s intention, and he could
have gone on to write, “Just furnish me with evidence that you agree, and then
I shall help you,” but he has neglected this courtesy. Further, they have insisted
upon his aid, but he has been rather evasive. Having hinted that a difference be-
tween their intention and Dion’s opinion would cause him to think about their
demand indefinitely, he has left the contingency hanging, and has not gotten
around to promising or refusing help here or anywhere else in the letter. Instead,
he has apparently become distracted and hazy. He has paid a pious compliment
to Hipparinus without extending it to all the household associates and com-
panions, without indicating why it is pertinent, and without explaining why it
would not be surprising if a god has blessed the young man with devotion to
freedom and the best laws. Then he has heralded the story of the genesis of
Dion’s opinion, without saying what his purpose in telling the tale is, or why it
will be valuable for young and old, or why the time for it is right. Compound-
ing this ambiguity, he has not stated what his aim in writing the epistle is. Par-
ticularly, he has not mentioned that the purpose of the letter is to give advice to
its addressees. Everyone must wonder what his intention is, if he has one.

It is obvious here that one already has come to Plato’s first digressions, and
that his real argument is beginning to vanish behind them. As I have suggested
above, Plato now wants his good readers to articulate and pursue the questions
that he dramatically raises. So, just why does Plato distrust the affirmation of
the associates and companions that they cleave to Dion’s intention? Why does
he not invite them to prove that they want freedom under the best laws? Why
does he give no definite answer to their demand? Why does he single Hippari-
nus out for the pious compliment? What thinking does this accolade reflect?
Why does he meander off into the story about the origin of Dion’s opinion?
What is his general aim?

An adequate analysis of the problems should start with what is perfectly
plain. The household associates and companions have maintained that they
share Dion’s intention and have demanded Plato’s assistance. Plato has unex-
plained doubts about their claim to adhere to Dion’s opinion and desire, but
has promised to help them by deed and word if it is true. Let it be granted that
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Plato really would be happy to render aid to his correspondents if they had
Dion’s intention. It follows that Plato would have to determine whether they do
have Dion’s opinion and desire, and that he must put off giving a definite yes or
no until this issue has been resolved. Why, then, does he not request evidence
that his addressees do share Dion’s intention?

This question will be answered with others: How should the household as-
sociates and companions demonstrate that they hold Dion’s opinion? Should
they swear oaths that they are committed to freedom and the best laws? Should
they provide affidavits that they frequently have been heard praising freedom
and the best laws in the past, and that they have served in Dion’s entourage and
fought in his army for so many years? Should they offer to sit examinations on
the natures of, and philosophic proofs about, freedom and the best laws? Let us
assume that Plato is open to the possibility that they could do all this in a man-
ner that convinced him of their sincerity and their ability to handle definitions
and syllogisms. If, nevertheless, he decides not to ask for these kinds of creden-
tials, it seems proper to deduce that he doubts that such evidence would demon-
strate that his correspondents are dedicated to Dion’s intention. There could be
three obstacles to such a judgment.

First, Plato might not admit that human beings acquire true opinions by
hearing their verbal formulations and experiencing positive feelings about
them, or by learning a few logical arguments about them and then proclaiming
their validity. One recalls that, in the Republic, Socrates urges Glaucon and
Adeimantus to give the soldiers of the just city a musical education to true opin-
ion. In doing so, they must understand that long imitation settles “into habit
and nature” (eij~ e[qh te kai; fuvsin) (d); they must strive to regulate imita-
tion and thus to inculcate “beautiful habit in the soul” (thi  ̀yuchi ` kala; h[qh)
(d–). If Plato agrees with Socrates on this point, he might be worried that
people who entertain opinions by virtue of emotional agreement with a speech
or facile manipulation of logical terms have not genuinely appropriated them.
A peek ahead in the letter seems to confirm that Plato has some such concern.
One finds that he disapproves of certain pests in Syracuse who are “stuffed with
some things heard incidentally from philosophy” (parakousmavtwn tinw`n
e[mmestoi tw`n kata; filosofivan) (d–). He also fears that Dionysius II
might be “stuffed with things heard incidentally” (toi`~ tw`n parakousmavtwn
mestoi`~) (b). It appears that, in the pathological state envisaged, people
have filled their heads with phrases caught from here and there, and repeat them
without having any real grounding for them in their souls, such as might be
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found, perhaps, in long habituation. In this diseased condition, they do not hold
the opinions that they fervently mouth, or have an inner attachment to the re-
alities behind their words, any more than talking parrots do, no matter how sin-
cere or logically skillful they are. The hypothesis that Plato insists upon habit-
uation to true opinion seems to be supported further by his expression of the
negative concern that no one could become wise (frovnimo~) (c) by prac-
ticing the hedonistic Italian-Sicilian way of life “from youth” (ejk nevou) (c).
Thus, Plato might doubt that Dion’s associates really adhere to Dion’s opinion
and desire because he wonders whether their convictions about freedom and
the best laws are rooted in passion and the intellectual pretensions of logicians
or in solid habit. Plato’s correspondents might be only “stuffed.”

Second, in giving his correspondents a capsule statement of Dion’s intention
and desire, Plato has included the observation that Dion held his views un-
changingly. This suggests that Plato looks upon sharing in an intention not only
as a matter of acquiring an opinion by habituation, but also as one in which
strength of character stabilizes the soul’s commitment to the corresponding de-
sire. This account would recall that, in the Republic, Socrates believes that Glau-
con and Adeimantus resist the sophistic view of justice because he trusts their
characters (b–). It also would be reminiscent of Socrates’ great fear in the
Republic that the guardians might lose the opinion that they always should do
what is best for the city, and of his plan for tests of the guardians’ ability to re-
main steadfast against forgetting, argument, pain, and pleasure (e–a). An-
other glance ahead in the epistle appears to verify that Plato has something like
this in mind. Plato reports that, when he was debating with himself the question
of whether he should undertake his first visit to the court of Dionysius II, he was
anxious about the volatility of the desires of the young. If desires depend upon
opinions, this implies that he also was worried about the fluidity of youthful
opinions. His decision to go to Syracuse hinged upon his knowledge that the na-
ture of Dion’s soul was stable, Dion now being sufficiently measured (metrivw~)
(b–). However, the souls of Plato’s addressees might not be stable.

Third, in declaring that it would not be surprising if a god has caused Hip-
parinus to adopt his father’s opinion, Plato might be disguising the most im-
portant point as a chance, offhanded remark. That is, he might be indicating
that divine intervention is a prerequisite for receiving the habituation that
makes an inner attachment to the opined realities of true opinion possible, for
possessing the strength of character needed to have a stable matching desire,
and perhaps also for being able to envisage and believe the truth.
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As in the previous two cases, this interpretation would be reminiscent of
statements in the Republic. There, Socrates ponders the chances of educating
the young to virtue in the face of the corrupting pressure exerted on them by
the many. He comments:

[A] character receiving an education contrary to theirs does not, has not, and
will not become differently disposed toward virtue, a human character that is,
my comrade; for the divine, according to the proverb, let’s make an exception
to the argument. You should be well aware that, if anything should be saved
and become such as it ought to be in regimes in this kind of condition, it won’t
be bad if you say that a god’s dispensation (qeou` moi`ran) saved it. (e–
a)

Also, Socrates trusts the natures and characters of Glaucon and Adeimantus be-
cause they seem to be “affected by the divine” (qei`on pepovnqate) (a–).

Another look ahead in the letter finds Plato frequently making remarks that
echo this Socratic view of the chances for right education, and of the prospects
for extending its truth into right order. For example: () Repeating his praise of
the right philosophy that he had made years earlier, Plato contends that there
will be no end of evil until philosophy and power are joined through some dis-
pensation of a god (e[k tino~ moivra~ qeiva~) (b), thus quoting the phrase
of Republic a– almost verbatim, and conflating it with the call for the
philosopher-king of Republic c–e. () Dion thought that perhaps Diony-
sius II could be converted to his intention with the assistance of the gods (xul-
lambanovntwn qew`n) (c), and Plato counts this as one of Dion’s “right in-
tentions” (d). () Even small measures of right opinion are bestowed by a
certain divine fortune (qeiva ti~ tuvch) (e). () Dion’s friends now must car-
ry out his and Plato’s policy with the help of a divine dispensation and fortune
(moivrai kai; qeivai tini; tuvchi ) (e). () The alternative to being stuffed with
some things heard incidentally from philosophy is to be “really philosophic, be-
ing familiar with and worthy of the matter by divine agency” (o[ntw~ hi \ filovso-
fo~ oijkei`ov~ te kai; a[xio~ tou` pravgmato~ qei`o~ w[n) (c–). All this argues
for the inferences that Plato attributes his philosophic character to divine dis-
pensation, and that Dion had to thank the same divine agency for the true opin-
ion that he had. If Dion had the god’s favor, it might be reasonable to suppose
that his son Hipparinus also is loved by the god. Then, one could expect him to
have received from the god Dion’s habituation to true opinion, his strong char-
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acter, and his ability to envisage and believe truth. However, Plato has no
grounds for assuming that his addressees are similarly graced.

One is inclined to think that Plato singles Hipparinus out for the pious com-
pliment because he wants to signal the lad that he alone is likely to share Dion’s
intention, and that he alone is likely to grasp the argument of the letter. One
also supposes that Plato jumps to the story of the origin of Dion’s opinion be-
cause he hopes to ascertain whether the youth meets these expectations. Dion’s
household associates and companions probably will discard the epistle in dis-
gust and storm out to their wars. If Hipparinus is divinely favored, he will pick
it up, study it privately, become captivated by the account of the origin of his
father’s opinion because he recognizes his own experience in it, and reply to Pla-
to with a thoughtful reflection on how he acquired his own views, and how that
process has formed his soul. This will be evidence that he shares in Dion’s opin-
ion and desire. Plato will help him, but not the other correspondents, if he sees
such signs. Now is the opportune moment for Plato to tell the tale of the rise of
Dion’s opinion because his need to administer this test is immediate.

We may conclude that the opening of the Seventh Letter is not rambling and
vague, as it appears, but concise and clear to the thoughtful. It suggests to the
household associates and companions that sharing Dion’s intention is a matter
not of emotional or logical affirmation, but of arriving at his opinion and de-
sire in the appropriate manner. It then implies a conditional offer to the possi-
bly favored Hipparinus. The proposal will be veiled in order to avoid exposing
Hipparinus to the risk of suffering Dion’s fate.19

The Manner of the Origin of Dion’s Opinion

Plato promises to narrate this story from the beginning. He relates that, as a
youth, he had planned to go into politics. When the Thirty Tyrants seized pow-
er, some of them were his relatives. They invited Plato to join them. Plato ex-
pected the Thirty to lead the city out of its unjust way of life into a just way (e[k
tino~ ajdivkou bivou ejpi; divkaion trovpon) (d–). However, they were worse
than their predecessors. Plato saw how they treated his “man-friend” (fivlon
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a[ndra) (d–e), Socrates, the most just of men then living, when they at-
tempted to force him to do an unholy deed. Plato therefore withdrew from pub-
lic affairs. When the Thirty were overthrown, he felt the desire to get into poli-
tics again, but less strongly than before. The democrats committed atrocities
too, but they were relatively moderate. Yet, by some chance (kata; dev tina
tuvchn) (b–), certain democrats executed Plato’s companion (eJtai`ron)
(b), Socrates, on an unholy charge of impiety that he, of all men, least de-
served. Upon reflection, Plato concluded that it is difficult to manage the affairs
of cities rightly, and impossible to act politically without men who are friends
and trustworthy companions (a[neu fivlwn ajndrẁn kai; eJtaivrwn pistẁn) (d).
Such individuals were not available. The prospects for finding new ones were
bleak, for Athens no longer was governed according to the customs and prac-
tices of the city’s fathers, and everything was being corrupted. Although Plato
had been eager to participate in public affairs, and although he had continued
to think about how things could be improved, looking for an opportunity to
act, he eventually realized that all cities were badly governed and almost incur-
able without a prodigious preparation mixed with some fortune (tino;~ meta;
tuvch~) (a). So, he was compelled to declare (levgein te hjnagkavsqhn) when
praising the right philosophy (th;n ojrqh;n filosofivan) (a–) that by it one
is enabled to discern (katidei`n) (a) all forms of justice both political and
private, and that there will be no end of evils in human affairs until right and
true philosophers acquire power, or until rulers of cities become real phi-
losophers through some divine dispensation (e[k tino~ moivra~ qeiva~) (b).

Although this exposition of the rise of Dion’s opinion has only begun, Plato
already has said enough to raise questions in the minds of his addressees. Why
does Plato discuss his youthful wish to go into politics, and his abandonment
of that desire in reaction to the evils of Athens, in an account of the manner of
the origin of Dion’s opinion? If, as Dion’s household associates and compan-
ions are likely to imagine, he is recounting the rise of his doctrine of justice, and
if he insists on telling the story of how he came by that theory and later trans-
mitted it to Dion, should he not credit Socrates with being the source of his
view? Then why does he call Socrates his “man-friend” and “companion” rather
than his teacher? Why does he not talk about the logical arguments that Socrates
made to him? Why, instead, does he tell the irrelevant tales of his reactions to
the “unholy” ways in which Socrates, the most just and pious man then living,
was treated by the Thirty Tyrants and the democrats? Why does he drop the ap-
parently irrelevant remark that the execution of Socrates occurred by “some
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chance”? Why does he make his own participation in politics and the possibil-
ity of effective political action dependent upon having “men who are friends
and trustworthy companions”? What does it mean for his correspondents that
he merely has called them Dion’s “associates” and “companions,” adding that
man-friends and trustworthy companions are hard to find in the poorly gov-
erned cities that are ubiquitous? Why does he say that the incurability of cities
compels the conclusions that the right philosophy enables one to perceive all
kinds of justice political and private, and that right philosopher-rulers are need-
ed to end evil? What are the right philosophy and the right philosopher? Are
Dion’s associates right philosophers?

My surmise is that Plato probably expects most of these questions from those
of his correspondents who are clever but not very philosophic.20 He probably
also hopes that a thoughtful Hipparinus, upon hearing his father’s associates
and companions raise these sorts of questions, will judge that several of them
are misconceived.

Hipparinus should notice first that the questions as initially formulated are
premised on a correct inkling. Clearly, Plato discusses his early political experi-
ences and his reactions to them because they are the paradigm for the rise of
Dion’s opinion. However, it also should be obvious to Hipparinus that Plato
concentrates solely on these experiences and responses. The text has nothing to
do with the genesis of a theory of justice that was created by Socrates, taught to
Plato, and handed on to Dion. Next, Hipparinus should recognize that, if Pla-
to does not connect the mode of the origin of Dion’s opinion with the inven-
tion and transmission of a doctrine of justice, the reason for this omission sure-
ly is that Dion’s opinion did not arise that way.21

Having made this much progress, Hipparinus should ask how his father’s
comrades could have fallen into the error that I have woven into their questions.
This might help him to see what Plato is really doing. In my reconstruction, the
associates have perceived correctly that Plato opens his treatment of the origin
of Dion’s opinion with a recollection not simply of his youthful political expe-
riences, but also of his early yearnings for justice and his disappointments over
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extremely grave injustices. Then, however, they have jumped to three closely re-
lated, but still analytically distinct, misunderstandings:

() In proposing his youthful political experiences as the model for the rise
of Dion’s opinion, Plato wants Hipparinus to comprehend that he had an ear-
ly desire for justice, and that he reacted justly to Athenian injustices. However,
Dion’s companions probably are stuffed with things heard incidentally from
philosophy. Therefore, they probably will move from Plato’s words to the in-
ference that his justice consists in adherence to a propositional theory. But Pla-
to never says this. If Plato agrees with the Socrates of the Republic, as he might
well do at this elementary level of analysis, his justice is an ordering of the city
and the soul, not an embrace of an ethical creed that dictates actions.

() In relating his youthful craving for justice to the origin of Dion’s opinion,
Plato probably gives Dion’s associates the idea that he means to say how he him-
self became just, that is, how he learned his doctrine of justice. However, Plato
already wants justice at the beginning of his story. He does not tell how he came
to do so. On the grounds of the reasoning above, one suspects that, if Plato were
to say how this happened, he would discuss how his soul and character were
formed. Here, he would not report that he was convinced of a moral code by
Socrates’ preaching or logic, which would be the same as to confess that Socrates
had stuffed him. Rather, he probably would attribute the ordering of his soul to
a divinely fortuitous long habituation, a divinely bequeathed firm character,
and a divinely inspired ability to opine the truth (cf. Meno c–b). If asked
about the actual role of Socrates in his education, he probably would say that,
when he already was pregnant with his longing for justice, Socrates helped to
deliver him of his own just deeds and philosophic insights into justice. This is
not to claim that Socrates offered Plato no moral and philosophic arguments.
However, it is to suggest that Plato’s education by Socrates depended upon
Plato’s already present disposition to resonate with Socrates’ reasoning.

() Seeing that Plato introduces his concern for justice into his account of the
rise of Dion’s view, and leaping from this observation to the conclusion that Pla-
to is discussing the origin of an opinion about justice, the household associates
and companions forget that what is really being considered is the genesis of
Dion’s intention and opinion that Syracuse should be free and governed by the
best laws. Accordingly, they fail to notice that Plato is actually analyzing the in-
dispensable steps between his juvenile political ambitions and the framing of
Dion’s policy, and they mistake what Plato says for a totally irrelevant and se-
nile wandering, which it certainly would be if what he intended was a history
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of ideas. In the real argument of Plato’s text, the formulation of Dion’s inten-
tion had to be preceded by three events: Plato’s career had to begin as the per-
haps somewhat inchoate yearning of a young soul for justice, and as the resis-
tance of that soul to existing injustice. Next, Plato had to see that political action
is impossible without men who are friends and trustworthy companions. Then
he had to praise the right philosophy by declaring that it enables one to discern
all forms of justice political and private, and that there will be no end of evil in
human affairs until philosophy and power are joined.

Were a thoughtful Hipparinus to restate the questions that Plato wants asked
at this juncture, he would begin by inquiring whether his father, and he him-
self, embarked upon their political careers with a virtually innate longing for
justice in their souls, coupled with spiritual revulsion against the injustices of
the Syracusean regimes under which they lived. This already would suffice to
open Hipparinus to the much deeper wonder that Plato wishes to instill in him,
prepare him for new discoveries, and enhance the prospects that Plato will come
to his aid.

Hipparinus should conceive his more profound wonder when he attends to
the still untreated questions on the original list, and when he adds a new one to
them. The first of the remaining queries is this: why, of all things, does Plato
choose to apply the term “man-friend” to Socrates? The new puzzle pertains to
the argument just completed: why were Plato’s deductions about friends, the
discernment of the types of justice, and the need for philosopher-rulers the in-
dispensable steps between his youthful desires and the framing of Dion’s in-
tention?

The phrases “man-friend” and “men who are friends and trustworthy com-
panions” conjure up images of the hetaireiai, that is, the friendship, comrade-
ship, and political action clubs that Athenian men often formed.22 Plato implies
that he, Socrates, and perhaps a few others were united in the fellowship of such
an alliance. The outrages perpetrated against Socrates caused Plato to think that
cities could not be governed well without hetaireiai. This deduction looks crass.
It seems to be the hackneyed idea that a successful politician needs a power base
or a party, a truism that is beneath Plato’s dignity to utter. However, this is a vul-
gar exegesis that misunderstands the nature of the hetaireiai that Plato envisages.

Plato’s actual argument appears to be this: The evils done to Socrates were
products of the injustice that prevailed in Athens. The only remedy for such
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rampant injustice is to cultivate as much goodness in a society as one can (cf.
Gorg. e–a). This involves finding the young people who are divinely in-
clined to justice and delivering them of the beautiful virtue, true opinion, and
philosophy with which they are pregnant. Genuine, as distinguished from false,
hetaireiai are the mechanisms for this, the only authentic political activity (cf.
Gorg. d–e). The true friendship group is led by a real friend. Socrates is the
only person whom Plato is willing to call his man-friend; he pointedly refrains
from bestowing this title on Dion’s associates. In genuine friendship, as opposed
to the merely nominal friendships that most people contract, it is the work of
the older friend “to exhort young men to what is good and just and thereby to
bring them always into a state of mutual friendliness and comradeship”(d–
e). Without the true friend, and without this leader’s action upon the beauti-
fully pregnant young that makes them into friends, justice is not likely to em-
anate from any group into the political order. Thus, effective politics is impos-
sible without men who are friends and trustworthy companions.

Plato’s discovery of this political truth was probably necessary to the rise of
Dion’s opinion because it drove Plato around the world in search of a virtuous
youth, and landed him in Syracuse, where he met Dion, struck up a true friend-
ship with him, and delivered the lad of his just deeds and right intentions with
the help of the god. One of the things that Dion seems to have understood is
that politics must be conducted by means of genuine hetaireiai. Dion knew that
he needed Plato to lead the young to goodness and friendship. Dion lured Pla-
to to Syracuse with the promise that he could found a real friendship group
there, arguing that Plato could convert not only Dionysius II, but also Dion’s
nephews (his sister’s sons, the half brothers of Dionysius II) and all Dion’s
house, a claim that Plato doubted but was willing to test (a–b).

Dion’s household associates and companions do not appear to have much
chance of repeating Dion’s successful wooing of Plato. They are unlikely to un-
derstand the nature of true hetaireiai. Plato has quietly given them their answer.

It is likely that Plato’s praise of the “right philosophy” was the final require-
ment for the framing of Dion’s intention for these reasons: It is one thing to
have an innate, noble, ardent desire for justice. It is quite another thing to know
what justice is essentially, and what it is practically in each of the millions of
pragmatic cases that present themselves for judgments and policy decisions, es-
pecially when those situations have been tangled by the well-nigh incurable ill-
nesses of cities. Perhaps someone will ask how a person could want something
without knowing perfectly well what it is. The answer is that, though such be-
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havior is mysterious, it is found everywhere in human life, from the hungry in-
fants who have no rational knowledge of food to the children and adults who
crave love to the mystics who long for God. At any rate, Dion’s youthful yearn-
ing for justice and his membership in the genuine friendship group could not
have eventuated in his intention to seek freedom and the best laws if he had had
no way to ascertain what were the best laws, both generally and for Syracuse.
Plato’s praise of the right philosophy as the means to knowing all the forms of
justice and his call for a philosopher-ruler were necessary to Dion’s solution of
this problem.

Well, then, what is the right philosophy? This term troubles us because it
sounds like an invitation to dogmatomachy. We hear it and immediately pic-
ture whole armies of fanatics rampaging through their lands, proclaiming their
doctrines as true and slaughtering enemies who laud their contrary teachings
as the sole verities. There is no denying that this has been the modern experi-
ence of people who claim to be right. However, our projection of this experi-
ence back onto Plato is anachronistic. Given the manner in which Plato has
praised it, the right philosophy could not possibly be a compendium of true
doctrines. It is something that exists prior to the knowledge of any verities. It is
something that resides in the soul, by virtue of which one can discern all kinds
of public and private justice, when the needs for such insight arise. Perhaps, to
rid ourselves of the connotations of dogmatic war, we should call it not the right
philosophy but the right love of wisdom. We should think of it not as a body of
true propositions but as a love that enables us to render a Solomon’s verdicts,
or to decide on the best laws for a Syracuse in extremely difficult times. Al-
though we cannot say much more about it yet, we probably can distinguish a
right love of wisdom from a wrong one by the real commitments of the former
to justice and of the latter to illicit advantage. The right philosopher resembles
Socrates, the most just man. One doubts that Dion’s associates had teachers
with Socrates’ qualities, or that they had his virtues themselves, although they
almost certainly believed themselves wise.

We still must consider Plato’s attribution of the fate of Socrates to chance.
What does this mean, and why is it relevant to the discussion? This is as good a
place as any to ponder the Platonic concept of fortune. In the Laws, the Athen-
ian Stranger remarks to Kleinias that “I was about to say that no human being
ever legislates anything, but that chances and accidents of every sort, occurring
in all kinds of ways, legislate everything for us.” The chance events to which the
Stranger points are wars, poverty, diseases, weather, and the like. The Stranger
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continues by observing: “But it seems equally good to speak about these same
affairs in the following way . . . to the effect that in all things god—and togeth-
er with god, chance and opportunity—pilots all the human things. One must,
indeed, concede that these are accompanied by yet a third thing, a gentler thing:
art” (a–c).

From this, it appears that the Stranger cannot decide between two opposite
ways of explaining the ultimate causes of human destinies. It is “equally good”
to say that chance determines everything and that god, fortune, and art pilot
everything. However, it is not clear to what extent the Stranger conceives of the
two accounts as opposites, or of “chance” and “god” as different origins of hu-
man acts and outcomes. We soon hear him declaring that, if things have worked
out happily by “some chance” (tina tuvchn) (c), this has been wrought by
“the god” (twi ` qewi `)(d), so that good fortune, at least, becomes synony-
mous with divine guidance. Then, bad luck could owe to spirits too. Thus, the
Stranger might think the two explanations equally good because the relation-
ships among what strikes us as randomness, a benevolent providence, and an
avenging or malevolent demonic interference are mysterious. It would require
a serious analysis of the Laws to learn more about what the Stranger means, and
whether his comments here represent a provisional or final position.

Whatever such a study of the Laws might show, we discover Plato speaking
in the Seventh Letter only in the second of the equally good ways, and also ad-
hering to Socrates’ pious formula in the Republic: “Then the good is not the
cause of everything; rather it is the cause of the things that are in a good way,
while it is not responsible for the bad things. . . . Then . . . the god, since he’s
good, wouldn’t be the cause of everything, as the many say, but the cause of a
few things for human beings and not responsible for most. For . . . of the good
things no one else must be said to be the cause; of the bad things, some other
causes must be sought and not the god” (b–c). It would not be surpris-
ing if the Athenian Stranger’s statements turned out to be rigorous efforts to
obey this rule. In any case, the Plato of the Seventh Letter has attributed posses-
sion of even the smallest measures of right opinion, conversion to Dion’s in-
tention, philosophy, any future success in carrying out Dion’s policy, and the
much desired joining of philosophy with power—all good things—to divine
agency. Soon, he will confess that his unwitting participation in the preparation
of Dion for his eventual overthrow of the tyranny of Dionysius II—another
good thing—took place “possibly by chance” (i[sw~ . . . kata; tuvchn) (e),
though it “seems likely” (e[oike) (e) that “one of the ruling powers” (tini;
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tw`n kreittovnwn ajrch;n) (e) was contriving it. He ascribes Socrates’ execu-
tion, the failure of Dionysius II to respond to his instruction, and the defeat of
Dion—all evil things—to “some chance” (b–), a daimōn who works
through lawlessness, godlessness, and ignorance (b–), and “some chance
mightier than human beings” (d). Philosophy serves as the human art in
this reflection. Thus, the deeper, less obvious meaning of Plato’s attribution of
Socrates’ execution to “some chance” is that Plato wants this impious action to
be assigned to the correct category of ultimate causality, in order to avoid scan-
dalous blasphemy. This solicitude to keep remote efficient causes straight is rel-
evant to the origin of Dion’s intention because Plato already wishes to begin
warning Hipparinus that, though he must become like the most just man to re-
alize his father’s plans, this step will not be sufficient to ensure his victory. The
just face almost insuperable odds in the struggle against the ultimate causes of
evil, be they symbolized as absurd randomness or malevolent demonic will.

Plato’s narrative now can be resumed. Plato had reached his conclusions
about the need for friends and philosopher-kings before going to Italy. Upon
arriving there, he was distressed by the hedonism of the populace. No one could
become wise or temperate or generally virtuous by living like that. No city could
remain stable under laws of any kind if its citizens did nothing but spend, drink,
feast, and indulge in sexual intercourse. In such cities, there would be endless
transitions from tyranny to oligarchy to democracy, and their rulers would be
unable to hear any talk of just government with equal laws. With these convic-
tions, Plato continued on to Syracuse. Chance, or more likely a ruling power,
was contriving the events that would follow. The higher power would cause
similar incidents unless the addressees heeded the counsel that Plato “now”
(nu`n) (e) offers for the second time. Plato plainly regards Dion’s household
associates as thugs, and is warning them that they will suffer the same fate as the
deposed tyrant unless they change their ways.

This is Plato’s first explicit mention of advice, and his correspondents, along
with modern exegetes, must wonder when he dispensed the counsel for the first
time. Readers also must wonder where the renewed advice is, for Plato seem-
ingly does not offer it “now,” but proceeds with his story of the rise of Dion’s
view. Bury says that the first occasion on which the advice was given was that of
Plato’s meeting with Dion at Olympia (cf. b ff ).23 However, the apparent
failure of the second dispensing to materialize “now” suggests that both are hid-
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den in our text. I think that the first dispensing stretches from the introduction
to here, and that it consists in the implicit argument that no one can share in
Dion’s opinion without having enjoyed a divinely bequeathed right habitua-
tion, noble nature, and capacity to believe the truth, and without having acqui-
esced in Plato’s discoveries about genuine hetaireiai and philosophy—advice
from which only Hipparinus might be able to profit. I suppose that the second
dispensing extends from here to c in the section on counsel, and that it con-
sists in the encouragement of Hipparinus to imitate another aspect of the rise
of his father’s intention. So, we must return to Plato’s tale again.

Plato indicates that he will explain what he means by saying that his arrival
in Sicily was the source of everything (good) that followed. In Syracuse, Plato
associated with Dion, instructing him with words (or arguments [dia ;lovgwn])
(a) in what was best for mankind and urging him to realize it in action.
Thus, he unwittingly was preparing the overthrow of the tyranny, for Dion was
good at learning (eujmaqh;~) (a), and responded to Plato’s teaching more
keenly than any other youth Plato had met. Dion vowed to live differently from
the majority, honoring virtue more than pleasure. He was scorned for this de-
cision until the death of Dionysius I, but hoped not to remain alone in his in-
tention, which he had acquired through right words (or arguments [uJpo; tw`n
ojrqw`n lovgwn]) (c). After the demise of Dionysius I, he thought that, per-
haps with the gods’ help (a]n xullambanovntwn qew`n) (c), Dionysius II
could be converted, thus bringing great happiness to the land. So, Dion per-
suaded Dionysius to summon Plato to Syracuse. Dion also begged Plato to
come. He pointed out that Socrates’ required stroke of divine good fortune had
occurred. He spoke of the magnitude of the empire of Syracuse, and of his own
power in that realm. He vouched for the desire of the younger Dionysius for
philosophy and education, and offered his own nephews as additional members
of a new friendship group. He reasoned, in effect, that the time to try the ex-
periment of the philosopher-king was now or never (a–b). Plato had his
doubts about the young people, but judged Dion’s nature stable. He eventually
persuaded himself that he should not pass up what could be a real opportuni-
ty to join philosophy with power, because he did not desire to seem to himself
to be “word alone” (lovgo~ movnon) (c). He also did not wish to be accused
of cowardice and false friendship, for Dion was in danger,24 or of abandoning
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philosophy. Therefore, he acceded to Dion’s request, clearing himself of guilt
before Zeus Xenios and from reproach on the part of philosophy.

Here it is appropriate to interrupt Plato’s narrative again, to ask why this his-
tory is rehearsed when counsel has been promised. Our already suggested reply
is that the history is the advice, or at least the first part of it. Assuming that Hip-
parinus has passed all of the tests mentioned so far, that is, that he has received
the divine favors of an innate yearning for justice, a strong character, and abil-
ity to believe the truth, he still is not ripe for Plato’s political help. Now he needs
to be good at learning, and to be inducted into a friendship group headed by
Plato. Apparently he should volunteer to study in Athens, where he can enjoy
Plato’s oral instruction and learn from right arguments.

One is curious as to the nature of Plato’s verbal teaching and “right argu-
ments.” Is my analysis now fatally contradicted, insofar as Plato has admitted to
having educated Dion with doctrines? By no means. If we want a model of the
instruction that Plato gave to Dion, we surely are obliged to examine Socrates’
teaching of Glaucon in the Republic. There, Socrates does not hand Glaucon a
list of syllogisms and dogmas to memorize. Rather, he guides him through all
kinds of inadequate refutations and demonstrations, noble lies, myths, digres-
sions, allegories, vague allusions, hints, and, perhaps, one or two vague stabs at
a dialectical science that goes as far as human reason can push it. One infers that
Socrates presents Glaucon with “right arguments” not in the sense of episte-
mologically certain proofs but in the sense of types of persuasion that maintain
only a certain standard of rigor and that mainly are right for Glaucon. If Plato
did the same for Dion, and if he now proposes to repeat the process with Hip-
parinus, he needs to get to know Hipparinus personally and tailor his teaching
to the particular soul. This would explain why he does not simply jot the right
arguments down and put them in the mail to Hipparinus, and publish them for
everybody else.

Plato’s report of his agonizing over Dion’s plea can be interpreted as an apolo-
getic digression. However, it also appears to be a logical next point of the coun-
sel that Plato is giving to Hipparinus. At this juncture, it should occur to Hip-
parinus to pose a question: Suppose he agrees to visit Athens, submit to the right
arguments, and live virtuously. To what political benefits would this lead? By
combining the stories of his education of Dion and his decision to return to
Syracuse, Plato indicates the gravity of this topic, and gives his answer.

With regard to the importance of the subject, Hipparinus should grasp that,
though Plato’s association with the young Dion owed much to the good fortune
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that the gods had created a Dion, it also resulted from Plato’s art, and from a
massive expenditure of Plato’s resources. Itinerant philosophers do not meet
young brothers-in-law of all-powerful tyrants by accident. Plato must have been
traveling in Italy and Sicily not only to chat with his friend Archytas, but also
for the express purpose of looking for someone like Dion, that is, a promising
youth who was close to the throne of a tyranny, and a possible successor to that
throne. Why should Plato have been doing that? Because he had decided that
there could be no end of evil unless philosophy and power were joined, because
he wanted a chance to act by effecting such a union, and because he probably
had already reached the Athenian Stranger’s conclusion about that for which a
lawgiver would wish:“Give me a tyrannized city . . . let the tyrant be young, pos-
sessed of an able memory, a good learner, courageous, and magnificent by na-
ture” (Laws e–). The question of the payoff that Hipparinus could expect
from study at the Academy is of paramount importance for Plato because it in-
volves nothing less than his last possible opportunity to educate a philosopher-
king. One step in the origin of Dion’s opinion certainly was that Dion, persuaded
by Plato’s urging to realize what was best for mankind in action, promised to
try to become a philosopher-king himself, or to be the means to putting another
in place. Plato is telling Hipparinus that he must commit himself to this goal
too. Then Plato will help with a countercoup. An unspoken implication is that
the project almost certainly will require Hipparinus to let himself and Syracuse
be ruled by a regent while he is being led up to philosophy, but his eventual pow-
er will be the better secured for the wait. As Dion understood, the ultimate ben-
efit will be the establishment of the happy and true life without massacres
(d–).

To continue now with the tale, when Plato arrived in Syracuse, Dionysius II
was ill-disposed toward Dion, whom he suspected of plotting against the tyran-
ny. Soon Dion was exiled. His friends, including Plato, feared for their lives.
However, Dionysius liked having Plato around for the sake of appearances and
forced him to stay. The tyrant wanted Plato to praise him more highly than
Dion, and he hoped to supplant Dion as Plato’s friend. He could not be grati-
fied because he avoided the requisite means to this end: hearing Plato’s argu-
ments. Finally, Plato went away. This concludes the second section of the letter.

Here, it appears that Plato has digressed again. The topic of the story seems
to have shifted from the manner of the origin of Dion’s opinion to the nature
of Plato’s relationship with Dionysius II. However, this excursus provides a fi-
nal piece of advice for Hipparinus relative to the rise of Dion’s view. If Hippar-
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inus, like the tyrant, and unlike Dion, declines to hear Plato’s arguments, he can-
not be Plato’s friend.

Counsel

Plato asserts that he will explain later, for the benefit of those who ask, why
he visited Dionysius II a second time, and how this was most probable and just
(wJ~ eijkovta te kai; divkaia) (c). First, though, he must give the addressees
advice, which he envisages himself as doing over seven Stephanus pages, not just
the one that Bury credits to him. Plato states that he is deferring the topic of
his return to the tyrant’s court and dispensing the counsel now to avoid mak-
ing the secondary primary. Bury takes this to mean that giving advice to Dion’s
“friends” is the ostensible purpose of the epistle.25 However, Plato does not say
this. He forces readers to wonder in what sense the new counsel is primary, in
what sense the explanation of the later voyage is secondary, and why he an-
nounces the secondary material here rather than in its proper place. One sus-
pects that the rationalization of the return is mentioned here but then post-
poned because it ranks first in the order of importance but only second in the
order of exposition. One also hopes to learn why Plato goes into the advice and
the second visit to Dionysius II at all.

It seems that this section of the epistle has a preface followed by three sub-
sections. The preface treats the practice of giving counsel. The first subsection
presents the same advice to the addressees as Plato and Dion offered to Diony-
sius II. The middle subsection surprisingly jumps to the tragic end of Dion’s
history. The third subsection offers what Plato calls the third repetition of the
same teaching.

Plato opens the preface by asking whether a doctor whose patient is living in
an unhealthful manner should try to change the man’s life, counseling him only
if he agrees to reform. A manly doctor, Plato says, should advise only the patient
who will heed him, and abandon one who will not. In the same fashion, a per-
son possessing reason will give advice to a well-ordered city that requests it, but
not to a disordered city that warns the adviser not to disturb the regime on pain
of death, or that wishes only to learn how to gratify its illicit desires.

Having said this, Plato immediately reexamines advising and changes his ar-
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gument subtly but profoundly. He himself would counsel someone who re-
quested it if the person were living well and would obey, but he would not as-
sist or compel anyone, not even his own son, who was living badly and who
would not listen. He would compel a slave, but not a father or a mother. This is
the attitude that the sensible man should have toward his city. If the city is ill-
governed, he should speak, but not if this will prove useless or cause his death.
He also should refrain from revolutionary violence against his city and content
himself with prayer whenever it is impossible to establish the best without ban-
ishing and slaughtering men. Plainly, these are not quite the same rules laid
down just above. There, Plato did not ask whether a doctor should force cures
upon his son, a slave, or his parents; he did not jump from the example of med-
icine to the dangerous subject of revolution; and he explicitly forbade speaking
to disordered cities, especially when the adviser is warned to be silent or die.
Now he demands the advising of bad cities except when this is useless or mor-
tally dangerous. He also silently encourages revolution under certain condi-
tions.

As usual, Plato has proved puzzling. One wonders why he discusses who
should and should not be advised when he already has proclaimed his inten-
tion to counsel the addressees. Also, one should like to know why Plato speaks
twice about advising individuals and cities, contradicting himself by recom-
mending both quietism and its contraries.

It appears that these perplexities must be explained as follows: Plato has not
decided to counsel all of his correspondents. Dion’s household associates and
companions will read the advice that Plato ostensibly gives them, but they will
surely disregard it. Hence, Plato is actually indicating that he is putting these
ruffians off with a merely cursory reply, and otherwise not speaking to them at
all (cf. b–). The person to whom he really offers further tacit guidance is
the only one who might obey. Once again, an astute Hipparinus should look for
the greater purpose that Plato conceals under the lesser.

This does not explain why Plato repeats the parallels between advising indi-
viduals and cities, changing his position before our eyes. To fathom this, one
must imagine that, by now, Hipparinus should be asking another question: Sup-
pose that he agrees to come to Athens and hear philosophic arguments. Sup-
pose that he even consents to invest thirty years of study in his preparation for
philosopher-kingship, allowing Speusippus to act as his regent during that pe-
riod. Does Plato not understand that he has immediate problems that are not
solved by that advice? He has Callippus on his hands. He also is dealing with rel-
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atives whose intentions do not differ much from those of Callippus, and who
might do something terrible at any moment. He needs to act today, not thirty
years hence. What does Plato say about that? In reply, Plato offers Hipparinus
object lessons regarding policies that an expeditionary force financed by the
Academy could be charged to carry out during the next months, if Hipparinus
is willing.

The first policy to which Hipparinus must consent involves the tricky ques-
tion of what to do about the relatives. Should Hipparinus and the expeditionary
force remonstrate with them in an effort to temper their tyrannical appetites?
Indeed, the goal of such advising being change, should Hipparinus and the
Academy simply force the relatives to reform? Plato initially analyzes this prob-
lem from the standpoint of technē, that is, art. The lesson in his indirect analo-
gy between medicine and ethical guidance, which is based less on biology than
on knowledge of souls, is that moral betterment requires the voluntary coop-
eration of the person who needs it. It is technically impossible either to persuade
or to compel someone to become virtuous if that individual does not wish it.
To be sure, one could force a slave to improve, probably because all that is want-
ed of a barbarian is obedience to orders. However, this does not make for real
goodness. Plato then indicates that this calculation is not affected by consider-
ations of piety. Although piety would seem to require radical efforts to save
one’s own children and parents from immorality, it remains true that no per-
suasion or compulsion could overcome the technical impossibility of the task
if the loved ones lacked the will to change. It also would be impious to hector
one’s parents, or to violate their freedom. Hipparinus must write his ignoble rel-
atives off.

The second policy to which Hipparinus must agree concerns the problem of
what to do about the Syracuse that now is ruled by Callippus. If people cannot
be convinced or forced to reform ethically when they lack the desire to do so,
could the physician of souls hope to improve an entire city? Plato informs Hip-
parinus that the answer to this question varies when the analyst changes per-
spectives. From the vantage point of a technē that looks at the polity as a whole,
one reaches the same conclusion about cities that one drew about persons: no
persuasion or compulsion will correct a polity that loves its corruption, and the
counselor should remain silent, especially when the city or its rulers would be
provoked to kill him if he protests. However, from the standpoint of a piety that
longs to save its city from evil, and that concentrates on parts rather than the
whole, some action might be both possible and necessary. Pleading with the city
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could inspire the divinely favored few who long for justice. This is probably why
the adviser should speak when he can do so without being slain (perhaps as Pla-
to himself does). Further, although violence against the polity would be unholy
when establishing the best requires exiling and killing men, it might be pious to
change the leadership forcibly, by attacking barbarian palace guards (who do
not have the status of men), and, as Plato later says in qualifying his first state-
ment, by banishing and executing the smallest feasible number of people
(c–). This could bring just rulers to power, thus altering the character of
the city’s authoritative decisions. Piety might well demand such an effort.

Perhaps it will be alleged that these last speculations err, because Plato has
prohibited violent revolution simply. This objection betrays careless reading.
What Plato’s text actually forbids is using violence “whenever” the best cannot
be achieved without flooding the world with citizen exiles and corpses. Thus,
Plato quietly encourages just uprisings with the fewest possible absolutely nec-
essary and justifiable ostracisms and killings.26 He does not disapprove of
Dion’s liberation of Syracuse in principle, and would have supported it in prac-
tice had it respected the demands of piety (b–, e–a, b–c).
What Hipparinus is being told is that if he opts for an alliance with the Acade-
my, and if he is victorious, he must combine his attempts to enact the best laws
with a policy of conciliation that repudiates the practices of Dionysius I, who
styled himself a champion of the dēmos and banished and slaughtered the Syra-
cusean nobles, and that equally abjures the wishes of the aristocrats who crave
revenge. This was one of the elements of Dion’s intention, and Plato will not
support Hipparinus if he does not subscribe to it.

In the first subsection, Plato’s advice to the addressees is the same as he and
Dion gave to Dionysius II: a ruler should order his life so as to win self-mastery
and trustworthy friends and companions. Dionysius I had failed to do this.
Therefore, even though he had recovered a great many Sicilian cities from the
barbarians, he never had been able to govern them as Darius and the Athenians
had ruled their conquests, by leaving dependable friends in charge. Darius, who
exemplified the character of the good lawgiver and king, created a stable empire
that has endured to Plato’s day. The Athenians held their possessions for seven-
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ty years. Dionysius I managed all Sicily as a single polis, but was defective in
virtue, had no friends to help him govern, and barely remained personally se-
cure.27 Plato now repeats the counsel offered to Dionysius II, that he should
have acquired virtuous friends and that he, being surprisingly deficient, should
have become virtuous himself. Plato adds that this was said to Dionysius II in
veiled terms, for openness would not have been safe. (This aside is another sig-
nal to Hipparinus.) Virtue was lauded as the road to empire: it would enable the
tyrant to repeople the cities of Sicily, bind them together in league against the
Carthaginians, defeat the barbarians, multiply his father’s holdings, and save
himself and all under his hegemony.

This advice introduces a grave difficulty. The problem is not factual error. For
example, it is not that Darius and the Athenians had no virtues. Following the
Athenian Stranger (Laws e–d), we may assume that Darius had the
merits of a tough Persian shepherd, being able to live outdoors, keep watch
without sleep, and control himself in ways that the Socrates of the Republic de-
mands of his doglike soldiers. Similarly, we may suppose that the Athenians to
whom Plato refers were the forefathers whose principles Athens had ceased to
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heed, thus making friends hard to find (d–). Darius and these Athenians
did have lower virtues that won them loyal allies and enduring power. The real
trouble that Plato allows into his counsel is that Darius and the Athenian fathers
were not by the furthest stretch of anybody’s imagination philosophic—a de-
fect in Darius about which the Athenian Stranger is fairly blunt (Laws d–
e), and a failing in the Athenians frequently lamented by Socrates. Thus, the
Plato who is trying to persuade Dionysius II and Hipparinus to prepare for
kingship by listening to his arguments is showing these students examples of
men who became strong rulers without ever having heard a whisper of philos-
ophy. Worse, these paragons stand in sharp contrast to Dion, the one potential
king who did listen to Plato, and whose reward is that he now lies dead at the
hands of assassins. Why is Plato undermining his own cause?

Clearly, one reason Plato goes down this path is that he wants to moderate
the behavior of Dionysius II, and of Dion’s associates, by persuading them that
virtue is the best means to gratifying their lusts for power. However, Plato knows
that Dion’s cohort will not be moderated, because their passions already are too
excited, and because it is too late for them to begin to desire and acquire virtue,
or to understand what genuine friends are. Therefore, I think that Plato has a
more important purpose. He realizes that he has made a suggestion at which
Hipparinus finally will balk. He anticipates that this new question will have oc-
curred to Hipparinus. His father became virtuous and heard Plato’s arguments.
He agreed to liberate Syracuse with the smallest possible number of exiles and
executions, and to institute a regime that conciliated hostile parties. Look what
this got him. Now he is dead, having been rejected by the democrats upon
whom he would have exacted revenge if he had known what was good for him,
and having been murdered by those self-proclaimed enthusiasts for ethics who
had promised to help him. All the successful politicians of whom Hipparinus
knows have been, like his grandfather, vicious. He is beginning to think that a
man who tries to be good all the time is bound to come to grief among the many
who are not good, and that a prince should learn how not to be good to advance
his own interests.28 Why should he have anything more to do with Plato?

It is this challenge that compels Plato to extol virtue as a means to a longer-
lasting political power than the base arts of a Dionysius I or a Callippus can af-
ford. Plato’s implicit argument that the lower-order virtues of Darius and the
Athenians yielded superior power-political results, and that this should deter
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Hipparinus from imitating the fox and the lion, is plausible. But it is not
enough. Hipparinus should ask: Then why not be content to imitate Darius and
the Athenians? Why try to do better than these conquerors by renouncing
tyranny, and by renewing the folly of the unrealistic quest for philosophic rule
that killed his father?

These anticipated misgivings of Hipparinus force Plato to face a problem that
has been lurking in the background of his epistle all along, namely, that attempts
to yoke philosophy to historically existing power make virtually impossible de-
mands on human beings as we know them. Plato will have to explain his fail-
ure to transform Dionysius and Dion into philosopher-kings by conceding that
the conditions for the success of his experiment never existed. At the same time,
he must convince Hipparinus that some approximation of them could exist, or
the lad never will take up his father’s cause. Moving to the middle subsection of
his counsel, Plato analyzes the difficulties by placing new object lessons in the
careful reader’s field of vision.

Disconcertingly to the inattentive, Plato returns here to the story of his first
visit to the court of Dionysius II. This plainly is another occasion on which his
tale is his advice. The young tyrant was deaf to the blandishments of Plato and
Dion because slanderers had his ear, and he feared plots. Specifically, the slan-
derers said that Plato and Dion meant to usurp the tyranny, placing Dion on
the throne while Dionysius was distracted by his education. (This undoubted-
ly is precisely what Plato and Dion intended, except that they would have ele-
vated Dionysius to the philosopher-kingship when he was ready for it.) So, Dion
was exiled. When he returned to liberate Syracuse, the dēmos of that city twice
listened to the slanderers just as Dionysius had done, believing that Dion had
come not to free them, but to make himself tyrant. Playing upon these demo-
cratic fears, Callippus had Dion murdered. Those who now order Plato to in-
volve himself in a countercoup against Callippus should hear, as it were, the real
substance of these tragic events. As Dion’s ally, Plato went to Syracuse to pro-
mote friendship, not war. He lost his battle against the slanderers. Still, as a cap-
tive of Dionysius, he refused the tyrant’s enticements to betray Dion. For his
part, Dion attached himself to two brothers while returning to Syracuse at the
head of his small army. The friendship of these evil brothers was “not based on
philosophy” (oujk ejk filosofiva~) (e–), but rather based on hospitality
and epoptic association in the mysteries. These men murdered Dion, and Pla-
to will not deny their shame. However, he will object to the charge that Athens
was shamed by their deed, for it also was an Athenian who became Dion’s friend
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through community in free education (dia; de; ejleuqevra~ paideiva~ koinw-
nivan) (b–).29 It is only the friendship of this sort of community that
should inspire the man of reason (to;n nou`n) (b) to give his trust. This, Pla-
to adds, has been said as counsel to Dion’s “friends and relatives” (fivlwn kai;
xuggenw`n) (c–). It will become clear in a moment that Plato now is speak-
ing to a wholly different group from that to which the epistle formally is ad-
dressed, although the associates and companions fancy themselves Dion’s best
friends and finest relatives, and Plato does not openly disabuse them of their
conceit.

It seems quite clear to me that this advice translates into the following answer
to the objections of Hipparinus: It is true that his father became virtuous. It is
true that he heard the arguments, and that he agreed to free Syracuse with the
smallest possible number of exiles and executions, instituting a regime that con-
ciliated hostile parties. However, this did not cause his defeat. Rather, it was the
situation that destroyed him. Dionysius II turned out to be unripe for philoso-
phy, and too insecure to ignore bad advice. Further—and this was not the least
of the obstacles—his father did not hear Plato’s arguments in a way that allowed
him to become a man of reason. This caused him to make a fundamental and
fatal mistake. He befriended Callippus on a basis other than that of communi-
ty in free education. It was this error, and not his correct intention, that brought
his assassin into the picture. Further, when one proposes to establish a new or-
der of conciliation of previously hostile parties, it is necessary to persuade those
who are about to lose the upper hand that they have held so long, so oppres-
sively, and so advantageously that the revolution will benefit them. The dēmos
of Syracuse were wholly unreceptive to right intentions. Dion not only failed to
convince them that they stood to gain by the loss of their champion tyrant, and
by his own rule, which would have been hard under the best of circumstances
but also foreshortened the time that he needed to accomplish this task by in-
jecting into the situation a man who could and did fan the flames of democrat-
ic paranoia. If Dion had become a man of reason, and if, accordingly, he had
obeyed Plato’s counsel about liberating Syracuse according to the rules of piety,

 i James M. Rhodes

. I do not have sufficient space here to respond fully to the objection that “free education”
(or “liberal education”) is not a Platonic term. I would say only that, in Republic a and d–
e, Socrates envisages a genuine freedom that consists in self-mastery, and that in Laws d, the
Athenian speaks of a free medical doctor who investigates according to nature. It seems to me
that these criteria, properly understood, adequately define liberal education, making it entirely
likely that the real Plato would have used the term.



he would have arrived on the scene with true, rather than false, friends, and
these trustworthy men at least would have spoken to the people more sooth-
ingly. This would not have guaranteed the success of the revolution, but it would
have improved the chances for a happier ending. Dion’s real friends and rela-
tives, who will be such on the basis of their association with Dion in free edu-
cation rather than kinship of soul (that is, affiliation in the mysteries) or of body
(b), will take the point, acknowledge their hero’s shortcomings, and resolve
to try to realize his right intention as the man of reason would do.

Here, commentators frequently assert that Plato is merely trying to blame
Dion for his own blunders. I reply that, although Plato might have erred in ac-
ceding to Dion’s repeated requests, a possibility that will be discussed below, it
still was Dion’s mistake in befriending Callippus that led to his murder. Also,
this question is boring in comparison with the terrible problems to which Pla-
to now has admitted, for it cannot have escaped Plato’s attention that, in ex-
plaining how the prerequisites for the success of his plans for Dionysius and
Dion were absent, he just has cast extreme doubt on the feasibility of the proj-
ect of instituting a philosopher-kingship by making an already powerful per-
son philosophical.30 He has alluded to three potentially insurmountable diffi-
culties.

To elucidate the first, let us recall that for which the Athenian Stranger’s law-
giver wishes: “Give me a tyrannized city . . . let the tyrant be young, possessed
of an able memory, a good learner, courageous, and magnificent by nature”
(Laws e–). Let us compare the object of that prayer with Dionysius II.
Syracuse was a tyrannized city. Dionysius II was young, and, as Plato grants, he
was naturally gifted with the ability to learn (d–). So far, so good, but those
are the easy parts. Was the young, bright tyrant brave and magnificent? On the
contrary, Plato finds that he was afflicted with an amazing love of honor
(d), that he lacked self-mastery (d–), and that he was astonishingly de-
ficient in harmony with regard to virtue (d–). Further, Plato remarks that
tyrannies entirely ruin both their slave and their despotic classes, the latter
developing “petty and illiberal souls” (smikra; de; kai; ajneleuvqera yucw`n)
(d) that know no goodness or justice, divine or human. The Athenian
Stranger also indicates that, even in the reigns of benevolent tyrants such as
Cyrus and Darius, the heirs to the thrones turn out badly because the fathers
have no idea how to teach their sons rightly (Laws c–a; cf. Plato’s com-
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ment on the failure of Dionysius I to educate his son [c–d]). It is as-
tounding that Plato ever entertained Dion’s suggestion that Dionysius II could
be educated to philosopher-kingship, or that he ever thought that this dandy
might not listen to Dion’s slanderers, for the Plato who consults his own pru-
dence never expects a tyrant’s son to be the answer to the Athenian Stranger’s
prayer. It is doubtful that a real-world tyrannical environment ever would be
conducive to the growth of a potential philosopher-king.

Nonetheless, suppose that, against all odds, a Plato is fortunate enough to
find a Dion. Here we have a youth who responds to Plato’s teaching more keen-
ly than any other Plato has met, who consequently becomes a model of virtue,
and who nevertheless never becomes a “man of reason.” It seems that, even
when the god almost grants the Athenian’s prayer, providing an intelligent,
good, young prince who is close to the throne of a tyranny, Plato finds it im-
possible to make this potential king into the right kind of raw material for his
project. Indeed, he discovers that he cannot control his charge, keeping him on
the path of virtue at the most critical moment (d–e). What is the right
stuff, and why is Plato unable to fashion it out of a nature as noble as Dion’s?
Noting that Plato has spoken of the origin of Dion’s opinion, but never of the
rise of Dion’s wisdom or reason, we may assume that Dion never became “real-
ly philosophic, being familiar with and worthy of the matter by divine agency”
(o[ntw~ hi \ filovsofo~ oijkei`ov~ te kai; a[xio~ tou` pravgmato~ qei`o~ w[n) (c–
). Why not? Perhaps because the god did not choose to make Dion philosoph-
ic. Or, perhaps because an ambitious Dion did not spend the greater part of his
life studying the subjects that are preliminary to philosophy, and then studying
dialectic, coming finally to the state of synopsis, as outlined by Socrates in the
Republic, book . Dion could not have done this, for he was busy forging a ca-
reer as a powerful minister and a brother- and son-in-law to Dionysius I. Being
a politician and becoming a philosopher apparently are quite incompatible for
all or most human beings. If we suppose that Dion could have remedied his
philosophic inadequacies by leaving Syracuse as a youth to study with Plato for
thirty years, we can rejoice in this retrospective plan for the salvation of his soul,
but we also must realize that the result would have been an emigrant philoso-
pher who was completely forgotten at home, and who never would have been
invited to play a political role in Syracuse after the death of the first Dionysius.
There does not seem to be any way for a Plato to transform a Dion into a
philosopher-king-in-waiting.

Even if this difficulty had been obviated somehow, it still would have been
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dreadfully hard for a disciplined King Dion to legislate justice. Consider all the
countries in history the rulers of which have maintained their power by en-
riching either the oligarchic or the democratic faction at the expense of the oth-
er. In which of these nations could one have hoped to find the favored group
delighted to see its tyrant change course, rescinding its illicit advantages? In
which of them could one have convinced the oppressed faction not to pursue
revenge? Once again, it is astonishing that the author of the Republic, book ,
and of the remarks on counsel just above could have imagined that the demo-
crats of Syracuse might have embraced Dion’s reforms and turned deaf ears to
his slanderers. There appears to be no prospect that the subjects of a real tyran-
ny could be readily transformed into the citizens of a just city.

So, it seems that Plato’s experiment foundered on practical impossibilities.
Hipparinus will hardly be reassured by Plato’s excuses. Rather, he will worry that
there never could be a situation in which an effort to realize his father’s inten-
tion would not get him killed. But he should think some more. Plato was not
exactly oblivious to the alleged impossibilities before he sailed to help Dion. He
still decided to go. Did he perceive some hope that the problems could be
solved? If so, did he see truly, or was he hallucinating?

One possibility that Plato could have discerned is indicated by his frequent
statements that Dion’s intention must be realized with the aid of a divine dis-
pensation. The barriers to a Platonic revolution certainly are so enormous that
we now can understand why Plato would be serious about this necessity. Did
Plato perceive divine fortune working in his favor? If he did, Hipparinus will
not feel any great confidence in Plato’s divination, or in his gods, for the event
did not bear the prophecy out. However, this reminds us that it was Dion who
reported to Plato that the long-awaited divine dispensation had come. Well,
then, did Plato have adequate reason to believe Dion? Or did he have solid hu-
man grounds for supposing that his project might succeed? As we cast back over
Plato’s account of his decision to go to Dion’s assistance, we remember that the
one supposedly known fact that weighed most heavily in his calculations was
that Dion’s character was measured. Plato evidently credited Dion’s reports, and
thought that all of the impossibilities could be changed to possibilities, because
he assumed that he could rely on the harmony of Dion’s soul. Here, we must
admit that Plato probably was guilty of “extremely poor judgment.”31 Howev-
er, this was an error of fact. On the level of principle, Plato still could make this
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argument to Hipparinus: All things are possible to the god. If a divine blessing
really had been operating, reversing the usual odds against justice, Plato and
Dion could have achieved their aims with relative ease. In human terms, they
could have avoided the recent disaster had Dion actually been a measured char-
acter, indeed, a man of reason. Then he would have known better how to han-
dle Dionysius II during his formative years, and Plato might not have had to be
surprised to find how deficient the tyrant actually was upon arriving in Syra-
cuse. Dion also would have known better how to introduce reforms without un-
duly alarming the dēmos. Moreover, the divine favor might be working now, if
Hipparinus is reading and comprehending Plato’s letter. If so, Plato will not re-
peat his earlier mistake. Plato will help him to ascend higher toward philosophy
than Dion did. Hipparinus will become the man of reason, and pursue Dion’s
right aims more intelligently.

Hipparinus might listen to this, but he will surely have two questions: () His
father knew Plato’s arguments without having had to study a lot of tedious sub-
jects, and Dion was virtuous. How and why was he not a man of reason? What
on earth is a man of reason if his father was not one? How can he become one?
() Specifically, how could his father’s errors have been avoided? Perhaps more
to the point, what would the man of reason do now to oust Callippus, to replace
him with a measured ruler, and to turn the political impossibilities of such a
revolution into possibilities? Plato owes Hipparinus a profound reply to the for-
mer query. However, he will postpone this until he has treated the latter.

Plato begins the last subsection of his counsel enigmatically, saying that he
must add something as he repeats the same advice for the third time “to you the
third”(trivtoi~ uJmi`n) (c–). Who are “the third”? A little further below, Pla-
to indicates that the first was Dion, and the second Dionysius (d–). De-
spite the plural pronoun “you,”“the third”undoubtedly is Hipparinus, the third
and last candidate for education to philosopher-kingship, perhaps together
with any unknown persons who qualify as Dion’s real friends (cf. c).

In the first dispensing of the advice, Plato told the discerning reader that, to
share in Dion’s intention, he must have been a lifelong imitator of Dion, hav-
ing been good by virtue of a god’s dispensation in granting him the right ha-
bituation, a strong character, and ability to believe the truth; having joined the
right kind of friendship group; and having acknowledged that there is a con-
nection between yoking philosophy to power and curing the evil of cities. In the
second, he reiterated that, to agree with Dion’s intention, one must imitate
Dion, being willing to hear Plato’s arguments, heed Plato’s counsel, and con-
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duct a just revolution piously, that is, without exiling and killing whole classes
of the city (and also learning from Dion’s mistakes). In the third, he will assert
again that true followers of Dion must imitate him, and discuss a third way in
which they must do that.

The final subsection of the counsel seems confused because Plato continues
to employ the method of adducing object lessons as the premises from which
he will draw conclusions. The initial step in his new argument appears to be a
repetition of his demand for the renunciation of tyranny that is justified by an
addlepated mixture of philosophic and religious claims, and buttressed by a
petulant expression of bitterness. Plato declares that cities should be enslaved
not to despots, but to laws, for those enslaved to despots ruin both the oppressed
and the oppressor classes for generations, producing petty, illiberal souls that
know no goodness or justice, divine or human. Then he reports that he tried to
convince Dion and Dionysius II of this, and exhorts his readers to be persuad-
ed for the sake of Zeus Third Savior. Then he cites the examples of Dion, who
was convinced and has died nobly, and Dionysius II, who was not persuaded
and now is living no noble life as an exile from his palace. Suffering in the pur-
suit of the noblest is noble. No one is immortal, and no man would be happy if
he were immortal, as the many believe, because goods and evils attach not to
the soulless, but to the soul whether or not it is united to the body. We ought to
believe the ancient, holy argument that the soul is immortal and that it is pun-
ished for being wicked, so that it is a lesser evil to suffer than to perform in-
justice. Whoever is poor of soul will scorn this teaching as he lives like a beast,
plundering and gorging himself with food, drink, and the pleasures that are
misnamed for Aphrodite, but he will pay in both this life and the next. Plato
mentions that he tried to persuade Dion of all this, but says nothing of having
taught it to Dionysius II. He continues by asserting that he now is justifiably an-
gry with the assassins and with Dionysius II, because the assassins have de-
stroyed the man who meant to practice justice, and Dionysius II refused to do
justice when he had the power, thus injuring Plato and all mankind.

This seemingly softheaded reasoning is saved from legitimate intellectual
condemnation by the fact that it is not really an argument, but a tough politi-
cal marching order coupled with an admonition on allies and enemies. Here is
the marching order: the first premise of Plato’s advice to Hipparinus, and the
absolute prerequisite for his agreement to help him, is that he must imitate his
father by renouncing tyranny, because this sort of regime has harmful effects
on all human beings. (I think that Plato is serious about this because the truth
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of his warning about the consequences of practicing tyranny is proved by all
historical experience.) Here is the admonition: Hipparinus should consider this
inventory of arguments that Plato offered to Dion and Dionysius II. Both men
were cautioned about the effects of tyranny. This reasoning was accepted by
Dion, but not by the tyrant. Dion alone was given the well-known Socratic
demonstrations about the nobility of suffering for the noble, the immortality
of the soul, happiness, the relative merits of suffering and doing injustice, and
the Socratic indication at the end of the Republic that, independently of our
ability or inability to know the literal truth of the ancient myths about rewards
and punishments in the next life, it is good for us to believe the myths. One
should note for future reference the essentially mythological character of the ar-
guments presented to Dion. For present purposes, one should observe the ways
of life of those who reject, have not heard, or mock these teachings and myths.
Thus can one know his allies and enemies among those who refuse to disclose
their plans about tyranny. It is also true that Plato refused to lift a hand against
Dionysius during Dion’s campaign against him. Plato is morally obliged not to
harm him, but the tyrant also has forfeited any right to Plato’s help. He can be
left out of account or bargained with as the present situation warrants. Finally,
Plato is prepared for war against Dion’s assassins.

Plato’s next step in the last dispensing of his counsel appears to be a contin-
uation of his complaint about the injuries done to him by Dionysius II and the
assassins. Plato laments that the tyrant refused to practice justice when he had
supreme power throughout his realm. If philosophy and power had been unit-
ed in the same person there, this would have radiated throughout the world,
leading Greeks and barbarians to the true opinion that happiness lies in sub-
jection to justice and wisdom, whether cities or individuals have these virtues
themselves or are governed by holy rulers. The tyrant’s destruction of this
prospect by refusing to strive for the goal is the injury that he has done to Pla-
to and all mankind. As for the assassins, they have brought about the same re-
sult as Dionysius II, for if Dion had gained possession of the kingdom, he would
have liberated Syracuse, ordered the citizens by suitable laws of the best kind,
and colonized Sicily after driving out the barbarians. If this had been done by a
man who was just, courageous, sanely self-controlled, and philosophic, most
human beings would have formed the same opinion of virtue that would have
prevailed throughout the world had Dionysius II been converted. However,
some daimōn or sinful being fighting by means of lawlessness, godlessness, and
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the ignorance (amathia [ajmaqiva~] [b]) that is the source of all evils for men
has wrecked everything a second time.

This apparent expression of frustrated and not altogether clearheaded wrath
also has a straightforward message: the second premise of Plato’s advice to Hip-
parinus is that he must imitate his father by committing himself to the aim of
instituting philosophic rule. As with the renunciation of tyranny, Plato will not
compromise on this point. If refused, Plato will not give aid. If Hipparinus
agrees, they will follow Dion’s program: first win control of the kingdom, thus
freeing Syracuse from despotism, then legislate the best laws, and then expel the
Carthaginians and incorporate all Sicily into the realm. If Hipparinus frets
about the practicality of this goal and plan, he should inquire into the ultimate
cause of the two previous failures. In both cases, it was the work of the daimōn
who hitherto always has triumphed in human life, chiefly by cursing mankind
with amathia. Plato insists, just as he caused Socrates to maintain in the Republic
(c–, c–e), that it is possible to bring the just city into existence by
means of the neither small nor easy change of inaugurating philosophic rule.
Hipparinus should think: “If a divine fate would permit us to defeat the amath-
ia just once, so that we could get a just, courageous, sanely self-controlled, and
philosophic king, the rest of Syracuse and, indeed, the entire world would be
brought around through general admiration of our happiness.” If these expec-
tations seem too sanguine, Hipparinus should consider that he does not yet
know what it means to overcome the amathia. That is, in fact, the heart of his
task. Perhaps Hipparinus will be skeptical about Plato’s amazing claim that a
philosophic ruler, once in power, would attract the nations to his felicitous
mode of life. Plato’s enthusiasm seems equivalent to that of an Isaiah who ex-
pects to see the mountain of the temple of Yahweh towering above all the oth-
er mountains, with peoples streaming to it seeking to learn God’s ways (Isa. :–
), or to that of a Christian looking forward to the New Jerusalem. One won-
ders uneasily whether Plato has lost his balance. Nonetheless, let us grant that
Plato might be right. Or let us suppose that he is merely indulging in a hyper-
bolic description of a much improved human condition, and let us turn to the
immediate pragmatic difficulty. An increasingly impatient Hipparinus still has
not been told how a philosophic ruler could come to power in Syracuse at all.

Being fully aware of this, Plato draws his conclusions. He counsels Dion’s
“friends” to imitate Dion in his patriotism and sanely self-controlled life, and
to try to carry out his plans under better auspices. He openly urges the real
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friends to dump any of their associates who cannot live virtuously, and to call
for the assistance of all Greeks who excel in virtue and hate the sin of killing
hosts. He intimates that even the weakest intelligence must understand that
there can be no end to the miseries of Syracuse until its warring factions cease
and desist from their mutual assaults and revenges. He calls upon the winners
of the coming civic strife (that is, Dion’s friends) to master themselves, to enact
laws that satisfy both the vanquished and the victors, and to compel the defeat-
ed to obey the laws by instilling fear and reverence—fear inasmuch as they will
show themselves willing to use their superior power to enforce the law, and rev-
erence inasmuch as they themselves will be first and foremost in subjecting
themselves to the law. The winners also should imitate Dion by accepting the
decision that he and Plato reached: to resort to the “second-best” course of ac-
tion. They should call upon fifty excellent old men of ample property and good
descent, and have them frame and obey equal laws that give no advantage to ei-
ther the conquerors or the conquered. This policy, which resembles that of the
Laws, still must be realized with the aid of a divine dispensation and fortune. It
is second-best because it dispenses with direct philosophic rule for tactical pur-
poses.

This language is so direct that it needs no interpretation. Hipparinus might
wonder whether the idea of laws that satisfy both victors and vanquished in a
long civic conflict is not utopian, and whether Plato’s assembly of fifty gentle-
men would not be, or seem to the dēmos to be, an oligarchic restoration. How-
ever, a policy of intimidation combined with moderation just might work if the
propertied men, under a reasonable king’s influence, actually moved toward
true justice incrementally. This certainly would be a rare occurrence in human
affairs.

The Second Journey

Plato now offers to tell, to whomever wishes to hear, the story of his later jour-
ney by sea and how it most probably and harmoniously occurred. Previously,
he had promised that he would relate the story of this journey, and how it was
most probable and just, to anyone who asked. Plato does not indicate why any-
body should care about this new tale. He simply looks like a crank who has for-
gotten to reply to his correspondents’ request for aid because he wants to an-
swer criticism.
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Resuming his story where it had left off, Plato reports that he escaped from
Syracuse when he persuaded Dionysius II to release him because there was war
in Sicily. He and Dion were supposed to be invited back after the war. When
peace was made, Plato kept receiving calls from Dionysius to return without
Dion, exhortations from Dion to consent, and reports that the tyrant again was
amazingly desirous of philosophy. Meanwhile, Dionysius had been conversing
with Archytas, and with various intellectuals who were “stuffed with some
things heard incidentally from philosophy.” Dionysius had let all these people
believe that he had been instructed by Plato. He did not want his lie exposed, so
he wished to bring Plato back, and hear the arguments that he formerly had
spurned. Therefore, Dionysius sent Plato a long letter promising to arrange
Dion’s affairs as Plato dictated, if he would come, and threatening harm to Dion
if he refused. Archytas also greatly needed Plato’s cooperation. Plato yielded,
“blindfolding” himself with the reasoning that it was possible that the tyrant
had come to love the best life, and that he ought not to let Dion and Archytas
down. He returned to Syracuse fearfully, intent upon discovering how things re-
ally stood with Dionysius, that is, whether the tyrant was actually “inflamed by
philosophy, as it were by fire” (b–). There is a method of testing in such
affairs that is suitable for tyrants, especially for the ones who are stuffed with
things heard incidentally, as Plato perceived Dionysius to be immediately upon
arriving in Sicily. This test is especially appropriate for those who are luxurious
and incapable of enduring labor, and stops them from blaming the teacher if
they fail to learn philosophy. Plato lectures the tyrant on how much difficult
study philosophy requires. Whoever is “really philosophic, being familiar with
and worthy of the matter by divine agency,” will not become discouraged, but
will opt for an orderly life and work until he achieves the goal of his studies, per-
haps eventually progressing without a teacher. While remaining in his present
occupation, he will cleave above all to philosophy and the mode of life con-
ducive to learning. Those who are “not philosophic, but superficially tinged by
opinions” (o[ntw~ me;n mh; filovsofoi, dovxai~ d∆ ejpikecrwsmevnoi) (d–),
like sunburnt men, will be daunted, or claim that they already are learned.
Dionysius replied that he already was sufficiently accomplished. Therefore, Pla-
to spoke to the tyrant philosophically only once. This criticism of Dionysius is
tempered by Plato’s declaration of gratitude that the tyrant at least met the re-
quirements of reverence by preventing Plato’s murder.

At this point, Edelstein objects vigorously that the real Plato could not have
devised this trial, for the following reasons: The “Plato” of the epistle does not
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prescribe for Dionysius the same challenges and the same curriculum of study,
work, and philosophic leisure that the Republic variously specifies for promis-
ing youths in actual societies and for the guardians of the just city. No Platonic
dialogue ever expresses the fear that a failed student will blame the instructor.
The letter’s test is inappropriate, for it merely attempts to measure the stamina
of the neophyte, without probing his philosophic ability. The story of the test
slanders Dionysius, who is reported by most ancient writers to have been intel-
ligent, excited about philosophy, deeply immersed in geometry at least for a
time, and constantly surrounded by thinkers whom he invited to his court. In
the light of these facts, which made it impossible for anyone to question the
tyrant’s “intellectual endowment,” the only course open to the forger was to de-
fame Dionysius on moral grounds (–).

Although these objections are obtuse, they are worth considering because
they frame the issue that Plato intends to raise with his discussion of the test:
what is philosophy? Plato’s answer to this question starts with one implicit re-
mark and two explicit comments on what philosophy is not.

As even Edelstein grasps, Dionysius was the real tyrant of a real great power,
not some hypothetical talented boy in Athens, and not a guardian of Socrates’
city in speech realized on earth. When Plato asserts that he has devised a trial
especially suited to luxurious tyrants, one cannot expect to find him directing a
self-indulgent, paranoid, middle-aged dictator to pass the same tests and follow
the same schedules that Socrates requires of capable youths in his hometown
and fictitious guardians in his just city. Similarly, it is easy to see why Plato’s di-
alogues mention no anxiety about failed students blaming their teachers, and
why the Seventh Letter does express this fear. In the dialogues, there are no
tyrants demanding to be certified as great philosophers, and possibly poised to
murder instructors who thwart them by refusing to give them lessons. The dan-
ger that Plato faced in the real Syracuse surely explains not only why he was wor-
ried, but also why he gave Dionysius one lecture on philosophy even though he
had determined that the tyrant was not qualified. We may infer that the first
thing that philosophy is not is an “ism” with principles and programs cobbled
together from diverse theoretical contexts, mechanically applicable to human
life without regard for practical situations.

With regard to the issue of whether the test is appropriate, we are obliged to
remember that, in the Republic, Socrates devotes a lengthy discussion to the
problem of the corruption of natively philosophic natures (c–a). A
youth who begins with the ethical virtues, facility at learning, good memory,
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beauty, wealth, and physical strength can, with bad rearing, turn all his virtues
into their opposites. He then adopts the great beast’s opinions of the noble and
the base, good and evil, and the just and unjust. He becomes full of all sorts of
intellectual pretensions, but the truth is that intelligence (nou`~) (d) is not
in him. He believes that he philosophizes, but, being unworthy of education, he
utters only “sophisms”(a).We also must recall that Socrates lists moral pre-
requisites for admission to the pursuit of philosophy: keenness at study, un-
flinching courage in the face of difficult studies, and love of the labor of learn-
ing (a–c). Thus, if Socrates spoke for Plato, as Edelstein thinks, the test is
not only completely in character for the real Plato, but also perfectly appropri-
ate as a measure of the ethical requirements for philosophizing. There could be
no such thing as a cowardly, intemperate, unjust, lazy person who enjoyed an
actualized (as opposed to a nascent) philosophic ability, or who could be said
to possess wisdom and reason. Philosophy is not something that can coexist in
the soul with vice, and philosophic ability is not synonymous with “intellectu-
al endowment.” What can exist is a vicious person who is good at churning out
clever sophisms that are mistaken for philosophy by those who have no clue as
to what philosophy is. This is the reason Plato broods that he will probably have
to put up with people thinking that Dionysius (whose defects he knows well
from both prior acquaintance and the test) exhibited “intelligence” (nou`n)
(a), a prophecy that came true in the ancient authors whom Edelstein cites
against the epistle, and in Edelstein himself. We may be grateful that Gadamer,
unlike Edelstein, insightfully recognizes the need for a close study of the Sev-
enth Letter that manages to discriminate between dialectic and sophistry.32

As we contemplate the resplendent court of Dionysius II, we see the tyrant
seated in his great hall, occasionally with a philosopher such as Archytas, and
always with a good many self-proclaimed intellectuals who enjoy his favor.
These pretentious men drop names, pursue temporary enthusiasms for geom-
etry and other subjects, recite arguments, try each other with syllogisms, and
hotly debate “philosophies.” They will seem wonderfully erudite to their histo-
rians. This says something about the historians. In Plato’s view, these men are
“stuffed with some things heard incidentally from philosophy” and “superfi-
cially tinged by opinions.” They are not really philosophic, because philosophy
is not a set of opinions and arguments that are poured into the mind like phrases
into a parrot, so that the words are not grounded in a habituation of the soul to
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the order of being, in a stable character, and in a god-given ability to believe
truth. Here, it also is permissible to add that philosophy is not opinion that fails
to rise to the opposite of amathia.

Given adequate understanding of Plato’s positions on what philosophy is not,
it would seem rash to accuse Plato of slandering Dionysius before learning what
he thinks philosophy is. We must look into this. However, prior questions have
been put off too long, and now must be addressed. Why is Plato concerned to
have his reader agree that his second journey to the court of the tyrant was
“most probable” and “just,” or “harmonious”? Having announced the topic of
the later journey, why does Plato launch into a discussion of whether Dionysius
was genuinely desirous of philosophy?

I think that Plato wishes merely to look like a crackpot who is eager to es-
tablish that he has not misbehaved. His language effectively creates this disguise.
However, many phrases could have achieved this end. Why does Plato twice use
the term most probable with just and harmonious? The superlative suggests the
existence of a standard of comparison, that is, a measure of the probable. What
is that standard? It appears that Plato is asking the reader to consider how a
philosopher would have been likely to act in his place. This, in turn, compels
the reader to ask what a philosopher is, and this is the same question that is pre-
sented with the discussion of the real intentions of Dionysius. It seems, then,
that the entire opening of this section of the epistle uses the lesser purpose of
apologizing for an unsuccessful policy to cover the greater purpose of pointing
to this question: what is philosophy? But why should Plato do that?

To solve this puzzle is to explain why Plato’s so-called philosophic digression
is not a digression at all, but the next logical step—nay, the fitting conclusion—
demanded by both his drama and his argument. Dramatically, Plato must com-
plete his clandestine offer of help to, and teaching of, Hipparinus. He still owes
Hipparinus an account of the nature of the man of reason, and of what must
be done to make good Dion’s failure to escape amathia. Theoretically, a com-
prehensive investigation of the problems of educating a potential king or an ac-
tual tyrant to philosophy, and of getting him into power or keeping him there,
which is what the Seventh Letter now has been shown to be, requires an inquiry
into the nature of philosophy.

Having finished his story of the test, Plato denies that he instructed Diony-
sius fully on that occasion. He then mentions that he has been informed that
Dionysius eventually wrote a treatise about what he had heard, changing the
teaching and claiming it as his own. But Plato can vouch for this: It is impossi-
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ble that Dionysius or other writers could know that about which he is serious
(peri; w|n ejgw; spoudavzw) (c–), as auditors either of his, or of others, or by
themselves. They could not grasp anything of the matter (peri; tou` pravgmato~)
(c–),33

for there is no writing of mine about these things (peri; aujtw`n), nor will there
ever be. For it is in no way a spoken thing like other lessons (rJhto;n ga;r ouj-
damw`~ ejsti;n wJ~ a[lla maqhvmata) (c–), but, as a result of repeated being
with (sunousiva~) (c) and living with (suzhi `n) (c) the matter itself, it
is brought to birth in the soul suddenly, as light that is kindled by a leaping
flame (oi|on ajpo; puro;~ phdhvsanto~ ejxafqe;n fw`~) (c–d), and it nour-
ishes itself thereafter.

Plato is sure that the best statement of these things in writing or in speech would
be his own. If he had thought that they should be transmitted to the many, what
nobler action could he have done in his life than that of writing what is of great
benefit to human beings and bringing “nature” (th;n fuvsin) (d) to light for
all? But this would not be good for human beings,“except for some few who are
able to learn by themselves with a little guidance.” What would happen to the
great majority is that “it would fill some with a contempt that is not right and
that is in no way harmonious, and others with lofty and empty hopes, as if they
had learned some mysteries” (e–a).

This fiery instruction to Hipparinus on false and real philosophy allows us to
begin to answer a question about an ambiguity in Plato’s words: is that about
which Plato is serious not a spoken thing simply, or is it a spoken thing, but not
in the way that other lessons are spoken things? It is clear beyond any doubt that
Dionysius never has heard from Plato, and could not have heard from any oth-
er teacher, or read in any writing, that about which Plato is serious. Why not?
To see this, imagine that that about which Plato is serious were a spoken thing
in a unique manner. Suppose further that Plato had told someone about it, let
us say Speusippus and Archytas, even if he never had written it for the general
public. Dionysius knew Speusippus and Archytas personally. How, then, on
these premises, could Plato be so sure that it is impossible for that about which
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he is serious to have been communicated to the tyrant? The only logical reply
appears to be that Plato trusted Speusippus and Archytas to keep quiet. How-
ever, there are indications in the epistle that, in Plato’s view, Speusippus (d)
and Archytas (d) were prone to bad judgment. We must think again. Actu-
ally, Plato can be certain that no one has informed Dionysius only if he himself
has told nobody, which must be the case. This inference is supported by Plato’s
aorist optative remark that the best oral or written statement of his teaching
would be his own (d–), which implies that Plato has neither spoken nor
written that about which he is serious. This reasoning is not yet decisive, but
more will be adduced below. For now, we may proclaim a probable conclusion:
Plato’s serious things are “in no way a spoken thing like other lessons” in the
sense that they are ineffable simply, and not in the sense that they are speakable
in a way that other lessons are not speakable. To place the latter construction on
the phrase is to tear it out of context.

Perhaps it will be objected that this exegesis misses Plato’s hints that he com-
municates with the few but not with the many, and his stresses on his refusals
to express serious insights in writings or talks aimed at the many, which mean
that he can articulate serious things when he wishes, and that he does incorpo-
rate them into his speeches to the few. It is true that Plato addresses his argu-
ments to the few and not to the many. However, the rest of the objection is a
farrago of distortions and non sequiturs. The passage under discussion does not
say or imply that Plato refrains from expressing serious propositional truth, but
that he avoids attempting to do so. Therefore, it does not assert or hint that the
arguments that Plato addresses to the few contain serious propositional truth,
or that he withholds it from the many, or that he can pronounce it whenever he
wants. The passage also explains what would occur if Plato did try to publish
his serious thoughts to the world. This would benefit only those who can learn
by themselves with a little guidance—which seems to me to mean that the po-
tential philosophers still would have to learn by themselves, because serious
truth cannot be captured in words no matter how well they are crafted—and
the incompetent would be harmed by being impelled into unwarranted feelings
of scorn for philosophy or a ridiculous mumbo jumbo.

Why, though, should Plato’s serious knowledge be ineffable, and why should
attempts to teach it by speaking or writing fail to educate the intelligent and
hurt the many? The answers to these questions depend upon what philosophy
is. Plato tells us this by resorting to allegory or simile, just as Socrates does in
the sun, line, and cave images of the Republic. Philosophy is a constant prox-
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imity to its matter that has rewarded Plato with flashes of illumination that re-
semble lightning. The reality thus brought to light is called “nature.” Amathia is
overcome only when one has experienced such enlightenment. Plato cannot
give the competent verbal instruction because words differ essentially from the
flashes of illumination. By implication, Plato can counsel the intelligent only on
how to position themselves in order to receive the flashes, or lead them in the
same exercises that were the occasions of his illuminations. This inference tal-
lies with Socrates’ statement that education does not consist in putting vision
into blind eyes, but, rather, in “the turning around” (th`~ periagwgh`~) (Rep.
d–) of the soul, so that it might see for itself. If Plato tried to set the word-
less flashes to words, the many who do not live in abiding nearness to the mat-
ter, and who therefore are unlikely to receive the illuminations, would find no
referents for the words. This would inspire unjust contempt in some, and make
the rest ecstatic about speech that, to them, was unintelligible.

Now objections arise from opposite directions. Still striving to debunk the
letter, Edelstein declares it both fishy and inconsistent that “it is at this time and
on this occasion that Plato tells what he has so far refrained from putting down
in his published works” (). In other words, it is suspicious that the epistle,
unlike the dialogues, talks about flashes of light, or “non-discursive experience,”
and self-contradictory that it violates its own strictures against discussing such
serious things. These charges are groundless. The allegories of the sun and the
cave in the Republic abound in illumination images that are both epistemolog-
ical equivalents and exact prototypes of that of the leaping flame.34 Plato’s re-
sort to the analogy of the flashes in connection with his proclamation of his si-
lence about serious things corresponds exactly to Socrates’ promise to describe
the “offspring” of the good in lieu of defining the good (Rep. e). The high-
est myth of the Phaedrus also alludes to silent viewing of the hyperouranian be-
ings. It is precisely by using such similes that Plato refers to noetic experiences
of serious realities without trying to analyze them.

Gadamer, on the other hand, wants to place a completely different construc-
tion on the leaping-flame image. He believes that Plato trades only in proposi-
tional truths, that he has an esoteric oral teaching that was delivered in the lost
lecture on the one and the indeterminate two, and that bits and pieces of this
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verbal doctrine show up both in the Seventh Letter and in the dialogues. Pre-
sumably, Gadamer’s argument begins with the observation that Plato’s flash of
light illuminates “nature.”As Gadamer notes, this serious matter receives an ex-
panded name when Plato mentions the treatise written by Dionysius “on the
highest and first [things] of nature”(peri; fuvsew~ a[krwn kai; prwvtwn) (d–
).35 The language of Statesman d ff shows that the phrase “highest and first”
is typical of Plato and that it refers to bodiless things. To write about the high-
est and first bodiless things of nature is to discuss serious reality with words.
Further, at Laws c, the Athenian Stranger “calls the soul the essence of phys-
is,” so that Plato not only speaks about nature but also identifies its essence.36

All this implies that the simile of the flash of light cannot concern ineffable
truth, and that it must refer to something else, such as the self-evident necessi-
ty that an insight must be able to maintain itself against all objections.37

This argument does not bear close scrutiny. First of all, it is probable that the
name “the highest and first things of nature” was invented by Dionysius, not
Plato, and that Plato disapproves of it. It also is clear from the context in which
Plato mentions this name that he thinks that nothing anybody has written on
such a topic could be sound. Plato does not even use the phrase “highest and
first” at Statesman a–; he calls bodiless things “the most beautiful and
greatest.” Second, at the place cited in the Laws, the Athenian Stranger depicts
nature as the ground from which all the things that come into being emerge.
This is to speak not about nature, but about all of the things that come into be-
ing, just as Socrates declines to speak about the good in the Republic, but de-
clares that the being and intelligibility of all known things comes from it
(b–). Further, the Athenian Stranger does not call soul the essence of
physis. What he actually says at c– is that it is soul that preeminently comes
into being by nature. Plato always talks about the highest things that come from
nature, but never about nature, which is ineffable.

If it has not already done so, the so-called philosophic digression now begins
(a).38 Far from conceiving of this new discussion as irrelevant or digressive,
Plato himself suggests that it might make that about which he has been writing
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clearer. Explaining why he has not tried to bring nature to light for everyone, he
says that there is a true argument that confronts anyone who would write about
these things, one that he has made frequently in the past and now must repeat
again. Perhaps most of Plato’s previous statements of the reasoning have been
given in lectures. In his written works, a recognizable facsimile of it is found
only in the Laws at d, where the analysis varies a little from that offered in
the letter, perhaps because it is somewhat condensed.

What Plato is doing now is making a second approach to the summit of phi-
losophy, or repeating what he has said in the simile of the lightning. Here is the
argument: Three things are necessary to knowledge of each of the beings. The
knowledge is fourth. Fifth is the being itself, which is knowable and true. First
is the name (o[noma), second the definition (lovgo~), third the image (e[idwlon),
and fourth the knowledge (ejpisthvmh). The circle provides an example. There is
the name “circle.” There is the definition that is composed of names and verbs.
There is the image that we fashion and that can decay, and that is not the circle
itself. There is knowledge and intelligence and true opinion (ejpisthvmh kai; nou`~
ajlhqhv~ te dovxa) about the circle, which must be assumed to form a whole that
exists not in sounds or bodily forms but in souls, which makes it plain that noth-
ing in this unit is itself the circle. Of these constituents of the fourth, intelligence
(nou`~) approaches the fifth most nearly. Going beyond circles, Plato remarks
that this analysis holds true of the straight and the spherical, colors, the good,
the beautiful, the just, all bodies natural and artificial, all living beings, and all
ethical actions or passions in souls. He does not declare that it applies to nature.
One is compelled to wonder why not, and one is forced to conclude that, for the
moment, Plato is talking about a science restricted to all the beings that come
into existence from nature.

Next, Plato asserts that whoever fails to grasp the four never will acquire some-
thing new that he now introduces, “perfect knowledge” (televw~ ejpisthvmh~)
(e–) of the fifth. Here, Plato has distinguished two kinds of knowledge of
the fifth, one of which is the fourth in the series, “name, definition, image, and
knowledge,” and the other of which transcends the fourth, reaching the telos of
efforts to know the fifth. The two sorts of knowledge must be different because
the “knowledge” that is fourth is a prerequisite of the one that attains to the te-
los. The knowledge that is fourth cannot be a prerequisite of itself. Perhaps the
perfect knowledge is a kind of union with the fifth, which itself is “knowable
and true.” Plato goes on to say that the four strive no less to express the quality
(to; poi`ovn) of each (being) than to express the essence or being (to; o[n) of each
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(being), this owing to the weakness of words (dia; tw`n lovgwn ajsqenev~) (e–
a). So, it seems that the knowledge that is fourth in the series is a grasp of
quality that has aimed at but fallen short of essence because words are inade-
quate. Thus, Plato concludes that no one who has reason ever will dare to put
down (tiqevnai) the things known (ta; nenohmevna) (a–), especially not in
unchangeable writing.

Plato says that the last statement needs explanation. Images such as circles are
full of what is opposite to the fifth. Names can be changed at whim. Definitions
are strings of names and, hence, suffer the same lack of firmness. The inaccura-
cy of each of the four is an endless topic. Now, the soul seeks to know not the
quality but the essence or being. When the four offer the soul what it does not
want, the disparity between the inaccurate four and the fifth makes statements
easy of refutation, and fills nearly everybody with perplexity and uncertainty.
Worse, it is only words that can be used in oral and written accounts of beings,
and the resulting gap between the four and the fifth allows any boor to make oth-
er people look ridiculous when they attempt to argue from the four to the fifth.

We may pause here to complete the argument that Plato’s statement that se-
rious things are “in no way a spoken thing like other lessons” means that they
are ineffable simply, and not that they are speakable in a unique way. As Ken-
neth Sayre remarks in his careful essay on the epistle, “The advice of passage
a– quoted above . . . is that no intelligent person would risk putting what
he understands into language—into language (logos) of any sort—although
written language is cited as particularly unreliable.”39 To this, I would add that
Plato now has declared explicitly that neither the spoken nor the written word
is adequate to put the soul in touch with the serious beings that it wants.40

Plato now repeats that the study of the four is necessary to knowledge of the
fifth, presumably meaning to the perfect knowledge of the fifth. One must pass
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back and forth, up and down, among the four. Plato says nothing about the
manner in which one must pass back and forth, up and down, among the four.
He declares only that this passing fosters knowledge, “the good-natured to the
good-natured” (eu\ pefukovto~ eu\ pefukovti) (e–), with difficulty. But
when the individual is bad, as is the case with the many either by nature or by
corruption, not even Lynceus could make such people see. Neither capacity to
learn nor memory can help people to know if they lack affinity with the mat-
ter. Without an affinity to the just and the beautiful, even though there be good
learning and memory, there never will be understanding of virtue and vice. Fur-
ther, the truth about these things must be learned in conjunction with the truth
about the whole of existence (th`~ o{lh~ oujsiva~) (b). One must examine
each being, pondering names, definitions, visions, and sense perceptions, prov-
ing them with kindly proofs, inquiries, and answers that are void of envy. It is
through this that the light of wisdom and reason about each being shines forth.
This is why the serious man (ajnh;r spoudai`o~) (c) avoids writing about the
serious beings (tw`n o[ntwn spoudaivwn) (c), lest he cast them as prey to the
envy and perplexity of human beings. So, whenever one sees written composi-
tions, such as the laws of a legislator, these are not the serious man’s serious
works. Rather, such works reside in the fairest region that a person possesses. If
written works are a man’s serious ones, then it is not the gods but mortals who
have ruined his senses. If Dionysius had revered serious beings as Plato does, he
never would have dared to write about them, thus exposing them to unseemly
and degrading treatment.

Although Plato’s second ascent to the summit is difficult to follow, it appears
to admit of this interpretation: Whoever seeks knowledge of each of the beings
is searching for two realities. The first is the essence of the thing itself. One can
use name, definition, and image to arrive at a science of this essence, whether
the thing itself is a quality, a substance, or an action or passion of the soul, or
even justice, the beautiful, and so on. However, one does not arrive at what is
sought, because the essence is mysteriously bound up with nature. Perhaps this
is why our minds are confined to knowledge of the forms, or “looks,” of things,
or why we see only shadows on the wall of the cave. The second reality sought
is the ground of all things, nature. Name, definition, and image can provide no
science or opinion of this. Nothing can be said about it. The name nature does
not function like other names, pointing to things. It serves as a symbol of the
unspeakable ground of all things.

It is necessary to operate in the medium of the four while seeking the fifth,
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the thing itself, or its essence. Gadamer has seen that to think in and through
the four is to employ the dialectic in all its variants, such as division, combin-
ing opposites, and so on.41 Now, in the simile of the lightning, that which was
illuminated by the flashes was nature. In this “clarification” of the analogy, the
perfect knowledge of the thing itself also should arise when nature is brought
to light, for the essence of the thing must be grounded in nature. But how are
the essence and nature discovered in the ascent? Is it not by means of passing
up and down among the four, that is, by means of the dialectic? Is it not neces-
sary, then, to admit that this account contradicts the simile of the lightning by
replacing something inexplicable and possibly supernatural, the flash, with a
human method, indeed, a method that could be employed by evil men?

This inference is incorrect. The four cannot produce perfect knowledge of
the fifth, owing to the weakness of words. It cannot be emphasized too much
that manipulating the four in any manner whatsoever, or using the dialectic in
all its forms, all of which rely upon words, does not cause the light of wisdom
to shine. If there is to be union with the fifth, it must be wordless, and the soul
of the seeker must have an affinity to the sought. This is why things known can-
not be set down in speech or writing, or grasped by those who lack virtue. Every
attempt to do so is confusing, and opens the door to sophistry, a permanent po-
tential in human discourse about the serious.

Then why bother with passing up and down among the four? Dialectic has
two uses. First, it leads to the knowledge that is fourth in the series. That is, it
produces Plato’s entire spoken and written analysis of soul, forms, the one and
the indeterminate two, bodies, virtue, politics, and so on. This corpus of sci-
ence is not so much false as incomplete. The dialectic does not lead to the te-
los of striving for knowledge. This is why the science is not serious. Thus,
though dialectical technique is important at the fourth level, philosophy ulti-
mately is not a matter of finding and using right techniques.42 The second and
more important use of the dialectic is that it prepares the soul for receiving
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the light of wisdom. Plato’s language suggests that what is happening as one
passes up and down among the four is a kind of habituation to being good-
natured, or a sort of preparation of the soul’s fairest region, so that the light
can enter and shine in it, “good-natured to good-natured.” This is why Plato
brings the other prerequisites of philosophy back into the argument here. The
crucial thing about philosophic inquiries is not that they are conducted by in-
dividuals who learn well and have good memories, like Dionysius, but that
they are carried out by people who have divine, moral, and intellectual affini-
ties for the subject, or by good characters whose hearts and minds have been
purified, so that they can receive the light. Just as the first arguments that Pla-
to gave Dion were useful because they produced moral conversion, the di-
alectic is useful because it refines intellectual affinity for philosophy’s highest
subject matter. Thus, Plato’s first approach to the summit is clarified and ex-
panded by the second.

The debt to Hipparinus has been paid. Plato has told Hipparinus that his fa-
ther was not a man of reason and did not escape amathia because he heard only
Plato’s mythological ethical arguments, but did not progress to the dialectic,
and did not experience the flash of light. Hipparinus now knows everything that
is expected of him if he wants to win Plato’s friendship and support. Perhaps
Plato should expect the youth to be incapable of grasping the teaching. That will
not matter. If Hipparinus is philosophic, he will ask.

Returning from the “digression,” Plato resumes his attack on Dionysius, and
recites the history of his efforts to restrain the tyrant and Dion from evil. Here,
Plato retreats behind his disguise while confirming Hipparinus in the distinc-
tions among the tyrannical, true-believing, and philosophic types. We have al-
ready extracted the theoretical essence of this discussion.
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Plato as Mystic Philosopher

Edelstein makes one last objection to the Seventh Letter that is worth pon-
dering. He argues that, for the author of the epistle, philosophy is “an affection
of the soul comparable to the ancient mystic experience,” and that the real Pla-
to could not have agreed with that ().43

In this attack, Edelstein ill-advisedly invokes the aid of Immanuel Kant. He
notes that, in , Kant found it expedient to criticize a newly arisen aristo-
cratic tone in philosophy. Apparently, Kant had encountered people who were
excited about secrets that could not be expressed or generally shared in speech,
such secrets falling in the domain of philosophus per inspirationem. Kant charges
that these individuals want to shirk the real labor of philosophy, namely, the dis-
solution and rebuilding of all concepts by the discursive understanding. He
compares these “aristocrats” to shiftless, lazy Mongol hordes who scorned in-
dustrious city dwellers, and he tells his diligent readers that the slackers espouse
a “pretended philosophy” in which one does not need to work, but only to “lis-
ten to and enjoy the oracle” in oneself in order to possess all wisdom.44

Having vented his great displeasure with thinkers who want the rewards of
philosophy without the necessary effort, Kant maintains that the paradigmatic
offender is Plato. In his attempts to explain the existence of a priori notions that
make synthetic statements possible, Plato postulates perceptions that have their
sources not in human understanding but in the primordial ground (Urgrund)
of all things, the divine understanding. Plato needs to establish that these per-
ceptions are more than subjective feeling. His effort involves a “mystical tact,” a
“jumping over (salto mortale) from concepts to the unthinkable that attains to
no concept,” a “mystical illumination,” and, hence, a fall into Schwärmerei (that
is, the enthusiasm of visionary charlatans) that is “the death of all philosophy.”
Hence, Plato is “the father of all Schwärmerei in philosophy.”45 Unfortunately
for Edelstein, this severe polemic holds that the Plato of the dialogues is a mys-
tic. However, Edelstein overlooks this difficulty because he is delighted by Kant’s
denunciation of the Seventh Letter as a forgery.

Kant does think that there is a second “Plato” who is worse than the first.
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When this pseudo-Plato advocates proceeding from the four to the fifth, he
wants to reach “the object itself and its true being,” an aspiration that is anath-
ema to Kant, with his distinction between the phenomenon and the unknow-
able thing-in-itself. Criticizing the letter writer’s lightning simile, Kant rhetor-
ically asks: “Who does not see here the mystagogue who rants (schwärmt) not
simply for himself, but who simultaneously is a clubbist insofar as he speaks to
his adepts, as opposed to the people?”46

In weighing Kant’s extraordinarily aggressive assault on the “two” Platos, I can
do no better than to advert to some instructive remarks of Stanley Rosen’s. Rosen
observes that Kant considers himself “the voice of reason,”that Kant also believes
that “reason is entitled to secure its authority by ad hominem argumentation
when that authority cannot be scientifically or objectively enforced,” and that
“this is quite Socratic or Platonic.”47 I would agree that ad hominem reasoning
is Socratic or Platonic, in the sense that Socrates and Plato tailor their arguments
to particular souls, striving to move each soul toward truth from its starting
point along a spectrum of virtue and vice, or along a parallel spectrum defined
by openness and opacity to the divine ground of truth, and reluctantly conclud-
ing that many souls never will attain to truth because they are too deeply mired
in evil. However, there is another kind of ad hominem argumentation, one that
tries to falsify proposed truths by vilifying those who suggest them, without re-
gard for the actual characters of the persons thus condemned, the real relation-
ships of those characters to truth, and the truth itself. This ad hominem reason-
ing is not Socratic or Platonic, but it is the kind of unworthy polemic that Kant
directs against the Platos. What Kant attempts to do is to turn a nation of hard-
working burghers against Plato and the author of the Seventh Letter by casting
them as philosophic equivalents of inherently parasitical, presumptuous, yellow-
skinned marauders—that is, good-for-nothing Asiatic types who want every-
thing that makes life worth living without having to work for it—and also as
nondemocrats. It would be fair to give Kant a dose of his own medicine. One
could view with alarm the example of a supposedly liberal, enlightened “voice of
reason” who tries to destroy the two Platos by appealing to the same petty-bour-
geois, racist, populist prejudice that found expression on the gates of Auschwitz.
However, the matter cannot be left at that. Although this response to Kant is not
unjust, it is important to notice some of the philosophic questions that he raises.
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The first such question is whether the real labor of philosophy is the disso-
lution and rebuilding of all concepts by the discursive understanding. Neither
of the “two” Platos would concur in this description of the task. The chief con-
cern of the author of the Seventh Letter is to educate a king who will know jus-
tice and introduce it into human society on the broadest possible scale. This
also is one of the main cares of the Plato of the dialogues, or at least one of his
chief exoteric preoccupations. The difference between the two interpretations
of philosophy is profound. The barely concealed point of Kant’s enterprise is
to demonstrate that the rational mind originates, controls, and validates all of
its own thoughts, or that the mind is its own place. The ostensible thrust of the
Platos is to discover the right way of life for a man who exists in an order of
being that is determined by a higher reality. Either of the Platos would be
stunned to learn that his lifework had been to explain the possibility of a pri-
ori concepts that permit synthetic propositions, an activity that would be one
of the steps in the dissolution and rebuilding of all concepts by the discursive
understanding.

The second issue involves the identity of the faculty that is the seat or recep-
tacle of the highest human knowledge. For the purpose of this analysis, it is per-
missible to say that Kant thinks that it is the discursive understanding. The au-
thor of the Seventh Letter holds that it is a person’s fairest region (c–c),
which is also the soul’s smallest possible space (e–). By a generous inter-
pretation, one could equate Kant’s discursive understanding with Plato’s ca-
pacity for going up and down name, definition, image, and knowledge, and the
reasoning of Kant’s discursive understanding with Plato’s dialectic. However,
Kant can follow Plato no higher, and refuses to acknowledge the reality of the
fairest region. In arbitrating between the two, we would err if we demanded that
the existence of the fairest region be proved by discursive understanding; this
tiny space would become known to itself only after having experienced itself.
The Republic seems to suggest that this expectation is Socratic.

The third question is this: what can the highest noetic faculty of man actual-
ly know? Kant’s discursive understanding has extreme difficulty validating syn-
thetic propositions, and abandons hope of penetrating to the Ding-an-sich. His
reason knows only what it controls or defines. The epistle’s science at the fourth
level aspires to more than this, but it admittedly falls short of grasping the Kant-
ian Ding-an-sich. In proceeding to the perfect knowledge of the fifth, the author
of the Seventh Letter alludes to a direct experience of illumination of nature, the
ground of being. With this enlightenment comes comprehension of the Ding-
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an-sich, and insight into all forms of justice public and private. The limits on
Kant’s discursive reason are thereby transcended, provided, of course, that a
person really does enjoy such an experience. I think that Edelstein and Kant err
in holding that, in this regard, the writer of the letter goes further than the Pla-
to of the dialogues. The epistle’s claims do not seem to me to differ greatly from
those of the Republic d –b, a–e, and c–c. Again, doctrinal evi-
dence fails to prove that there necessarily are two Platos.

To be sure, Edelstein and Kant are right about one thing. If reporting expe-
rience of illumination of the ground of being is mystical, then the one Plato who
seems to be talking is, indeed, a mystic philosopher. We now must consider the
charge that this Plato is a Schwärmer and a mystagogue. It will be difficult to
evaluate this ad hominem complaint because one is not quite sure what the es-
sential attributes of a Schwärmer and a mystagogue are. I take the accusation to
mean that Plato resembles religious people who become intoxicated by mix-
tures of their own desires, emotions, and imaginings, who try to lead others into
their drunkenness, and who pretend to certain knowledge that they do not and
could not possess. Is this a fair characterization of Plato’s work?

In answer, I would say that Plato strikes me as austerely sober. Even his most
playful dialogues are meticulous in the smallest detail, and ever ready to repu-
diate their conclusions and begin anew. The Plato of the epistle stresses the need
for a lifetime of hard work, during which insights are won only with difficulty.
His possibly intoxicated view of the wonderful things that would occur if a
philosopher-kingship were instituted is balanced by doubt that a just regime
ever will see the light of day. Mystagoguery is entirely absent; Plato’s silence in
the Seventh Letter is opposed to and scornful of such proselytizing. Far from lay-
ing claim to certainty, Plato’s Socrates always warns that he knows nothing, and
definitely nothing that the god knows. He especially does this both before and
after the allegories of the sun, the line, and the cave (Rep. c–, b–). If
his disclaimers are sincere, his mysticism clearly is not gnostic, or at least is less
gnostic than Kant’s assurance that he can dissolve and rebuild all human con-
cepts by means of the discursive understanding. So, the accusation of Schwär-
merei hinges upon this last question: is the type of insight that Plato describes
in the Seventh Letter possible?

Those of us who have not experienced illumination of the natural ground of
being, or who have experienced it without being aware that we have done so,
can respond to this query in either of two ways: with closed or open minds.
Closed minds have no a priori grounds for denying the possibility of the flash-
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es of light; they only can refuse to believe in the leaping flames because they see
no evidence for them. Open minds will resist making blind leaps of affirmation.
However, they will be ready to participate in an experiment, that of submitting
to Platonic education, acquiring the virtues, striving for synopsis by going up
and down the four, and waiting to see what happens. Now, is there a good rea-
son for the closed minds to become open, and to invest time and effort in the
experiment? One could suggest that virtue is its own reward. One also could
make the following calculation: perhaps surprisingly for those who have not
read him carefully, the author of the epistle agrees with Kant and modern pos-
itivists that logical science cannot transcend the fact-value distinction. This re-
sult should not be unexpected. Logical science is limited to the investigation of
visible and mathematical things, whereas justice is thought to be a reality high-
er than those things. Justice could be found only by some means other than log-
ical science. Therefore, it might be worthwhile to determine whether Plato’s re-
ports are true.

In our efforts to settle this question, we must remember that Plato is silent
because his understanding of nature, and of all the forms of justice public and
private, is mystical and ineffable. The very attempt to speak it distorts it. Those
who have it cannot even say it to themselves, except with metaphors, for it does
not consist in sets of true propositions. Possessing it is more like being illumi-
nated, or, to change the metaphor, more like having an internal gyroscope or an
instrument of attunement to a homing beacon, than like owning an encyclo-
pedia or a reference manual. Plato avoids setting the truth to words because he
fears that such a perversion of its nature will cause the many to misconstrue it,
thereby plunging themselves more deeply into a folly and injustice that will be
bad not so much for him as for them. He is not, and in the nature of the case
could not be, worried that revealing propositional truth will prompt the many
to harm him, or that it will destroy some divine control over the many, or over
being itself, that no philosopher ever has had.

It might be objected that this analysis ignores contradictions in the Seventh
Letter that hint at esoteric doctrines contrary to those adduced here. For exam-
ple, Plato is vague about the relationship of chance and providence, and treats
it differently in different places. Further, his discussion of the leaping flames is
“replaced” by his treatment of the five. I reply that the problem of chance and
providence is not carried to a perfectly clear resolution because its mystery can-
not be penetrated completely by human reason; even the serious people of faith
do not pretend to be able to sort it out. The lightning metaphor is augmented,
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not replaced, by the account of the five. Generally, as shown above, the differ-
ent treatments of subjects are complementary, not contradictory. Perhaps more
examples of “contradictions” in the epistle can be adduced. There is not enough
space here to anticipate every such objection. Suffice it to say that I think all such
alleged difficulties can be surmounted.
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gnōthi sauton, , 
God: and learning dialectic, –; and

blessing of Hipparinus, , , ,
; pilots all things, , –;
Socrates’ references to, in Apology, n;
Socrates’ service to, , , 

Gods, , –, –, ; absence of, in
myth of Er, ; blamed by Odysseus, ,
; creativity of, –; as mediators,
; Olympian, –; and rewards, ;
shaman’s contact with, –, 

Good, , , , ; as bond, ; causality of,
, , ; human participation in,
; idea of, ; knowledge of, , –,
; lack of, in modernity, ; measure of,
; and prudence, ; science of, , ,
; and Socrates’ life, ; sun as metaphor
of, ; superlative form of, ; world
created in accordance with, . See also
agathon

Goody, Jack, n
Gorgias, , n, , , n; teacher of

Meno, 
Graeser, Andreas, n
Greene, William Chase, , n
Grimaldi, Nicolas, n
Griswold, Charles L., n, n, n,

n, n, n
Guthrie, W. K. C., n, nn,, n,

n, n, n, –n, n

Hackforth, R., n, n, n, n
Hades, , n; and anamnesis, ; and

Myth of Er, –, ; one pole of the
axis mundi, , 

Harrison, Jane, n, , , n, ,
n, –, n, , n

Havelock, Eric, , n

Hector, –
Hegel, G. W. F., , , 
Heidegger, Martin, 
Hekate, , –
Helios, 
Heninger, S. K., Jr., n
Hera, , , 
Heracleides, n
Heracles, , ; Charmides’ oath by, ;

Socrates’ identification with, 
Heraclitus, –; Fr. B., 
Hermes, , , ; equivalent to Egypt-

ian Anubis, 
Hermocrates, , , 
Hermotimus, 
Hesiod, –; Theogony –, ; Works

and Days –, ; , n
Hesychius, 
hetaireiai, –, 
Hildebrandt, Kurt, n
Hipparinus, –, ; recipient of Sev-

enth Letter, , n
Hippocrates, n
Holland, Leiscester, n
Homer, , , –, , , ; as authori-

ty, ; authority of, transferred to
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katebēn, , , n, 
Kierkegaard, Søren, 
Kirchner, Horst, , n
Kirk, Geoffrey, , , , n, –,

n, n, , n
Klein, Jacob, n, 
Kleinias, 
Kluckhohn, Clyde, n, n
Knowledge: “perfect knowledge” in Seventh

Letter, –; and dialectic, –; and
reason, , , ; and virtue, ,
; and wisdom, , , . See also
epistēmē
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synopsis, , 

Talbert, Charles H., n
Tarán, Leonardo, n
Taylor, A. E., –n, n, n, n
technē, , 
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