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Introduction

“There is an ancient quarrel between the poets and philosophers,” Socrates 
famously observes in Republic 10.1 Plato thought that the danger posed by 
this quarrel was sufficiently grave to require the exclusion altogether of 
poets—at least, mimetic poets—from his ideal republic. What could Plato 
have been thinking? Plato’s banishment of the poets might seem a low point in 
his  philosophical career. It makes him look philistine, repressive, and obtuse.

Plato does not level his attack at all poets, but specifically at “mimetic 
poets.” These are the poets who imitated “people doing things either per force 
or voluntarily; thinking they have fared either well or badly from these deeds; 
and grieving or rejoicing because of this,” (Republic 10.603c). The poets 
Plato particularly had in mind, then, were poets who told stories—above all, 
Homer and the tragedians.

These poets wielded considerable cultural authority; Plato’s attack is 
inspired in great part by the desire to show that this authority was spurious 
and terribly misleading. But Plato also clearly saw the powerful appeal that 
mimetic poets had for their audiences. The fascination of the poets lay partly 
in their seductive and deeply satisfying vision of a world of perpetual change, 
where nothing was stably, predictably what it was.2 “What is anything? What 
is anything not? Man is the shadow of a dream,” the lyric poet Pindar said.3 
Using this model of the human as shadow, poets like Homer and Aeschylus 
offered deeply interesting, but highly un-Platonic accounts of human life and 
society. One of the poets’ most characteristic and abiding concerns, in par-
ticular, was justice and its place in an unstable world of mortality, ignorance, 
and passion. In this study, I try to show that Plato’s hostility to Homer and the 
tragedians grew from their picture of an unstable and ultimately unknowable 
world and the accounts of justice that reflected the tragic vision.



The mimetic poets were not the only ones who presented a model of 
a world in a perpetual state of flux. In the Theaetetus, Socrates says that 
Homer stands at the head of a long line of poets, natural philosophers 
 (Heraclitus, Empedocles) and sophists (Protagoras)—all of them denying 
that anything is just one thing in and of itself, and each presenting a world 
where motion is primary and everything is in ceaseless movement. In such a 
world, there is no “being,” but only “becoming” (Theaetetus 152d–e). Pre-
Socratic thinkers like Heraclitus and Empedocles had elaborated this idea 
into  coherent,  philosophical structures. But it was something deeper than a 
 deliberate, intellectual  commitment: it was a basic, underlying  presupposition, 
an orienting conception whose influence could be found in the poets, whether 
comic (Epicharmus) or tragic (Homer).4

What bound these very different thinkers and poets together, from a 
 Platonic perspective, was that they had all articulated a kind of world vision 
in which Platonic philosophy—a discourse about being, self-sameness, 
identity—simply made no sense. Homer underlay this imposing “cultural 
consensus” and, together with the tragic poets, offered stunning accounts in 
which justice and injustice seemed inextricably linked. In Chapter 2, I look 
at the presentation of justice in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, where the most striking 
feature of justice is its power to foment violence and discord.

Plato, in contrast, claimed that justice ought to be the cause solely of good 
things. He sought to articulate the “Idea of the Good”—an idea that was 
simply, purely, reliably good—and nothing but—whose influence and effect 
would be purely good as well.5 He did so, however, in the face of a culture 
for which goodness was inevitably fused with its opposite and where justice 
was as much a subversive, destabilizing force as it was a crucial ingredient 
for a stable society. As against this “poetics” of justice, Plato sought to con-
struct a “philosophy” of justice and goodness, to distil and formulate their 
 imperishable essence.

Significantly, Plato’s “Idea of the Good” was far removed from the world 
of experience: it had to occupy as sublime and lofty a realm as conceivable 
in order for it to be purely itself, uncontaminated by any trace of its  opposite. 
The need for such daunting transcendence shows how deeply conflicted 
goodness (and, above all, justice) inevitably must be in this world. As pre-
sented in the Phaedo, the philosopher’s task is to get past the conceptually 
confused and confusing blends that characterize the things of this world. The 
primary object of philosophy could only be the ideal Forms.

In his later dialogues, however, Plato came to regard this world as having a 
philosophical dignity in its own right. In returning to the kinetic, impure world 
and treating it as a subject of genuine philosophical interest, Plato inevitably 
drew near the poets who had offered compelling visions of the instability of 
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the world and the impure “blends” that characterize it. Plato never endorsed the 
poets, but notwithstanding his continuing attacks, the orientation of his thought 
toward them changed in significant ways. The metaphysical theory of the 
 Sophist and the politics of the Statesman represent, in many ways, a return to 
the poets—their insights now buttressed and elaborated with a philosophical 
rigor. The title of this study—The Philosopher’s Song—is meant to express the 
depth of Plato’s engagement with the poets throughout his philosophical career 
and the extensive and fruitful nature of their influence on his thinking.

It might seem, at first glance, that the most important contexts for under-
standing Plato were more immediate and political than the poets. Plato’s 
philosophy, for example, might seem a reaction to the prevalence of sophistry 
or rhetoric as an intellectual movement in fifth-century Athens. The frequent 
appearance of sophists and rhetoricians in the dialogues shows the perti-
nence of this social and political context to his philosophy. In contrast, Plato 
never does bring on an articulate poet to debate Socrates. To be sure, poets 
(e.g., Agathon and Aristophanes in the Symposium) and rhapsodes (Ion in the 
dialogue named for him) occasionally appear in the dialogues, but never to 
thrash out a serious argument. In Republic 10, Socrates invites the mimetic 
poets to defend their poetry and so avoid banishment from Callipolis. But 
the fact remains that nowhere does any poet defend poetry against Socrates’ 
attacks. For these reasons, it might seem that Plato regarded the tragedians 
as a nuisance and certainly not to be allowed in an ideal state, but not the 
instigating cause that first moved Plato to do philosophy.

Presenting Plato’s philosophy as a reaction to the rise of the sophists, how-
ever, risks underestimating the depth of Plato’s critique and missing how far 
down he believed his criticisms went. As the Theaetetus passage referenced 
above suggests, the age-old traditional thinking of Homer underlay the work 
not only of most pre-Socratics, but of political thinkers like Protagoras, as 
well. From Plato’s perspective, it would have been impossible to offer a 
really thorough criticism of received modes of political thinking without 
addressing Homer and the tragedians.

Plato’s invention of philosophy needs to be situated within the context of 
a society where poets were cultural authorities, whose teachings  emphasized 
such tragic themes as the instability of things and the indeterminacy of 
 persons.6 The interest of Plato’s philosophy lies, to a great extent, in the 
 compelling interest of what he sought to repress—the poetic and political 
heritage of a world tragically conceived.

For example, Plato posed the philosophical question, “What is justice?” 
Rather than analyze his answer, I want to explore why he asked precisely this 
question and why no one had asked it before. I claim that Plato  inaugurated 
philosophy in response to the poets, whose works implicitly denied that justice 
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possessed or could possess such a thing as an internal identity. From the poets’ 
perspective, it was misleading at best to ask what justice “is.” Conversely, 
the tragic insight that man is a shadow, a nothing, is deeply misleading from 
Plato’s theoretical perspective, if only because it implicitly, but powerfully, 
denies that each person has a soul that is destined to live forever. Plato’s 
 condemnation of the poets reflects the fact that they had offered a broad world 
vision that militated against the core concerns of philosophy. Put differently, 
philosophy—understood as the discourse of being—was inaugurated in the 
face of and against the poets and the emphasis they placed on instability, 
 indeterminacy, and becoming.7 The banishment of the poets was in part a 
means of ridding the ideal republic of an articulate and compelling counter-
vision, whose significance and appeal Plato understood only too well.

Although (or perhaps because) Republic 10 is Plato’s most hostile attack 
on mimetic poetry, it also exposes Plato’s considerable ambivalence toward 
epic and tragic poetry. The very vehemence of his attack reflects what a 
powerful rival poetry, in fact, was. It also indicates how precarious and easily 
discouraged the aspiration toward philosophy could be. After all, as Socrates 
notes in Republic 10, it was precisely the best people who were the most sus-
ceptible to poetic performance (Republic 10.605c9–d5). Socrates offers his 
account of poetic mimesis in Republic 10 as a kind of pharmakon or drug to 
counteract the seduction that mimetic poets might otherwise work on aspiring 
philosophers.8 Mimetic poetry, then, exposed how fragile the reign of reason 
really was. This was an idea, as we shall see, that had also found powerful 
expression in Aeschylus’ Oresteia. In other words, Plato’s very attack on 
mimetic poetry reinforces some of the ideas that animated tragedy as well.

Indeed, even within the Republic, Plato seems to acknowledge a certain 
tragic thrust to his political vision. For example, he seems to have regarded as 
inevitable the degeneration of Callipolis, his ideal state, into seriously flawed 
constitutions. Sooner or later, the careful arrangements that make Callipolis 
possible will unravel, since, as Plato writes, everything that is begotten is 
inevitably destroyed (Rep. 8.546a1–3). In Republic 8, he charts the succes-
sive and seemingly inexorable degeneration of Callipolis into timocracy, 
oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny—each state worse than the one preceding 
it. As Plato expressly notes, he updates Hesiod’s pessimistic and tragic myth 
of the Five Ages and the degeneration of the Golden Age down into the Iron 
Age (547a1–6). He also proposes calling on the Muse to set his account of 
degeneration in a poetic context:

How will civil war arise, and how will the fighting begin between auxiliaries 
and the rulers, and even within each group? Shall we, like Homer, pray to the 
Muse to tell us “how civil war first broke out”?

(8.545d6–e3)
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To be sure, there is a certain playfulness in Socrates’ invocation of the 
Muses.9 At the same time, however, calling on the Muses gives his account 
of the state’s degeneration a certain lofty, vatic quality. It is hard to resist the 
idea that Plato’s political theory, already in the Republic, has a dose of the 
poets’ tragic sensibility.

Situating Plato in this poetic context makes possible a richer account of 
the development of his thought. Currently, scholarship divides into a unitar-
ian view (Plato’s thinking is characterized above all by its uniformity) and a 
developmentalist approach (stressing the movement within Plato’s thinking 
and the changes it underwent).10 Such polarizing can hardly do justice to the 
subtlety and agility of Plato’s thinking. I will point to developments within 
Plato’s thinking, but such changes cannot be understood apart from the aspects 
that persist. Plato’s on-going relation to the poetic past should help us appreci-
ate the distinctive combination of movement and persistence in his thought.11

The book is structured to reflect the pervasive influence of the poets on 
 Plato’s work and its development. In Part One, I use Plato’s criticisms of the 
poets in the Republic to discuss Homer (Chapter 1) and Aeschylus (Chapter 2), 
and to sharpen the focus on what Plato found objectionable about the poets—in 
particular, the decentralized place of justice in the Iliad and the inextricability 
of justice and violence in Aeschylus’ Oresteia. I discuss these poets because 
Plato seems to have had them particularly in mind when he censors the poets 
in Republic 2 and 3: he bowdlerizes passages from each of these poets. I focus 
on these two poets for the additional reason that they seem to me broadly rep-
resentative of the features that Plato found most objectionable in the mimetic 
poets, and that they are particularly impressive examples of Greek poetry. Plato 
never gave a poet the opportunity in his dialogues to defend mimetic poetry. In 
Part One, I try to show what such a defence might look like.

In Part Two, I look at Plato’s attitude toward the poets in two idealist 
dialogues—the Phaedo and the Republic. The Phaedo (Chapter 3) shows 
the complexity of Plato’s relation to the poets. Condemned to death unfairly 
by a miscarriage of justice, Socrates must resist others’ tendency to regard 
him tragically. He offers a severely ascetic account of the philosopher’s life 
as a cultivation of death. The famous and unforgettable scene of Socrates’ 
death, however—a scene that rivals the greatest masterpieces of the Greek 
poets—implicitly corrects the severity of Socrates’ account.

In Chapter 4 I turn to Republic 10—the notorious attack on poetry. I 
approach Plato’s criticism by focusing on a specific issue: how the mimetic 
poets might have made it more difficult for members of the audience to be 
just. In this way, I want first to show the relevance of the attack on mimetic 
poetry in Republic 10 to the theme of justice elsewhere in the dialogue. Also, 
I think that by focusing the criticism in this way, we can better appreciate the 
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reason for Plato’s hostility toward the mimetic poets and see what an astute 
critic Plato in fact was. I also explore what I take to be the deepest paradox 
in his polemic: at the same time that Socrates was banishing the poets, Plato 
was introducing them into his metaphysical picture of reality. Endowing 
the poets with a metaphysical significance, I will claim, was a momentous 
 turning point in Plato’s thinking.

Plato wanted to condemn the poets’ spectral productions as false, but 
that proved to be strangely difficult with the philosophical apparatus he had 
elaborated up to that point. Making a space for falsehood required some 
far-reaching and momentous changes to the Theory of Forms, and I explore 
these changes in Part Three. In the Sophist (Chapter 5), Plato introduces a 
new character, the Elean Visitor, who revises the metaphysics in order to 
achieve an apparently modest result—by the end of the dialogue he can show 
what it means to say that a claim is false. But the changes necessary to bring 
about this modest result create a very different metaphysical environment. 
The political implications of what I call the “metaphysics of fallibility” are 
worked out in the Statesman, which I address in Chapter 6. The political 
vision sketched in that dialogue recalls in several, striking ways the poets’ 
vision as described in Part One of this study.

Throughout these developments, Plato’s philosophical career orbited 
around the poets. This “orbit” had its points of perihelion and aphelion—some 
times receding far from the poets, and at other times, drawing quite close. The 
poets, who emphasized movement and instability as the principles of life 
were themselves the principle of movement in Plato’s own philosophy.

The contemporary pertinence and excitement of the Greek poets from 
Homer down to the tragedians lies partly in their saying the kind of things that 
many modern philosophers have sought to articulate.12 Several trends in mod-
ern thinking have moved steadily toward many of the very things that Plato 
was attempting to move away from—the sense that there is only becoming 
and that things lack an internal, knowable essence; that concepts of justice are 
inevitably local and plural, and that justice is conflicted in its very core and 
has deep affinities with violence. To attain these insights, modern philoso-
phers have had to overcome the mighty intellectual apparatus—the priority 
of being, the objectivity of knowledge, the definability of justice—that were, 
in large part, Plato’s legacy to the West. But Plato himself was the earliest 
critic of “Platonism”—if by that we mean an idealist philosophy that insists 
on immutability and self-sameness as the indicia of authentic being. Plato’s 
philosophy began as a reaction to the poets, but he ultimately found ways of 
incorporating their insights within a philosophical framework.

At the same time, Plato’s philosophical dialogues exert a continuing appeal 
to this day—as, of course, the Greek poets do as well. Plato well captures the 
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enduring power that each of these age-old rivals continues to wield. In the 
Ion, Plato memorably described Homer’s “magnetic” hold on his performers 
and his audiences. The inspiration of the Muse, like a magnet, galvanizes all 
who come into contact with her (Ion, 533c9–e5; 535e7–36b4). The Muses’ 
power first catches up the creative poet, whose songs then communicate the 
goddesses’ divine power to performers like Ion, and, ultimately, to  audience 
members moved to tears by the rhapsode’s vivid rendition of the poet’s 
verse.

A mark of poetry’s phenomenal potency, then, is that it is not attenuated in 
the slightest as it extends its influence. But much the same is true of Socrates’ 
speech. It deeply moves anyone who hears it and even those who merely hear 
of it. Such is Alcibiades’ praise of Socrates in the Symposium:

[W]hen we hear someone uttering another’s words—even those of an accom-
plished orator—no one, so to speak, could care less. But when anyone hears you 
[Socrates], or even someone uttering your words—no matter if the speaker is 
a poor one, and whether it’s a woman, or a man, or a child who hears—we are 
stunned and possessed.

(Symposium 215d)

As Alcibiades comments, Socrates’ words affect anyone who comes into 
contact with them. Indeed, their power is such that many people, having heard 
them, will want to repeat them for others.13 The Ion and Symposium passages 
cited above show not only the parallel power of these ancient rivals, but also 
the persistence of their effect: to this day Homer and Socrates continue to 
exert their magnetic powers. The Philosopher’s Song explores the reasons 
why poetry and philosophy continue to hold this fascination and what it 
means that two rivalling ways of viewing the human and the proper expecta-
tions of a human life can both seem true and relevant.14

Other books, too, have traced the relations between Plato and the poets. 
The most recent book-length treatment of Plato’s attitude toward the poets is 
that of Ramona A. Naddaff, Exiling the Poets: The Production of Censorship 
in Plato’s “Republic” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). One 
of the merits of Naddaff’s book is that she underscores how momentous the 
“quarrel between poetry and philosophy” was for the development of Plato’s 
philosophical thought. Naddaff confines her treatment of Plato’s ambivalence 
toward mimetic poetry, however, to the Republic. In this study, in contrast, 
I will be more concerned with how Plato’s ambivalent attitude affected the 
course of his thinking. In addition to the Republic, therefore, I consider also 
the Phaedo, as well as the Sophist and Statesman. I have also thought it 
important to look at some works of the poets and to get a sharper focus on 
Plato’s attack by showing some examples of what he was attacking.
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Ruby Blondell’s The Play of Character in Plato’s Dialogues (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002) provides an in-depth study of the impor-
tance of the characters in the dialogues to the philosophical import of the 
dialogue. I certainly agree with her point and with numerous other studies that 
have appeared, showing how inextricably related are the literary and philo-
sophical aspects of the dialogues. I am more concerned, however, to give an 
account of Plato’s organic development as a thinker by studying his evolving 
relation with the poets.

Andrea Nightingale, in Genres in Dialogue: The Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), showed how Plato “con-
structed” his philosophy in dialogue with pre-existing literary genres. Her 
book considers different dialogues that illustrate Plato’s indebtedness to trag-
edy, or comedy, or oratory. The current study differs in that I am more par-
ticularly interested in the “ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy”; 
that is, I try to show Plato’s orientation toward a whole cultural consensus 
headed by Homer and populated by the tragedians, as well as the sophists and 
the pre-socratic philosophers.

Thomas Gould, The Ancient Quarrel Between Poetry and Philosophy 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), argued that Plato rejected the 
tragedians’ idea that humans are characterized above all by their suffering. 
I agree, but my book shows how the tragic view produced powerful and 
attractive visions of the city and law that were worthy rivals of Plato. The 
 tragedians offered a “poetics of justice” to which Plato’s “philosophy of 
 justice” was intended as a riposte and a refutation.

In citing the Phaedo, Sophist, and Statesman, I have used the Oxford 
 Classical Text by E. A. Duke, W. F. Hicken, W. S. M. Nicoll, D. B.  Robinson, 
and J. C. G. Strachan. Citations to the Republic are to the edition by S. R. Slings 
in the Oxford Classical Texts series. For other Platonic  dialogues, I have used 
the Oxford Classical Text editions by John Burnet. I have used the Teubner 
edition by Martin West for citations from the Iliad, and the Oxford Classical 
Text by Denys Page for Aeschylus’ Oresteia.

NOTES

 1. Republic 10.607b5–6
 2. On the appeal this view of the world exerts, see Theaetetus 157b–d. 
 3. Pindar, Pythian 8. 95–96.
 4. Theaetetus 152e, citing Iliad 14.302 (referring to “Ocean, begetter of the gods, 

and Tethys, their mother”). Socrates says that, with these lines, Homer makes all 
things the offspring of flux and motion.
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The commentators routinely ignore the reference to Homer, which they by and 
large regard as purely humorous. See, e.g., John McDowell, Plato: Theaetetus 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 130 (“I suspect that in fact the whole of 
152e2–53d5 is not intended very seriously; the basic case for the secret doctrine 
 having already been made at 152d2–31.”). The reference to Homer, however, gives 
the passage a dimension that it would otherwise lack. Homer shows the antiquity and 
pervasiveness of the world-view that Theaetetus receives and perpetuates and which 
(as I explore in this study) played a formative and evolving role in Plato’s thinking. 

 5. See, e.g., Republic 2.379c, 5.479a–80a, 6.505a. For a description of the “good-
itself,” see, e.g., John M. Cooper, “The Psychology of Justice in Plato,” now col-
lected in his Reason and Emotion: Essays on Ancient Moral Psychology and  Ethical 
Theory (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999), 143–44; Alexander 
Nehamas, “Plato on the Imperfection of the Sensible World,” in Nehamas, Virtues 
of  Authenticity, Essays on Plato and Socrates (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1999), 138–58.

 6. On the poets as the cultural standard-bearers in ancient Greece, see, e.g., Luc 
Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), trans-
lated by Gerald Naddaf, 8–9; P. E. Easterling, “Greek Poetry and Greek Religion,” 
in Greek Religion and Society, ed. P. E. Easterling and J. V. Muir (Cambridge: 
 Cambridge University Press, 1985), 34–49; John Herington, Poetry into Drama: 
Early Tragedy and the Greek Poetic Tradition (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1985), 3–57 (on the “song culture”). See also Eric Havelock, Preface to 
Plato (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963), especially Part One; 
H.-I.  Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity, translated by George Lamb (New 
York: Sheed and Ward, 1956), 41–42.

 7. Ramona A. Naddaff, Exiling the Poets: The Production of Censorship in 
Plato’s “Republic” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 6, points out that 
the banishment of the poets in Republic 10 was intended as much to produce phi-
losophy as to squelch poetry. See also Susan B. Levin, The Ancient Quarrel between 
Philosophy and Poetry Revisited: Plato and the Greek Literary Tradition (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 11 (“Firm boundaries between philosophy and sci-
ence or philosophy and literature are not in place in Plato’s time. Plato is concerned, 
particularly in the Republic, to defend some crucial distinctions between the latter 
two domains”). Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the 
Construct of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) explains 
that in order to define and characterize the activity he called “philosophy,” Plato had 
to “distinguish what he was doing from all other discursive practices,” (10–11). As 
Nightingale shows, Plato sought to do so partly by incorporating other genres into his 
philosophical dialogues. Plato’s intertextuality is the converse of his call (in Republic 
10) for the banishment of the mimetic poets.

 8. See Republic 10.595b6; 10.608a3–4.
 9. Socrates asks, “Shall we say that [the Muses] speak to us in the tragic manner 

[τραγικϖς], toying and playing with us as though we were children, but speaking as 
if in earnest?” (545e1–3). Here, Socrates presents the Muses as assuming a spurious 
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air of gravity in order to have fun with gullible mortals. This anticipates his attack 
in Book 10 on mimetic poetry, which seems to be authoritative, but in fact is only a 
form of play (παιδíαν, Rep. 10.602b7; cf. παíζουσας, Rep. 8.545e2). Nonetheless, 
as I suggest in the text, Plato calls on the Muses to underscore the momentous nature 
of what he is about to unfold—the unravelling of an ideal state. 

10. For a recent study offering a “unitarian” reading of Plato, see Christopher 
Rowe, Plato and the Art of Philosophical Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge  University 
Press, 2007). A recent, elaborate example of the “developmental” view of Plato’s 
thinking is Christopher Bobonich, Plato’s Utopia Recast: His Later Ethics and 
Politics  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002). For a brief overview of the  scholarly 
controversy about Plato’s development after the Republic, see Richard Kraut, 
 “Introduction,” in  Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: 
Cambridge  University Press, 1992), 14–20, and the literature cited there. See also, 
in the same collection,  Constance C. Meinwald, “Good-bye to the Third Man,” at 
389–91. 

11. In this study, I have no elaborate theory about the chronological order of the 
dialogues. Little, if anything, in my argument depends on the priority of the Phaedo 
or Republic 10, although it seems likelier that the Phaedo was composed before 
the Republic. I do assume that these two dialogues are earlier than the Sophist and 
the Statesman, since these latter contain criticisms of positions espoused in the more 
“idealist” dialogues. While I think Plato’s thinking did indeed change between the 
 Republic and the Statesman, these changes did not supersede earlier dialogues or 
render them outmoded. Rather, they added new dimensions and complexity to his 
thought. I hope that regarding Plato from the perspective of the poets will help bring 
out this feature of his thought, which I explore in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6.

12. See, e.g., Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993), which explores the pertinence of archaic Greek poetry for 
correcting some of what Williams regards as blind spots in modern moral theory. 

13. The Symposium itself shows how Socrates’ words inaugurate an on-going, oral 
tradition. Apollodorus, who tells the story to a nameless friend, had not been present 
himself at the symposium. He heard the tale from Phoenix, who in turn got it from 
Aristodemus, who was actually present (172a–73b). Apollodorus is three degrees 
removed from the events themselves, but his account retains all the vivacity of the 
original proceedings. 

14. I disagree with Richard Kannicht, The Ancient Quarrel Between Philosophy 
and Poetry: Aspects of the Greek Conception of Literature (Christchurch: University 
of Canterbury, 1988), 34, that Aristotle in the Poetics managed to “settle once and 
for all the ‘ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry.’” I believe that the  tension 
between them is a far more dynamic and formative force in Plato’s thinking than 
Kannicht suggests in his brief, but stimulating remarks, and that it remains with us 
still today.
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Chapter 1

Achilles’ Insight: Poetic and 
Moral Consciousness in Homer

THREE RULES FOR THE POETS OF CALLIPOLIS

In Republic 2 and 3, Socrates condemns several classic passages from the 
poets as inconsistent with the ideals and the educational program of his ideal 
republic Callipolis. In Republic 2, he identifies several passages, mainly 
from Homer, Hesiod, and Aeschylus, that, in his view, inculcate unsound and 
immoral ideas about the gods. Stories about the wars for sovereignty among 
the gods—Kronos’ castration of his father Uranus, or Zeus’ war against his 
father Kronos—are scandalous, and should either be forbidden outright or 
confined to a small group of people (2.377e–78a). In fact, all the fascinat-
ing, archaic stories about struggles for power among the gods—the attack on 
heaven by the Giants, Hera fettered by her son Hephaestus, and Hephaestus 
thrown from heaven by his mother or his father—all these stories must go 
(378b–e).

Socrates objects as well to the moving speech from Iliad 24 where Achilles 
tells Priam that Zeus allots portions of evil and of good to humans on the day 
of their birth (2.379d). A speech like this claims—wrongly and dangerously, 
according to Socrates—that the gods are the source of evil in human lives. 
So, too, he objects to the passage in Iliad 3, where Zeus and Athena collude 
to undermine the sacred pact between the Greeks and Trojans (379e–80a). 
Socrates also condemns episodes where the gods change their shapes and tell 
lies: deceit and mutability are deeply inconsistent, Socrates claims, with any 
reasonable conception of divinity (2.380d–82a).

In Republic 3, Socrates turns his attention from the gods to depictions 
of heroes. He calls for the deletion of passages that might demoralize 
young  warriors by emphasizing the dreadfulness of death (3.386a–88d). 
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These include Achilles’ claim, in the Underworld scene in Odyssey 11, 
that he “would rather be the lowest slave on earth than king of the dead” 
(Od. 11.489–91). So, too, Plato would delete the passage where Achilles—
after unsuccessfully attempting to embrace the shade of Patroclus—reflects 
on the sheer deathliness of the dead: “Alas! In Hades’ halls, there is a ghost 
and an image, but no guts” (Il. 23.103–04).

In poetry, even the gods weep at the imminent death of their offspring. 
Zeus grieves at the prospect of Sarpedon’s death, and sends down a shower of 
blood to honor his son in death. (See Iliad 16.458-61; Republic 3.388b8–d1.) 
Passages like this must go. They demoralize the young with compelling pic-
tures that make death seem dismal, and something to be cordially dreaded.

Not only does poetry induce its audiences to grieve too much over death, it 
paints a false picture of human existence by suggesting that all the goodness 
in life consists in food and drink and wealth. Socrates cites, as an instance, 
the passage in Book 9 of the Odyssey, when Odysseus says that a banquet—a 
time of material abundance and social harmony—is the ultimate happiness 
(telos) of human existence (Od. 9.8-11; Rep. 3.390a10–b4). Similarly, it is 
wrong when Odysseus’ companions, marooned on the Island of the Sun with 
its sacred, untouchable oxen, fear death by hunger as the worst kind of death 
(Od.12.342; Rep. 3.390a8–b4). These passages treat life as an essentially 
physical phenomenon, and, accordingly, can only conceive of the good as 
carnal in nature. In the view espoused by the poets, death is an evil because it 
is the end of the physical. The youth of Callipolis (and, particularly, the young 
warriors) must not be exposed to these false and corrupting sentiments.

Others before Plato had criticized the poets and the old myths, of course. 
Heraclitus said that Homer should be beaten, and claimed that much learning 
had not taught Hesiod understanding (νόον) (frr. B 40, B 42, B 57, B 106 
D–K). Before him, Xenophanes complained that Homer and Hesiod had 
attributed reprehensible conduct like adultery and theft to the gods (frr. B 11, 
B 12, B 15 D–K). Plato differs from these forebears, however, in considering 
such stories to be not only unseemly, but actually dangerous and demoraliz-
ing. Plato emphasizes how these stories are perpetuated—by being told and 
retold by nurses and families to the very young, and by the cultural prestige 
they enjoy when told in verse. Such stories create τύποι—impressions 
or patterns—in the minds of the young (see 379a2, 383a2, c6, 396d8, 
398b3). The young people raised on these stories go into adult life with 
distorted  values. They have been infected with the “true lie”—that is, error 
deeply rooted in their souls about the most important (κυριώτατα) things 
(382a4–9). When people’s souls have been reared on poetic tales like this, 
they can hardly be expected to make decisions based on anything like a suf-
ficient conception of reality.
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Plato’s attack on the poets differs from Xenophanes’ and Heraclitus’ for 
the additional reason that he proposes specific deletions, and the objection-
able passages in question converge on a coherent outlook, which we may 
call “poetic” and “tragic.” For the poets, death and loss are the central 
human experiences, the ones that afford the deepest insight into what it 
means to be human. Because life is essentially physical—its telos is the 
abundance of song and food and fellowship at a banquet—physical death is 
really and truly the end of our existence. Death is the greatest of the evils 
sent by the gods—something genuinely dreadful. Even before we die, the 
gods deceive us, and so, our sense that we understand and control our lives 
is groundless.

In Republic 2 and 3, Socrates does not emphasize the coherence of this 
poetic outlook—let alone its power over audiences, or how deeply committed 
he felt they were to it. Not until he has explored the metaphysical structure of 
the world and the structure of the human soul—that is, not until he has talked 
about the kuriôtata of existence—can he take the full measure of his poetic 
adversaries and expose the “true lie” that poetry is (382a4). That deeper, 
more searching critique must wait until Republic 10.1 In these early books, 
he confines himself to stating three rules that any poet wishing to ply his 
trade in the ideal republic must observe.2 These rules are in fact a charter for 
the philosophical life.3 Although not themselves philosophical, they nonethe-
less lay down the τύποι or archetypes that will prepare the ground for later 
philosophical education.

The first rule is this: poets may not claim that the gods are the cause of 
everything in human life, but only of good things (2.380c7–10). Poets can 
show evil things befalling characters—but, if they do this, they must then go 
on to show that the characters have brought these bad things upon themselves, 
and that the evils sent by the gods were a just punishment (2.380a6–c4). This 
rule assumes, as against Homer and the tragedians, that people are respon-
sible moral agents and therefore deserve praise or blame for their actions. 
It means, too, that evil is not “natural.” It is not an ultimate reality, and 
represents something deeply amiss in the world. If something is “natural” or 
does proceed from the gods—e.g., death—then it is not evil. Conversely, if 
something is evil, then it does not proceed from the gods, but from humans, 
apparently, therefore, and, if so, is within human power (at least, within the 
power of some humans) to transcend (see 379c). Rule One, in short, is a char-
ter for an adult, moral life: poets will not offer infantilizing descriptions of a 
world where people are essentially powerless. Poets obeying Rule One will 
help the city’s efforts to instill in people a sense of their moral agency. They 
will promote a city sustained and animated by justice—responsible citizens 
behaving responsibly.
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The second rule cultivates a respect for the truth. This rule holds that poets 
must show the perfection of the gods, and therefore, they must have nothing 
to do with falsehood (2.383a2–5), and must always immutably be what they 
are (2.381b). Passages showing the gods practicing deceit on humans suggest 
that people necessarily live in a state of blindness and illusion. This vision 
may strike us as sublime and grandly tragic, but for Plato, it was seriously 
wrong, since it denied that truth was, even theoretically, within our grasp. 
Philosophy challenged its disciples to commit themselves to the search for 
truth, and claimed that this was a worthwhile pursuit—indeed, the only 
 pursuit truly worthy of a human being. The conception of the divine as immu-
table and as truthful underwrote this philosophical challenge and ensured that 
philosophical endeavor was worth the trouble. The tragic picture of mortal 
blindness was not merely wrong in itself: ultimately, it lay behind and facili-
tated sophistic denials that such a thing as “truth” existed at all.4

Rule Three bans depictions of heroes’ laments and the dreadfulness of death 
(386b4–c2; 387d). This rule liberates citizens from slavish fears, unworthy of 
free men (387b8–c6), and inculcates a sense of self-sufficiency (387d11–13). 
More generally, though, it counters the Homeric model of the person centered 
on the body, and thus promotes receptivity to philosophy. Homer’s concep-
tion of the body, although sometimes thought to be primitive,5 supports a 
view of the human and its place in the world that does not become outmoded 
or irrelevant in any obvious sense. Homeric poetry depicted life as a matter 
of physical vitality, and therefore expressed a powerful, instinctual revulsion 
of life against death—one that resisted attempts to reconstruct death into a 
“passage,” or a climactic sundering of soul or body.

Plato did not dismiss poetry as an outmoded, false expression that would 
wither of its own accord once he had introduced philosophy. Rather, he 
regarded it as a powerful rival, as indeed it was. Rule Three, then, by pro-
hibiting depictions of florid laments, points to a model of the human being 
as centered on the soul, rather than the body, and the reason rather than the 
passions. In responding calmly to the prospect of death, the individual allows 
for the possibility that death is not an evil. The refusal to mourn seems to lie 
at the heart of the virtues: courage and self-sufficiency require fearlessness in 
the face of death. Such fearlessness suggests a commitment to truth (the fear 
of death might be a vulgar prejudice) and justice (we are responsible moral 
agents, not victims of fate).

Plato’s attack on poets is one of his least attractive aspects for modern 
readers, and of a piece, apparently, with the oppressive, authoritarian  quality 
of his utopia. His criticisms make him sound politically retrograde (in his 
calls for censorship), and aesthetically obtuse (in confining poetry to the 
praise of virtue). His proposed censorship of the poets poses two questions in 
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particular. First, do the poets in fact offer an immoral and corrupting picture 
of the world? For Hesiod and Aeschylus—two poets whose work Socrates 
would censor in part—are in fact often regarded as expressing a highly moral 
perspective, one that celebrates justice and emphasizes the punishment that 
Zeus inevitably visits on the wrongdoer. Homer—at least, the Homer of 
the Iliad—might seem a more difficult case, but he, too, some have argued, 
describes a world where justice rules, and Zeus steers all in accordance with 
a moral order. If the poets in fact praised the “justice of Zeus,” it might look 
as though Plato was merely mistaken in expurgating passages, and, later, 
 refusing the poets admission to his ideal city.6

Second, even supposing that the poets feature immoral passages in their 
poetry, does it really cause any harm? Pericles once said that knowing both 
the sweet and the fearsome was important for inculcating true courage.7 If 
so, then the pleasure afforded by poetry—even as it explored the sorrows of 
a human life—helped produce exemplary citizens. Why, then, was Plato so 
emphatic about the corrupting effects of poetry?

Scholars sometimes discuss Plato’s hostility to the poets as though his 
attack encompassed all poets, whatever their time or place. In this study, 
 however, I want to focus on Plato’s attitude toward the mimetic poets he 
actually knew—Homer and the tragedians. Plato does not seem to distinguish 
among the different tragedians: his criticism encompasses Euripides quite as 
much as Aeschylus. Indeed, one effect of his metaphysical criticism of poetry 
in Republic 10 is that it apparently forecloses any line-drawing among the 
poets: all are objectionable insofar as they are mimetic.

Nonetheless, I think that if we look at specific works, we will be able to 
get a better idea of the thrust of Plato’s criticism. His criticisms, if they are to 
have any force, ought to be illuminating about the poets. Plato’s attack on the 
mimetic poets in Republic 10 is certainly blunt, but it should also be penetrat-
ing. To show that this is in fact the case—that Plato’s criticisms of the poets 
are deep and insightful—I will focus on two masterpieces of Greek poetry: 
Iliad 24 and Aeschylus’ Oresteia. By focusing on these two works in Part 
One, I hope to sharpen the joinder of issue in the quarrel between the poets 
and philosophers. That is, I want to show two things. On the one hand, I hope 
to show how trenchant Plato’s criticism of the poets in fact is, notwithstand-
ing what might seem to be its philistinism. Plato had cause to charge the poets 
with undermining society’s need to inculcate stable virtues in its members, 
and to connect the poets with sophistic attitudes that demeaned justice. He 
correctly understood that there existed a deep gap between the perspective on 
life reflected in the poets and the philosophical perspective that he thought 
the only proper path. In censoring the poets, as Ramona Naddaff has pointed 
out, Plato was trying to make room for philosophy.8 Plato did not encounter 
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philosophy as an already settled, autonomous discipline: he discovered it 
by criticizing what he took to be the blind spots, distortions, and injustice 
of Athenian society. For Plato, the task for philosophy was to a great extent 
to make room for philosophy. His preliminary, but crucial task was to clear 
away the cultural clutter that prevented philosophy—a reasoned discourse 
about the things that truly are—from taking place. Plato rightly suspected 
that the poets presented, with incomparable power, a point of view deeply 
hostile to his own.

By the same token, the poets offered a powerful and in some ways still very 
attractive picture of the person, justice, and society. By regarding specific 
works in the light of Plato’s criticisms of the poets more generally, we can 
get a better idea of how the poets might defend themselves in the ancient and 
on-going quarrel between poetry and philosophy.

ILIAD 24 AND ACHILLES’ INSIGHT

One of the poetic passages Socrates wants to delete from the Iliad is the 
 climactic scene in Book 24, where Achilles speaks of the jars of good and evil 
by Zeus’s throne, and tells Priam that Zeus sends evils to men (Il. 24.527–51; 
see Rep. 2.379d). These lines have been rightly called “the tragic moral of 
the whole poem.”9 But according to Socrates, it is impious to suggest that the 
gods are the source of evils. Was this a fair criticism to make?

Plato was hardly the first to find fault with the Iliad: as early as the sixth 
century, Xenophanes had famously charged that Homer had attributed crimi-
nal acts to the gods.10 Modern scholars, too, have often described the Iliad in 
a way that shows why a moralist like Plato might object to it. For example, 
E. R. Dodds wrote that he found in the narrative of the Iliad, “no indication . . . 
that Zeus is concerned with justice as such.”11 A. W. H. Adkins argued that in 
the society of warriors in the Iliad, it was the “competitive excellences” that 
counted—those that made the individual “best, and better than others”—not 
“cooperative excellences” like justice. Furthermore, he writes, the relations 
between the Homeric gods and mankind “are clearly not founded on justice,” 
because the gods in Homer are conceived anthropomorphically, and are 
prompted largely by the wish to preserve their honor, or timê.12 As Adkins 
elsewhere states, “Most divine behavior in Homer can be illuminated by a 
comparison with the behavior of human aristocrats, rather than the behavior 
of disinterested judges.”13 Generally, the gods of the Iliad have struck several 
critics as less moral in conception than those of the Odyssey.14

It is not simply that the gods do not appear particularly interested in justice. 
Homer’s human characters, too, have seemed to some modern scholars—most 



 Achilles’ Insight: Poetic and Moral Consciousness in Homer 9

notably, Bruno Snell—to lack the wherewithal for making moral decisions. 
In this view, the mortals in Homer do not possess an integrated self, and, in 
particular, lack what we would call will.15 Human actions regularly have their 
source in the gods, as much as, or more than, the individual character’s own 
deliberations and decisions. As a result, conceptions of moral responsibility 
might seem seriously attenuated. Achilles’ claim that the gods send evils on 
humans would be a striking illustration of this feature of the Homeric poems 
that tends to blur human responsibility.

As against Snell and others, Hugh Lloyd-Jones has argued that justice was 
very much a concern of Zeus, even as he is portrayed in the Iliad.16 As the 
sovereign of the gods, Zeus resembles human sovereigns who safeguard and 
administer the themistes—the traditions and usages of justice. It makes sense, 
then, Lloyd-Jones suggests, that Zeus, too, in view of his sovereignty, should 
have an interest in justice.17 In an extended look at the story of the Iliad, he 
shows that Zeus’s goals—vindicating Achilles, destroying Troy—are all 
congruent with justice.

William Allan has recently offered some useful refinements to Lloyd-
Jones’s argument.18 The anthropomorphic character of the Homeric gods 
does not disqualify them from being the “enforcers of justice,” he writes. The 
gods need not be “perfect moral exemplars” to “enforce or care about basic 
issues of right and wrong.”19 Like any human sovereign, Zeus must deal with 
the conflicting purposes of the others who hold power. His justice entails his 
own and the other “gods’ self-interest and their clashing wills, and both do 
so within the overarching system of Zeus’s authority.”20 Even the rivalries 
within divine society grow from and ultimately reinforce a “structure of 
authority.”21

In sum, then, as Lloyd-Jones writes, Zeus “defends the established order 
(dikê) by punishing mortals whose injustices disturb it, and at the same time 
by sternly repressing any attempt of men to rise above the humble place where 
they belong.” He concludes that when, in Book 24, Achilles claims that Zeus 
sends evils to mortals, “this is a mark not of his injustice, but of his justice. 
What is just for mortals is not necessarily what they want.” Lloyd-Jones thus 
treats Achilles’ claim about Zeus and evils as reflecting Zeus’s justice: the 
distribution of evils and goods is in accord with Zeus’s plan, and the actions 
of gods and mortals all “finally conduce to the fulfillment of his will.” 22

But, if so, it might seem that Plato was merely mistaken when he called for 
the expurgation of these lines from Iliad 24. Plato claimed that it was impious 
to suggest that good gods could be the source of any evil. On Lloyd-Jones’s 
reading, however, Achilles’ words do not mean that the gods inflict evils on 
men: to the contrary, by keeping them in their place, the gods remind humans 
of their genuinely lowly status. Plato, it seems, perversely misread Homer 
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in an unfair and unsympathetic light. In fact, Plato himself argued in the 
Republic that justice consisted in respecting boundaries; Lloyd-Jones reads 
Achilles as saying very much the same thing. It might seem, then, that even 
an enlightened, philosophical state like Callipolis might well find a place for 
a poem like the Iliad. Homer’s presentation of justice might seem a bit crude 
from a philosophical perspective. But once philosophers have expounded 
the true nature of justice, the unsophisticated view reflected in Homer and 
the poets should be unobjectionable and harmless. So it might seem. Plato, 
however, disagreed and believed that the mimetic poets in fact posed a very 
serious threat to the philosophical polis.

In this chapter, I look at the climactic encounter of Achilles and Priam in Iliad 
24, in order to show that Plato was, from his philosophical perspective, right to 
criticize this scene. To show why this is so, however, we must give full weight to 
Lloyd-Jones’s and Allan’s insights into the moral framework of the poem. The 
Iliad, I will claim, both invites a moral interpretation of  Achilles’ momentous 
rage, and, at the same time, transcends such a  reading. We cannot help regarding 
Achilles morally, but it is impossible to understand him within that perspective. 
Ultimately, as Plato appreciated, the Iliad is a tragic poem. As such, it regards 
even justice as one more expression of humans’ tragic fate. Iliad 24 should help 
show how tragedy invokes moral considerations, but ultimately decentralizes 
them in a way that Plato  understandably regarded as harmful and misleading.

Socrates objects to what he regards as Achilles’ impious suggestion in 
Iliad 24 that the gods are the source of evils. He could have made his indict-
ment much more damning. Throughout the poem, Achilles has rejected, time 
and again, his comrades’ reasonable behests to become more flexible and to 
return to a spirit of allegiance with his comrades-in-arms. The final scene 
of the Iliad, which portrays Achilles in a very sympathetic light, seems to 
condone a course of action (Achilles’ unrestrained indulgence of his own 
passions) that, in real life, would be intolerable and reprehensible.

Achilles is in many ways not a moral agent at all, but a fantasy of revenge 
and grief utterly unfettered by practical considerations. There is something 
childlike about Achilles; and his rage (mênis) is partly divine, but partly 
childish tantrum.23 His indulgence of his anger is a source of pleasure for 
him (Iliad 18.107–10). So, it looks as though the Iliad was all about a hero 
who took his fill of the pleasure of revenge and then got away with it: 
when he is supplicated by the enemy king and offered boundless ransom 
in Iliad 24, he is indisputably the greatest of the warriors. He then claims, 
in a dank moment of self-pity, that the gods are the source of evils. We 
might well agree with Plato that the final scene of the Iliad sends a very odd 
 message indeed to its audiences.24 For if we assume that Achilles is morally 
 accountable for what he does, we must condemn much of his conduct as 
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thoroughly reprehensible. Even if we assume, however, that he is not to be 
held morally accountable, Achilles might nonetheless look self-indulgent 
and insensitive to his own role in bringing about his unhappiness.

The scene between Achilles and Priam in Iliad 24 has a powerful, emo-
tional effect. Plato would claim, however, that the audience has merely been 
seduced into giving rein to its emotions. Homer leads us to think that we weep 
for Achilles and Priam, but in fact, they are nothing but ghosts, or images; in 
reality, Homer has merely provided an occasion for emotional self-indulgence 
for his audience.25 Plato is very skeptical indeed about the poets and the kind 
of reaction they excite in their audiences. He claims, in effect, that poetry 
makes us believe ourselves to be better than we really are—audiences can 
flatter themselves that they have recognized the hero’s genuine merit and the 
authentic evil of his death. The reality, however, is much less flattering: audi-
ences have been allowed to forget the moral realities at stake. If we regard the 
Iliad in moral terms, it seems clear that Achilles has brought his own evils 
down on his head; he, not Zeus, is responsible for his sufferings.

Still, this moralizing interpretation of Achilles and the Iliad is plainly 
insufficient. Iliad 24 is one of the supreme moments in ancient Greek poetry. 
It does not feel at all immoral or polluted, as if a bad man had escaped punish-
ment for his bad deeds. Nor does Achilles’ insight seem false or self-serving: 
to the contrary, it seems genuinely wise and, as such, capable of resolving the 
vast action of the epic poem and bringing it to a surprising, but completely 
satisfying conclusion. It may come as a shock to reflect on Achilles’ words 
outside their context: that the gods send unmerited evils on us does indeed 
sound, in the cold light of day, offensive and implausible. Why, then, within 
the context of the final scene and of the Iliad as a whole, do they seem at once 
absolutely organic and appropriate?

In the verses Socrates wants deleted (in which Achilles claims that the gods 
are the source of evil), Achilles is comforting Priam, who has been spirited into 
the Achaean camp by the assistance of the gods, there to plead for the return of 
Hector’s body. Priam has called upon Achilles to “remember [his] own father” 
Peleus, and to reflect on his father’s distress and sadness in regard to Achilles. 
Priam’s appeal touches Achilles deeply, for Peleus has indeed been much on 
his son’s mind. Achilles is under strict orders from the gods to return Hector’s 
body in exchange for ransom, and he does so. But he does not stop there. He 
spontaneously, and of his own volition, attempts to comfort the old man:

No use in chilly grief:
The gods have appointed it thus for wretched mortals—
We live in grief, while their lives are free from care.
Two jars there are by Zeus’s threshold—
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Of evil gifts he gives, and the other of good.
When Zeus, the delighter in thunder, mixes these,
Sometimes a man happens on evil, sometimes on good.
But if he draws from the wretched lots alone, he makes a man despised,
And wretched starvation drives him across the divine earth:
He wanders, honored neither by gods nor mortals.

(Iliad 24.524–33)

In the emotionally charged context of the scene, Achilles’ parable of the 
jars has the force of a genuine insight. For example, the lines Socrates criti-
cizes (“of evil gifts he gives”) represent a climactic insight into the causes 
of evil. From the beginning of the poem, Achilles has never been in any 
doubt about the causes of his unhappiness. In the first book, for example, 
Agamemnon has insulted him and inflicted an injury that Achilles has sought 
to redress. Later on, Hector caused Achilles enormous pain by slaying his 
friend Patroclus on the battlefield. Throughout the Iliad, Achilles has sought 
vengeance on the two men he sees as the causes of his pain. He has refused 
to fight, in order to inflict terrible losses on Agamemnon. He then returns to 
the battlefield, this time in order to have his vengeance on Hector.

It would be true, but inadequate, to say that Achilles holds Agamemnon 
and Hector “accountable” when he seeks his vengeance against them. The 
moral vocabulary does not do justice to Achilles’ mammoth sense of griev-
ance. Nonetheless, there is no doubt in his mind that Agamemnon and Hector 
are the agents or authors of the acts that have angered him, and that  vengeance 
against them is completely justified. Nor is Achilles mistaken to hold them 
responsible. To be sure, Agamemnon claims that supernatural forces led him 
to commit his foolish act of arrogance, but even he accepts responsibility 
for what he has done.26 Within the poem, blaming others for their acts looks 
unexceptional.27 Vengeance presupposes the common-sense idea that people 
should be held accountable for the harms they inflict.

Nonetheless, one of the tacit ironies in the Iliad is Achilles’ blinding cer-
tainty that he can avenge Patroclus by slaying Hector. For Hector was only 
one—and not even the principal—cause of Patroclus’ death, as Patroclus 
himself appreciated. “Destructive fate and the son of Leto have killed me; 
and among men, Euphorbus,” he told Hector. “You were a mere third in 
slaying me,” (Il. 16.849–50). Achilles holds Hector responsible (Hector is 
responsible), but Achilles has hardly grasped the real situation. Thanks to his 
rage against Hector, Achilles fails to see the complexity of the causes leading 
to his friend’s death.

Only after he has slain Hector (and unsuccessfully attempted to mangle his 
corpse), does Achilles attain a similar insight into the complex causes of his 
own sorrows. He sees that Zeus, who has honored him, has also had a hand 
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in the serious losses he has endured. 28 Achilles’ insight, however belated, is 
deeper than Patroclus’s, for he situates his own case within a larger, objective 
picture of the way mortal life works. Humans inflict all kinds of injustice and 
loss on one another, and the victim seeks vengeance against those who have 
caused the hurt. At a deeper level, however, mortality itself—and the gods’ 
power over human life—is an enduring, bedrock cause of the evils humans 
endure. Above and beyond the contingent causes of his sorrow—Agamemnon, 
Hector—Achilles’ griefs have been allotted to him from birth by Zeus.

This constitutes a genuine and fruitful insight into the “overdetermination” 
of his own story—the complex nature of the causes lying behind evil and 
loss.29 It is a tragic insight, however, rather than a moral one. It gives evils 
a human depth: they are not merely losses inflicted on us and  calling for 
 vengeance; they express something perennially true about mortal life. Because 
he has this insight, moreover, Achilles can appreciate Priam’s plight—even 
without renouncing at all the bitterness of his hatred for  Hector.30 His pity 
(eleos) for the enemy king expresses the sense that evils are structured deeply 
into human life.

Achilles’ insight, at one level, is that evil is perfectly normal—simply part 
of the fabric of human life. Plato disagreed with Achilles’ insight and wished 
to see it expurgated. But even within the Iliad it is controversial. Throughout 
the poem, others repeatedly upbraid Achilles, and his behavior faces some-
times severe criticism. In Iliad 19, for example, Odysseus tries to dissuade 
Achilles from the extremes of grief. As he urges, one must mourn the dead 
moderately for a day and then return to the routines of life in the company of 
one’s fellows (Il. 19.215–37). Odysseus’ point is rather like the one Socrates 
makes in Republic 2 and 3: Achilles’ obstinate grief is—or t hreatens to 
be—demoralizing. Achilles must not allow grief to undermine the  solidarity 
of the warriors’ efforts.

Later, Apollo attacks Achilles as cruel and inhuman in his grief-stricken 
desecration of Hector’s corpse. Apollo complains that Achilles’ conduct has 
destroyed all sense of shame (aidôs; Il. 24.39–54). When Plato complains 
that Achilles’ savage treatment of Hector’s corpse is scandalously impious 
(Rep. 3.391b5–c6), he is only repeating a criticism already made forcefully 
within the Iliad. In fact, even Achilles blames himself. Upon hearing of 
 Patroclus’ death, he wishes that strife would disappear from among gods 
and men, and he rues the pleasure his anger once gave him (Il. 18.98–110). 
It is clear to him that his own course of behavior has brought terrible conse-
quences upon himself and others.31

Finally, the Odyssey poet, too, calls into question Achilles’ “insight” that 
Zeus is the ultimate source of evils in men’s lives. At the beginning of the 
Odyssey, in a scene set atop Mount Olympus, Zeus questions why mortals 
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blame the gods for the evils they suffer: surely, Zeus exclaims, humans ought 
to accept responsibility for the evils their own foolishness and obstinacy bring 
about. He cites the particularly clear case of Aegisthus, who was expressly 
and repeatedly warned by the gods to desist from his criminal plot to murder 
Agamemnon. Aegisthus ignored the gods’ advice, and now he has reaped 
his just deserts—death at the hands of Agamemnon’s son Orestes. Zeus 
claims, reasonably enough, that Aegisthus cannot lay his sorrows at the gods’ 
 threshold (Od. 1.28–43). 32

The Odyssey begins, then, by making much the same point that Plato makes 
in Republic 2: that poets must show how humans themselves cause the evils 
they suffer. The Odyssean Zeus at the beginning of the poem seems to be 
complaining about Achilles’ unflattering claim at the end of the Iliad that Zeus 
sends evils on mortals! And, surely, he is right that Achilles could well have 
pointed to his own culpability in bringing about the evils he has suffered.

It seems plain that on a moral level Achilles is indeed blameworthy for 
refusing to renounce his wrath and rejoin his comrades in war. Several 
modern critics, indeed, have argued that the Iliad is “a lesson against uncon-
trolled and unassuaged wrath,”33 or the story of a hero’s arrogance and its just 
punishment.34 But Achilles says nothing like this in his final scene. If he has 
brought his evils down on himself, he seems oblivious, or at least uninterested 
in that fact. To the contrary, he suggests that his evils have been sent on him 
by Zeus. Priam seems to agree; at least, he does not demur in the slightest. 
Nor do most readers, I think, feel moral revulsion at Achilles’ speech—as 
though he were ignoring his own responsibility for the evils others have 
 suffered on account of his wrath.

It seems, then, that the poet of the Iliad deliberately draws the audience’s 
attention to the moral dimensions of the story—the moral wrong that Achilles 
commits by refusing to relent, and the moral responsibility he must  shoulder 
for the death of Patroclus. As the condemnations of Achilles’ behavior 
within the Iliad and in some scholarly reactions to the poem suggest, there 
is a  powerful incentive to read the poem morally, as a story of crime and 
punishment. But it seems apparent, too, that ultimately this moral perspective 
is tangential to the story. Achilles may have been wrong, morally speaking, 
to reject the pleas and warnings of his friends to rejoin Achaean society and 
take up the fight. But that is hardly the point: if he had done what he was 
told, Achilles would not be the warrior he is; he would not have had his 
 culminating insight; and, last but not least, there would be no Iliad.

Socrates insists that the gods send only good things, but this view is made 
to look unexamined and self-serving in the Iliad. For Achilles, too, from the 
beginning of the poem, believed that Zeus was the source of only good things 
for him. After he suffered injustice at the hands of Agamemnon, he called 
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upon Zeus to set matters right by letting the Trojans prevail in battle for a 
while. When the Achaeans do in fact suffer terrible reverses on the battlefield, 
Achilles concludes that Zeus is faithfully doing what he promised to do. 
When he sends Patroclus out to battle in Iliad 16, he assumes that Zeus has 
already “honored” him.35

But, in fact, Achilles has deeply misunderstood what is happening: Zeus is 
indeed planning to honor Achilles, but in his own mysterious and inscrutable 
way.36 Priam’s supplication of Achilles in Iliad 24 turns out to be the climac-
tic vindication Achilles had prayed for in Iliad 1. But before this “honoring” 
of Achilles occurs, he must first suffer a terrible and irreparable loss. The 
honor Zeus finally bestows on Achilles—the great good Achilles has hoped 
for—proves to be inextricable from a great evil. The abasement of Priam and 
his offer of ransom represent a triumphant “honor,” in which the warrior’s 
indisputable prowess and pre-eminence are made manifest.37 In fact, though, 
the emotional tenor of Priam’s meeting with Achilles is very different and 
conveys rather the two men’s mutual grief. In sum, it is a deep and crucial 
feature of the Iliad that Zeus is the source of both bad and good: his awesome 
and pervasive power over humans’ lives rests on his infliction of evils, quite 
as much as on his bestowal of goods.

The Iliad is not an amoral poem, as Lloyd-Jones and others have shown. I 
would characterize it, however, as a “paramoral” poem, rather than a moral 
one. That is, it addresses justice, but assigns it a distinctly subsidiary role by 
absorbing it into a larger, more encompassing tragic vision. Even Lloyd-Jones, 
who argued that justice was “an indispensable framework” for understanding 
the Iliad, nonetheless conceded that this framework “must not be treated as 
though it were itself the main subject of the poem.”38 Plato was above all inter-
ested in justice, as the cement binding a stable society. The Iliad, however, is 
ultimately less about justice than compassion.39 Because Zeus is the source 
of evils in humans’ lives, it is possible to feel compassion even for the father 
of one’s bitterest enemy. Achilles has discovered, in effect, that mortal life 
 possesses a contour that shapes the lives even of sworn enemies. Despite their 
bitter hostility to one another, he and Priam both see how their own and one 
another’s lives evince this pattern of Zeus-sent joys and sorrows.

MULTIPLE CAUSATION AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

Achilles’ insight into the divine cause of human evils amounts to understand-
ing the multiple causation that is such a distinctive feature of the  narrative. 
Events in Homer’s narrative often have a variety of causes. It would be 
 misleading to identify one or the other as the one “true” reason why  something 
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happened. Causation in Homer is irreducibly plural.40 Multiple causation is 
not simply a pervasive feature of Homer’s narrative technique; it reflects a 
distinct vision of the world. For example, when a Homeric character wants 
to excuse his behavior, Annette Teffeteller writes, “there is always the option 
of tracing responsibility back to the divine plan of Zeus.” That is because 
Zeus is the cause of goods and evils alike and because everything happens in 
accordance with his will.41

Indeed, multiple causation seems to be a given of the epic poet’s narrative, or 
“diegetic,”42 genre: the Muse gave the poet a privileged and mysterious access to 
the mythic past—including not only the deeds of heroes, but those of the gods, 
as well. One of the names for epic within epic itself is θέσπις ἀοιδή—“divine 
song” (H. H. Apollo 191).43 But the divinity of the song consists not only in 
its source—the Muses—but in its themes as well: the poet sings of the “works 
of men and gods” (Od. 1.338; cf. Theogony 100–101; H. H. Apollo 190–91).44 
The “works of gods” includes theogonic poetry, of course, but also the words 
and deeds of the gods within epic. Narrative, in other words—at least as prac-
ticed by the poets and above all by Homer—was not only a linear, “horizontal” 
account of things that happened. In addition, it entailed a  “vertical” account of 
the diverse and irreducibly plural causes of events. In short, multiple causality 
seems a defining feature of the genre of epic.

In Republic 10, Socrates asserts that the very modality of mimetic poetry 
ensures that it will be false and misleading. Multiple causation allows us to 
tighten the focus of Plato’s attack. This intrinsic feature of epic narrative was 
for several reasons deeply offensive and dangerous, from a Platonic perspec-
tive. I will focus on two.

First, the multiple causality that pervades the Iliad suggests from the 
 outset that it would be pointless to try to pin down the single reason why 
this thing or that happens. Agamemnon is responsible for taking away 
Achilles’ prize, but we miss an important dimension of what happened if 
we confine its causes to Agamemnon’s guilt: it was also a part of Zeus’s 
plan (see Iliad 1.5–7). Similarly, Hector did indeed kill Patroclus, but the 
poet can bring out the full significance of his death only by proliferating the 
causes of it. Besides Hector and another, minor hero (Euphorbus), a major 
god (Apollo) played an important role (see Il. 16.844–50). This array of 
human and divine forces suggests what we know to be the case (from Iliad 
15.49–77)—that Patroclus’ death furthered Zeus’s plan. Only by multiply-
ing the causes of Patroclus’ death do we avoid the kind of parochial outlook 
that Hector brings to the episode, when he boasts that he has vanquished 
his enemy.45 Only in this way, too, do we appreciate the momentousness of 
Patroclus’ death, which will shape everything that ensues in the story. From 
a poetic perspective, true understanding of an event requires expanding the 
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number of causes to appreciate the variety of dimensions, both divine and 
human, it entails.

Multiple causation suggests that causes fluctuate and that explanations 
confining themselves to a single cause must be unstable. Plato had a name 
for those who claimed that wisdom lay in believing that everything is in flux 
and nothing is stable: he called them “misologists”—haters of argument.46 
They were people who had allowed themselves to become frustrated by the 
difficulty of making successful arguments, and therefore claimed that no 
proposition could ever be soundly established. As Julia Annas writes, “All 
the dramatic resources of poetry make us feel the impossibility of giving 
a single right moral appraisal of certain situations; and for Plato this is . . . 
 dangerously wrong, because it encourages us to stay at the level of drama 
and theater rather than to persevere in the search for moral truth.”47 As we 
have seen, it might be possible to lay the blame squarely on Achilles for the 
evils that befall him, but this certainly seems out of keeping with the actual 
Iliad, which everywhere proliferates causes. In Plato’s view, however, this 
multiplicity of causes amounts to a refusal, or an inability to state a single, 
stable cause.

Multiple causation underlies and contributes to this distinctive feature of 
poetry. To the extent that Homer is a “misologist,” Plato would have regarded 
him as an intellectual failure: someone who, having failed to find the genuine 
stability in the world, earned a spurious reputation for wisdom by showing 
a destabilized universe where divine and human causes intermingle in a 
 promiscuous way. Plato charged that poets offered nothing but the crowd’s 
own received and unexamined assumptions—a very feeble and imperfect 
form of cognition (Rep. 10.602b). His criticism is all the more trenchant 
since the epic poets by and large agreed with him: only the gods had perfect 
knowledge of the events at Troy, the poet says in Iliad 2, because they had 
seen them. Poets, in contrast, had “only heard the fame (κλέος), and [did] not 
know it,” (2.484–86).

A second reason why multiple causation was offensive from Plato’s 
perspective is that it blurs individual responsibility and sets human agency 
within a larger, divine world that compromises it. Scholars have been at 
pains to show that the “overdetermination” of causes in Homer does not 
extinguish the characters’ personal responsibility.48 But neither does it leave it 
 unaffected. In particular, the gods’ role in bringing about results can make the 
human individual’s responsibility look tragic, since he or she must shoulder 
the burdens of an act that the gods helped bring about. In the Odyssey, for 
example, Odysseus’ companions foolishly decide to slay and eat the sacred 
Cattle of the Sun, but they do so because they are hungry, and not unreason-
ably choose to avoid a slow death by starvation.49 They die justly (since they 



18 Chapter 1

deliberately violated a prohibition), but we are also meant to see that this 
very justice shows how vulnerable humans are to the gods and the circum-
stances they create.50 The companions, in short, are responsible for what they 
did, but that is not exactly the point of the story, at least as Odysseus tells it. 
More pertinent than their responsibility is the complex of difficult conditions 
in which they make their ill-fated decision. Thanks to multiple causation, 
responsibility has a tragic dimension that often seems more to the point than 
its edifying moral import.

Multiple causation means that an individual’s deliberations and decision 
are less important for understanding an event than they would otherwise be. 
Scholars have pointed out that Homeric characters are fully able to make 
decisions.51 Nonetheless, such decision-making plays a surprisingly minor 
role in the Iliad and hardly figures at any of the major turning points in the 
story.52 To be sure, Agamemnon “decides” to take away Briseis from  Achilles 
in Book One: Achilles protests vehemently; Nestor advises him against it, 
and yet he goes ahead with it anyway. Plainly, he must have made the deci-
sion to persist. But Homer hardly focuses on the decision-making moment. 
There certainly could have been a scene in which Agamemnon surveys the 
possible courses of action and commits himself to one. There is no such 
scene, however.

The same is true of Achilles’ refusal of Agamemnon’s gifts in Iliad 9. 
He “decides” not to accept them, of course. Moreover, a scene showing his 
deliberations would be superfluous, since he hears out Odysseus, Phoenix, 
and Ajax, when they all bring forth excellent reasons why he should accept 
the gifts, and answers each one eloquently and at length. Even so, to speak of 
an actual decision seems not quite accurate: it suggests that it was a genuine 
option for Achilles at this point to take the gifts and return to war. But the 
tenor of Achilles’ responses is, essentially, that he has no choice: he is simply 
incapable of swallowing the anger and forgetting the insult that Agamemnon 
has offered him.53

Even if characters do make decisions at focal points in the plot, they very 
often do so on the basis of a mistake. For example, Hector decides not to 
heed Polydamas’s advice to retreat to Troy on the mistaken grounds that 
Zeus was at last giving the Trojans glory (kudos) on the battlefield, and that 
he might win in a battle with Achilles (18.285–309). An incorrect decision is 
still a decision, of course. But Hector is not simply overlooking or misreading 
some information. He is in the powerful grip of victory on the battlefield; his 
conviction that his success will continue is an almost necessary delusion—no 
warrior, short of a direct, unmistakable command from a god, is able to resist 
it. Hector does not weigh Polydamas’ advice before rejecting it; it seems 
fairer to say that he can scarcely register it, let alone take it seriously. Hector’s 
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“decision,” in other words, reflects the nearly unavoidable infatuation that 
victory brings, rather than the voluntary choice of a responsible agent.54

It seems clear, then, that while Homer has the wherewithal to portray 
 decision-making, he has not done this at the major turning points of the 
story. The reason, I suggest, is that decision-making plays a different role in 
Homer’s “overdetermined” world, which presses causes upon the individual 
and where the agent acts under constraints and conditions of which he is often 
unaware. Characters in Homer make decisions, but the focus is much more on 
the way such decision-making is contained within a larger matrix that entails 
both divine and human sources.55

Multiple causation thus seems to be at least doubly offensive from a 
 Platonic perspective: it denies the singleness and stability of causes, and it 
blurs human responsibility. More generally, the Iliad is offensive because it 
subordinates justice to other considerations—above all, compassion, which 
is made to look more encompassing and deeper than moral accountability. I 
will offer arguments to support this point in a moment. The implication for 
my larger argument, however, can be stated at once: in the ancient quarrel 
between poetry and philosophy, the Iliad implicitly gives the palm to poetry. 
Poetry rouses compassion, and, therefore, by its own lights, bestows a great 
good on its audiences—a greater good, it seems implicit, than Platonic 
 philosophy, to the extent that it expounds on justice, moral accountability, 
and the respect for boundaries.

Justice consists partly in the ability to discriminate between greater and lesser 
merit, to distinguish the better from the worse. For example, when Achilles tries 
to explain his angry sense of injustice, he complains that Agamemnon’s injus-
tice has wiped out the distinction between good and bad: “an equal  portion goes 
to the man who fights and the man who only waits; the bad man and the good 
have an equal prestige.” (Il. 9.318–19). The thrust of compassion, however, is 
to blur the distinctions among different persons. It sees sameness where justice 
sees difference. (Priam wants Achilles to look at him and think of his father 
Peleus; Achilles’ speech about the evils sent by Zeus applies to Peleus and 
Priam alike.) So, to the extent that poetry embodies the structure of pity and 
seeks to rouse it in the audience, poetry is not just. But from a poetic perspec-
tive, it offers something more widely embracing than justice.

Plato was right, then, to sense that Achilles’ moving speech to Priam was 
hostile to his philosophical vision: it reflected a pervasive and unwhole-
some poetic practice of showing divine and human causes intermingled. 
This resulted in a “misologic” text that pervasively denied the possibility of 
 pinning things down and showing their exact causes. This misologic aspect 
also underlay the appeal to emotions—above all, to pity (eleos)—that affects 
both the characters and the audience.
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In Republic 10, in the climactic myth of Er, Socrates deliberately inverts 
Achilles’ speech: where Achilles says that Zeus distributes lots, Er recounts 
that souls in the afterlife pick up their own lots in life. Each lot is clearly 
labeled and describes the consequences that go with the life. The souls are 
expressly advised to read the lot carefully before choosing it.

Because they are fully informed and unconstrained by any circumstances, 
they are completely free and therefore totally responsible for their choices. 
Lachesis, the divinity of fate who instructs the souls, proclaims, “No divinity 
shall cast lots for you. No, you shall choose your divinity . . . Responsibility 
rests with the one who chooses; the god is blameless.” (Rep. 10.617e). To be 
sure, when actually living out the lives they have chosen, they will at times 
blame fortune and the gods. The foolish soul that seized the life of the tyrant 
cries out against the cruelty of the gods (10.619c). But Platonic wisdom 
resides in knowing that these souls have deliberately chosen the life they have 
and, therefore, have only themselves (not the gods!) to blame.

Plato was certainly aware of the ways people’s characters are shaped by 
their milieu. In fact, some of the most unforgettable passages in the Republic 
show how susceptible people are to their environment. The cave dwellers, for 
example, truly believe that their dark and cruelly diminished existence is the 
only “true” life. The young, talented people in a democracy are frightened 
off from doing anything unconventional by the crowd’s reverberating cries, 
and its willingness to coerce consensus (Rep. 6.492b6–c9). But these people’s 
vulnerability to their surroundings—their inability to transcend them by their 
intellects—is precisely what is wrong with their lives. Narrative might show 
how their environment shapes people’s deliberations and decisions. From a 
Platonic perspective, however, this is deeply misleading, to the extent that 
narrative presents this susceptibility as an ultimate in human life. To be sure, 
most people could not rinse themselves from the distorting effects of their 
environment. The philosopher’s goal, however, was to be liberated, finally, 
from the crowd’s power, and to be truly invulnerable to evil. In other words, 
the philosopher’s task was to get beyond narrative—to transcend the instabil-
ity of events leading to events and the equivocation of agency compromised 
by circumstances. The philosopher was to lead the kind of life that could not 
be encompassed in narrative.56

We can appreciate why Plato spoke of an on-going “quarrel” between 
poetry and philosophy, and why he believed that poetry—the Iliad in 
 particular, for purposes of this chapter—continued to pose a dangerous 
 challenge. From the perspective of the Iliad, Plato’s confidence that evil is 
some dislocation of the cosmic order seems naive. It is the mark of matu-
rity to recognize that evil is, alas, perfectly natural—a constituent feature 
of reality, and ultimately inescapable. From Plato’s perspective, however, 
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the blurring of human  responsibility, and the suggestion that humans are 
characterized above all by their vulnerability is misleading and infantiliz-
ing. Far from calling its  audiences to dedicate themselves to getting beyond 
the attendant evils of ordinary human life, the Iliad (in particular Iliad 24) 
encourages them to accept evils  passively. Achilles’ discovery of a “human 
condition”—the god-sent limits that hem us in—may well strike us as 
 retrograde and repressive.

Plato’s criticisms pose the question: why do we tell stories like the 
Iliad—stories in which gods send evils and deceive mortals, and heroes weep 
immoderately at the loss of loved ones? Stories like this are puzzling indeed, 
once you appreciate the crucial social and practical importance of inculcat-
ing habits of morality, dependability, and emotional steadiness amongst the 
members of a society. Giving others their due must be more than a habitual 
disposition; it must be a deep conviction, with firm, unshakeable roots in 
people’s minds and hearts. Morality—the habits of justice and truthfulness 
and the conviction of their goodness—is crucial to the solidarity that consti-
tutes community.

But, if so, then it is not at all apparent what good, if any, is served by the 
story of a young warrior who begs the gods to unleash destruction on his 
fellows and actually manages to enlist the gods’ help in doing so. As we 
have seen, some critics have tried to interpret the Iliad as a moral story in 
which Achilles is finally and appropriately punished for his excesses. But 
for the reasons I have tried to show, this reading seems to distort the story. 
Ultimately, in the Iliad, the moral criticisms seem less penetrating, and less 
interesting than Achilles’ inchoately poetic consciousness that evils come 
from Zeus.

The Iliad called into doubt convictions and attitudes that were and remain 
crucial to a society’s well-being and continued stability. In particular, it 
undermines the intuitive moral sense that “I” am the undisputed author of my 
deeds. Its wisdom consists, rather, in seeing how deeply human lives are in 
the grip of the gods. We ought to ask, as Plato asks, why is this message not 
demoralizing?

The study of the Iliad and, in particular, Iliad 24 suggests some possible 
answers. Plato thought that it was worth thinking about what a government 
and society wholly and centrally based on justice would look like: the result 
was his ideal state Callipolis, explored in the Republic. As a “paramoral” 
poem, however, the Iliad suggests that justice can never be absolutely  central. 
Partly, this is because evil is a part of the very texture of reality: such is 
 Achilles’ insight in Iliad 24 (section 2 of this chapter). Moreover, because 
multiple causes—both divine and human—come together to produce events, 
people can hardly hope to exercise full control over their lives (section 3).
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Perhaps more deeply, however, the reason why justice cannot be an ulti-
mate in Homer’s poetic universe is that justice itself is but one more expres-
sion of humans’ tragic condition. We tend to think of justice as a “virtue,” 
that is, something that represents a genuine flourishing of the human. But 
for Homer (and Hesiod, too, as we shall see in a moment), this is subtly, 
but deeply misleading. Archaic poets could imagine far happier states of 
affairs—a life of immortality, a life of plenty—in which justice would be 
unnecessary. Justice is not exactly a flourishing of the human, then; it is the 
way, rather, that humans thrive in the harsh conditions Zeus has imposed on 
them. For this reason, justice is largely a sign of how the gods have made 
impossible a more genuine happiness for us. Its goodness is contingent on a 
particular set of circumstances—depletion, scarcity, and strife. Justice has a 
tragic significance, for it shows the gods’ power over humans and their indif-
ference to humans’ welfare.

Lloyd-Jones’ discussion of the justice of Zeus hardly emphasizes this 
subtle, but deep, feature of justice as conceived by the archaic poets. We can 
accept his suggestion that Achilles’ speech to Priam in Iliad 24 describes a 
just world, but we must add that the justice amounts to a world order where 
gods are on top and maintain their sovereignty in their own best interests, not 
that of humans. Justice (respecting the boundaries) is “good” for humans, but 
only in the prudential sense that, in their diminished circumstances, justice is 
the only practical way they have to avoid unpleasant consequences.

This tragic aspect of justice is as true of Hesiod as it is of Homer. In his 
Works and Days, Hesiod says that Zeus deliberately hid away the plentiful 
sources of life (42–48) and imposed scarcity on mortals. Because of this dimin-
ishment, mortals are now constrained to lead arduous lives in competition with 
one another—to live in accordance with the “good Strife” (11–26). As Hesiod 
presents him, Zeus is the god of justice and possesses a truly cosmic stature, 
but he emphatically does not look out for humans’ best interests. The god who 
did that was Kronos—the god who ruled over the Golden Age (109–11), and 
whom Zeus overthrew. When Kronos ruled, the people of the Golden Age had 
everything that Zeus later hid away: “they lived with carefree heart, without toil 
or pain, nor did they suffer miserable old age. Never ageing in legs or arms, 
they delighted in banquets, far from every evil” (112–15).

Kronos, in fact, proves to be essential for understanding the justice of Zeus. 
He plays strangely inconsistent roles in the Hesiodic poems. In the Works and 
Days, Hesiod presents him as sovereign at the time when humans were in 
their most prosperous and happy state. The movement from Kronos to Zeus 
is, from a human standpoint, a diminishment. This comes across most clearly 
in the Myth of the Five Ages, which goes from the Golden Age, presided over 
by Kronos, to the Iron Age, when Zeus is sovereign.57
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In the Theogony, however, this same Kronos is a cannibalistic ogre, 
who swallows his own children and stupidly confuses a rock with his own 
 offspring.58 In this view, the reign of Zeus represents a decisive step up from 
a barbaric and wild past: Zeus introduces intelligence to the cosmos and by 
fathering the Muses makes song possible. (The Theogony is, at one level, a 
celebration of the cosmic events that made the Theogony finally possible.)

While these different pictures of Kronos are startlingly diverse,59 they 
offer a rich model for thinking about the justice of Zeus. We see Zeus’s order 
variously as a step down and a step up from the past. On the one hand, Zeus 
decisively ends the Golden Age and brings scarcity, hard work, and strife; 
justice (dike) is inextricably bound up with these conditions. On the other 
hand, Zeus’s justice is also a triumphant movement beyond a monstrous and 
benighted past.60 These different pictures of Zeus’s reign—as onerous and 
as liberating—reflect an ambivalence toward justice itself. On the one hand, 
it is something that marks us out from all other creatures: justice exists for 
humans alone, Hesiod says, and not for animals (Works and Days 276–85). 
On the other hand, justice is at one with the necessity of strife. It is, under 
present conditions, a good for us; but we can readily imagine far happier 
circumstances where there would be no need for it. Justice, in this view, 
expresses our distance from the gods—a deeply equivocal view of it.

Plato complained that the poets never praised justice in and of itself, but 
only for the good things it brought.61 This was not because of any oversight 
on the poets’ part, however, nor did it reflect their lack of moral refinement. 
Rather, the poetic attitude toward justice flowed from a deeper, tragic vision 
of a human condition of deprivation, hard labor, and strife. To be sure, poetry 
can offer moral instruction, as Hesiod does in the Works and Days, reminding 
his audience of the need to lead just lives. But, more deeply, poetry celebrates 
the possibility of compassion, as Homer does in Iliad 24, amongst humans 
who discover themselves in the grip of a hard world where evil is fully 
 natural, and where even justice embodies the tragic condition.
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A fundamental question posed by the philosophy of justice is whether such 
a philosophy is possible or even desirable. Why should we suppose that 
 justice has the depth and stability to warrant a philosophical treatment? 
In the Republic, Plato asked what justice “is”—a question that implicitly 
assumes that justice in fact possesses an inherent identity apart from any 
context. But if we suppose that justice is in the first instance the passion for 
vengeance, philosophy may seem misleading and false ab initio as a way of 
understanding what justice is all about. In that case, it would not be a matter 
of  adjusting this or that particular philosophy. One would do much better to 
stop approaching justice philosophically altogether and start thinking of it, 
say, psychologically.

The poets offered a coherent and compelling, but deeply unphilosophical 
poetics of justice, which was part of a larger, tragic vision of human fate. This 
was not a crude, archaic vision to be replaced in time by a more rational and 
satisfactory philosophical account. To the contrary: from a poetic perspective, 
the philosopher’s promise of knowledge and the power to transcend this world 
looked deluded and dangerous. Not even Plato thought that philosophy had 
made the poets outmoded or antiquated. When he spoke of an “ancient  quarrel” 
between the poets and philosophers, he certainly meant that it persisted down 
through his own time as well. Plato inaugurated a philosophy of justice, but 
he did so in the face of a compelling poetics of it. Platonic philosophy was a 
massive attempt to establish what it even means to say that something “is.” His 
philosophy of justice rests on the controversial claim that justice possesses a 
stable, internal identity that philosophical inquiry can address.

In this chapter, I explore the Oresteia as offering a very interesting account 
of justice, on a scale as expansive and impressive in its way as that of the 

Chapter 2

The Poetics of Justice: 
Aeschylus’ Oresteia 
and Plato’s Republic
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Republic. The Oresteia, however, offers what I will call a “poetics of justice.” 
What this means will emerge over the course of this chapter. At the outset, 
however, it will come as no surprise that, according to this version, poetry 
plays a very useful role in nurturing justice in the city. Quite the opposite, 
of course, to Plato’s “philosophy of justice,” which seems to require the 
 banishment of the poets, and above all the tragedians!

JUSTICE AND VIOLENCE

It might be difficult to understand why Plato was so hostile to tragedy, when 
we consider Aeschylus’ Oresteia. Aeschylus is often regarded as a moral 
thinker, after all, and the Oresteia, in particular, ends with some emphatic 
and unforgettable celebrations of the city’s laws and the deep respect they are 
owed by the citizens. The Furies sing a choral song, cautioning the audience 
that “there is a place where fear is a good thing . . . For what city, what mortal 
would revere Justice, unless they nourish their heart on fear . . . Praise neither 
the life that is unruled, nor the one that is tyrannized . . . Revere the altar of 
Justice; do not dishonor it at the sight of profit!”1

Athena, whatever her disagreements with the Furies (she will, in fact, vote 
against them), nonetheless sends essentially the same message as they do:

I counsel the citizens to guard and revere
What is neither anarchic nor despotic
And do not expel from the city all that is frightful:
For who of mortals, fearing nothing, is just?2

Throughout the trilogy, we find moral sentiments celebrating the cosmic 
importance of justice. Lloyd-Jones has shown how a roughly consistent “the-
ology” of Zeus’s justice informs the Oresteia.3 Zeus, he writes, is the “cham-
pion of Dikê, the order of the universe.” If humans challenge his ordinances, 
he will punish them. If one mortal treats another unjustly, Dikê reports on 
this to Zeus, and Zeus will eventually bring the evil-doer to justice.4 Finally, 
“[t]he purposes of Zeus are inscrutable to mortals; only in the light of expe-
rience can men think over the past and trace out the working of the law of 
justice.”5

Why would Plato object to this? He might regard it as crude, of course—
much more primitive than a dignified philosophical account of justice. But, 
then again, a vividly presented muthos of the Furies and Athena agreeing 
on the crucial importance of respect for the law might conceivably have 
struck Plato as highly useful: it would leave an indelible impression of the 
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fundamental importance of respect for the law. Plato used myth in his own 
dialogues for a similar purpose and to similar effect: myth served to give 
vivid and unforgettable pictures embodying the bottom-line message of his 
philosophy.6 Indeed, in the Crito, he personified the Laws, who remonstrate 
with Socrates and insist on the crucial importance of the obligation he owes 
them: the Laws resemble the Furies or Athena in the Eumenides as they 
proclaim the duty of obedience to the law. Why, then, did Plato not regard 
his relation to tragedy as more co-operative? His philosophical account 
of justice (which certainly emphasizes the importance of respect for law)7 
might have been presented as completing the poets (rather than competing 
with them). Instead, though, Plato thought that tragedy was a destructive 
and sinister cultural force. To see why, we need to look at what precedes 
the Eumenides.

The Oresteia is all about justice. In it, Aeschylus retells the story of 
 Clytaemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon—what led up to it, and what 
 followed from it. The single most important feature of justice in the first two 
plays is its inextricable relation to violence. When Clytaemnestra appears on 
stage over the slain bodies of her husband and his concubine, she insists that 
her treacherous murder of Agamemnon in his bath was the work of justice. 
“If it were right to pour libations on a corpse,” she announces, “it would be 
done justly, and only too justly!” (1395–96). She displays the corpse: “This 
is Agamemnon, my husband, dead—the work of this right hand, an artificer 
of justice” (1404–06).

Aeschylus’ brilliant insight animating the Oresteia is that the age-old, 
blood-curdling stories about the House of Atreus were all about justice. When 
Clytaemnestra faithlessly murdered her husband, she was not just being a 
bitch, a paradigm of female treachery (the way she was made to look in the 
Odyssey).8 As Aeschylus presents her deed—as she herself presents it—she 
was attempting to redress a terrible wrong. She swears an oath by “the 
 executing Justice of my child, by Ruin [Atê] and Fury [Erinys], for whom I 
made this man a sacrifice” (1432–33).

If we take Clytaemnestra’s claim seriously, as I believe Aeschylus intends 
that we should, some very interesting conclusions follow. First, we tend to 
think of justice as a very great good—a powerful stabilizing force in any soci-
ety. No unjust society, in this view, could ever possibly be a healthy or stable 
one. In the Agamemnon, however, Aeschylus shows that justice can, in fact, 
be a terribly destabilizing force. In murdering her husband,  Clytaemnestra—
by her own lights—did something praiseworthy. Aeschylus shows how 
destructive a social force a “good” like justice can be.  Clytaemnestra is 
animated and emboldened by a sense of the great goodness of avenging her 
slain daughter.
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To be sure, Clytaemnestra has had to sink to treachery, plotting, and 
 violence: only by doing so could she hope to avenge Iphigeneia. The justice 
she brings about, therefore, has a menacing and secretive air: her clandestine 
plot to slay the returning king gives the Agamemnon its fascinating, murky 
atmosphere. When Clytaemnestra claims that the murder was a triumph of 
justice, then it is inevitably a defensive claim: she wants to limit its signifi-
cance to what she herself intended it to mean and to deny the profusion of 
meanings that stubbornly cling to it.

For the murder is many things: a woman’s shocking act of treachery against 
her husband; the persisting taint of a family curse; the justice worked by an 
age-old Erinys (see Aga. 1431–33; 1468–80). To claim, as  Clytaemnestra 
does, that Agamemnon’s death is just—simply, purely just—is a self-serving 
attempt to reduce these several, proliferating meanings to only one. 
 Clytaemnestra, in effect, asks the chorus to ignore the surfeit of meanings and 
to see it only in the way most favorable to herself.

Political philosophy is typically based on the idea that justice is the cor-
nerstone of a stable and well-ordered society. As presented in the Oresteia, 
however, justice comes across more basically as an elemental drive in 
individuals and, as such, a potent force destabilizing communities, not only 
because it is violent, but, more particularly, because the violence makes it 
impossible to settle on a final, universally acceptable judgment. An impor-
tant part of justice is respect for boundaries. But Clytaemnestra’s demand 
for justice is more like the refusal of boundaries: the woman dares to rise 
up against the male; she lies and schemes and proudly acknowledges that 
she has done so. In the Agamemnon, justice looks more like an overwhelm-
ing of law—that is, a transgression of the boundaries and prohibitions that 
structure a society. The great question Aeschylus poses in the Oresteia, 
then, is how society is even possible, given that (1) any society absolutely 
needs to be just if it is to endure, even though (2) justice is, or can be, a 
seriously destabilizing force.

This deeply troubling and problematic link between justice and violence 
is a recurring idea in the poets. For the Odyssey poet, too, justice is rooted in 
violence. Odysseus’ slaughter of the suitors is no doubt just, but, within the 
story, it is also deeply controversial.9 The suitors’ aggrieved kinsmen band 
together to overwhelm Odysseus, whom they regard not as a hero returned 
home, but as the murderer of their sons and brothers. Most readers, I think it 
is fair to say, would be happy enough with a story that ended with Odysseus’ 
heroic punishment of the guilty, and his triumphant reunion with his wife. 
By insisting on the grievance of the suitors’ families, however, Homer shows 
that justice is ultimately a question of perspective: what looks like divinely 
ordained justice from Odysseus’ vantage point strikes the families of the slain 
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as an unjustifiable massacre. The swelling resentment against Odysseus is 
about to ignite into armed conflict when Athena dramatically intervenes and 
commands the parties to stop fighting.10 Athena is strictly a dea ex machina, 
who stops the fighting, but hardly resolves the questions posed by the overlap 
of justice and violence.

Aeschylus, too, uses Athena in the Eumenides to stop the violence, 
although he offers a dramatically more cogent conclusion. I will address the 
end of the Oresteia below; the point for now is that both epic and tragedy find 
a common problematic in justice. They offer a “poetics” of justice, in which 
the link between justice and violence is basic.

The multiple causality of the Homeric poems takes on a new facet in the 
Agamemnon. As we have seen, the chorus can hardly accept  Clytaemnestra’s 
characterization of Agamemnon’s murder as just. On the other hand, they 
agree that Agamemnon’s death is the work of a daimôn, who “falls upon 
the house and the two scions of the Tantalids” (1469)—the “thrice-fattened 
daimôn of this family” (1477). Clytaemnestra sometimes takes credit for the 
deed (she says her hand is a “just craftsman”) and at other times claims that the 
work is not hers, but belongs to an avenging spirit (alastôr) who is punishing 
Atreus, Agamemnon’s grandfather, for his cannibalistic feast (1497–1504; cf. 
1569). The chorus, for their part, cannot agree that  Clytaemnestra is blameless 
(anaitios, 1505), although they allow that an avenging spirit might have had 
a hand (sullêptôr, 1507–08). Moreover, although they blame Clytaemnestra, 
they are nonetheless sure that Zeus, the cause of everything (panaitios), has 
ordained even this murder as well (1485–88). The chorus’s quandary reintro-
duces the multiple causality we have seen in the Iliad and subtly transforms 
it. No longer does it reflect an omniscient poet’s broad access to divine and 
human things. Instead, it conveys human perplexity and the inability to iden-
tify one stable and defining feature of an event.

The dramatic action makes it important for each perpetrator of violence—
Clytaemnestra, as well as Agamemnon and Orestes—to establish that the deed 
was just and nothing but just. But the complex reality of the deed frustrates 
the wish—as it might seem, a proto-philosophical wish—to pin things down 
and stabilize them. So, for example, when Agamemnon first appeared on 
stage, the old men in the chorus expressed their quandary about the difficul-
ties of capturing the full reality of Agamemnon. At the heart of their anxiety 
is the difficulty of “doing justice” to Agamemnon’s justice. How to capture 
the reality of what Agamemnon has done, the chorus ask: neither exaggerat-
ing their praise (by ignoring the enormous toll the war exacted), nor stinting 
it (by failing to acknowledge the justice Agamemnon brought about). The old 
men’s troubled greeting to Agamemnon is pervaded by the consciousness of 
the violence that more or less inevitably clings to justice.
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Come, king, city-destroyer of Troy,
Heir of Atreus,
How shall I address you? How shall I revere you
Without overreaching, and without falling short
Of the due measure of grace?
Most mortals prefer the semblance:
They transgress justice . . . 
You—that time you sent the army
For Helen’s sake, I will not hide it:
You were inscribed most unmuselike,
As someone not steering the rudder of good sense
When you brought courage to dying men
From sacrifices.
But now, not from my mind’s surface, not in an unfriendly spirit,
I am well disposed to those who ended their labors well . . . 

(Agamemnon 783–89; 799–806)11

The chorus’s dilemma is how to respond to Agamemnon’s victory at Troy 
precisely—that is, by affording it praise that is neither stinting nor exces-
sive. Agamemnon claims that it is a work of justice, but this good work has 
turned out to be bloody and exceedingly costly and painful. How, then, to 
do justice to this bewildering work of justice? The chorus wants to praise 
it, but without evading its dark aspects. Although Agamemnon aspires to a 
result that is plainly and unequivocally just, his victory cannot disguise its 
roots in force, and this undermines the claim to justice: victims will always 
regard violence as the very opposite of justice. As Agamemnon’s defensive-
ness and the  chorus’s anxiety (no less than Clytaemnestra’s bravado) all 
show, the  impurity of justice, the coincidence of opposites, was a potent 
destabilizing force. The supposed acts of justice worked by Agamemnon and 
 Clytaemnestra lack a stable core. They are controversial all the way down, 
since they blend a sense of the good (justice) and the fact of violence.

The chorus have stumbled on the coincidence of opposites, a prominent 
feature running through the trilogy. Richard Seaford has attributed this 
feature of the Oresteia to the influence of mystery religions.12 More imme-
diately, however, within the Oresteia itself, the bond between justice and 
violence underlies the coincidence of opposites. This link explains why the 
characters fail in their efforts to isolate a single, pure quality (justice) from 
the impure mixtures (of justice and violence). As they discover, it is difficult 
to tell the difference between the crime and the punishment, since both entail 
violence.

This bond between justice and violence might seem historically 
 contingent—a feature of vengeance, and, as such, one that gets transcended 
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when a society graduates to the rule of law, as it arguably does in the 
 Eumenides. Within the Oresteia, however, it seems to be inscribed in the 
cosmos, for even Zeus, the god of justice, is a god of victory.13 As the chorus 
say in the so-called “hymn to Zeus” (Aga. 160–83), the cosmic order Zeus 
superintends came about because he attacked and enchained his father.14 
If he is incomparable and ineffable,15 it is because his enemies—his father 
and his father’s generation—have been vanquished. Any hymn in honor of 
Zeus’s justice, then, must be an “epinician”—a song sung on the occasion 
of victory.16 Struggle is an ultimate in Aeschylus’ universe: it ensures that 
claims to justice will inevitably be equivocal and necessarily open to others’ 
criticism and denial. It means that justice will seep into its opposite.

The coincidence of justice and violence is the motor moving the story of 
the Oresteia forward. The characters attempt to achieve a stable, unequivocal 
justice by distilling it from its impure mixture with violence. They express 
the same aspiration as that underlying the Republic—the wish for a pure, 
unequivocal, and therefore stable justice. In Aeschylus’ tragedy, however, the 
characters’ attempts to secure a consensus on the justice of an act are bound 
to fail. For example, when Agamemnon returns, he harps almost obsessively 
on the justice of the war against Troy.

First, it is right (dikê) to hail
Argos and its native gods, the joint causes with me
Of this return and the just deserts (dikaiôn) I brought the city
Of Priam. Men’s spoken pleadings (dikas)
The gods did not attend, but placed
Their man-slaying, Troy-destroying votes
Without dissent into the bloody urn.

(Agamemnon 810–16)

According to Agamemnon, there was no genuine controversy whatsoever: 
the gods voted unanimously for the condemnation of Troy. Agamemnon 
merely carried out the divine consensus that Troy must fall. He claims that 
this demonstrates the justice of the war against Troy. But Agamemnon is 
plainly on the defensive here, for it is obvious that the war cannot be con-
fined to a single, edifying reality. Agamemnon had no way to avenge Paris’s 
insult to  Menelaus and the laws of hospitality without sacrificing his daughter 
 Iphigeneia and, later, without causing the deaths of countless innocents, both 
Trojan and Greek. Agamemnon could achieve justice only by and through war, 
that “gold-changer of corpses” (437). Although Agamemnon claims that the 
gods cast their votes in the urn to condemn, we know from Homer that in fact 
the gods were deeply divided, and, of course, the human jury in the Eumenides 
will be equally divided, as well. The campaign against Troy was as unjust 
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 (horrendous, bloody, appalling) as it was just: a striking instance of the way 
that the qualities of mortal things are inevitably tainted by their opposites.

The tainting of justice by violence started early in the Trojan War, at Aulis, 
when Agamemnon was compelled to sacrifice Iphigeneia in order to pros-
ecute the war. The chorus describe Agamemnon’s internal debate when he 
learned that he must choose between sacrificing his daughter or calling off the 
war. Agamemnon recognized that he had a choice between two evils (211), 
but that it was right and proper (θέμις, 217) to want the winds to stop, even 
if it meant killing his daughter. Having made up his mind, Agamemnon “put 
on the yoke of necessity” (218) and “breathed an impious, impure and unholy 
breath” (219–20) along with it. It may seem that Agamemnon has made a 
plainly culpable decision by “daring to become the sacrificer of his daughter” 
(225). Several commentators have concluded that we are meant to see that 
Agamemenon makes a bad decision, and that he clearly deserves blame.17

It would be difficult to say such interpretations are wrong: the war effort 
at Troy is so compromised by bloodshed that it would be odd if Agamemnon 
were somehow entirely blameless. But Aeschylus has powerfully evoked the 
constraints under which Agamemnon made his choice: it is very difficult to 
situate the blame solely on a single human’s immoral decision. Moreover, 
only if Agamemnon was genuinely trying to do justice—and becoming 
tainted in the process—can his situation rouse the anxiety and bafflement that 
mark the play and, in particular, the chorus’s responses.

For example, the same chorus that describe—arguably, condemn—
Agamemnon’s decision to sacrifice Iphigeneia praise him upon his return, 
albeit in measured and rather anxious terms. Their praise is blended with 
criticism, and while they may criticize him for killing Iphigeneia (there is a 
crux in the manuscripts),18 the bottom line for them is that they have a deep 
and friendly regard for him, now that he has ended his labor successfully. The 
chorus’s hesitation—their cautious mix of blame and praise—seems a more 
fitting response to Agamemnon’s choice (and the war it inaugurated) than 
scholarly analysis that hopes to pinpoint the exact nature of Agamemnon’s 
culpability.

From the tragic perspective Aeschylus elaborates in the Agamemnon, then, 
a philosophical approach would distort justice, since it is not the sort of thing 
that lends itself to definition; in fact, it actively resists it. Justice poses the 
quarrel between poetry and philosophy with special force and clarity. For 
it presents the inchoately philosophical question about what an act most 
truly “is,”—and, more specifically and crucially, whether it is just or unjust. 
Aeschylus’ response is to deny that a single, stable, universally recognized 
answer is possible. We can appreciate why Plato was so deeply suspicious 
of the poets. For Plato reasonably held that, since justice was a good thing, 
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it ought to be the cause only of good things.19 As against the poets, then, 
he sought to construct a “philosophy” of justice and goodness, to distil and 
 formulate their imperishable essence.

So far, I have emphasized features that Aeschylus and Homer had in 
common—above all, the poetic interest in multiple causes and the frustra-
tion of humans’ wish to find a single, unambiguous meaning in events. But 
Aeschylus’ presentation of the story is deeply influenced by his genre and the 
distinctively dramatic modality of tragedy. A major difference in Homer’s 
and Aeschylus’ treatment of the Agamemnon story, for example, is the 
incomparably more powerful role Clytaemnestra plays in the Oresteia: not 
only does she appear in all three plays, but she is easily the most command-
ing and interesting character in the trilogy. In the Odyssey, she was distinctly 
subsidiary: Aegisthus, not she, had slain Agamemnon. Moreover, she seemed 
to have little or no judgment of her own: she was initially left in the care of an 
aoidos and later came under the sway of Aegisthus, once he had succeeded in 
getting rid of the aoidos (Od. 3.267–72).

Clytaemnestra’s behavior, as presented in the Odyssey, does not pose 
any of the moral quandaries that it does in the Oresteia, where a power-
ful case is made that her murder of Agamemnon is appropriate and just. 
In the Odyssey, there is no doubt that the murder was a terrible crime and 
 nothing more. Aegisthus is simply a villainous fool, who wantonly ignored 
the gods’ repeated warnings not to take Agamemnon’s life (Od. 1.32-43). 
We see  Clytaemnestra mainly through Agamemnon’s eyes, and his victim’s 
perspective is unflattering, to say the least. When he meets Odysseus in 
the  underworld, he calls her “scheming” (dolometis), because she joined in 
Aegisthus’ plot and slew Cassandra. She is a bitch (kunopis), because she 
prevented the dying Agamemnon from reaching his sword. She neither pitied 
him, nor prepared his body for burial (Od. 11.404–34). Clytaemnestra is a 
foil for Penelope: she is the “bad woman” who serves by contrast to show the 
real glory of the good woman. Zeus opens the Odyssey by citing Aegisthus 
as a paradigm example of how humans bring ruin on themselves by their 
own obstinate folly. The point of the story in Homer is that a great man, 
 Agamemnon, was destroyed by unscrupulous and treacherous people, who 
got exactly what they had coming to them.

Once allowed to speak in her own voice, however, Clytaemnestra 
becomes an absolutely riveting character. Far from seeing herself as a 
bitch,  Clytaemnestra hails the murder as prompted by motives of justice. 
When, in the stunning final scene, she appears on the ekkuklêma, standing 
over the slain bodies of her husband and Cassandra, she claims, repeat-
edly and vehemently, that she committed the deed and that the murders 
were just. She calls her hand that did the deed a “righteous craftsman” 
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(δικαίας τέκτονος, 1406). She insists that it would be just, and more than 
just, to pour libations on Agamemnon’s corpse (1395–96). She swears by 
the “perfect [τέλειον] Dikê” of her child, as well as by Ate and the Erinus 
(1432–33).20 Because she is convinced that justice is on her side, she makes 
no attempt to conceal her delight at her husband’s death and lingers on the 
bloody details of the murder (1379–92).21 Revelling in the blood-spray from 
Agamemnon’s body, she tells the chorus, “A dark drop of blood-red dew hit 
me. I rejoiced in it no less than the earth rejoices in the god-given brightness 
of the sheaths, when they have been sown and are in labor” (1390–92). This 
speech is a sinister parody of passages praising justice because it brings 
fertility to the earth.22 Clytaemnestra seems to offer a riposte to Odyssey 11, 
where Agamemnon’s shade complains so bitterly about her conduct. “He 
has suffered things  worthy of what he did,” she says. “Let him not preen 
in Hades, since he has paid for what he did by his death at sword point” 
(1527–30). In short, when Clytaemnestra speaks in the first person, the deed 
that looked so despicable in the Odyssey takes on a bewildering complexity: 
she sees it as a triumph of dikê, and regards even its bloodiness as a sign 
of its justice.

The startling difference between Clytaemnestra as she appears in tragedy 
and in epic results partly from the difference in genres. In the “mimetic” 
mode, as Plato uses this term in Republic 3,23 characters speak in their own 
voice, and the poet needs to assimilate his diction as closely as possible to 
the character’s (393c). The actors playing the role, too, identify with the 
character’s purposes and values (395b9–d3). The genius of Athenian tragedy 
was to have age-old mythic characters walk and talk before our very eyes: 
the audience sees them as they deliberate and decide about the actions they 
will take, and their reactions to the success or failure of their deeds.24 In 
tragedy, murdering your father and sleeping with your mother ceases to be a 
scandalous and rather bizarre story from the past and becomes a live human 
possibility. As Bernard Williams once pointed out, in tragedy, we get to find 
out what it is like to kill your father and marry your mother.25

The performative modality of drama invests mythic characters with an 
unprecedented subjectivity. Now, for example, a character can powerfully 
express the anger she or he feels at an injustice. Tragedy explores the link 
between justice and anger that Aristotle later noted.26 What is at stake, ethi-
cally, in anger is the person’s sense of self-worth, of the prestige or honor to 
which one is entitled.27 Anger responds to the injury to one’s sense of self 
inflicted by undeserved insults. As Philip Fisher has recently put it, “in anger 
the self itself and its world are at stake.” That is because “[a]  measure of self-
esteem, or endangered self-regard is defended with the energies of anger that 
locate and announce that injustice has been felt and must be revenged.”28
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As Fisher has argued, “vehement passions” like anger are crucial 
 constituents of one’s self. As the passions indicate, the “self” is not confined 
to the individual, but extends to those one cares deeply about. “What  happens 
to me and to mine,” he writes, “what happens within my world, is the subject 
of my passions.” Therefore, he claims, “it is by means of the passions that 
we come to know the periphery and the characteristics of what we call ‘my 
world,’ as opposed to ‘the world,’ and come to know precisely the set of 
‘those close to me.’”29 Because the self (and those others who help constitute 
the self) is at stake, anger is deeply painful, but also, enormously gratifying: 
for part of the anger is relishing the vengeance that one will exact, in order 
to correct the injustice.30

Fisher articulates one feature of anger that has attracted increased  scholarly 
attention over the last thirty years or so—namely, its cognitive aspect. Pre-
senting the emotions as the affective component of beliefs cuts against the 
Cartesian distinction between reason and passion, by suggesting that the 
emotions are not debarred from a cognitive element. 31 On the other hand, 
as Richard Wollheim points out, thought operates differently within emotion 
from the way it operates within inquiry.

[W]hen thinking is recruited into the service of emotion, it helps to strengthen, 
or elaborate upon, some attitude that we have toward something in, or held to 
be in, the world. If follows that . . . there is no reason to conclude that [thinking] 
will intellectualize emotion. When Othello entertains the thought that Cassio 
possesses the handkerchief spotted with strawberries and, under the tutelage of 
Iago, turns it over and over in his mind, he does not intellectualize his jealousy. 
He plunges deeper and deeper into the jungle of his imagination, as he is the 
first to realize.32

So, too, Clytaemnestra’s belief that Agamemnon’s killing of Iphigeneia 
was terribly wrong is not an intellectualization of her anger: her belief in the 
injustice of the girl’s death plunges her ever more deeply in her anger and 
her implacable resolve for vengeance. The moral component serves to inten-
sify the emotion, particularly by infusing it with a powerful sense of its own 
 goodness, which works like an objective warrant of her subjective feeling.

In sum, thanks to the dramatic modality, the heroes and heroines of myth 
acquire subjectivity. They now have the liveliest feelings about their own 
actions: above all, they see themselves as justified in what they do. Plato 
characterizes tragedy and its subject matter very abstractly, in this way: “The 
mimetic art imitates people doing things—either under compulsion or of their 
own choosing—and thinking that they have fared well or badly from their 
acts, and either grieving or rejoicing in these things,” (Rep. 10.603c5–9). 
Tragedy, in Plato’s view, “imitates” human beings as agents. It would be truer 
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to say, however, that tragedy transforms the mythic figures of the heroic past 
into agents, encountering human problems in a recognizably human way. At a 
dramatic performance, we watch as larger-than-life characters deliberate and 
decide about the actions they will take, and we witness their reactions to the 
success or failure of their deeds. Regarded objectively, Clytaemnestra—the 
treacherous slayer of her own husband—looks appalling. Once she speaks 
in her own voice, however, she becomes a commanding, albeit controver-
sial, character. Tragedy retells the well-known stories of the past from the 
subjective perspective of the mythic characters, as they face unknown and 
unpredictable events.

As Plato understood, the genius of tragedy’s mimetic mode was precisely 
to give plausibility, even urgency, to perspectives and actions we would 
normally regard as wrong. The performative modality itself, then, yields a 
distinctive and philosophically offensive picture of justice, as the ardent con-
viction of the goodness of acts demanded by one’s own anger. By  unleashing 
the individual’s subjectivity and allowing it to have a powerful voice, trag-
edy makes the philosophical question “what is justice, in and of itself?” 
look meaningless. The power of Clytaemnestra’s claim that murdering her 
husband was right is deeply disturbing and helps show why Plato regarded 
tragedy as so hostile to efforts to establish a just polis.

IS TRAGEDY INEVITABLE?

In the Republic, Plato took the radical step of proposing the abolition of 
the family—at least for the ruling class.33 By doing so, he was dispensing 
with the heart of Greek tragedy: the family and the intense ties of love and 
hatred among its members that pose the question of justice in many tragedies 
and give the quest for justice its considerable passion and urgency.34 In a 
 society without traditionally structured families, the tragedies would lose 
their power and look antiquated and out of touch, as though they had been 
 nothing more than the outgrowth of a crude and obsolete institution, the 
family. This raises the question: is tragedy an inevitable feature of human 
life, or can society and consciousness be changed sufficiently so that tragic 
conflicts can be avoided?

Plainly, the view of justice dramatized with such force in the  Agamemnon 
and the Libation Bearers was deeply repellent to Plato and was flatly incon-
sistent with his whole program of elaborating a philosophy of justice. As 
he pointed out in the Phaedo, the virtue of non-philosophers was inevita-
bly conflicted. A non-philosopher might be courageous, for example, but 
only because he feared dying. The “courage” of such a person was in fact 
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a  conflicted blend of courage and fear. So, too, a non-philosopher might 
exercise self-control in regard to one pleasure, but only for fear of losing 
a different pleasure. Such a person’s sophrosunê was in fact an unsteady 
compound of self-control and its opposite (Phaedo 68c–69b). But this was 
not an intrinsic or an inevitable feature of virtue as such: philosophers, Plato 
thought, could achieve a conflict-free virtue. Justice was one of those deeply 
controversial subjects, he wrote in the Euthyphro, likely to spawn disagree-
ment and hostility (Euthyphro 7c–d). The point, however, was to establish 
justice on a sufficiently sturdy foundation so that it could be seen plainly for 
what it is and thereby become a source of genuine stability in a society.

By banishing the mimetic poets from Callipolis, Plato signalled his 
hope that philosophy could replace tragedy as a compelling vision of life. 
 Philosophy exposed the narrowness and intellectual shallowness of the tragic 
vision. Once people focussed on the importance of understanding what 
justice truly is, tragedy and its cultivation of shock should cease to hold 
audiences in its grip. Philosophy also pointed the way to some crucial social 
adjustments (e.g., the abolition of the family) that would rid society of the 
kind of conflict that feeds the tragic consciousness. Philosophy exposes the 
contingency of tragedy: the evils that tragedians present as necessary in fact 
draw their strength from certain accidental institutions (e.g., the family), as 
well as a perverse insistence on remaining ignorant about the true nature of 
things—above all, about justice.

Even within tragedy, however, it is a question whether tragedy can some-
how be avoided—for example, whether it rests on a certain false conscious-
ness or draws its life from a contingent social arrangement. Shakespeare 
offers a particularly striking example in Othello, another play about murder in 
the family. On the night of her death, Desdemona has a fascinating conversa-
tion with her servant Emily about the sexes. Emily allows that she might well 
consider deceiving her husband if the reward were large enough: “The world 
is a huge thing,” she says. “It is a great price for a small vice,” (Act IV, sc. iii). 
Othello will murder Desdemona in the very next scene because he believes 
this vice to be immense and world-shattering. But Emily’s next comments 
call into question the idealization of women that motivates Othello’s crime:

But I do think it is their husbands’ faults
If wives do fall . . . 
   . . . Let husbands know
That wives have sense like them; they see, and smell
And have their palates both for sweet and sour,
As husbands have . . . 
  . . . [H]ave we not affections,
Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have?”



44 Chapter 2

If men could step up to women’s human reality, Emily says, they would 
not regard infidelity as a horrendous blight. More to the point, they would not 
regard it as a terrible crime justifying death. If men had a sane attitude toward 
women—if they recognized women’s full humanity, warts and all—the 
 tragedy of Othello would have been impossible. On the verge of the tragic cli-
max of the play, Emily points to the contingency of tragedy—how it all seems 
to rest on a false consciousness. This suggests another facet to tragedy: people 
are held tightly in the grip—not of fate, but their own deluded attitudes. From 
a philosophical perspective, such obtuseness might elicit pity and laughter (as 
in the myth of Er in Republic 10).35 But from a tragic perspective, the contin-
gency of tragedy seems only to reveal one more reason for pity and fear, as 
the audience members see their own helpless subjection to their own folly.

Aeschylus too asked whether tragedy could be avoided. And in the 
 Eumenides, the final play of Oresteia, he showed how the polis and its justice 
system enabled humans to avoid tragic conflicts of the kind dramatized in the 
first two plays. It was not a question of men becoming less benighted about 
women, as in Shakespeare. Rather, Aeschylus thought it had to do with con-
ceiving justice differently, in a way that became possible only in the polis.

As Colin Macleod once pointed out, “[T]he parallelism of city and individual 
is part of Aeschylus’ thinking as much as it is of Plato’s [in the  Republic].”36 
Below, I want to show the features of the city’s justice that seemed to  Aeschylus 
to cure the conflicts in individual and family justice and ask to what extent 
the trilogy allows us to think the conflicts have in fact been resolved. Both 
 Aeschylus and Plato thought that a different conception of justice would enable 
people to rise above tragedy and its conflicts. But they had very different ideas 
of what this new conception of justice ought to be. The quarrel between poetry 
and philosophy continued even when each tried to surmount tragedy.

As noted above, the problem Aeschylus set himself in the Oresteia is how 
society is possible, when it absolutely requires justice, but justice proves to 
be such a subversive force. The modality of tragic theatre itself—in particular, 
its use of the actor to endow the mythic figures with subjectivity—yielded the 
picture of justice as a socially disturbing force. In the final play of the  trilogy, 
the Eumenides, Aeschylus uses another generic feature of tragedy—the 
 chorus—to resolve the problem. The jury of Athenians in the Eumenides 
forms a sort of silent, second chorus. The key to the jury’s power to stop the 
violence lies largely in the fact that, like a tragic chorus, it is a group whose 
members are individually anonymous. This group has been endowed with the 
power to dispense authoritative, stable judgments. It is part of a recognized 
legal procedure for producing judgments. Essentially, in the Eumenides, 
 justice becomes validity, and consists in the scrupulous execution of a process 
administered by the polis.
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This procedure must be held in the highest regard, with an almost religious 
degree of reverence. We began this chapter by looking at two speeches in the 
Eumenides that called for the Athenians to feel a deep reverence for the law, 
and that urged them to recognize its crucial importance for their happiness. 
Nonetheless, Plato was not wrong to think that this tragic account of law and 
justice was deeply antithetical to his philosophical vision of it. For the kind 
of justice to be dispensed by the jury in the Eumenides represents a distinct 
lowering of expectations. The jury does not at all offer a substantive, insight-
ful judgment. The verdict is authoritative because it is the duly issued verdict 
of the institution charged with hearing cases. Its authority does not flow from 
the penetrating wisdom of its judgments. Indeed, the implication is that no 
such wisdom exists or could exist.

Athena announces her intention of inaugurating a jury immediately after she 
has learned from the Furies and Orestes the nature of their dispute. It would 
not be right (θέμις, 471) for her to decide the case, she says, since each of the 
parties has a claim on her.37 Just as important, no mortal individually could 
possibly judge (δικάζειν, 471) the matter. But if one mortal cannot do it  acting 
alone, why does she think that many, acting as a group, can “make a true 
 determination of the case” (διαιρεῖν τοῦτο πρᾶγμ’ ἐτητύμως, 488)?38

Athena intends to substitute a legal procedure, with the jury as its main 
device, to end the dispute by institutional means. She signals this shift to 
procedure already in the way she uses δίκη in her initial exchange with the 
Furies. They have just finished explaining to Athena the reason why they 
have come to Athens. The goddess announces that “half of the logos is here, 
though two are present” (428). When the Furies protest against letting Orestes 
speak, Athena charges that they want only the reputation of justice, not the 
reality (κλύειν δίκαιος μᾶλλον ἢ πρᾶξαι θέλεις, 430). What is unjust (τὸ 
μὴ δίκαιον), she says, must not win (νικᾶν) by means of an oath (432). The 
Furies then bid her to judge (κρίνε) a straight justice (εὐθεῖαν δίκην, 433).

The passage lays heavy emphasis on δίκη, which takes on a new meaning 
here. The Furies are “unjust” only in the sense that they are unwilling to hear 
others out. But this sense is something new in the Oresteia: never before in 
the trilogy has justice consisted in the disposition to let both sides have their 
say. This is a procedural conception of justice and underlies the distinctive 
kind of justice the jury represents. Rather than breaking from the kind of δίκη 
presented in the earlier plays, however, this procedural justice presupposes 
the idea that justice is conflicted and that different and mutually inconsistent 
justices (δίκαι) may battle with one another.39 Since neither of these rival 
δίκαι has a monopoly on justice, and since ignoring a bona fide claim of 
justice can be hazardous to the polis, a procedure is necessary to ensure that 
each one of the rival claims gets a hearing.40
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The trial is, then, a stylization of conflict—in Platonic terms, an  “imitation” 
of it. But this imitation is not a pallid spectre of the real thing, as in Republic 
10. To the contrary, by formalizing ἔρις into ἄγων, the imitation manages 
to avoid some of the most convulsive features of a life lived under the rule 
of strife.41 Stylization imposes several powerful constraints, for example, 
by requiring that the parties talk about their claim, and explain its signifi-
cance, rather than act. “The doer suffers,” sang the chorus in  Agamemnon 
(Aga. 1564). A legal trial, in contrast, protects all parties from unforeseen 
and undesirable side effects by curbing action and requiring the parties to 
articulate what happened and what they think is at stake in the case. The pro-
cedure imposes a more mediated, arm’s-length relation between the parties 
and their δίκη. It is no longer the irresistible imperative that it seemed to be 
for  Clytaemnestra and that licensed her to be secretive and treacherous. Now, 
δίκη demands communication.

The stylization of strife gives a new dignity to persuasion.42 It has become 
a means of rapprochement, a means for the litigant to clarify and promote 
his case. When she persuades the Furies after the trial, Athena speaks of Per-
suasion’s “pure and reverend awe,” (Eum. 885). On the other hand, the jury 
format does not put too much pressure on the need to persuade. The jury’s 
vote is by secret ballot, and no juror is called upon to explain the reason for 
his vote. Moreover, the decision is by majority vote: there is no need for the 
several jurors to achieve consensus amongst themselves. Each juror has only 
to form an opinion based on the evidence and cast a vote. The procedure takes 
care of the rest.

The Oresteia, then, dramatizes a movement out from and under tragedy: 
the jury and the procedural conception of justice animating it represent a 
 climax, because they alone make possible a life that avoids some of the harsh-
est aspects of tragic existence. When Athena asks the Furies whether Orestes 
killed his mother “out of necessity, or fearing someone’s anger” (426), it 
opens a different kind of moral universe. In the Agamemnon, it made no 
 difference, ultimately, that Agamemnon was acting under a kind of neces-
sity and had been for all practical purposes forced by the gods to sacrifice 
his daughter. Notwithstanding the severe, divine constraints on Agamemnon 
at Aulis, Clytaemnestra blamed him and exacted her vengeance. In fact, one 
way of crystallizing what we mean by a “tragic universe” is that it does not 
respond to fine-grained human notions of responsibility: the person remains 
answerable for a deed simply by the fact of having done it. Athena’s ques-
tion, then, seems to point to a non-tragic, legal universe—a world where it 
actually makes a difference whether or not one was compelled to act in such 
and such a way. The city and the procedural justice reflect and institutionalize 
that difference.43



 The Poetics of Justice 47

The Eumenides registers the movement out from a tragic world in several 
ways. For example, as John Herington pointed out, Aeschylus has incorpo-
rated into the Eumenides several features associated with Old Comedy: the 
outlandish chorus, references to contemporary politics, the torchlight proces-
sion at the close.44 Orestes himself has ceased to be the tragic character he 
was in the Libation Bearers. He has become homo legalis: the only question 
of interest about him is whether or not he will be acquitted. Once the verdict 
is announced, he thanks the Athenians, promises them an eternal alliance, 
and leaves.

Most important, the gods have lost the terrifying aura they had in the earlier 
plays and become the friends and allies of humans. Apollo is no longer the 
destructive power that Cassandra conjured up so tragically; now he is Orestes’ 
helper and witness. Both he and Athena look upon Orestes as their suppliant 
and are scrupulously faithful to him; indeed, the gods could hardly be more 
solicitous of humans.45 The Furies, too, lose their anonymous, archaic terror, 
and become parties to a contract with humans! Merely by walking on stage, 
in fact, the Furies, as well as Apollo and Athena, all lose something of their 
awe-inspiring power.

The Oresteia has impressed many critics as celebrating a remarkable 
moral evolution, and, indeed, Aeschylus certainly seems to shift from a tragic 
world to an enlightened one where gods and mortals are partners. But the 
inauguration of the jury system—undoubted triumph of rationality though it 
is—means that the quest for a completely satisfying answer is henceforward 
renounced. The case is decided purely on the basis of a majority vote. No 
judgment is ever articulated. Indeed, because the jury’s vote is so badly split, 
it is plain that no truly authoritative “judgment” exists—at least, not in the 
sense of a substantive insight that resolves all the conflicts.

The jury, then, enables a city to avoid the most convulsive effects of 
justice, but nonetheless reflects the features of a tragic existence—above 
all, justice as conflict. It seems, then, in Aeschylus’ view, that tragedy is in 
one important sense inevitable, since the human institutions that help cities 
evade it must nonetheless imitate the conflicted nature of justice, which puts 
strict limits on what a jury can hope to accomplish. For example, it would be 
impossible to “ascend” from a particular case to a deeper, more embracing, 
and more abstract account of what justice genuinely “is.” Indeed, as designed, 
the procedure actively discourages that from happening, because it affords no 
means for the jury to issue an opinion. It does so because, as Aeschylus has 
made compellingly clear in his first two dramas, justice is conflicted in its 
very core: it is natively the sense of rightness cloaking individuals’ conflict-
ing purposes. There is no way to “deduce” the justice in a particular case from 
some deeper, more abstract, and encompassing idea of justice. There are only 
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rival ideas about where justice lies in a given situation. Each idea is held with 
passionate conviction, and each is compelling and forceful in its own right. 
The jury provides a way around these conflicts, even as it continues to bear 
their impress.

The jury, and the democratic polis it crowns and expresses, is made to 
look like the answer to mortals’ natively tragic condition. But this conception 
of justice could not have satisfied Plato. In the Republic he exposes several 
flaws marring it. For example, the climactic idea of justice in the Oresteia 
makes it look like a compromise: legal justice requires that the individual 
renounce the satisfaction of doing justice himself, but compensates him by 
ensuring a measure of stability. This is very close to the dangerously unsteady 
conception of justice-as-compromise that Glaucon describes at the outset of 
Republic 2 and that Socrates undertakes to refute (see Rep. 2.358e–59b).

The whole, dramatic trajectory of the Oresteia in fact militates against the 
idea of a single, authoritative definition stating what justice “is.” For δίκη 
is polyvalent throughout the Oresteia and is appropriated by many different 
characters for their conflicting purposes. This view of justice as conflict is 
yielded by the dramatic modality of tragedy. But if so, then, viewed from 
a Platonic perspective, the Oresteia traces the link between mimesis and a 
flawed, precarious view of justice. As Aeschylus presents it, justice is both 
a great good and a potent cause of conflict. It is the source, at once, of the 
moral urgency and the terrible violence of mortal life. It is not, and could 
never be, one stable thing. More deeply, Aeschylus calls into question the 
very goodness of the good: Clytaemnestra is convinced of the goodness of 
what she does, and, in her mind, it fully justifies her treachery and the ruin 
she brings about.

In all these ways, the Oresteia tends to undermine the in-going premise of 
Plato’s philosophy of justice—namely, that justice possesses a stable, internal 
identity. Understandably, Plato opposed a conception of justice that placed 
such emphasis on its internal rifts and its troublingly emotional character. 
Nonetheless, he acknowledged the close link between anger and justice. In 
the Republic, Plato recognizes the existence of a “high-spirited” or thumetic 
soul-part (see Rep. 4.439e1–41c6). This part is characterized above all by its 
sensitivity to questions of justice and injustice. When, for example, people of 
noble disposition feel that they are in the wrong, their thumos is not aroused 
by the physical discomforts—for example, hunger or cold—inflicted on them 
as punishment by the aggrieved (4.440b9–c4). On the other hand, if anyone 
feels that he has been the victim of injustice, his thumos “boils, grows fierce, 
and allies with what seems to be just (τῷ δοκοῦντι δικαίῳ). The noble vic-
tim of injustice persists until he either wins a victory over the transgressor 
or dies, or until he is calmed by reason (ὑπὸ λόγου)” (440c6–d3). As this 
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passage makes clear, Plato certainly recognizes the link between anger and 
justice and seems to regard vengeance as a perfectly natural, even laudable, 
human urge.

But that is not the end of the story, from Plato’s perspective. Because the 
thumos is a separate soul-part, it can conflict with the other soul-parts. For 
example, the thumos can take its stand against the appetites, as we see in the 
story about Leontius, who angrily resisted his morbid wish to gaze upon a 
heap of corpses.46 Alternatively, the thumos can exist apart from the reason, 
as in children and animals (441a–b).

Although the thumos in adult humans is characterized by its sensitiv-
ity to questions of justice, nonetheless, in Plato’s view, the anger it feels 
when treated unjustly hardly constitutes justice, as it seems to in Aeschylus’ 
Agamemnon. Justice, strictly speaking, can be truly apprehended only by the 
rational faculty. Plato is careful to say that the thumos allies with “what seems 
to be just” (τῷ δοκοῦντι δικαίῳ, 440c8), not with what is actually just.

Socrates claims, moreover, that the reason and thumos are natural allies, 
and that, when “civil strife” arises in the soul, the thumos is far more likely 
to cooperate with reason (440e1–4). Good, noble people will naturally seek 
to get the upper hand over the person treating them unjustly. But they might 
also be calmed by reason. Vengeance, in other words, is a natural response to 
injustice, but hardly an absolute imperative. In those who have been  properly 
educated, the desire for vengeance remains firmly subject to reason and 
responds to its dictates.

Of course, a poor upbringing can frustrate the natural cooperation 
between the thumos and reason (4.441a3). One of Plato’s great complaints 
against the mimetic poets is that their productions have just this corrupt-
ing effect on audiences. He points out, for example, in Republic 10, that a 
father whose young son has died prematurely will naturally be moved to 
lamentation, but, just as naturally—if he is a good man—will resist the urge 
to indulge his  emotions (10.603e–04d). Plato does not mention the thumos 
as a separate soul-part in Republic 10,47 but it is easy to imagine its role in 
quelling the father’s urge to grieve. The grieving father will be angry at 
himself, as Leontius was, for being so susceptible to his emotions and for 
being slow to respond to the  suasions of “reason and the law” (604a9). A 
father who successfully tamps down the urge to weep, however, will hardly 
be a fit subject for the mimetic poets. As an imitative genre, tragedy is 
necessarily drawn to whatever is most readily imitated. Inevitably, then, the 
mimetic poet will resolve any “civil-strife” in the soul in favor of emotional 
displays.

Plato’s theory of the soul points to something seriously incomplete in 
Aeschylus’ account of justice. If we apply Plato’s tri-partite scheme to the 
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story of Clytaemnestra in the Agamemnon, it seems clear that she has a “thu-
metic” part that is angry and seeks vengeance against the one who has killed 
her daughter. Aeschylus seems, moreover, to locate justice precisely in this 
“thumetic” desire for vengeance. Justice, therefore, looks like it is inevitably 
conflicted as one person’s vengeful wishes clash with another’s. In this view, 
there can be no encompassing justice that reconciles all apparent conflicts. 
The legal procedure that finally succeeds in ending the violence reflected the 
character of justice as conflict.

Plato’s point is that the thumos should serve the rational faculty (τὸ 
λογίστικον), which is alone capable of grasping what justice truly is. Plato 
in effect charges the mimetic poets with an inadequate conception of the 
human soul. The poets underestimate the rational faculty and never come 
to grips with the mind’s ability to grasp pure concepts—above all, the idea 
of justice in and of itself. The mimetic poets, in other words, are blind to a 
crucially important reality about human beings, and therefore have foreclosed 
the crucially important human ability to know what justice truly is and to 
build a constitutional state based on that knowledge.

Tragedy often gives an overwhelming sense of inevitability: it seems 
that it is structured deep within the human condition. For Plato, how-
ever, tragedy achieved this effect meretriciously by excluding the ratio-
nal self and by focusing on the basest part of the human soul. Tragedy 
portrayed characters who were projections of the audience’s “irrational, 
passive, cowardly” self (see 604d8–9) and studiously avoided aspects 
of the person that it could not successfully capture—that is, the very 
best part, which alone was capable of reacting to disaster calmly and 
rationally. The mimetic nature of their medium, not to mention their 
subservience to a mass audience and its demand for entertainment, made 
a truly admirable figure like Socrates poetically inconceivable. The 
tragic poets could never explore the possibility of a measured, reflective 
response to death such as Socrates displayed.

The mimetic character of poetry is intimately tied to its engagement of 
the soul-part where the emotions flourish.48 This part of the soul, Plato 
claims, revels in the conceptual confusion that is the hallmark of unreal-
ity. Our  passionate, emotional side “does not distinguish the greater or 
the lesser, but rather considers the same things now great, now small,” 
(605b–c2). It  positively revels in phantoms (εἴδωλα εἰδωλοποιοῦντα, 
10.605c2).49

Because tragedy aims solely at the spectral delights of emotional gratifica-
tion, it naturally regards the rest of the world as nebulous and shifting. The 
passions, in effect, make over the world in their own image. Viewed from 
their perspective, the world inevitably looks fleeting and unpredictable, 



 The Poetics of Justice 51

because the gratifications offered by the world are just like that—fleeting and 
unpredictable.

Mimetic poets therefore made the world seem unpredictable and 
 unknowable—rather more chaotic than it was, in fact. Time and again in 
tragedy, characters cry out that humans are shadows. In the Agamemnon, 
Cassandra cries, “Ah! Mortal life! It’s like a shadow, when it goes well; but 
when it goes badly, it’s like sponge strokes rubbing out a line . . .” (Aga. 
1327–30). Aeschylus, fr. 390, writes that “the mortal seed thinks only as far 
as the day, and it is no more reliable than the shadow of smoke,” (τὸ γὰρ 
βρότειον σπέρμ’ ἐφ’ ἡμὲραν φρονεῖ, καὶ πίστον οὐδὲν ἄλλον ἢ κάπνου 
σκιά). In Sophocles’ Ajax, as well, Odysseus says, “I see that we who live 
are nothing—only images (εἴδωλα) or a fleeting shade,” (Ajax 121–26).50 In 
the Antigone, Creon, lamenting his complete ruin, groans that he is “nothing 
more than a nothing” (τὸν οὐκ ὄντα μᾶλλον ἢ μηδένα, 1325). In a fragment 
from one of Sophocles’ lost tragedies, a character says: “Man is a breath and 
shadow only, an image” (fr. 12) (ἄνθρωπός ἐστι πνεῦμα καὶ σκιὰ μονὸν, 
εἴδωλον ἀλλῶς). Within tragedy, then, humans are εἴδωλα; indeed, appre-
ciating that this is so constitutes wisdom. But this is the spurious insight of 
characters modelled on their appetites and passions and who have been shorn 
of humans’ best, rational aspects. When Plato charged mimetic poetry with 
being nothing more than an εἴδωλον, he was using tragedy’s own supposed 
“insight” against it.

By focusing on the soul-part that seeks only gratification, the mimetic 
poets presented humans as insubstantial images (εἴδωλα) and implicitly 
denied that there existed any such thing as genuine being in the Platonic 
sense. The poets amounted to “misologists,” described by Socrates in the 
Phaedo. Misologists believed that “there is nothing sound or secure, neither 
in arguments nor in things.” To the contrary, they held that “all things are 
carried up and down, just like things fluctuating in the Euripus, and never 
remain at rest for any time.”51 As misologists, mimetic poets knew nothing, 
and denied the possibility of knowledge in the sense, at least, that Plato 
recognized. They were the anti-philosophers par excellence—the more so, 
because they gave a powerful impression of an embracing expertise. Plato 
might have regarded Aeschylus as a “misodikast”—a “hater of justice”—
who asserts that justice has no true, persisting, internal nature because he 
has himself failed to discover the true nature of justice, and given up try-
ing.52 Aeschylus could not offer a successful account of justice, because 
he was strapped with a fatally incomplete conception of the soul. Without 
understanding the rational faculty—and in particular, its ability to conceive 
of things as they are in and of themselves—a satisfactory account of justice 
is impossible.
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THE QUARREL BETWEEN POETRY 
AND PHILOSOPHY CONCERNING JUSTICE

When Plato referred to an ancient quarrel (diaphora) between poetry and 
 philosophy (Rep. 10.607b6–7), the point was, partly, that poetry continued 
to be a lively antagonist. Plato was far from believing that philosophy had 
consigned the mimetic poets to the trash bin of history. He did not think 
that the unprecedented insights of philosophy had exposed tragic poetry as 
a crude and outmoded form of entertainment. For Plato, the most insidious 
feature of tragedy was the appeal it exerted on the best people. Indeed, 
Socrates himself seems deeply ambivalent about banishing poetry from 
Callipolis. He called for the poets, or one of their advocates, to defend 
mimetic poetry if at all possible, so that the citizens of his ideal state need 
not be deprived of its delights.53 Plato apparently found it difficult to say 
good-bye to the poets—and this, from someone who apparently felt not the 
slightest compunction about abolishing private property or getting rid of 
the nuclear family!

The Oresteia helps us see how astute and penetrating a critic of tragedy 
Plato was, however idiosyncratic his perspective. Plato claimed that  tragedy, 
by virtue of its mimetic modality, was confined to mirroring people’s 
opinions and to portraying the passions. The analysis above of Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia suggests that its very modality—dramatic impersonations of mythic 
characters—did indeed give great prominence to the characters’ passionately 
held convictions that what they were doing was just. Plato believed that the 
emphasis on opinion and passion in tragedy absolutely barred it from offering 
any genuine illumination concerning justice.

Plato makes an interesting case against the poets. It is all the more interest-
ing, I think, because of its vulnerability. As I try to show below, Aeschylus’ 
“poetics of justice” helps flesh out pertinent considerations that Plato over-
looks or underestimates in his treatment of justice. The mimetic modality of 
tragedy in particular enabled Aeschylus to say some trenchant things about 
justice.

Plato’s in-going assumption that justice possesses a definite “essence,” 
for example, presupposes that the intrinsic nature of justice is independent 
of people’s opinions about it, and, in addition, strongly suggests that most 
people’s opinions about it are seriously flawed. But it is dubious whether 
justice—understood as a relation between and among people—can be wholly 
different from what the actual practitioners of justice themselves think 
about it. The mimetic modality of tragedy—its “first-person” imitation of 
 characters’ own justifications for their deeds—ensures that the tragic picture 
of justice entails the agent’s own ideas of what he or she is doing. Far from 
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crippling poets’ efforts to understand justice, then, dramatic imitation proves 
to be an especially useful means for obtaining insight into it.

Moreover, when Plato charges in Republic 10 that the poets produce only 
imitative images, his point is that the poets simply mirror the audience’s 
own uncritical opinions.54 But Plato’s own disregard of opinion is dangerous 
in its own right—particularly his claim that people’s opinions about justice 
can safely be ignored, for philosophical purposes. For one thing, ignoring 
people’s opinions yields a conception of the state that seems inevitably to 
encourage arrogance and high-handedness. Plato reposes power in a class 
whose privileged knowledge of justice supposedly entitles them to exercise 
political authority over the masses. Not only does this produce a repellently 
authoritarian regime, but it is heroically optimistic in its assumption that the 
sovereign’s knowledge of justice is a sufficient guarantee against abuses of 
power. Plato himself would come to reject that idea. In the Laws, he was to 
write that no one can be at all times willing and able to do what is best for the 
citizens: human nature will always tempt him to seek his own best interests 
at others’ expense.55

By disregarding popular opinion, Plato dispenses with one of the most 
important means for avoiding civil strife and for ensuring that justice works 
as a social bond. The jury, whose inauguration climaxes the Oresteia, was a 
way to formalize the expression and canvassing of opinions concerning the 
justice of particular situations. From Aeschylus’ perspective, the jury takes 
into account the volatile character of justice and its potential to rouse very 
strong opinions indeed.

Plato also charged that the mimetic character of drama ensured that it 
would be drawn to passionate characters, since these are more easily imitable. 
But, from a tragic perspective, Plato’s account seriously underestimates the 
importance of the passions for understanding what justice amounts to. Anger, 
and more specifically, anger at being victimized by injustice, entails the entire 
self and its world. The poets showed why justice was one of the most press-
ing and urgent of human concerns. Plato’s more purely conceptual account of 
justice—each thing remaining stably in its place—risks making justice seem 
abstruse and bland.

The passionate nature of justice, moreover, underlay the deep ambiguity it 
had in the Oresteia, where each act of justice was simultaneously an act of 
violence. Plato wrote that justice should not be the source of anything evil, 
but only of good things. From a tragic perspective, however, he was attempt-
ing to do what the unwise and self-deluding characters did in the Oresteia—to 
simplify justice unduly. Both Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra sought to dis-
ambiguate justice, but their efforts were at best naive and at worst  dishonest 
and cynical. Clytaemnestra claimed that her murder of Agamemnon was 
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done for “Justice, Ruin and the Erinys,” and that it was the act of the family’s 
avenging daemon.56 For his part, Agamemnon insisted almost obsessively 
on the justice of what he had done at Troy.57 The messenger, too, who came 
to announce the victory at Troy, insisted that the death toll of innocent lives 
did not detract from the justice of punishing the city of Troy.58 From a tragic 
perspective, what Plato attempts in the Republic comes uncomfortably close 
to what the doomed characters in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon do. Like them, he 
attempts to show that justice is a single, unambiguous thing. Tragedy makes 
Platonic philosophy look like one more deeply misguided effort to find 
 simplicity where none exists.

Plato criticizes the “lovers of spectacles.” These are people who delight in 
seeing as many choral and tragic performances as they can, but who refuse 
to make the intellectual ascent to the lofty and single Idea of Beauty.59 From 
a poetic perspective, however, the lovers of spectacles might have the better 
approach, at least when it comes to justice. For example, the  philosopher-king 
would supposedly be able to recognize the justice in each individual instance, 
because he or she had a profound knowledge of Justice even at its most 
transcendent.

Spectacle-lovers, in contrast, do not search for a single, all-purpose 
 principle that purports to explain everything. Rather, as they attend a host 
of performances of different and various dramas, they approach questions of 
justice and beauty “polycentrically”—building up a sense of the possibili-
ties of these things only gradually by adducing several instances over time. 
Magnificent as it is, for example, Aeschylus’ Oresteia was far from being 
the final word tragedians had to say concerning justice. Each tragic festival 
produced yet more tragedies: the mimetic poets did not try to be definitive, as 
Plato arguably aimed at being in the Republic. While they often returned to 
the themes of the Oresteia, the poets struck the balance between its compet-
ing elements (justice/violence; male/female; polis/oikos; new/old) in differ-
ent ways. The Antigone, for instance, was in many ways a thematic inversion 
of the Oresteia. Aeschylus’ trilogy was a celebration of city law as a step up 
from the blinding imperatives of blood ties. Sophocles’ Antigone addresses 
much the same conflict between the values of oikos and of polis, but now the 
demands of family ties seem to pose a much deeper and more serious claim 
on the individual than do those of the city. Antigone’s loyalty to her brother 
Polyneices honors a moral obligation that engages the person more deeply 
than the duty to a ruler’s edicts.60

The multitude of tragic plays performed annually and addressing the 
 questions posed by justice—returning to these issues again and again—
would itself suggest to the audience, implicitly but powerfully, that there 
was no final resolution, and that the most that could be accomplished was 
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a  heightened awareness and sensitivity to the tensions within justice. If 
the point is not to resolve the intrinsic tensions of justice, but to deepen 
one’s understanding of them, then the “lovers of spectacles” have a serious 
point. Far from obtusely refusing to ascend to the One, they are respecting 
the need to revisit these issues repeatedly, to think about them as a crucial 
feature in our moral and civic lives, without hoping somehow to transcend 
them. The philosopher’s aspiration to ascend to the simple, unequivocal One 
might strike the spectacle-lover as encouraging a dangerous indifference to 
the details of specific cases. It is far better for a city to have tragedies that 
acknowledge the intractability of problems and that constantly remind people 
of their intractability, than to have philosophy presenting utopian schemes 
purporting to end the problem.

Tragic performance is important for preserving the city’s stability for 
another reason, as well. Athena says, “the fearsome is not wholly to be 
 banished from the city,” (καὶ μὴ τὸ δεινὸν πᾶν πόλεως ἔξω βαλεῖν, Eum. 
698). Of course, she means that citizens should fear punishment at the hands 
of the jury (691), and, even more important, that they should fear to trifle with 
the institution by introducing innovations (693–95). Still, her words are sus-
ceptible to a yet more general meaning—a plea, in effect, for the importance 
of tragedy in the city. The story of the House of Atreus and its interminable 
violence should serve as a warning of the evils of blood feuds. Tragedy 
ruminates on what is genuinely fearsome in life. That is an important good, 
because as the Furies and Athena both insist, the fearsome plays a salubrious 
role in safeguarding the polity. The city is the place “where the fearsome is 
good” (cf. 517, ἔσθ’ ὅπου τὸ δεινὸν εὖ).61 Since, however, as Clytaemnestra 
says in the Agamemnon, “fear (τὸ τάρβος) withers away in time,” (Aga. 
857–58), tragedy serves to keep the spectacle of terrible things fresh and alive 
in the imagination of its audience. Tragedy shows the evils that the city’s laws 
and legal procedures keep at bay, and in this way promotes citizens’ alle-
giance to them. The Oresteia, in particular, shows the horrors of internecine 
violence—whether within the household or within the city. It offers not only 
indelible images of the city unified in celebration of the law, but a powerful, 
cautionary story about the absence of law.

Socrates looked forward to an argument showing why the poets should 
after all be admitted to Callipolis. The implicit reply of Aeschylus in the 
Oresteia would not have persuaded Plato, no doubt, but nonetheless deserves 
to be taken seriously: tragedy belongs in the polis, because the city needs 
powerful images of what is fearsome (τὸ δεινόν), so that citizens will hold 
with constant fervor to the city and its institutions. The city gets people past 
the tragic conflicts of justice, but it continues to need tragedy as an important 
reminder of what the city, for the most part, enables them to forget.
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In the quarrel between the poets and philosophers, then, the poets had 
many searching points to make against philosophy. Plato never staged 
such a dialogue—let alone brought himself to let the poets win the upper 
hand. Nonetheless, in later dialogues he developed his thinking in ways that 
brought his philosophy closer to the poetics of justice. The forcefulness of the 
poets’ vision was a motor force in Plato’s thinking that led him to deepen and 
enrich his philosophy. In Part Two, I turn to two high points in Plato’s  idealist 
 philosophy—the Phaedo and Republic 10—and show how each of these 
shows a considerable degree of ambivalence toward the poets. In Part Three, 
I show how later developments in Plato’s philosophical thinking brought his 
vision closer to that of the poets.
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Chapter 3

Socrates’ Intellectual Crisis: 
The Phaedo

PHILOSOPHY AND VENGEANCE

Platonic philosophy began with a crisis—the execution of Socrates. As the 
author of the Seventh Letter indicates, the condemnation of Socrates to death 
was the culminating outrage by the Athenian government that led Plato 
finally to reject his political ambitions and to dedicate himself instead to 
philosophy (Seventh Letter 325b–c). Plato’s dialogue Gorgias makes it clear 
that renouncing the active life of politics for the more private, contempla-
tive world of philosophy constituted a grave decision. It was not simply that 
philosophy stood apart from the public world of Athenian democracy; as 
 Callicles charged in the Gorgias, it actually seemed to render one incompe-
tent at it (Gorgias 484c–86c).

The condemnation of Socrates not only showed Athenian democracy at 
its arguable worst, but just as disturbingly, it threatened to cast an unflatter-
ing light on Socrates himself and to rouse grave doubts concerning the value 
of philosophy. Even assuming there was no merit to the charge of impiety 
brought against Socrates, he had nonetheless proved unable to mount an 
effective defence on his own behalf. His failure seemed to confirm Callicles’ 
charge against philosophy that it crippled its disciples in facing the demands 
of everyday life. The Phaedo is an attempt to justify philosophy and, what 
comes to the same thing, Socrates’ life—in other words, to do what Socrates 
had evidently failed to do during his trial (see Phaedo 63b).

The challenge was partly to maintain the separateness and distinctness of 
Socrates’ philosophical voice as he awaited execution. For Socrates’ destiny 
verged on tragedy, and threatened to be absorbed by it. Socrates belongs to 
a select group of innocent victims that includes tragic figures like Antigone, 



66 Chapter 3

Hecuba, Philoctetes, and the women of Troy. He bears a striking likeness to 
Antigone, in particular.1 Both are condemned by law to die for something 
they passionately believe in.2 Both are said by their accusers to be impious, 
while each one claims that his or her actions were the only true piety.3

Tragedy, then, threatened to claim Socrates for itself. Socrates’ friend 
Crito shows how well-nigh irresistible it was to regard Socrates tragically. 
As Crito points out in the dialogue named for him, Socrates’ enemies have 
had their way with him, and are poised on the brink of successfully complet-
ing his ruin (Crito 45c6–9). Socrates’ death will leave his children bereft, 
and will give every appearance that Socrates was abandoned by his friends 
(45c–46a). Crito, it seems fair to say, regarded his old friend’s lot as tragic. 
The companions, too, weep uncontrollably after Socrates has swallowed the 
hemlock. They resemble a Greek chorus: curiously, there were fifteen named 
companions with Socrates on that final day—the same number as Greek 
tragic choruses originally had.4

Socrates’ courageous response to the manifest injustice enveloping him 
is the only way he has to keep the tragic paradigm decisively at bay and to 
establish a distinctively philosophical significance for his life in philosophy. 
Antigone’s last scene includes a florid lament in song, a bitter reflection on 
the destruction of her youth and her hopes for love and happiness. In contrast, 
Socrates, an old man, notes ruefully that there’s not much his enemies can 
take from him.5 More important, he emphatically refuses to carry on in the 
histrionic way others in his position have allowed themselves.6 His dispas-
sionate acceptance contrasts strikingly with Antigone’s pathetic protest.

Antigone and Socrates epitomize, respectively, the poetic and philosophi-
cal response to unjust prosecution. These are not simply two different ways of 
reacting: Socrates’ philosophical response takes place against the background 
of responses like Antigone’s and is, in significant part, a polemical rejection 
of such reactions. Plato invented philosophy because life and its tragedies 
were too important to be left to the tragedians.

The experience of injustice was a central, even obsessive, concern of Greek 
poetry. It animated the stories of both the Iliad and the Odyssey, and Athenian 
tragedy is unimaginable without it.7 But it also underlay and inspired Plato’s 
philosophy. Socrates foretold that those who voted to condemn him would soon 
have their punishment when others—yet more scathing than Socrates—criticized 
them and their city.8 When he wrote these words for Socrates, Plato was think-
ing, no doubt, partly about himself and his own attacks on Athenian democracy 
and leadership. Platonic philosophy was the revenge Socrates foresaw.

But philosophy was vengeance of a highly unusual kind, since it got its 
satisfaction by rejecting the very premises of revenge and exposing it as 
something blind and ignorant.9 The philosophical “victim” of injustice does 
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not try to destroy his oppressors, except by showing their deep and pervasive 
ignorance. To suffer injustice is an enraging experience only so long as you 
assume your oppressor knows what is fair and right and has nonetheless 
refused to recognize any constraints on his wishes. Socrates gets the better of 
his condemners by claiming that they know nothing about justice, or death, 
or any of the most pressing concerns of human life. He does not return evil 
for evil, because he denies that his enemies have inflicted anything evil on 
him—for all anyone knows, he claims in the Apology, death is a boon. More 
deeply, he claims that his enemies could never do him harm: true goodness is 
invulnerable to the attacks of lesser, less good people.10

Platonic philosophy was born partly to address a crisis—specifically, the 
possibility that Socrates’ life was a failure, and that his enemies had had the 
final, disheartening say. By likening philosophy to vengeance, I want to claim 
that Platonic philosophy was not simply a disinterested quest for Truth. It 
served a human purpose: in fact, it served some of the same  purposes that 
revenge was intended to serve, albeit much more crudely. Thanks to his 
philosophical convictions, Socrates’ sense of identity and of his place in 
the cosmos was not at all shaken by the unjust and sickening decision to 
execute him. Socrates does not feel deserted by the gods. He notes, with some 
 satisfaction, that his “daemon” has said nothing throughout his trial.11 But he 
views this as a sign of divine approval, not of abandonment.12 Philosophy 
helps its disciples know who they are and assures them that justice truly 
exists. That was, partly, the purpose served by vengeance, as well: it restores 
to the victims of injustice their sense of identity and their confidence in the 
sovereignty of justice in the world.

Philosophy and tragedy, then, share a common theme: the experience of 
injustice. Socrates, however, resists and rejects the tragic model from the 
very beginning. For example, the poets regarded death (especially violent 
death) as the great destabilizer of human existence, the fundamental reason 
why “man is a shadow of a dream” and the most momentous instance of the 
instability and flux at the heart of human experience. In the face of that cul-
tural consensus, however, Socrates boldly asserts that death is in fact the great 
champion of essence, identity, and being. He asks his companions, “Do we 
think that death is a something?” (ἡγούμεθά τι τὸν θάνατον εἶναι, 64c2). 
“Absolutely,” they respond, and Socrates then defines exactly what death 
is—a separation of the soul from the body (64c4–5).

The proposition that death is a “something” (τι) is essential to the entire 
philosophical argument that ensues. Thanks to it, Socrates can go on to treat 
death as a master simplifier of complex wholes (viz., living individuals) into 
their more basic, constituent parts (the body and the soul). Only by means of 
death, Socrates can argue, does the soul finally become more purely, more 
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exactly, just what it is (αὐτὴν καθ’ αὑτήν, 64c7–8). Death, then—as a some-
thing, a “thing in itself,” which has its own definition—ushers in the pos-
sibility of saying what other things, too, precisely are, in and of themselves. 
Socrates quickly moves from the proposition that death is a something, to 
assert that justice is a “something” as well—φαμέν τι εἶναι δίκαιον αὐτὸ ἢ 
οὐδέν—as are the fine and the good (65d4–5).

In other words, Socrates faces his crisis—his condemnation to death—
by radically changing the significance of death. Philosophy requires an 
 Umwertung aller Werte. Far from destroying his security and well-being, 
death becomes for the philosopher the guarantor of true stability, the bestower 
(at long last!) of what the philosopher has been seeking all along. Socrates 
treats death, in effect, as an ally of the Ideal Forms—the theory that “beauti-
ful is something, itself by itself” (τι καλὸν αὐτὸ καθ’ αὑτο), and so, too, 
are “good” and “large” (100b5–9). The philosopher tries to achieve the work 
of death; that is, as much as possible he or she seeks to achieve and maintain 
the separation of the soul from the body, so that the soul is αὐτὴ καθ’ αὑτήν 
(65d1–2), the better to see justice and the beautiful and the good as they really 
are. The state’s unjust condemnation of Socrates, after all, has unwittingly 
brought about precisely the result the philosopher has been aiming for all his 
life. By claiming that death is a “something,” Socrates transforms it into the 
culminating experience that crowns his life’s work!

The crisis of Socrates’ death, then, calls forth a deep paradigm shift, in 
which not only death changes its meaning, but the whole look of the world 
and our place in the world changes, too. No longer an interminable  process 
of ceaseless becoming, as described by the poets, the world is a place where 
being and essence may be discerned. The task philosophers face is to look 
beyond the flux and to encompass being and assimilate it as deeply as 
 possible into their own sense of identity—to regard the soul as the part that is 
most truly (because stably, unwaveringly) who one is.

Throughout the Phaedo, Plato emphasizes Socrates’ “reevaluation of all 
poetic values.” For example, Socrates transvalues songs that had been under-
stood tragically, so that they express philosophical ideals. He compares his 
last philosophical conversation to the swan’s song, although he insists that the 
swan does not lament, but sings for joy, since death is a liberation of the soul 
from the body (84e3–85a3). So, too, the nightingale, swallow, and hoopoe—
birds whose song had been appropriated by the tragedians—are in fact singing 
joyful songs (85a8).13 In this view, Plato invokes the poets only to show how 
his own philosophical work transcends the poets’ insistent emotionalism.

In fact, however, the poets exerted an important shaping influence on 
the Phaedo and on Plato’s understanding of philosophy. Below, in section 
two, I consider first the ascetic model of philosophy Socrates sketches. 
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This model presents philosophy as the deliberate cultivation of death and 
 indicates a bright-line difference between philosophy and tragedy. It does so 
in order to defend philosophy against the charge that it leaves its followers 
 helpless against their enemies. A major problem with this defence, however, 
is that it fails to portray philosophy as it is actually practised in the Platonic 
dialogues.

I therefore turn in section three to discuss Socrates’ fascinating account 
of an intellectual crisis during his youth, where he offers a considerably 
less optimistic model of philosophy, and one that is more in keeping with 
philosophy as Plato actually presents it in the dialogues. This model makes 
literary properties like character crucially important for philosophy and thus 
complicates the relations between philosophy and tragedy. Socrates’ account, 
moreover, implies a model of human intelligence as dynamic, fallible, and 
resourceful—a very different picture from the one Socrates suggested in his 
initial proofs of the soul’s immortality. This model is to a degree incompatible 
with the Forms and points ahead to later developments in Plato’s thinking.

In the final section, I will consider the companions’ complex emotional 
response to Socrates’ death—a response that mingles joy and sorrow and 
that in many ways recalls the distinctive emotion evoked by the poets. The 
companions’ response, too, we will see, implicitly questions the idealist 
synthesis articulated so movingly by Socrates. Ultimately, I claim that the 
poets’ expressions of human life as a fusion of contrary qualities challenged 
the Theory of Forms as articulated in the Phaedo and pointed ahead to further 
developments in Plato’s thinking.

Philosophy and Asceticism

Plato apparently marked off philosophy as dramatically as possible from trag-
edy, by claiming a radical new significance for death and for music tradition-
ally deemed tragic. So far, it looks like he devotes the Phaedo to recovering 
traditionally tragic themes and reclaiming them for philosophy. But what, 
more precisely, is the philosophy that Socrates apparently sets up over against 
the poets? It might seem that it is an ascetic, body-denying practice designed 
to achieve as close an identification as possible of the philosopher with his 
or her soul. The aspiration seems to be to isolate the soul as far as possible 
from the body. “The soul reasons (λογίζεται) best, I suppose, when none of 
these things troubles it,” Socrates says, “neither hearing nor seeing nor pain 
nor any pleasure; but when, to the greatest extent possible, it lets the body go 
and is simply itself by itself” (αὐτὴ καθ’ αὑτήν, 65c5–7). Only once it has 
been weaned from the senses can the soul at last set its sights on pure being 
(ὀρέγηται τοῦ ὄντος, 65c9).
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To the same effect is the passage at 83a–b: philosophy persuades the soul 
of the “lovers of knowledge” (philomatheis) to withdraw from the senses and 
to “collect and gather itself together, and to trust none other but itself, when-
ever, alone by itself, it thinks of any of the things that are, alone by itself” 
(Gallop translation; emphasis in original).14

Socrates has presented the goal of the intellectual life as a kind of sublime 
loneliness. He stresses that the soul aspires to a condition where it contem-
plates in profound solitude the Forms “themselves, by themselves.” The soul 
thinks best when it neither sees nor hears, but instead engages in pure ratio-
cination. Socrates compellingly articulates one aspiration for the intellectual 
life—an ascent beyond the sensory confines of this world to an apparently 
unmediated encounter with the Forms, in all their purity.

This ascetic model of philosophy, however, is flawed, or at least seriously 
incomplete, because it fails to yield the kind of philosophical life that is actually 
portrayed in the dialogues. To be sure, Socrates has achieved the separation 
of body and soul: he can walk barefoot in the cold, resist Alcibiades’ sexual 
invitations, and contemplate—patiently and fruitfully—for hours at a time.15 
But for all his unworldliness, Socrates, as we meet him in the dialogues, is 
very much engaged in the life around him. He is not at all the recluse that his 
ascetic account of philosophy seems to depict. There is nothing misanthropic 
about him. In fact, he is sharply critical of misanthropes, whom he regards 
as culpably naïve about their fellows and unable or unwilling to accept oth-
ers’ complexity (89d4–90a2). Socrates’ behavior in the last hours before his 
death shows him at his inspiring best: he is calm, kind, humorous, and highly 
intelligent. He encourages his companions to speak their minds and to trust 
the powers of the intellect. He is himself living proof of the power of reason 
to bring peace and enlightenment, and the power of enlightenment, in turn, to 
make people not only astute but patient and modest.

Socrates’ philanthropy was something much more than a genial acknowl-
edgment of human foibles. He had just been condemned to death by a jury 
of his fellow Athenians. It took considerable courage and forbearance not to 
become misanthropic. To acknowledge and accept human frailty—to refuse 
the temptation to misanthropy—is a challenging moral and philosophical idea. 
Socrates exemplifies this ideal splendidly. His account of philosophy as the 
cultivation of death, however, fails to reflect it. It does not let us see the impor-
tant role that dialogue with fallible others plays in the philosophical life.

The arguments that Socrates offers to prove the soul’s immortality suffer 
from the same problem: they don’t seem, on their face, to require dialogue or 
continued involvement with others—the hallmarks of Socrates’ philosophical 
life. There is something deceptively simple about the first proofs that Socrates 
adduces. We have only to reflect, for example, on our ability to conceive of 
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perfect equality, and then, thanks to the “recollection” argument, we can 
assure ourselves that the soul exists before entering the body.16 If we grant 
that the soul thinks best when it gathers itself into itself (αὐτὴ καθ’ αὑτήν), 
we can readily appreciate that it resembles the Forms, and therefore, like the 
Forms, will endure forever. (This is the “affinity” argument.) 17 It looks as 
though we only need a moment’s thought—to reflect on our powers of reflec-
tion—to appreciate that each one of us is immortal, and therefore, the entire 
tradition of poetic laments and of the poets’ evocations of the fearsomeness 
of death is simply wrong.18

It can’t be this simple, and it isn’t. Socrates’ re-evaluation of death so far 
seems too facile. If tragedy could be evaded this easily, it would not have had 
the grip on people that it obviously did. Presenting philosophy as the culti-
vation of death defied the primacy of the poets, and challenged the cultural 
emphasis on change and instability. But it hardly explains the actual practice 
of philosophy as portrayed in the dialogues. That practice entails conversa-
tion and centrally features Socrates’ distinctive character. We can hardly 
imagine Platonic philosophy without these features. Without an account of 
philosophy that explains them, Plato cannot be said to have justified the life 
of philosophy as Socrates actually lived it.

SOCRATES’ INTELLECTUAL CRISIS

In a highly unusual “autobiographical” passage later in the Phaedo, Socrates 
sets forth a narrative account of an intellectual crisis in his youth.19 This was 
a momentous event: in it, Socrates ceased to be a pre-Socratic and became, 
recognizably, the Socrates of Plato’s dialogues. Socrates resolved his crisis 
by sketching out an inchoate theory of the Forms. As Gregory Vlastos has 
written, “The importance of this passage could hardly be exaggerated: as 
much is to be learned from it about Plato’s metaphysics, epistemology, and 
philosophy of science as from any other text of equal length in his corpus.”20 
More important for my purposes, however, Socrates’ narrative about the ori-
gins of Platonic philosophy yields the model of philosophy as it is actually 
portrayed in the dialogues—above all, the use of dialogue itself.

Socrates’ narrative has an elaborate context. After finishing his first set of 
proofs, Socrates presents the soul climactically as a prisoner in the body.21 
On this view, Socrates’ accusers and his judges are more truly prisoners than 
he, for his soul has been partly freed from his body-prison and is about to be 
completely liberated from it. It seems plain that Socrates needs his proofs of 
the soul’s immortality to be conclusive: they demonstrate that his life has not 
been in vain. Far from being “tragic,” his life has in fact been a philosophical 
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triumph. But it seems that the triumph is conditional upon his successfully 
establishing that the soul is in fact literally and demonstrably immortal.

A long silence ensues, finally broken by the whispers of Simmias and 
Cebes, two of those present, who have objections to the proofs. Simmias, a 
young Pythagorean from Thebes, wonders whether the soul is an attunement 
of the body’s several parts into a living whole. If so, the harmony would van-
ish when the body died (85e–86d). Cebes, another young friend from Thebes, 
asks how we can know that the soul doesn’t perish ultimately, after living 
through several bodies. The soul might be like a coat-maker, who makes sev-
eral coats in his lifetime, and outlives them all—but eventually must himself 
go the way of all coats (86e6–88b8).22

These objections demoralize all those present, and even those who weren’t. 
Echecrates, the man in the frame story, to whom Phaedo recounts the events 
of Socrates’ last day, exclaims, “What argument can we ever trust after this? 
The argument Socrates urged was completely convincing, but now it has 
been completely discredited!” (88d1–3). Although Socrates will answer the 
objections, they are unsettling for a reason that Socrates articulates when he 
takes up Cebes’ objections. As he makes clear, the real problem is whether an 
argument can really hope to “prove” conclusively the soul’s immortality.

You think it must be demonstrated that our soul is indestructible and deathless. 
Otherwise, the philosopher nurses a foolish and empty confidence, when, on the 
point of death, he is confident that, after dying, he will fare much better than if 
he had lived some other sort of life . . . If one is not a fool, fear of death is only 
 appropriate, unless he knows that the soul is immortal and has an account to give.

(Phaedo 95b9–c4, d6–8)

In this stringent view, the viability of the philosopher’s life depends on an 
invincible demonstration of the soul’s immortality. To put Cebes’ contention 
another way: the Phaedo fails to justify philosophy and Socrates’ life, unless 
it rouses a conviction in the minds of its readers that somewhere out there in 
the universe the soul of Socrates literally lives on. But that can’t be right. The 
 Phaedo leaves its readers with a powerful conviction of Socrates’ own, per-
sonal goodness and, more important, the value of the life he leads. And it does 
so in spite of the fact (I think it is fair to say) that the dialogue does not arouse 
any very strong belief that Socrates’ soul still possesses an actual (as opposed to 
vicarious) life. Socrates’ response to Cebes, then, attempts to show a little more 
clearly what can reasonably be expected of a philosophical argument, and, 
more generally, what kind of case can be made for the philosophical life. His 
account is considerably less optimistic than in the earlier parts of the  Phaedo, 
where it seemed that one could indeed prove the immortality of the soul. 
Socrates’ account of his youthful intellectual crisis helps to show the intrinsic 
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value of doing philosophy, even if the philosopher fails to provide water-tight 
arguments conclusively demonstrating the immortality of the soul.

While yet a young man, Socrates was “wondrously” (thaumastôs) enthused 
about the inquiry into nature. It seemed to him a splendid thing, he says, to 
know the reason (aitia)23 of each thing—why it comes about and passes away, 
and why it exists (96a7–9). He asked, for example, whether living creatures 
were caused by the conjunction of hot and cold and the resultant putrefac-
tion—an idea associated with Archelaus, a student of Anaxagoras.24 He was 
also interested in the nature of thought and whether it arose from blood (as 
Empedocles had taught), or air (the teaching of Anaximander and Diogenes 
of Apollonia), or fire (possibly the teaching of Heraclitus). He entertained the 
possibility that knowledge arises from memory and judgment as informed by 
sensory impressions (96b).

Socrates was a perfectly normal pre-Socratic, concerning himself with the 
same questions, and entertaining the same kinds of answers, as earlier natural 
philosophers. But, one day, Socrates says, the whole framework of his intel-
lectual pursuits began to pose some paralyzing problems. In connection with 
growth, for example, Socrates had presumed that things grew because they 
took in nourishment. Thanks to nourishment, flesh was added to flesh, and 
bone to bone (96c–d). But, suddenly, this commonsensical supposition made 
no sense. How could anything “cause” something different from itself? How 
could nourishment “become” body?

The problem was not confined to physical processes; it cropped up in 
purely numerical contexts as well. How can we say, for example, that 10 
yards is longer than 8 yards by 2? That implies that 2 is somehow the “cause” 
of 8 “becoming” 10: but how could 8 possibly become 10, and, even if it 
could, how could 2 ever be the cause of it? (Phaedo 96e6–97b7.) As David 
Gallop points out, “[T]he predicate ‘comes to be two’ is, indeed, puzzling. 
For two items taken singly can never be two, and taken together they must 
always be two.”25 Another illustration of the same problem is this: describ-
ing one person as taller than another by a head seems to imply that the head 
(something relatively small) is the “cause” of one person being taller than 
another. How can this be? Ultimately, Socrates was perplexed by the very 
idea of causation: the production by X of non-X.26

The problem perplexing Socrates was that in addressing the changes that 
bring things about, scientific accounts had failed to address the question of 
what the things produced by change in fact were. Such explanations pur-
ported to illuminate what something is by showing how it had come about. 
As Socrates presents them, pre-socratic explanations were structured like nar-
ratives: events happen (e.g., X ingests food), and a certain result ensues (e.g., 
X grows large). To a degree, the pre-socratics had been insufficiently critical 
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of the poets. Of course, pre-socratic cosmogony had dispensed with the color-
ful personalities and vivid deeds Hesiod recounted in his Theogony. But the 
pre-socratics had nonetheless taken over much the same narrative structure 
as the myths had had. Hesiod explained the separation of sky and earth by 
a story concerning a son’s castration of his father. Pre-socratic explanations 
of natural phenomena were far less naïve, but nonetheless perpetuated the 
underlying idea of explaining states by antecedent acts leading up to them.

Ultimately, Socrates wanted to know what the thing itself was, apart from 
the changes that produced it. In effect, he wished to change the subject from 
becoming (which the pre-socratics had addressed) to being. He wanted to get 
past narrative as a way of explicating reality. Thales had made a momentous 
step forward when he taught that all things were different states of water. So 
far as we know, however, he never asked what water itself is: he failed to 
ask what constituted the persisting core that distinguished water and gave it 
its identity. Indeed, Thales may have been drawn to identify water as the pri-
mordial substance precisely because it lacked any internal essence: it flowed 
ceaselessly, and took on many different shapes.

Socrates’ crisis, plainly, owed something to Parmenides.27 For Parmenides, 
too, had earlier cast doubt on the very possibility of change. He had done so 
by drawing attention to the idea of “being.” “Non-being” was, Parmenides 
claimed, unthinkable, for it is impossible to think of something that does not 
exist. To think “non-existence” would require us to suppose two contradic-
tory things: both that it does not exist, and that it does exist (i.e., as something 
we can think about). Parmenides went on to show that because existence 
excluded non-existence, it also excluded change, time, space, and quality (all 
of which, he claimed, entail non-existence).

Natural philosophers before Socrates had attempted to meet the challenge 
posed by Parmenides, of course. By and large, however, they merely posited 
an original multitude of things and then went on to show how the world 
we know came about by successive combinations of the original materials. 
Empedocles, for example, had posited four original material elements and 
offered an account of the world in terms of the successive combination and 
separation of these elements. He apparently regarded Parmenides as having 
laid down some conditions that any account of cosmogenesis must respect. 
Specifically, in this view, Parmenides had merely said that nothing could 
come from nothing. So long as material things had material predecessors, 
then, it seemed that Parmenides’ challenge had been satisfied. Parmenides 
was rather easily addressed, in fact. Neither Empedocles nor any other natural 
philosopher seems deeply disturbed by him.

Socrates, in contrast, emphasizes the utter bafflement he experienced when 
faced by the kind of problem Parmenides had raised. Socrates’ paralysis 
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was in fact a form of insight into just how deep the Parmenidean challenge 
truly ran. For Parmenides had posed something much more troubling than a 
requirement that materialist explanations must meet. He had in fact shown 
how difficult it was to explain how we can understand the world at all. He 
invited his audience to look critically at our concept of “being” and to see 
how it excludes everything that is not-being and is simply what it is. The 
more he pressed on the concept of being, the clearer it seemed that it had little 
or nothing to do with the world around us.

As Plato wrote in the Theaetetus, Greek poets, and just about every Greek 
thinker—apart from Parmenides—were all committed to the idea that there 
is no being, but only becoming (Theaetetus 152d–e). Socrates, then, was 
struggling to say something that had seldom been articulated before—what it 
means to say that something “is.”28 Not surprisingly perhaps, his first attempts 
sounded something like philosophical baby-talk (“Socrates is tall because of 
tallness”). Nonetheless, his crisis posed being as the central philosophical 
issue: it did so in the face of a pervasive cultural assumption, underlying 
both poets and pre-Socratics alike, that becoming and passing-away were the 
great, central subjects. Hence, the real importance of this episode is partly 
that in it Socrates launches philosophy as a mode of inquiry.29 It constituted 
a genuine intellectual crisis, because it represented a liminal moment when 
Socrates sought to articulate the centrality of being, stability, self-sameness, 
as against an age-old cultural predisposition to emphasize change and insta-
bility as the central facts of human life.

As a result of his intellectual crisis, then, Socrates reevaluated aitia so 
that it became a principle of stability rather than one of movement. Gregory 
Vlastos has characterized Socrates’ experience as an attempt to get past a 
merely physical conception of aitia, to a logical, or “logico-metaphysical,” 
conception of it. David Sedley finds that Socrates was attempting to articu-
late the notion of final cause.30 These explanations are helpful, so far as they 
go. Vlastos and Sedley well describe the significance of this episode within 
philosophy. But the real significance lay deeper than this or that philosophi-
cal puzzle. What was at stake, rather, was the inauguration of philosophy 
itself, understood as a discourse about being. Causality had reflected a world 
of movement and the changes that bring things about. As reevaluated by 
Socrates, however, aitia would be an account of why something was as it 
was: henceforth, it would serve the metaphysics of self-sameness.

One aspect of Socrates’ intellectual crisis, then, is the need for a discourse 
that focused on being and examined what things intrinsically “are.” This new 
discourse, however, must also be able to address the most urgent issues in 
human life. This is a feature that emerges in the next episode of his youthful 
crisis—Socrates’ first encounter with the thought of Anaxagoras. Socrates says 
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that upon first hearing of Anaxagoras and his theory of Intelligence (Nous), he 
hoped that it would help explain the good served by change. He says:

It seemed to me, somehow, to be a good thing that Intelligence should be the 
reason (aitia) for everything. And I thought that, if that’s the case, then Intel-
ligence in ordering all things must order them and place each individual thing 
in the best way possible; so if anyone wanted to find out the reason (aitia) why 
each thing comes to be or perishes or exists, this is what he must find out about 
it: how is it best for that thing to exist, or to act or be acted upon in any way.

(Phaedo 97c3–d1 [Gallop translation])

Socrates thought that one acceptable way of explaining change would be 
to show the intelligible end it served. He anticipated that Anaxagoras would 
show the good served by the movement of the stars or by the shape of the 
world—whether round or flat.31 He was disappointed to learn that in fact 
Anaxagoras used Intelligence not to design and direct change, but only to 
impart mechanistic movement to the world-mass.32

Anaxagoras made change meaningless, because he left it without the only 
kind of explanation that counted in Socrates’ view. Anaxagoras’ concept of 
Nous failed to carry out its apparent promise of showing the good that change 
served. If we are to clarify change intellectually, it ought to have some point. 
To say that X causes Y, without showing any purpose to the change, seems 
to concede the irrationality of the movement. Directionless, random causa-
tion looks doubly puzzling: not only is causation (non-X from X) baffling in 
itself, but failing to show the reason why the change takes place—in effect, 
denying that such a reason exists—seems to miss the point of undertaking an 
explanation in the first place.

Socrates’ dissatisfaction with mechanistic explanations lay in the fact that, 
ultimately, they left human life, and its pervasive moral implications,  without 
any containing context. As Socrates puts it, if the question were “Why is 
Socrates in jail?”—or something equally crucial—such explanations had 
 nothing of interest to say.33

[Anaxagoras’ mode of explanation] seemed to me to suffer from the same prob-
lem as if someone were to say that Socrates does whatever he does because of 
intelligence (nous), and then, when he tried to state the reasons (aitiai) for each 
thing I do, were to state first that I am sitting here now because my body is com-
posed of bones and sinews, and my bones are hard and separated by joints, while 
the muscles can tense and relax, surrounding the bones with flesh and skin that 
holds them all in. When the bones swing in their sockets, the muscles relaxing 
and tightening enable me now to bend my limbs, and it’s for that reason (aitia) 
I’m here in a sitting position.

(Phaedo 98c2–d6)
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Anaxagoras’ material causation was irrelevant to the most urgent  concerns 
in human life. It paid no attention to the real reasons (ἀμελήσας τὰς ὡς 
ἀληθῶς αἰτίας λέγειν, 98e1) that genuinely explained Socrates’ imprison-
ment: namely, it seemed best to the Athenians to condemn him, and it seemed 
more just and finer (kallion) to Socrates to sit in jail awaiting the punishment 
the jury had decreed (98e1–99a4). Anaxagoras had failed to distinguish 
between the genuine reason and the necessary conditions. While it was true 
that Socrates wouldn’t be sitting in a jail if he didn’t have a body, his having 
a body hardly explains the clash of ideals that account for his being there 
(see 99b2–4).

Even worse was the possible deeper implication that no reason existed 
to explain why Socrates was in jail or why he discoursed with his friends. 
Such activities were random and pointless. To say that Socrates was in jail 
because of his bones and sinews would do nothing to alleviate Socrates’ ter-
rible plight; worse, it would reduce it to something meaningless and absurd. 
Socrates’ account of his youthful crisis is shaped in significant part by the 
crisis of his old age. It counts against the philosophy of the pre-socratic 
Anaxagoras, therefore, that he has nothing to say in response to the question 
“Why is Socrates in jail?”

Socrates’ intellectual crisis ultimately served as the foundation for the 
Theory of Forms. Despairing of his ability to find an adequate account of cau-
sation in the pre-socratic philosophers, Socrates had recourse to an admittedly 
second best solution, which he calls his “second sailing” (δεύτερον πλοῦν, 
99d1).34 Rather than use his sense organs to consider physical causes (which 
had caused him so much puzzlement), Socrates decided to “take refuge in the 
statements (logoi)” we make about such things and to investigate the truth of 
things in these statements (logoi, 99e4–6).35 “Taking refuge in statements” 
sounds vague, but in fact it well describes what Socrates did.

Asked to show why X is beautiful, for example, Socrates rejected explana-
tions that pointed to its bright color, or its pleasing shape, and said only that X 
is beautiful because of the beautiful itself (100c–e). If asked why X is tall, the 
only answer Socrates will give is that “X is tall because of tallness” (101a). 
Socrates imagines that Cebes, too, will refrain from asserting anything quite 
so bold as one plus one makes two. Rather, Cebes will “loudly proclaim” that 
two is what it is because it participates in “twoness” (101c).

These tautologies explain nothing about the physical production of quali-
ties. They do, however, preserve the conceptual coherence of “beautiful” and 
“tall” and “two.” Socrates has directed his attention away from the contingent 
physical causes that scientists offer as explanations of these qualities. Instead, 
he addresses them, basically, as concepts (logoi) that can be predicated of 
objects in order to make meaningful propositions.
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In effect, Socrates was changing the subject. The challenge was not so 
much to explain change or becoming as to explain being. It was symptomatic 
that Socrates had only a lumbering, and apparently nonsensical, way at his 
disposal to speak of the identity of things: it shows what meager resources 
his culture had at its disposal to speak about being and identity. In contrast, 
the poets and several pre-socratic philosophers had produced unforgettable 
accounts of change and instability.

Socrates draws attention to the impoverished equipment at his disposal. He 
calls his tautological approach a “safe” aitia; and, later, an “ignorant” or even 
“stupid” one.36 Despite the oddly uninformative nature of Socrates’ explana-
tion, nonetheless it serves, as Gregory Vlastos has shown, to keep us from 
“misdirecting our search for aitiai to irrelevant factors.”37 Even so, it proved 
strangely difficult to articulate the essence or identity of things in their own 
right, apart from the changes that had produced them or that they underwent.

Socrates’ solution points ahead to the Forms, but casts them in a revealing 
new light. When Socrates initially set forth the proofs of the soul’s immortal-
ity, the ideal Forms were presented as the logical outcome of our capacity for 
conceiving abstract qualities (for example, equality, or equilateral triangles). 
It might have seemed that it was theoretically possible at any time or place, 
whatever the thinker’s circumstances or social milieu, to reflect on the human 
ability to conceive concepts that never appear in the concrete world and 
thereby deduce the existence of Forms and the anterior existence of the soul. 
Platonic idealism apparently sprang fully grown from the mind—any mind, 
at any time or place.

Moreover, in the earlier parts of the dialogue, the Forms were, pre-
 eminently, the objects of knowledge, as well as the guarantors of the  possibility 
of knowledge. Pure equality, for example, was something we could not only 
conceive but truly know; thanks to it, we were able to recognize imperfect 
instances of equality among objects when we saw it. The possibility of 
knowledge pointed to the existence of the Forms, and our knowledge of the 
Forms pointed to an anterior existence for the soul (74c–77a).

Socrates’ history of his intellectual crisis, however, modifies this picture. A 
Form like “tallness” no longer looks like the ground of knowledge, but is now 
shown to be the product of bafflement and ignorance. Socrates had recourse 
to it, he tells us, because he knew of no other way to avoid the conceptual 
tailspin occasioned by attributing growth to material causes. This stratagem, 
born of necessity, turns out to have been the basis for his earlier, confident 
demonstrations of the links between concepts, knowledge, and the soul’s 
immortality.

A striking disparity exists between Socrates’ claim of ignorance in his 
intellectual crisis and his affirmative philosophy. Socrates hesitates to affirm 



 Socrates’ Intellectual Crisis 79

even a statement as simple as “one plus one makes two.” Nonetheless, he 
goes on to claim, with some confidence, that his soul is immortal. Even more 
strangely, his confidence in the immortality of his soul and his hesitation 
about the number two arise from the same source! For it was just his per-
plexity about change that led Socrates to posit the reality of some things—
 including the soul—that simply and purely exist. His intellectual paralysis 
paved the way to a heroic confidence in the immortality of his soul.

The crisis yields, then, in part, an idealist philosophy that is confident in 
the existence of immutable forms and the immortality of the soul. But it also 
yields a persisting stance of doubt, and self-conscious ignorance that animates 
much of Platonic philosophy—well beyond the earlier, aporetic dialogues. 
Socrates’ youthful experience of ignorance was to remain a permanent part 
of his whole intellectual orientation. Aristotle would later expound the notion 
of formal cause—which, in retrospect, seems what the young Socrates was 
attempting to articulate, by invoking “tallness” as the reason why X is tall.38 
Aristotle thought that he was perfecting what had been merely inchoate and 
partial in his predecessors’ fledgling efforts. But young Socrates’ confusion 
had a philosophical importance in its own right. His bewilderment was not 
the unfortunate by-product of a fledgling theory, nor was his hesitation some-
thing that could be happily dispensed with once philosophical progress had 
been made.

In an important way, Socrates never resolves his crisis: the perplexity 
and paralysis he describes there yielded, as one important fruit, Socratic 
ignorance. It is related to “wonder” (to thaumazein), which, Socrates says 
in another dialogue, is the true mark of the philosopher.39 It is the power to 
be puzzled by the received, congealed understanding of things. To be sure, 
Socrates is made to seem much more assertive in the Phaedo about the 
future of the soul than he was in the Apology.40 But ignorance persists as an 
important philosophical stance even in the Phaedo as well. As Socrates says, 
in concluding his remarks to Cebes, the assumptions he has used throughout 
the dialogue are still in need of more work and further reflection (107b4–9).41 
Even when Plato’s teaching is at its most confident and his metaphysical 
vision is at its most sublime, the conditions calling it forth—the needs it was 
intended to serve—are a necessary supplement to it.

Socrates’ narrative of his intellectual crisis reflects a model of human intel-
ligence different from that operating in the earlier proofs, which assumed 
that the mind was ideally capable of timeless reflection. As they presented it, 
reflection on the nature of reflection in moments of sublime solitude seemed 
to give us access to the Forms. The affinity proof in particular claimed that 
the soul was immortal, because it evinced so many other qualities of the 
eternal Forms as well.
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The story of Socrates’ intellectual crisis, however, presents a very different 
picture of the way the soul works: it shows that the intelligence can stumble 
and fail before resourcefully picking itself up and finding a way of carrying 
on, even if it is only a “second best” way. Human intelligence, as it emerges 
from Socrates’ crisis, is lively, changeable, responsive: indeed, it must be all 
these things if it is to be recognizably intelligent.42

This mental model also seems to animate Plato’s dialogue-format. The 
Platonic dialogue dramatizes intelligence. More deeply, it shows that intel-
ligence—the intelligence, that is, of imperfect, ignorant beings—is a drama, 
an encounter of different minds, played out across time.43

Dialogue also serves as a form of philosophical ascesis: it is a way of 
 making the deepest truths philosophy has to offer a vital reality in the lives 
of its followers. Socrates urges his companions to search all Greece to find 
the person who can charm the fear of death out of them. But he adds, “You 
must also seek amongst yourselves. For perhaps you wouldn’t easily find 
anyone better able to do this than yourselves” (78a7–9). The companions 
need dialogue among themselves, not vatic pronouncements from a philo-
sophical guru. That is because the primary philosophical “truth” at stake in 
the  Phaedo—the immortality of the soul and its separateness from the body—
is more an inspirational ideal for the philosopher than a straightforward, 
descriptive fact about all human beings. Most people’s souls are, in fact, 
deeply mired in the body and its appetites. Arguments concerning the soul’s 
immortality cannot be expected to convince those whose entire lives conspire 
to blind them to this truth. The back-and-forth of philosophical argument and 
debate, therefore, is not so much a way to communicate a fact (the soul is 
immortal and separate from the body). Rather, the activity of dialogue must 
serve to help Socrates’ friends to wean themselves gradually from the tram-
mels of the body and to achieve that separateness that is the deep philosophi-
cal truth about the soul. In other words, elaborating and testing arguments in 
dialogue with others about the soul’s separateness helps bring about that very 
separateness and thus prepares the fledgling philosopher for immortality.

Thus, dialogue, too, as a medium of philosophical expression, reflects a 
vision of philosophy significantly different from that found in earlier por-
tions of the Phaedo. For, as we have seen, in the first part of the dialogue 
philosophy is made to look like the quest for purity, and the quest seems 
rather straightforward: it is achieved, apparently, simply by reflecting on 
one’s own powers of reflection. Socrates does not contradict that in the later 
parts of the dialogue, but perhaps he corrects some of the implications that 
model seemed to have. He is not an “ascetic”—if by that term we mean some-
one who hates life and is committed to a solitary existence.44 The Phaedo is 
largely about Socrates’ splendid this-worldly virtues: his delight in company 
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and  conversation, and his moral commitment to them. To be sure, the philoso-
pher strives for purity, but he or she does so from within a situation of deep 
impurity. The philosopher aims at the knowledge of things that are simply 
and eternally what they are. But it would be a morally culpable oversight to 
ignore the mixture (of good and bad; of soul and body) that for now consti-
tutes philosophers and the world they seek to know (Phaedo 89d–90a).

Refusing to participate in dialogue with others amounts to “misology ”—
the worst evil, Socrates says, that could befall his friends (89d2–3). Misology 
arises when someone, lacking skill (tekhnê) in arguments, becomes scandal-
ized at his inability to make sense of an argument or to establish its truth 
conclusively (90b–c). The misologist gives up on argument, on the grounds 
that no truth can be established. Misologists, Socrates says:

end up thinking they’ve become extremely wise: they alone have discerned that 
there’s nothing sound or secure whatever, either in things or arguments; but that 
all things are carried up and down, just like things fluctuating in the Euripus, 
and never remain at rest for any time.

(Phaedo 90c [Gallop translation, slightly amended])

Misology amounts to despair of ever achieving a reliable truth. It is a par-
ticularly dangerous temptation because humans are essentially ignorant and 
easily baffled—as Socrates’ intellectual crisis dramatizes. Misology tempts 
the fledgling philosopher to revert back to the essentially sensual belief that 
everything is in flux and that nothing really is just exactly what it is: the 
misologist, in effect, has succumbed to the poets’ siren song. Having given up 
on argument, the disappointed philosopher reverts to the sensualist belief that 
whatever causes pleasure or pain are the only real things—the other “worst 
evil” that could befall the companions (83c1–8).

When he condemned misology, Socrates also criticized misanthropy. 
Socrates presents the misologist and the misanthrope as parallel cases,45 
but the relationship seems much closer than that. For Socrates is not only 
a sterling exemplar of the way to love the world, but also of the best, most 
humane way to regard humanity. Socrates demonstrated his allegiance to the 
logos (his “philologic” character) most impressively, Phaedo tells Echecrates, 
by his “philanthropic” qualities—the kindness and respect with which he 
received the (apparently devastating) arguments [the logoi]—of Simmias 
and Cebes: “how pleasantly, and kindly and with what delight he received 
the young men’s argument” (ὡς ἡδέως καὶ εὐμενῶς καὶ ἀγαμένως τῶν 
νεανισκῶν τὸν λόγον ἀπεδέξατο, 89a3–4). Moreover, when the compan-
ions seemed demoralized by Simmias’ and Cebes’ questions, Socrates was 
not at all disheartened, even though his comrades proved to be something 
less than heroes or saints of philosophy. He rallied their spirits and gave them 
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the courage they needed to consider the apparently devastating arguments 
(89a4–8). Socrates showed his love of the logos (elusive though it be) by con-
tinuing to speak (legein) with others (fallible though they be). The Platonic 
dialogue embodies these twin and overlapping ideals of loving the logos and 
loving fallible humans.46

The value of philosophy depends less on the conclusiveness of its arguments, 
then, than it does on the moral qualities that keep the dialogue moving forward. 
These are above all the qualities that Socrates displayed memorably on his last 
day. Plato did not invent the Socratic dialogue,47 but he put it to consummate 
artistic use from the very start. In and through the dialogues, Plato makes of 
Socrates a towering figure—not only in his own work, but in Greek literature 
and, beyond that, in the world’s cultural heritage. Whatever the force of the 
arguments Socrates deploys, he compellingly shows the virtues of the philo-
sophical life by his irresistible personal qualities: his unprepossessing looks and 
manner, which contrast strikingly with his penetrating intelligence; his patience 
and astuteness; and, above all, his commitment to keeping the conversation 
alive and on-going. Defending the philosophical life, then, ultimately needs 
the resources of literary art. Socrates lives on vividly in this dialogue, because 
Plato has endowed him with a deathless, vicarious life, as he depicts him cou-
rageously and ingeniously (even if not very successfully) arguing for the actual 
survival of the soul, on the day of his execution by the state.

Philosophy, then, is necessarily and to an important degree literary. If so, 
however, we need to ask if we are moving full circle. For, as we have seen, 
philosophy drew its origin partly from its rejection of tragedy and the song 
culture in general: philosophy is distinguished by its radically new, anti-tragic 
conception of death. We now see, however, that the dialogue-format called 
forth by this new conception of life and death needs literary qualities to sus-
tain it. These qualities of the dialogue complicate what might have seemed to 
be the clear-cut relation of hostility between philosophy and the poets.

More deeply, there seems to be a disparity between human intelligence 
(which, as Socrates’ crisis demonstrates, is unsettled and active) and its ideal 
objects, the Forms, which are stable, self-same, and immutable. To put it par-
adoxically, the story of Socrates’ intellectual crisis shows the “coming-to-be” 
of a theory of being, one of whose premises is the denial that such coming-to-
be fully “is.” In other words, the Theory makes it very problematic to speak 
of the dynamic, changeful human intelligence as something that actually is.

The narrative modality of Socrates’ story—the tale of his embattled and 
precarious discovery of the Forms—is at odds, then, with the very Theory it 
was supposed to explain. The Theory of the Forms has a disturbing internal 
stress. In the initial proofs, it seems to prove too much, by making it seem 
that the Theory of Forms conclusively demonstrates the immortality of the 
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soul. To scale down the claims of the proofs, Socrates tells the story of the 
difficult intellectual journey that first led him to posit the Forms. In doing so, 
however, he creates yet other problems for the Theory. There now seems to 
be a gap between the stable, immutable Forms, and the kind of intelligence 
that conceives of them.

Plato does not specifically address this problem in the Phaedo; it was to 
become an increasingly important stimulus to his thinking in his later philo-
sophical dialogues—above all, the Sophist.48 Nonetheless, it seems to trouble 
the last, climactic proof of the soul’s immortality in the Phaedo. The proof 
is this: although most things in our experience evince opposite qualities, a 
privileged few do not. Fire, for instance, is inevitably characterized by heat 
and does not admit of its opposite. Indeed, we can to a degree speak of fire 
and heat interchangeably. If we ask why X is “hot,” we can say, following 
Socrates’ lead, that it is hot because of heat. But Socrates allows that we can 
also say with equal validity that X is hot because of fire (103c–e, 105b–c).

In much the same way, the soul is inevitably characterized by life and can 
never admit death (105d6–e9). Socrates lives, because of life; but we can say, 
with equal truth, that he lives because of soul. To be sure, living things may 
die: the nexus of body and soul known as Socrates may come undone, and 
then Socrates, in popular parlance, “dies.” But life itself cannot die, since life 
and death are opposites, like evenness and oddness, or tallness and shortness. 
Because soul is necessarily associated with life, however, the soul never dies.

Such is Socrates’ final argument for the immortality of the soul. Naturally, 
there are considerable problems with it.49 Socrates has slid from logical oppo-
sites (life/death) to ontological affirmation (since life is the polar opposite of 
death, the soul never dies).50 As Hackforth writes, Plato may have shown that 
soul, whenever it exists, has life; “but to show that the [soul] always does 
exist is quite another matter.”51 The problem, then, lies in the assumption that 
life reposes in a separable substance, the soul.

There is yet another problem, however. The argument treats “life” as though 
it were simple existence. But life is a particular kind of existence; in particular, 
it seems to entail the very things Socrates experienced in his intellectual crisis: 
perplexity, change, discovery. Life, as it is actually lived, is all about move-
ment and coming-to-be. If it were simply existence—a vegetable state—it 
would not be something most people would desire. If death is to be the culmi-
nation of a philosopher’s life, it should make possible a new intensity of life 
and intellectual ferment. In the Sophist, the Elean Visitor will claim that the 
Forms, by “standing immutable and solemn,” are without intelligence (νοῦν 
οὐκ ἔχων), which, as he says, is all about motion and life (Sophist 249a2).

In sum, the last argument posits that life is the gist of the soul. But life 
should be lively—questing, curious, hungry. In fact, in later dialogues like the 
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Phaedrus and the Laws, motion (in particular, the ability to initiate its own 
motion) will be the essence of the soul and the surest proof of its immortality. 
Plato would have to develop his thinking quite a bit, however, before he could 
use motion to establish the soul’s immortality. In an idealist dialogue like 
the Phaedo, the kinetic model of the soul silently troubles the philosophical 
vision that strictly confined Being to the immutable and the self-same.

Despite this problem, Plato’s unforgettable portrait of Socrates’ patience, 
humor, and resourcefulness makes an exceptionally attractive case for the 
goodness of philosophy. While the final argument hardly delivers a con-
clusive demonstration of the soul’s immortality, it nonetheless attests to 
the nimbleness and resourcefulness of Socrates’ intelligence—its compel-
ling liveliness—even in the face of an unjust execution. Socrates’ inspiring 
example shows that continuing dialogue with like-minded others dedicated to 
exploring the Ideal Forms constitutes an inspiring and valuable way of life. 
Plato offers a most moving defence of his former teacher and of  philosophy, 
more generally. But his literary talent—his power to evoke Socrates’ 
 personality—was a crucial element in the defence.

THE PHILOSOPHER’S SONG

And once he had finished speaking, he lifted the cup and easily, calmly drank 
it down. Most of us, up to that point, had been able to restrain ourselves fairly 
well, but not when we watched him drinking and after he had drunk. Then, in 
spite of myself, the tears came unbidden. I covered myself and wept—not for 
him, but for my own lot at being deprived of such a companion. Even before 
this, Crito had moved away when he was unable to control his tears. Through-
out all this, Apollodorus had never ceased weeping, but at this point he burst 
out in such a fit of weeping and distress that he caused everyone there to break 
down—except Socrates. But Socrates said, “What are you doing, you wonderful 
people! For this very reason I sent the women away, for fear they throw us out 
of tune. I have heard it is right to die in silence. Be quiet and take heart.” And 
when we heard this, we felt ashamed and held back our tears.

(Phaedo 117c–e)

Socrates’ death is the most emotional moment in all of Plato’s works. But 
what, precisely, is the emotion? In the moving, final moments, the sentiment 
seems, plainly, to be one of unmitigated sorrow—not for Socrates, to be 
sure, as Phaedo loyally hastens to assure his listener, but, rather, for those 
who will be henceforth deprived of his company. Each one, then, grieves for 
his own life, until reprimanded by Socrates and brought round to a greater 
self-restraint.
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As the tears suggest, however, Socrates’ arguments have not really pro-
duced a genuine conviction that death is only the culminating step in the edu-
cation of the philosopher. At the sight of Socrates swallowing the hemlock, 
all the rational arguments seem to fall away, helpless before the onslaught of 
grief. Perhaps this is only to be expected: reasons can hardly be expected to 
extirpate something as deep-seated and instinctual in us as the abhorrence of 
death.52

Nonetheless, it seems clear that this is indeed Socrates’ crowning moment. 
His courage and calm before death—even a death imposed by an unjust sen-
tence—does what rational argument, by itself, cannot. Charles Kahn writes, 
“it is the noble courage and argumentative mastery of Socrates in the face of 
death that give credibility to the transcendental conception of the soul, and 
its grounding in the reality of the Forms.”53 The tears of those present need 
not signal an actual disbelief in Socrates’ arguments. Rather, as David Gallop 
suggests, their emotional response shows how deeply attached they are to him 
and how committed they are to the kind of life he embodies. They would not 
be so grieved if they were not powerfully drawn to Socrates.54 In this view, 
then, their emotional response suggests that the companions are committed to 
Socrates’ work and will continue on the path of philosophy, even if they are 
not yet fully beyond the spell of this world.

Without denying Gallop’s interpretation of the final scene, I nonetheless 
think it fails to capture the full significance of the companions’ response. 
Their grief, after all, is not simply sadness, but an odd compound of joy and 
grief. The dialogue begins with Phaedo’s description of the emotion that will 
then be excited by its unforgettable conclusion. At the dialogue’s opening, 
Echecrates, a Pythagorean philosopher from Phlius, meets Phaedo, who had 
been present that final day in prison when Socrates swallowed the fatal dose 
of hemlock. Naturally, Echecrates wants to know what Socrates had to say 
and how he met his fate.55 Phaedo’s first response, however, is to describe 
his own reactions:

To be present there was an amazing experience. Pity did not come upon me, as 
one present when a good man was about to die. For the man seemed happy, 
Echecrates, in his demeanor and speech, when he died nobly and without 
fear, so that I think he is not going to Hades without some divine dispensation, 
and that he will fare well upon arriving there, if ever any other mortal has. For 
this reason, no pity came upon me, as you’d expect in the presence of grief. But 
neither was there the pleasure we usually had when we did philosophy—for he 
spoke of philosophical matters. Instead, as I considered that he was on the verge 
of death, I experienced a curious emotion—an utterly uncanny mixture blended 
alike from pleasure and grief.

(Phaedo 58e1–59a8)
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Phaedo describes the emotion as “an utterly uncanny experience” (ἀτεχνῶς 
ἄτοπόν τι . . . πάθος, 59a5). Those present felt a “blend” (krasis) of grief 
and joy—neither one nor the other, but a curious combination of pleasure 
and pain (τις ἀήθης κρᾶσις ἀπό τε τῆς ἡδονῆς συγκεκραμένη ὁμοῦ καὶ 
ἀπὸ τῆς λύπης, 59a5–7). Phaedo tells us that Socrates’ death did not evoke 
pity (ἐλεός, 58e3) in the slightest. Nonetheless, his philosophical demeanour 
and attitude throughout his ordeal—his brave insistence that death is only a 
 passage—have made his death moving in ways difficult to describe.

Partly, no doubt, this strange and complex emotion reflects the paradox of 
Socrates’ death. His end is so moving because he has been so “anti-tragic” in 
his attitude: brave and patient, so resolute in the face of dying. The emotion 
Socrates’ death excites registers both the triumph of his philosophical “ven-
geance” and the sadness of parting.

But Phaedo’s emotion is not only a psychologically convincing portrait of 
a disciple’s reaction to his master’s death. It is philosophically significant, as 
well, since blends of opposites are a recurrent motif in the Phaedo. Socrates’ 
very first words, indeed, concern the curious inextricability of pleasure 
and pain. The prison officials have just removed the chains from his legs 
as his friends arrive. Socrates, massaging his leg, comments, how “curious 
(ἄτοπον) a thing it is—what people call ‘pleasure.’ How wonderfully it 
clings to what would seem to be its opposite—pain!” (60b3–5). The pursuit 
of either one, he says, nearly always entails experiencing the other as well 
(60b6–c1). It’s as though they were joined at the head. In fact, he proposes a 
new Aesop-like fable: to keep the two from constant quarrelling, Zeus fused 
them together. Comparing pleasure and pain to Siamese twins underscores 
the odd, uncanny nature of their inextricability.

This little myth, which encapsulates the ambivalence of sensory existence, 
illuminates not only Socrates’ experience when the shackles are removed, 
but also recalls the extraordinary emotion Phaedo describes at the beginning 
of the dialogue.56 Socrates will argue that it is the task of the philosopher to 
work his or her way free from impure mixtures like this. The philosopher 
should strive to wean himself from the body, the better to achieve genuine 
knowledge of the things that are exactly and simply what they are. Only when 
the soul is “itself by itself” does it apprehend the genuine truth of reality 
(65c5–9).

“The poets are always nattering at us that we neither see nor hear anything 
accurately,” (Phaedo 65b3–4), Socrates says. His point is that the bodily 
things reported by the senses inevitably entail their contrary. Whenever we 
consider specific instances of anything—particular people, or horses, or 
cloaks—we find that they are “practically never constant at all, either in rela-
tion to themselves or to one another.”57 Socrates presents this simply as an 
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obstacle to clear thinking: the philosopher is supposed to get past that and to 
appreciate genuine being.

The hold that the coincidence of opposites has on humans is suggested by 
its role in the virtues. As practised by non-philosophers, the virtues are still 
in thrall to the body and are inevitably self-conflicted. Socrates claims that 
the supposedly courageous person is brave partly out of fear of death; hence, 
what we call courage contains a strong dose of cowardice as well.58 So, too, 
with moderation (sophrosunê): the non-philosopher refrains from indulging 
one kind of pleasure for fear of losing another sort of pleasure.59 His apparent 
virtue in fact blends sophrosunê and its opposite, akolasia. Such virtue is very 
“curious” (ἄτοπος, 68d3), Socrates says, because of the odd way it blends 
contrary qualities within itself.

The companions’ complex emotional response to Socrates’ death is the 
very first of these impure and uncanny fusions of pleasure and pain that 
occur throughout the Phaedo. It also bears a strong resemblance to the 
kind of emotion excited in spectators by tragic performance. In several 
passages throughout the dialogues, Plato describes that emotion and, in par-
ticular, its signal trait of fusing joy and grief. In the Philebus, for example, 
Socrates speaks of the “pleasures mixed up with the pains in lamentation 
and longing (τὰς ἐν τοῖς θρήνοις καὶ πάθοις ἡδονὰς ἐν λύπαις οὔσας 
ἀναμεμειγμένας, Philebus 48a1–2). In Republic 10.605c–d, he points out 
that the audience feels pleasure when the tragic hero sings laments and beats 
himself.60

Plato’s analysis of aesthetic response reflects what the poets themselves 
had had to say about the pleasure of indulging in one’s grief: in Homer, char-
acters several times urge one another to “delight in grief.”61 Pindar locates 
the very nature of poetry in this fusion of opposite emotions. In Pythian 12, 
he describes the reeds taken from the fields of the Graces, which are used 
to imitate the howls of the Gorgons after Medusa was beheaded. Music, for 
Pindar, just is this fusion of joy and grief.

This resemblance between the companions’ emotional response to Socrates’ 
death and the audience’s response to tragic performance is curious and 
“uncanny” in its own right. Possibly, the similarity is designed to show that 
Socrates’ companions are as yet imperfect and still immersed in tragic ways 
of thinking. But it seems very unlikely that their emotion is simply mistaken. 
Phaedo has begun the dialogue with a lengthy description of the emotions 
he felt, and the last scene—the deeply moving depiction of Socrates’ last 
moments—seems meant to rouse in readers the very emotion Phaedo has 
initially described. In explaining his feelings to Echecrates, Phaedo presents 
his considered response to Socrates’ philosophy and its legacy: the emotion 
he describes is not at all an impromptu, irrational outburst.
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Better, then, to see here yet another instance of Plato’s reevaluation of 
a poetic motif: the emotional fusion of joy and grief, long characteristic of 
mimetic poetry, is here appropriated for philosophy. As a response to tragedy, 
the emotion seemed to immure people more deeply in their misology: their 
emotional fusion of joy and grief was of a piece with the world made up of 
unstable and impure compounds. The spectators’ joy, moreover, lay in the 
indulgence of grief, and the sense that one was, after all, most deeply a victim 
of evils sent by Zeus. As experienced by Socrates’ philosophical companions, 
however, the emotion captures the distinctive character of Plato’s philoso-
phy as actually practised in the dialogues. The grief responds to the loss of 
Socrates, who will no longer be around to prompt, question, and enlighten his 
fellows. This sadness, however, serves the joy, which arises from the promise 
of continued philosophical discourse. Socrates’ death will usher in Platonic 
philosophy; more specifically, it makes possible the Phaedo itself.

The uncanny emotion, then, as Gallop suggests, shows that the companions, 
rather than sliding into misology, will continue to pursue philosophy. But it 
also says something about the character of the philosophy they will practice. 
For the companions’ uncanny grief seems to correct the severely ascetic 
model of philosophy that has found expression in the dialogue.  Phaedo’s 
emotion suggests that this ascetic stance is incomplete because it leaves out 
too much that is too important. As Socrates’ own conduct on the last day of 
his life attests, he embodies realities that he has not quite assimilated into his 
theory. If he really does not understand his companions’ tears, then he has 
missed something important. Socrates’ virtues—his kindness, patience, and 
intelligence—are in themselves a kind of philosophical masterpiece.62 The 
complexity of the companions’ reaction belies the simplicity Socrates views 
as the great goal of the philosophical life. To put it differently, Socrates has 
not fused, at a theoretical level, his ideas about philosophy as the quest for the 
ideal and his ideas about philanthropy—the philosopher’s acknowledgment 
of human imperfections and its stubborn, impure mixture of virtue and vice.

The company’s suspension between different emotions reflects the tension 
within the dialogue between these two different thrusts in Socrates’ thought. 
If philosophy were solely the quest for purification, then the companions’ 
tears would make no sense (except perhaps as the tribute paid by very 
imperfect philosophers to their teacher). As Socrates has suggested, though, 
philosophy requires a certain amount of philanthropia, a benign disposition 
toward one’s fellows, as well as a willingness to engage with them in dia-
logue. To the extent that philosophy is dialogal, not only in format, but in its 
very nature, the emotions are a necessary part of it.

Socrates has said or indicated much of this in the course of the dialogue, 
but he has not followed through its implications. In his future philosophical 
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thinking, Phaedo (and Plato, too) will need to reflect on the  philosophical 
significance of the companions’ emotional response. In Plato’s later thought, 
compounds will come into their own as complex objects worthy of the 
 philosopher’s attention: they will have a philosophical stature in their own 
right. This, indeed, will be a major arc traced by Plato’s thinking: from 
 philosophy as a search for other-worldly simples, to philosophy as the 
 cognitive  organizing of complex wholes in this world.63

Phaedo’s description of his philosophical emotion—“an uncanny mixture, 
blended from pleasure and pain alike”—beautifully captures the powerful, 
but elusive emotion roused by the Iliad’s unforgettable conclusion. In Iliad 
24, one of the supreme moments in Greek poetry, Homer had achieved a 
fusion of joy and grief strikingly like that experienced by Socrates’ friends 
at his death. The emotion roused in the climactic scene between Achilles and 
Priam is marked above all by its complexity: a lingering sorrow for griefs 
endured, but now with an insight into what grief reveals about human life. 
The grief that animates the scene does not overwhelm it, because for once 
the characters attain an insight into the nature of grief. The delight, on the 
other hand, consists precisely in the shared insight into the constitutive role 
of sorrow in any human life.

The Phaedo and Iliad 24, in fact, share a surprising number of overlap-
ping elements. For example, both entail a conversation between an old man 
and younger men, conducted in relative secrecy (Achilles’ tent; the jailhouse 
in Athens). In both, the characters converse about the ultimates of human 
existence, under conditions in which death is imminent. Each scene in its 
own way poses a question about causation. Achilles asks: “Why do mortals 
suffer evils?” Socrates asks: “Why am I in jail?” In both scenes, the intimate 
conversation is momentary and final: Priam must soon depart for Troy (and 
defeat and death); Socrates will soon leave for the afterlife.

There is still more. Socrates explicitly compares himself to Achilles in the 
Apology 28c, as two people similarly dedicated to their calling. In the Iliad, 
moreover, Achilles became a singer, when he had isolated himself from 
the Achaean troops (Il. 9.186–89), much as Socrates turned to poetry while 
 awaiting execution (Phaedo 60d8–61c1).

In the Phaedo, and, above all, in the indelible emotional effect of Socrates’ 
death, Plato achieves something of equivalent stature and emotional power 
to the climactic scene of the Iliad. Whether or not we choose to see it as 
invoking Iliad 24 specifically, the Phaedo nonetheless invites us to read it 
poetically. Throughout, Plato draws our attention to the song-like aspects of 
the dialogue. Socrates, we learn at the beginning of the dialogue, has turned 
his attention to composing poetry during his time in prison (60d–61c). He 
has done so, he says, in response to a recurrent dream telling him to “make 
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music” (μουσικὴν ποίει, 60e6–7). Previously, he had understood this as 
encouragement to keep on with philosophy. After the trial and the delay 
brought about by the festival of Apollo, however, he wonders if the dream 
wasn’t after all commanding him to turn to “music” as it is commonly under-
stood (τὴν δημώδη μουσικήν, 61a7). He calls this final dialogue on the last 
day of his earthly life his “swan song,” but insists that, contrary to popular 
belief, the swan sings out of joy, not grief (84e–85b).

It might seem that Plato invites comparison with Homer only to reject 
poetry and claim his own superiority to it. This is almost certainly true, at 
least in part. Plato did indeed aspire to replace Homer.64 He blamed the poets, 
among other reasons, for rousing unhealthy and perverse fears of death: 
indeed, Iliad 24 was one of the main culprits (Republic 3.388a–b). The scenes 
of Achilles’ and Priam’s mourning show emotional excess in a favorable and 
uncritical light. If Iliad 24 is intensely satisfying, that is because it finally 
absolves people of responsibility for the evils in their lives (especially when 
Achilles claims that evils come from the gods).

Philosophy, in Plato’s view, calls us to a deeper maturity. It shows that 
emotional extremes in mourning are just one more form of self-indulgence 
and demonstrates why such displays are repellent and unfounded. We are 
to recognize that life holds richer possibilities than the gratification of our 
immediate, selfish desires. Once we recognize that, we should see, too, that 
death might not be the evil it seems, for it ends only the body’s incessant 
demand for pleasure. For all these reasons, it seems that Plato deliberately 
invokes the poets to show that philosophy offers a less-blinkered, more truly 
courageous vision of life.

Nonetheless, the Iliad is the truly challenging interlocutor that Socrates 
lacks in the Phaedo. Philosophically speaking, the poets had first posed the 
problem of complex wholes, in which opposites existed side by side. In the 
Phaedo, Socrates tries to demonstrate that impure compounds can be tran-
scended and so evaded. As his philosophical career continued, however, Plato 
came to treat such compounds as possessing a philosophical interest in their 
own right. The poets’ powerful evocations of compounds—in such master-
pieces as Iliad 24, for example—weighed on Plato and influenced the direc-
tion of his thought. The companions’ uncanny emotion—which bears such 
a close resemblance to the emotions felt by a tragic audience—brackets the 
Phaedo and affects its message: what might have seemed to be an exercise in 
asceticism now looks like a troubled and as yet unresolved inquiry into death 
and its implications for how one should live.

In the Phaedo, then, we find a tension between Socrates’ arguments and 
the literary/philosophical intelligence that has shaped the dialogue. Plato is 
not a “Platonist” in the Phaedo, nor is Socrates his mouthpiece, articulating 
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Plato’s philosophical commitment to the view that philosophy is a prepara-
tion for death. Rather, Plato uses the full resources of his literary art to show 
that the death-centered, anti-body, anti-emotional picture of philosophy can-
not be complete. The masterly portrait of Socrates patiently leading the dis-
cussion and skillfully making his case shows that philosophy is not exhausted 
by the quest for such other-worldly entities as the Forms. Not until such later 
dialogues as the Sophist and the Statesman will we see how philosophy can 
fully engage the complex wholes of this world, as well.

To conclude, the death of Socrates shaped Plato’s conception of philosophy 
and underlies its complex development. On the one hand, philosophy had to 
be able to make sense of terrible miscarriages of justice, like Socrates’ death, 
which otherwise might seem like one more “tragic loss.” Philosophical ideal-
ism illuminated Socrates’ life by showing what a triumph it had been—never 
more so, in fact, than in his execution and death at the state’s hands.

But the impure, complex emotion aroused by Socrates’ triumph—the blend 
of pleasure and pain it excites—complicates the highly ascetic vision of phi-
losophy as a search for simples. The philosopher’s task, it seemed, consisted 
mainly in division and separating out—of the soul from the body and the 
immutable from the contingent and the unstable. As against this philosophical 
“fission,” Socrates’ death rouses a powerful “fusion” in which grief and its 
opposite are blended in a strange, but deeply satisfying way—as in the Iliad. 
This intense, poetic moment destabilizes the idealist synthesis and drives 
Plato on to the quite different philosophical vision of the later works, which 
embrace compounds, sensuous reality, and which endow change and the 
changefulness of life with a philosophical stature. Plato’s later philosophy, 
to be explored in Part Three, will take up once again some of the insights of 
the poets, whose work exerted throughout his career a kind of “gravitational 
attraction” on Plato’s thought.

The Phaedo is the philosopher’s song, and this in two senses. It is a song 
that aims at correcting the blind spots and the false wisdom of the singers of 
poetry. But it also shows the continuing importance of song as a genuine part-
ner and participant in the on-going dialogue that philosophy most deeply is.65
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way to poetical subject-matter and modes of expression, unless he had with all 
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Excursus to Chapter 3: 
Myth in Plato

Socrates’ youthful crisis affords an insight not only into the dialogue-format, 
but also into Plato’s use of myth—another deeply characteristic feature of 
his philosophical work, and yet another tie connecting Platonic philosophy to 
the poets. To recap briefly, one reason why Socrates was so disappointed and 
perplexed by the natural philosophers was that they had scoured the cosmos 
clean of recognizably human motives and values. Materialist accounts made 
the world more transparent and more readily knowable than it had seemed 
to be in mythic accounts. They did so, however, only at the cost of render-
ing human life essentially placeless, and only by depriving ethical decisions 
of a containing context. Anaxagoras had rendered such questions as “Why 
is Socrates in jail?” meaningless. But any philosophy worthy of the name, 
Socrates suggests, ought to be able to deal with the great crises in human 
life—whether it be a young man’s intellectual paralysis, or an old man’s 
unjust condemnation to death. It needs to show the great value of Socrates’ 
sitting in a prison and conversing with his friends (98d6–99a4).

In order to do these things, however, philosophy had to describe a context 
for the ethical life that demonstrates and reinforces its crucial importance. 
And so, Socrates’ mode of explanation inscribed human values (the beau-
tiful, the fine, the good) into the ultimate architecture of the universe. To 
the extent he did so, I will suggest, he incorporated myth back into rational 
thought.1 For myth is everywhere imbued with the conviction that the world 
is ultimately personal, and therefore that our most characteristically human 
activities (desiring, reflecting, deciding) find an echo in the very structure of 
reality. Plato endowed this idea with philosophical stature. In the Phaedo, in 
particular, Socrates seeks to cure one of the dangers of reason (its tendency 
to deprive the ethical life of a larger human context), by giving muthos an 
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intellectual respectability it might otherwise lack. His philosophical thought 
does not represent the terminus of a cultural movement forward from myth to 
reason (from muthos to logos),2 but rather a renegotiation with myth in order 
to appropriate it for philosophy.

To be sure, the traditional myths were crude and morally reprehensible. 
The natural philosophers understandably dispensed with the awesome, col-
orful personalities (fantastic monsters, murderous parents, treacherous chil-
dren), and offered instead observable, everyday phenomena to explain the 
world. They made the universe more transparent and intelligible. The knowl-
edge they had to offer was a way of mastering the world and appropriating 
it. So conceived, however, knowledge seemed to displace humans and leave 
them, so to speak, cosmically adrift. Socrates, therefore, reintroduces myth 
as a cognitive device.

He does so, most obviously, in the grand myth that concludes his remarks. 
There, he offers a kind of “ethical geography” where the structure of the 
world perfectly reflects absolute, unsullied justice, and where the purely 
good are authoritatively distinguished from the impurely good (the mixtures 
of good and evil) and the simply evil. This geography corrects the kind of 
materialist accounts that seemed to deprive humans’ ethical lives of a sustain-
ing context. Socrates describes a basically familiar picture of the underworld, 
but he elaborates it with a quasi-scientific geography, where, for example, the 
netherworld is fitted out with a complex network of subterranean channels for 
streams of water, fire, and wind. He describes four major rivers— Oceanus, 
Acheron, Pyriphlegethon, and Cocytus—all of which flow out from and back 
into the dark and dismal nether region, Tartarus (111c4–14c8).

These rivers were all well-established in myth, but Socrates offers a sci-
entific explanation, or cause (aitia), of the movement of these underground 
rivers (111e4–12e3).3 It might seem odd that Socrates now boldly speaks of 
the physical “cause” (aitia, 112b1; cf. 110e2) why rivers move, since it was 
precisely such causal explanations as this that had once bewildered him and 
fomented his intellectual crisis.4 In this essentially mythic context, however, 
the quasi-scientific, mechanical kind of “causation” is securely contained 
within a stable, embracing human order: the rivers’ movement is important 
for the movement of the souls as they journey from punishment to possible 
forgiveness (114a–c). Souls, for example, that have lived a life neither espe-
cially good nor bad dwell by the Acherusian Lake (formed by the Acheron 
River). The incurably evil are cast into Tartarus. Those who have committed 
great crimes, but have repented, are cast into Tartarus for a while, but then are 
cast either into Pyriphlegethon (e.g., those who have abused their parents), or 
Cocytus (e.g., homicides). Those who have lived a life of exceptional good-
ness are brought to live on the true surface of the earth, and those among 
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them who have purified themselves through philosophy finally leave the body 
behind altogether, and live as souls.5

This “ethical geography” is replete with significance for the way we live our 
lives. It corrects for the flaw that young Socrates had found in Anaxagoras’ 
work: its failure to show any human significance in the essentially mechani-
cal processes he described.6 It puts matters to rights by reintroducing myth 
and the mythic conception of a world imbued with human values.7 The earth, 
Socrates says, has many “wonderful regions” that geographers do not describe 
(107d4–08c). We are wrong, for example, to think that the ground we walk on 
is the actual surface of this earth. Just as sea creatures might mistake the sea-
bottom for earth, and the sea above them for heaven, so we (Socrates claims) 
mistake the land as the surface of the world and the air as heaven. In fact, he 
claims, there is a yet more sublime region above us, airier, purer, and more 
beautiful in every way than the pocket of the world we happen to inhabit. 
Socrates offers a lush, sensuous description of the beauty of the stones, and 
the flora and fauna of this upper region. The human beings there live in a kind 
of golden age: they see the sun and stars as they really are and look upon the 
gods face to face (108e4–11c3). Imbuing the cosmos with the felicitous inven-
tions of the imagination helps promote and underscore Plato’s philosophical 
purpose of showing the ultimate character of human values.

The myth may seem essentially rhetorical in nature and effect, since, 
coming at the end of the proofs, it serves to lend them a greater vividness.8 
It is more than that, however, since it shows the deeper purpose served by 
the arguments Socrates has just concluded. After the final proof, Socrates 
reminds his listeners that, “if the soul is really immortal,” one conclusion 
must be that “it needs care and attention not only for the sake of this life, but 
for the sake of all time, and if anyone neglects it, it seems that the danger 
would be terrible,” (107c). As Hackforth writes:

[T]he establishment of the soul’s immortality is for Socrates and Plato not 
merely an explanation of the philosopher’s serenity in the face of death, nor 
merely the settling of an interesting and important philosophical question, but 
a matter of the utmost practical significance, inasmuch as it reinforces to an 
incalculable extent the fundamental demand of Socrates and Platonic moral 
philosophy, the “tendance of the soul.”9

Socrates’ youthful crisis, his subsequent philosophical life, his insistence 
on remaining in prison and going calmly to his death—all of these grew from 
his conviction that this embodied life, however temporary, nonetheless raises 
issues that are everlasting in scope. The myth clarifies the deeper, underlying 
purpose of the preceding arguments, which was to show why people ought to 
treat human life as seriously as it truly merits. This is all the more important, 
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because, as I have tried to show, a tension exists among the several philosophi-
cal arguments in the Phaedo. Some of these reflect the sublime model of the 
human mind capable of lofty self-reflection “itself by itself.” Other arguments, 
however, point to a model of human thought as resourceful, fallible, and sus-
ceptible to bewilderment, and hence, in need of continued dialogue with others. 
These tensions are not resolved in the dialogue. Thanks to the concluding myth, 
however, the final message of the Phaedo is unmistakable and unambiguous.

Philosophy, in Plato’s conception, aimed at bringing about a transforma-
tion in its participants and to liberate the soul from the body. The myth 
underscores that point: it does not offer arguments, but a powerful (albeit 
imaginative) incentive to dedicate oneself to self-transformation and to 
achieve the separation of soul from body. The crucial importance of the ethi-
cal life cannot rise or fall simply on the success or failure of a proof. Plato 
therefore recruits myth as an important ally of philosophy. Muthos—chanted 
to oneself as a kind of bracing incantation (114d6–7; cf. 77e8–78a9)—helps 
ensure that the danger posed by logos (specifically, misologia) does not 
thwart the philosopher’s effort to take the soul very, very seriously.

Muthos is an ally of logos, because it gives philosophers an impressive model 
to see them through the rigors and, as Socrates’ crisis suggests, the inevitable 
frustrations of philosophical argument. But, more deeply still, Platonic logos 
is itself partly a return to muthos. Plato recruits myth in order to elaborate a 
model of the world where recognizably human values are ultimate. Indeed, the 
Ideal Forms seem to be at least partially mythic. Plato presents them as the only 
entities that can truly be said to “be.” They transcend this world and exist in an 
invisible region of pure thought. They are not the fruit of ratiocination alone: 
to grasp them requires considerable dedication and a change of consciousness 
brought about by a long course of philosophical education. The Forms inspire 
and justify philosophy as a particular way of life. They satisfy the need for a 
cosmos imbued with recognizably human values, suitably elevated.

The soul, too, seems to have an irreducibly mythic element. In the  Phaedo, 
Socrates proposes to “mythologize” (diamuthologômen, 70b6) about the 
soul’s immortality. The first of his proofs is based, Socrates says, on a palaios 
logos (“an old doctrine,” 70c5–6) that after a person’s death the soul exists in 
another world and migrates back to this one (70c5–8). This “ancient doctrine” 
bears, as Kathryn Morgan writes, “more than a little similarity to a myth.”10 
Socrates’ final argument for the immortality of the soul seems perfectly 
compatible with a mythic conception of the soul. That argument rests on the 
soul’s being inevitably associated with life.11 But that view of the soul is true 
even for Homer’s plainly mythic conception of the soul.12

Penelope Murray writes, “Plato’s concern is not so much to free the mind 
from myth, but rather to appropriate myth from the hands of the poets and 
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construct new myths that will serve the interests of philosophy.”13 As she 
points out, it is impossible to draw a “consistent distinction between muthos 
(myth) and logos (reason)” in Plato.14 So, for example, Socrates describes 
the conversation on his last day of life as diaskopein kai muthologein—
“looking at something thoroughly and telling stories”—an expression 
C. J. Rowe describes as a “virtual oxymoron,” since it seems to treat “tell-
ing stories” on the same level as philosophical analysis.15 Kathryn Morgan 
writes that translations of muthologein here should give “full weight to the 
paradoxical interpenetration of mythos and logos.” She adds that “mytholo-
gizing is not confined to the ‘official’ myth at the end of the dialogue.”16 
Similarly, Socrates urges his company to use both philosophical arguments 
and myth alike as “incantations” or enchantments to set themselves on the 
proper way of life.17 In sum, not only does Socrates climax the philosophi-
cal discussion in Phaedo with an elaborate myth, but that myth points to an 
important mythic thrust in Plato’s philosophy more generally.

The mythic character of Plato’s philosophy shows the complexity of its 
relation to the poets. By appropriating myth, Plato “transvalues” it, so that it 
now serves the philosopher rather than the poet. At the same time, however, 
it shows that idealist philosophy was, in part, an attempt to retrieve the mythic 
past, and to give mythic thinking an intellectual respectability it might other-
wise lack. In sum, Plato’s philosophy does not constitute a wholesale rejec-
tion of the poetic past, but rather a complex renegotiation of the ties binding 
that past to the present.
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Socrates was sent to his death on charges, among others, of corrupting 
the young. In Republic 10, during his notorious attack on mimetic poetry, 
Socrates turns the tables, and names as his “greatest charge” (τό γε μέγιστον 
κατηγορήκαμεν) against the poets that they are able to corrupt (λωβᾶσθαι) 
even good people (ἐπιεικεῖς), with very few exceptions (605c5–6). He 
explains what he means:

The very best of us, when we hear Homer or another one of the tragic poets 
imitating one of the heroes in grief and tossing out a long speech amidst his lam-
entations, all the while singing and beating himself, you know that we rejoice and 
follow right along with it, surrendering to it and suffering along with him, and that 
we praise in all earnest as a good poet the one who can affect us in just this way.

(Republic 10.605c9–d5)

Socrates objects to the way poets allow their audiences to bask in a glow 
of feelings. The spectators of Homeric or tragic performance “water their 
 emotions”1 and in doing so strengthen their lowest soul-part, and thereby 
warp the constitution of their soul.2 But Socrates accuses tragedy of some-
thing more serious than giving the audience’s emotions an energetic  workout. 
As Stephen Halliwell has shown, these emotional responses are “carriers of 
implicit values,” that cultivate in audiences “a tragic sense of life, a tragic 
Weltgefühl.”3 Plato does not suppose that tragic performances mechanically 
visit moral harm on audiences. As Halliwell writes:

The point is not that aesthetic experience has easily calculable or immediate conse-
quences for our mental lives, but that a strong yielding to emotions expressed in an 
artwork amounts to the enactment and acceptance of an underlying valuation.”4

Chapter 4

The Greatest Charge Against 
Mimetic Poetry
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Tragedy treats the sufferings of its heroes as paradigmatic—that is, as 
affording an insight into the general shape of reality. In his climactic and 
deeply affecting scene with Priam in Iliad 24, for example, Achilles claims 
that Zeus sends evils on humans. The powerful emotion Homer excites in 
his audiences—the “uncanny mixture” of joy and sorrow, as Plato might put 
it5—makes Achilles’ pronouncement seem profound and true. But Achilles’ 
supposed insight, in Plato’s view, was terribly misleading. Gods are good, he 
thought, and should be the cause only of good things.6

Plato’s charge in Republic 10 that mimetic poetry actually makes its audi-
ences worse might seem to show a philistine and uncomprehending blind 
spot in a great philosopher. To say that poetry actually harms us seems like 
one of those blatant paradoxes that Plato sometimes uses to shock his audi-
ences—for example, his claim in the Gorgias that we should haul those we 
love into court, and help our enemies escape the law.7 As such, it is difficult 
to take altogether seriously. Moderns have been raised in a long, cultural heri-
tage that prizes literary and artistic creativity. Plato flatly denies a familiar 
theme in modern moral philosophy, that imaginative literature exerts a salu-
brious ethical effect on its audience, above all, by rousing compassion and 
a deep, emotional awareness of lives and perspectives different from one’s 
own. In other words, creative art is deeply good for us. Plato, in contrast, saw 
the bath of emotions roused by the poets as something very dangerous and 
hurtful indeed.

Some writers seek to defend Plato on the grounds that he was thinking of 
Homer and the tragic poets as mass entertainment.8 If so, then his accusations 
against the mimetic poets resemble more recent concerns about the possible 
harmful effect that exposure to the violence and crass materialism of mass 
media have on modern audiences. This approach, it seems to me, does not 
work. Greek poetry could be very violent indeed, but that was not the gist 
of Plato’s complaint. To the contrary, he emphasizes that these were beauti-
ful works (see Rep. 10.595c1–3), which purported, at least, to talk about 
the most important things. Plato, then, was not concerned so much with the 
crass way popular media pander to the basest inclinations—greed and lust, 
for example, or the enjoyment of gratuitous violence. Rather, he worried that 
mimetic poetry, of a certain stature and authority, was in fact pandering to 
the audience’s lowest self, even as it purported to talk about the highest and 
most important matters—above all, excellence (ἀρετή) (Republic 10.599d3). 
Socrates interrogates Homer for pronouncing on the “greatest and finest of 
things”—war and military leadership, and the management of cities, as well 
as education (599c6–d2). He charges that the poets, under the specious guise 
of authority, induced audiences to have deeply wrong views about these and 
other crucial matters.9
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Plato, in sum, is claiming that beautiful, serious works of literary art are 
dangerous and ought to be banished if a state is to be run on philosophically 
sound principles. He does so on the grounds that these works, which retain 
their power and beauty to this day, harm their audiences. How is one to make 
sense of this odd and paradoxical claim?

It might clarify matters if we make Plato’s charge more specific. If 
the claim that mimetic poetry corrupts its audiences morally is to mean 
anything, it should at least entail a claim that such poetry makes them 
less just, or makes them less likely to be just. In fact, Plato indicates that 
his deepest complaint against the poets is precisely this: that they make 
audiences less likely to be just. He charges that the mimetic poets instil a 
vicious constitution (κακὴν πολιτείαν) in the soul (10.605b6–7). But he 
has already said in Republic 4 that whatever harms the condition (ἕξιν) 
of the soul must be considered unjust (4.444a1). Justice was one of the 
“greatest and finest of things” mimetic poets like Homer and Aeschylus 
had addressed, as we have seen in Part One. The vision of justice emerg-
ing from the poets disabled audiences from understanding what justice, in 
Plato’s view, genuinely “is.”

In the first section, I shall look at ways that mimetic poetry disables 
 audiences from living the life of true justice as described in the Republic. 
An additional benefit of focusing Plato’s argument on a specific virtue—
 justice—is that it helps show what an astute, if eccentric, critic Plato was. It 
is one thing to say that mimetic poetry is three degrees removed from reality: 
but Plato’s attack ought to illuminate features of epic and tragic in order to 
be at all persuasive. As we will see, Plato, in fact, has several penetrating 
insights into the mimetic poets and especially into the vicarious experience 
audiences have at poetic performances.

THE RELATION BETWEEN SPECTATORS 
AND THE PERFORMANCE

Mimetic poetry rouses the liveliest feelings for events that aren’t really hap-
pening and for people who don’t really exist. Notwithstanding the spectral 
character of mimetic poetry, performances of it constitute a kind of trans-
action between the audience and the fictional characters represented in the 
poetry. This transaction is deeply imbued with a false and deeply misleading 
sense of justice. Good people in the audience mistakenly think they are doing 
a good thing when they react emotionally to drama or epic: they believe that 
they are “praising and pitying” another good person (ἐπαινεῖν καὶ ἐλεεῖν, 
606b3). Here, it is significant that the character on stage is, or at least claims 
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to be, good (ἄλλος ἀνὴρ ἀγαθὸς φάσκων εἶναι, 606b2–3). Thus, in praising 
(ἐπαινεῖν) another good person, audience members are (or seem to them-
selves to be) acting justly by giving the good, albeit fictional, person his or 
her due meed of praise.10 By feeling compassion for the good person’s suf-
fering, moreover, they express their generosity of spirit. Part of Plato’s case 
against the poets, then, is that mimetic poetry makes audiences think they are 
better, morally, than they really are. For in fact, the audience member is not 
responding to another person, but only to a phantom—a mythic hero enacted 
by a masked performer. The supposed “hero” is nothing but a projection or 
figment of the spectator’s emotions. Eleos is supposed to be a “transitive” 
emotion: one that has another person for its object.11 But the theatre-goer’s 
spurious compassion has in fact no other object than himself. It is self-indul-
gence masquerading as moral sentiment.

Plato’s attack continues to be provocative to this day, since imaginative 
fiction strikes some moral philosophers as offering an edifying experience, 
not least in the opportunity it affords for a tentative, emotional identification 
with the characters. A good poetic narrative should enable audiences to think 
through some important questions, by helping them sympathize with a num-
ber of different and conflicting perspectives. “Literature does not . . . depict 
solutions,” the philosopher Hilary Putnam writes:

What especially the novel does is aid us in the imaginative recreation of moral 
perplexities, in the widest sense . . . I want to suggest that if moral reasoning . . . 
is the conscious criticism of ways of life, then the sensitive appreciation in the 
imagination of predicaments and perplexities must be essential to sensitive 
moral reasoning.12

Plato would deny this. In his view, performances of mimetic poetry allow 
audiences the pleasure of feeling just when really there is nothing at stake. 
They reduce justice to a kind of auto-gratification. Furthermore, by rous-
ing identification with the rejoicing or lamenting character, and blurring 
the lines separating spectator and spectacle, the performance undermines 
justice, whose point is to respect the boundaries that make each thing pre-
cisely what it is.13 It might seem only just to feel the powerful emotions 
that attend on tragic performance or epic recital: but, if so, the audience 
member comes away with a distorted sense of what justice genuinely “is” 
because it is not an emotion at all, but an excellence whose property is to 
stay within boundaries and whose distinctive character it is to be the unity 
of all the virtues.14

Accounts like Putnam’s, praising the power of fiction to deepen 
 consciousness and expand the sympathies, have struck some modern writers 
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as overdrawn. For example, Catherine Gallagher, writing in a different con-
nection, sounds surprisingly like Plato in Republic 10:

Fiction, then, stimulates sympathy because, with very few exceptions, it is 
easier to identify with nobody’s story and share nobody’s sentiments than to 
identify with anybody else’s story and share anybody else’s sentiments. But, 
paradoxically, we can always claim to be expanding our capacity for sympathy 
by reading fiction, because, after all, if we can sympathize with nobody, then we 
can sympathize with anybody. Or so it would seem, but such sympathy remains 
on that level of abstraction where anybody is ‘nobody in particular’—the very 
definition of a novel character.15

Gallagher charges, as Plato did, that the impression imaginative fiction can 
give of improving its audiences is false and cheap. Praising an eidolon for its 
goodness is too easy and uses moral sentiment solely for the sake of gratifica-
tion. Moreover, the theater-goer’s emotional experience of his own virtue is out 
of step with the beliefs he brings to the rest of his life. As Socrates observes, 
men pride themselves on their self-restraint when they experience some actual 
loss in their own, personal lives, and they regard histrionic displays of theatre as 
womanish and beneath their dignity (605d7–e1). When a father loses a son, for 
example, he will try to bear it in an admirable, virile way, and in accordance with 
reason and the law. He will reflect that it is never clear what the best outcome 
might be, and that merely human affairs can never be so important (604b7–c3).

The mimetic poets, however, have no time at all for such self-restraint. As 
Plato shows, the self-disciplined person is less easily imitated than the more 
excitable, easily vexed (ἀγανακτικός) type (Republic 10.604e1–2). Not sur-
prisingly, therefore, mimetic poets were drawn to characters like this. In the 
Iliad, for example, when the old king Priam learns of his son Hector’s death, 
his mourning is florid and extravagant. Homer describes him rolling around 
in dung, tightly wrapped in his cloak, and surrounded by mourners; still later, 
he reviles his surviving sons and expresses all his bitterness at Hector’s death 
(see Iliad 24.159–65; 253–64).

In the face of this, audience members are not likely to demur or to criticize 
Priam’s behavior as unmanly or self-indulgent. Indeed, they are very much 
more likely to share his distress, the more so since he is to all appearances a 
good man. In extending their sympathies to the unmerited sufferings of the 
good, however, they secretly enjoy the indulgence of appetites they normally 
feel obliged to repress. The semblance of virtue serves to cloak the real nature of 
the transaction between poet and audience: the poet allows spectators to indulge 
emotions they would normally control. They feel, intensely but wrongly, that 
they are being good when they respond in this damp, emotional way. Worse, 
they are induced to believe that the emotions can constitute virtue.
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Mimetic poetry, then, harms particularly the best people by convincing 
them that their moist feelings of pity are just—since they are a tribute to the 
supposedly good man apparently suffering before them. But justice, especially 
as Plato has presented it—a commitment to staying within one’s boundaries—
is hardly capable of exciting pity or rousing any other such strong  emotion. 
Indeed, even apart from Plato’s distinctive conceptualization of it, any idea of 
justice as a stable arrangement in which people all receive their just deserts 
is hardly likely to fan any emotion more vehement than “mild contentment,” 
if that.16 Justice, then, conceived as a stable and stabilizing influence, is most 
unlikely to attract the attention of the mimetic poet, any more than the self-
restrained man is likely to figure as the protagonist in poetry.

For the mimetic poet, justice (like human beings) becomes interesting only 
when it is unruly and passionate—as when, for example, a character feels 
that he or she has been the victim of injustice. Once it has been distorted into 
an emotion, justice looks destructive and destabilizing, for it drives people 
to vengeance and can unleash a continuing cycle of violence. Compassion, 
then, with its power to heal and reconcile, emerges as the cardinal moral 
emotion—a result Plato deplored. The Iliad illustrates the point: evaluating 
Achilles in terms of justice and injustice seemed ultimately less significant 
than seeing him as the poem’s climactic embodiment of compassion.

In sum, the relation between performance and spectator has some features 
of a transaction that entails a spurious sense of justice (the spectator “praises” 
the “good man” represented on stage). More deeply, however, the spectator 
feels a passionate love or eros for the performance, and this is yet another 
reason why mimetic poetry tends to make audiences unjust. Audiences dis-
play a tremendous ardour for the poets, who seduce them into “watering” the 
emotions—not only pity, but also lust (τὰ ἀφροδίσια), anger (θυμός), “and 
all the desires, pains and pleasures in the soul,” (606d1–2). Once seduced, the 
good man will not consent to be deprived of his emotional release by agreeing 
that the whole experience is contemptible: “he thinks this pleasure is clear 
gain, and would not agree to being deprived of it by disdaining the poem 
altogether” (606b3–5). Tragedy begins by seeming admirable, praiseworthy, 
good, but ends up becoming a non-negotiable demand: even the best people 
insist on the pleasurable stimulation they can get at the tragic festivals. The 
lover will not readily, or at all, consent to be parted from the beloved.

Naturally, Plato presents in the worst possible light the erotic attraction that 
mimetic performance holds for its audiences. Socrates likens mimetic poetry 
to a courtesan (603a9–b3). The supposed beauty of poetry is skin-deep: take 
away its attractive ornaments of meter, rhythm, and harmony, Socrates says, 
and poetry has lost its attractiveness. He compares the beauties of poetry to 
the superficial sort of good looks some people have in their youth; once they 
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are no longer young, however, the face loses its beauty altogether (601a4–
b4). The love affair with poetry, moreover, produces only a vile (φαῦλα) 
offspring (603b5). For poetry consorts with the lowest soul-part only, and the 
offspring of the union are unsteady and fleeting images (603a–b).

Giving poetry up is like getting over a bad love affair: one has to break 
it off, however painful it may be, after realizing that it is not doing one any 
good (ὥσπερ οἱ ποτέ του ἐρασθέντες, ἐὰν ἡγήσωνται μὴ ὠφέλιμον 
εἶναι τὸν ἔρωτα, βίᾳ μὲν, ὅμως δὲ ἀπέχονται, 607e4–5). Ever after, too, 
the philosopher must take care not to fall back once again into the “childish 
loves of the multitude” (εἰς τὸν παιδικόν τε καὶ τὸν τῶν πόλλων ἔρωτα, 
608a5).

Earlier in the Republic, Plato had also explored the spectator’s erotic rela-
tion to mimetic poetry by looking at the role dreams and desire play in this 
experience. The spectator is a dreamer, since he regards the poetic eidolon not 
as what it is—a phantom, a copy—but a powerful reality (see Rep. 5.476b–c, 
on the φιλοθεάμονες, or “lovers of spectacles”). Like a dreamer, spectators 
mistake the image of something for the thing itself.17 The spectator’s critical 
faculties have been lulled, and, as in a dream, the play of shadows before him 
is capable of great vividness and can shake and move him deeply.

This mistaking of the resemblance for the thing resembled goes deeper 
than an intellectual error. As Plato spells out in Republic 9, dreams have 
a distinctive content all their own: in them, the passionate, lawless desires 
that everyone harbors within find expression (Rep. 9.571b–c; 572b). Dreams 
parade before the sleeper his or her darkest desires—incestuous sex relations, 
murder, cannibalistic feasts (571c7–d5). These forbidden desires are, of 
course, the subject matter of many Greek myths and tragedies. The Oresteia, 
for example, is a spectacular instance of murders within the family, against 
a background of Atreus’s cannibalistic feast. By putting on display the most 
repulsive pleasures, mimetic poets do publicly what dreams do in the privacy 
of one’s sleep. Greek tragedy pleased its audiences by performing publicly 
what had been—and ought to be kept—private and repressed. Djuna Barnes, 
in her novel Nightwood, famously observed, “[C]hildren know something 
they can’t tell: they like Red Riding Hood in bed with the wolf.”18 Plato 
unmasks much the same guilty secret: audiences like it when Clytaemnestra 
murders Agamemnon, or when Oedipus sleeps with Jocasta.

Grasping this point helps explain why audiences feel such an insistent pas-
sion for the poets. The relation between spectator and performance is disturb-
ingly like that between the tyrannical soul and its desires. The tyrannical soul 
is one that has given itself over entirely to its illicit desires and disregards any 
constraints whatsoever. Such a person is, in fact, ruled entirely by eros, or 
lust—a point that Socrates repeatedly stresses (Rep. 9.572e5, 573a2, 573b7, 
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573c9, 573e6). The tyrannical soul is under the sway of “the indwelling 
tyrant Eros” (573d4), which compels the person to overthrow all restraints 
and to pursue every pleasure it fancies, however reprehensible.19 So, too, per-
formances of mimetic poetry encourage the audience—particularly the best 
people—to relax their vigilance over their subversive, passionate self, and to 
savor the delights of the illicit acts being imitated.

In short, the relation between the mimetic performance and the spectator is 
a public, civic analogue to the relation between the unruly soul and its basest 
pleasures. Plato’s attack on the poets, then, forms part of the analogy between 
city and soul that structures much of the Republic: mimetic performances 
stage in the city’s public space an experience akin to each spectator’s own 
private dream-life.

In the case of the tyrannical soul, the person no longer merely dreams about 
these unlawful pleasures, but actively surrenders to them in his waking life. 
Here, too, the analogy between mimetic performances and the tyrannical soul 
holds true. For example, the “erotic, tyrannical” pleasures that delight the 
soul’s lowest side (587b1–2) are “copies” or phantoms (εἴδωλα, 586b8) of 
authentic pleasure, and, as such, they can hardly bestow that genuine replen-
ishment that true pleasure gives (585d11–e5).20

The tyrannical soul’s phantom pleasures are false but intense, Socrates 
says, in the manner of “shadow painting” (586b8; 583b5), because in each 
case, they gain their vividness from stark contrasts: bodily pleasures seem 
all the more pleasurable, because of the pains they relieve. In fact, though, 
these false phantoms of pleasure can only tease and madden those foolish 
or deluded enough to love them. They goad fools to fight with one another, 
much as the phantom of Helen, according to the poet Stesichorus, once drove 
the warriors at Troy to fight.21 People in the grip of these base pleasures 
are the farthest removed from the authentic pleasures exclusively associated 
with the life of the reason (587b6–7).

So, too, as Plato goes on to say in Republic 10, the productions of the 
mimetic poets are the farthest removed from genuine reality. The audience of 
mimetic poetry resembles the tyrannic soul in that both feel eros for some-
thing that isn’t really there—an eidolon or phantom. As Plato presents it, the 
theater-goer’s situation is essentially like that of Narcissus, who falls in love 
with a reflection, mistaking it for something real. The ghostly object of the 
spectator’s affections, like the object of Narcissus’ affections, is really him-
self and his own desires.

When Plato decries the poets’ productions as mere “images” (εἴδωλα), 
he partly means to expose the ontological flimsiness of mimetic poetry and 
to make it look contemptible. But Plato also captures the peculiar fascination 
that mimetic poetry holds for its audiences—the spellbinding effect exerted 
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by people and events that do not in fact exist. It is partly because of the 
equivocal, spectral status of mimetic poetry—its unsteady teetering between 
being and non-being—that it wields the same paradoxical power to fascinate 
and move an audience that dreams possess.

Plato’s account of artistic copies could be understood, in part, as a philo-
sophical rewriting and reconceptualization of the practice of masking in 
Greek drama. When Jean-Pierre Vernant writes about the mask, he strains 
to describe the uncanniness of simultaneous presence and absence. “[T]he 
‘presence’ embodied by the actor in the theater was always the sign, or mask, 
of an absence, in the day-to-day reality of the public. Caught up by the action 
and moved by what he beheld, the spectator was still aware that these figures 
were not what they seemed but illusory simulations—in short, this was mime-
sis.”22 The Dionysiac character of tragedy “deliberately blurs the boundaries 
between illusion and reality,” Vernant writes. The effect, he continues, is 
“enigmatic and ambiguous.”23

Vernant’s description of the effect of masks within tragedy is strikingly 
like Plato’s account of tragedy itself. Imitative artists produce “apparitions” 
(φαντάσματα, 10.598b1–5). The word Plato uses here—φάντασμα—
refers elsewhere to magical and optical illusions.24 The imitator is a “magi-
cian” (γοητής τις, 598d4), able to change his shape, as Plato writes in other 
passages.25 Lovers of tragedy, too, insist that the same thing is variably beau-
tiful and ugly, sometimes just and sometimes unjust, or both pious and impi-
ous (5.479a–b). Such things have the uncanny, mask-like property of both 
being and not-being (5.479b8–9). The crowd’s uncritical attitudes toward 
beauty, justice, and piety “roll around” in a liminal zone between being and 
not-being (5.479d2–4).

Poetic productions, in sum, and the conventional ideas they foster and pro-
mote, have the same unsettling, uncanny effects as the masks used in tragic 
performance. For Plato, tragedy as a whole, like the masks in particular, has 
a kind of metaphysical creepiness.26 In attacking mimesis, Plato is protest-
ing against Dionysos, the patron deity of tragedy, and the god who, above 
all, effaces the boundaries between things. Poetry works on its audiences 
as insidiously as, say, the disguised Dionysos tempted Pentheus in Eurip-
ides’ Bacchae. As Plato charges, the best people are seduced into believing, 
wrongly, that they admire, praise, and sympathize with another person, when, 
in fact, there is no one really there. So, too, Dionysos had inflicted halluci-
nations and cruelly distorted beliefs on his victims. Pentheus, bewitched by 
illusions and softened into relaxing his manly vigilance, is an image of the 
spectator at tragic performance, as Plato conceived him.27 A sinister episode 
in the one surviving tragedy about Dionysos can serve as an emblem for the 
way this Dionysiac art in general affects its audiences.
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MIMETIC POETRY AS NARRATIVE POETRY

Mimetic poetry is objectionable because of the kind of response it elicits from 
its audience. In addition, it is objectionable because of its intrinsic properties. 
As Socrates points out, mimetic poets imitate “human beings acting either 
under constraint or voluntarily, and then thinking that they have fared well or 
ill as a result of their actions, and in all of this grieving or rejoicing,” (603c5–
8). Mimetic poetry, as this formulation makes clear, is narrative poetry. In the 
very simple narrative that Socrates envisions, a character acts in a certain set 
of circumstances that allow or preclude his freedom; this action then brings 
about a certain consequence, and the character registers the personal signifi-
cance of this result by grieving or rejoicing.

This internal, narrative structure of mimetic poetry prevents it, in Plato’s 
view, from saying anything true or illuminating about justice, which Plato 
regards as pre-eminently a quality that keeps things as they are. Justice is 
“doing one’s job” (τὸ τὰ αὑτοῦ πράττειν, 4.433b3–5; 433e10–34a1) 
and not straying into another’s territory. Narrative, in contrast, is all about 
unstable situations—the conflicts they generate and the emotions they 
rouse.

In the Phaedo, it was precisely the narrative character of physical causation 
that prompted Socrates’ intellectual crisis in his youth. Narratives intended 
to explain why things grow, for example, presented a world in which things 
came to be. They did not, however, address the leap in which one thing 
“becomes” something else (how could nourishment “become” height?). More 
important, they did not explain what something genuinely “is”: they only 
explained how it came about. Narratives reflected an unstable and transient 
world of becoming. For that reason, they could not encompass or grasp genu-
ine reality, which, as Socrates argued, must be unchanging.

So, too, in the Republic, Socrates has shown what justice intrinsically “is.” 
Thanks to justice, things remain within the boundaries that give them their 
identity and do the things appropriate to that identity. In particular, justice 
is that by virtue of which the several virtues all discharge their distinctive 
functions, each in its own appropriate soul-part (443c9–44a2). Justice, then, 
constitutes the unity of virtue. It might not be amiss to say that justice is what 
ensures that things are what they are, since its excellence, at least in the city 
and the soul, consists in its power to prevent the slide into instability and 
coming-to-be. Justice, then, is the guarantor of things being what they are. As 
such, it amounts to a founding virtue of philosophy, conceived as the science 
of being and the knowledge of what things are in and of themselves.

For all these reasons, philosophy alone—the discourse of being—can take 
an adequate measure of justice. Narrative, in contrast, by its very modality (the 
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imitation of men doing things, faring well or poorly, and rejoicing or lament-
ing), can only assimilate justice and all the other excellences to an unstable 
world of becoming. Poetic narratives warp justice by assimilating it to their 
own distinctive needs. In Aeschylus, for example, the most interesting feature 
of justice is its volatility; narratively speaking, it was a powerful, motivating 
force that prompted people to act, often in extraordinary, violent ways. Far 
from being the guarantor of steady, unwavering identity, justice became what 
a mimetic poet needed it to be—an especially compelling motivator of action 
and a principle of instability. Aeschylean narrative, in other words, degraded 
justice from being the guarantor of things’ stable identity to a powerful and 
destabilizing appetite. There is no doubt that Aeschylus makes justice seem 
fascinating and compelling, but it has these qualities because of the blinding 
imperatives it constitutes and the convulsive upheavals it causes. In Plato’s 
view, this is a terrible distortion of justice.

Another feature of narrative, too, is pertinent to Plato’s condemnation of 
the mimetic poets. If a narrative is to hold an audience and affect them emo-
tionally, the narrative sequence must strike them as plausible. Plato’s charge 
in Republic 10 that the mimetic poets ultimately imitated the audience’s 
uncritical opinions about the world and the nature of excellence (602b1–3) 
is partly a claim that the poets must satisfy an audience’s untutored sense 
of appropriateness. Mimetic poets are “imitators of images of excellence” 
(μιμήτας εἰδώλων ἀρετῆς, 600e5), but these phantom images are the 
crowd’s uncritical, popular beliefs about excellence. “But, nonetheless, he 
will imitate, even though he knows nothing about whether anything is good 
or bad. It seems he will imitate whatever appears fine to the crowd, who know 
nothing” (602b1–3).

This criticism, however scathing, nonetheless identifies an important 
feature of narrative and, in particular, Homeric narrative: its dependence on 
audience expectations to sustain the sense of lifelikeness and plausibility in 
the narrative. As Bogatyrev and Jakobson and others have noted, because 
oral poets were obliged to compose in performance, they were necessarily 
influenced by the audience’s sense of what was appropriate and credible.28 
Without writing, a poet could make an impact and live on only if his work 
was clearly intelligible to his immediate audience. The oral poet remained 
deeply constrained by tradition and by the audience’s opinions about what 
was appropriate. Even within epic poetry, there is a consciousness of this 
need to maintain plausibility: the Muses may lie, Hesiod suggests, but when 
they do so, their lies must be very like the truth.29 Plato’s criticism of mimetic 
poets, then, offers a penetrating insight into the nature of Homeric narrative 
and points to a feature of it that modern scholars of oral poetry continue to 
investigate.
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Much the same is true of Athenian tragedy, whose stories were for the most 
part based on myths long familiar to the audience.30 Here, too, Plato’s criti-
cism that the mimetic poets are essentially imitating the crowd’s unexamined 
assumptions seems prescient and insightful. Much of the most interesting 
scholarship of the last twenty years on Greek tragedy has been devoted to 
making the point that fifth-century Athenian tragedy was immersed in demo-
cratic ideology and served to indoctrinate its audiences in the values of the 
democratic polis. While less radical and absolute than Plato, scholars have 
nonetheless tried (as Plato did also) to present tragedy as a tool of the prevail-
ing economic, gender, and political ideologies of the time. 31 Edith Hall, for 
example, writes, “Tragedy . . . defines the male citizen self, and both produces 
and reproduces the ideology of the civic community.”32 But this is a Platonic 
perspective: Plato claimed that tragedy—that poetry in general—could only 
reiterate the “images of excellence” that predominated in a particular time 
and place (Rep. 10.602b2–3).33 Indeed, it could lend them an apparent author-
ity they might otherwise lack. What tragedy could not do, however, Plato 
claimed, was to criticize the values of its time and transcend them.

Narrative, then, “piggy-backs” on the audience’s received ideas of plausibil-
ity and appropriateness. Philosophy, on the other hand, deliberately courts the 
implausible and paradoxical. In the Republic, Plato makes several suggestions 
calculated to surprise and discomfort his listeners: for example, philosophers 
should be sovereign, or women should be part of the ruling class, or families 
should be abolished for the rulers. In fact, Plato seems to steer his philosophy 
deliberately toward claims that strain belief, partly to challenge the stifling, 
traditional assumptions that had such a grip on audiences raised on mimetic nar-
ratives. Only in this way, by courting disbelief and flouting received,  “common-
sense” ideas, was it possible to achieve a really sound idea of justice.

The goal of the philosopher, in the Republic as in the Phaedo, is to escape 
from under the deadening influences that obstruct philosophical enlighten-
ment. In the Phaedo, the great obstacle was the body, and so the philosopher 
was called to lead an ascetic life, intended to wean the philosopher away 
from the distractions of the flesh. In the Republic, however, the philosopher 
is called to knowledge, as an escape from the dead hand of tradition—the 
opinion (doxa) embodied in the city’s laws and containing much that is false 
and noxious, which the city imposes by threats and seduction. The philoso-
pher is therefore called to relentless criticism of the city’s laws and institu-
tions. The mimetic poet, in contrast, flattered the audience: he was adept 
at discerning its moods and playing on its prejudices, but was far indeed 
from genuinely illuminating the nature of justice, or of excellence, more 
generally. Instead, he actually contributed to mass thinking and tightened its 
stranglehold on the city.
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The aspiring philosopher should be able to appreciate that the poets’ appar-
ent authority rests on nothing more than their clever knack of flattering the 
crowd. But, in fact, the mimetic poets’ power to reflect and galvanize mob 
sentiment is another reason why it was the best people in particular who 
were especially endangered by mimetic poetry. The crowd is threatened by 
talented, bright people and therefore is inevitably hostile to them. It seeks to 
intimidate them and coerce them into agreeing with the crowd’s opinions.

In an unforgettable passage in Republic 6, Socrates discusses the profound 
normalizing effect that the crowd’s loud cries and cheers—at dramatic per-
formances or at meetings of the assembly—exert on intelligent and impres-
sionable youth (6.492b–c).

Why, when . . . the multitude are seated together in assemblies or in courtrooms 
or theaters or camps or any other public gathering of a crowd, and with loud 
uproar censure some of the things that are said and done and approve others, 
both in excess, with full-throated clamor and clapping of hands, and thereto the 
rocks and the region round about re-echoing redouble the din or the censure and 
the praise. In such case how do you think the young man’s heart, as the saying 
is, is moved within him? What private teaching do you think will hold out and 
not rather be swept away by the torrent of censure and applause, and borne off 
on its current, so that he will affirm the same things they do to be honorable and 
base, and will do as they do, and be even such as they.

(Rep. 6.492b6–c9 [Shorey translation])

Plato sometimes presents opinion (doxa) as an epistemological entity—a 
less reliable kind of cognition than knowledge (episteme).34 But he also per-
mits us to see that it is a potent and sometimes deadly political force. Socrates 
compares the crowd’s opinions—what they believe, when they assemble (ἃ 
δοξάζουσιν ὅταν ἁθροισθῶσιν)—to the “humors and desires of a great 
strong beast” (6.493a9–b1). What Socrates says of sophists is true as well of 
the tragedians: they know how this dangerous beast “is to be approached and 
touched, and when and by what things it is made most savage or gentle, yes, 
and the several sounds it is wont to utter on the occasion of each, and again 
what sounds uttered by another make it tame or fierce.”35

The most important “basis” for the formidable authority opinion wields 
amongst the crowd is that everyone agrees with it. The crowd cannot rationally 
defend its opinions, however, and therefore inevitably falls back on coercion 
to enforce its beliefs on others. Poets, sophists, and politicians who throw their 
lot in with the city are compelled by the crowd to serve up to them the kind 
of things they’ll praise (493d6–7). The laws are invoked to make sure that 
everyone toes the line: “They punish disobedience with loss of civil rights 
and fines and death” (492d5–7). The crowd will admit the existence neither 
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of sure objective knowledge, nor of things that exist in and of themselves 
(493e2–494a2), for that would be to admit the inferiority of mere opinion and 
so deprive the crowd of such authority as it may possess. This is no doubt one 
reason why audiences strenuously resist any suggestion that there is a single, 
intelligible entity, like Beauty (5.479a). Rather, they insist that there exist 
only individual beautiful things—voices and colors and shapes (476b)—about 
which it is possible only to have an opinion (479a–480a). Because crowds 
draw their strength from their own unexamined, bullying, and capricious opin-
ions, they can never become or produce philosophers or even tolerate them.

The poets supported this democratic insistence on opinion. In the Ores-
teia, for example, legal decisions were reached by the democratic process of 
majority vote, because no larger, reconciling, substantive vision existed to 
resolve the dispute. In effect, there could only be opinions about justice, and 
the opinion subscribed to by the most people carried the day.

The loud cries of the mob echoing in the rocks, then—whether in the 
theater or the assembly—give us a powerful, acoustic image of the power of 
opinion (doxa) to seduce and intimidate the young and impressionable. The 
reputation for wisdom (σοφία) enjoyed by both sophists (6.493a9) and poets 
(cf. 10.595c2–3, 598d8–e2) means that, in coddling the crowd’s opinions, 
they perpetuate the reign of mass thinking in the city.

The Theory of Forms helped to show that the crowd’s opinion—this 
intimidating political force—was in fact nothing more than a seriously 
deficient cognitive mode. The philosopher who sees clearly the epistemo-
logical feebleness of doxa need not feel intimated by the roaring crowds and 
should have no respect for the poetry that flatters them. Epistemology is the 
philosopher’s revenge: his way of quelling the coercive power of opinion and 
putting it into its not very exalted epistemological place. The Theory of the 
Forms—and its corollary that mimetic poetry was only a spurious imitation 
of reality—offered the drug (pharmakon) that philosophers needed in order to 
resist tragedy and the normalizing pressure it exerted (Rep. 10.595b6).

PHILOSOPHY AND NARRATIVE AS DIFFERENT 
WAYS OF “MAKING SENSE”

In sum, the “ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy” was to a large 
extent a quarrel between poetic narrative and philosophy. Narrative, by its 
intrinsic nature, presented the world as an unstable place where coming-to-be 
necessarily held sway. Also, in order to sustain the illusion of human activ-
ity, narrative needed to ride on popular, uncritical opinions about what was 
appropriate and plausible.
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Narrative and philosophy emerge from Republic 10 as two different and in 
many ways inconsistent ways of making sense of the world. Plato, of course, 
condemns poetic narrative in order to make space for philosophy. But this 
runs very much counter to the increasingly common tendency in recent moral 
philosophy to regard narrative as a privileged mode of making sense of our 
lives. Bernard Williams, for example, writes:

When we try to make sense of a particular happening, we often tell a story about 
a sequence of events that led to it. If we do make sense of it (or explain it, or 
come to understand it), we must take the elements of the story to be true, but 
that of course is not enough: the sequence of events has to make sense to us, and 
make sense of the outcome.36

Charles Taylor in his Sources of the Self presents narrative as something 
like a moral imperative. He writes, “A basic condition of making sense of 
ourselves is that we grasp our lives in a narrative” and have an understanding 
of our lives “as an unfolding story.” Since agents must determine their place 
in relation to the good, Taylor writes, they must inevitably be oriented to it 
in some way: “It is because we cannot but orient ourselves to the good, and 
hence determine our place relative to it and hence determine the direction of 
our lives, [that] we must inescapably understand our lives in narrative form.” 
Consequently, Taylor concludes, we “must see our life in story.” This is “an 
inescapable requirement of human agency.”37

Alastair MacIntyre, too, writes in After Virtue that the unity of a human 
life “is the unity of a narrative embodied in a single life.” “The only criteria 
for success or failure in a human life as a whole are the criteria for success 
or failure in a narrated or to-be-narrated quest. . . . A quest for what? . . . a 
quest for the good . . . the good life for man is the life spent in seeking for 
the good life for man.”38

These moral philosophers turn to narrative for some of the same reasons 
that Plato turned to philosophy. MacIntyre, for example, rejects attempts, like 
those of the behaviorist B. F. Skinner, to describe human behavior in strictly 
mechanical terms, without reference to beliefs or intentions.39 As against this, 
MacIntyre invokes narrative to show the crucial significance of a person’s 
history, intentions, and reactions if we are to make sense of what it is the 
person actually does.

Similarly, in the Phaedo, Socrates had objected to Anaxagoras’ theory 
on the grounds that it removed intention, values, and commitments from 
his description of human action. To the question, “Why is Socrates in jail?” 
Anaxagoras could only talk about the placement of bones and muscles in a 
sitting position. Socrates reasonably objected that it was impossible to make 
sense of his being in jail without taking into account the Athenians’ belief that 
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it was better to convict him, and his own belief that it was better and more 
just to remain in prison and await the execution of his sentence (Phaedo 98e). 
Socrates had recourse, however, to philosophy, not to narrative, in order to 
make sense of his predicament.

To understand why Socrates was sitting in jail, it was important to have 
some grasp of the ideal Forms, particularly the Form of Justice. As Plato 
presents it, these Forms were the crucial animating forces explaining 
Socrates’ life. It is worth noting that the Republic, a grand discourse on the 
nature of justice, serves, implicitly at least, as a defense of Socrates’ life. 
In Republic 2, Socrates undertakes to defend justice even in the case of the 
just man who is wrongly thought to be unjust and who is condemned to 
suffer torture and a terrible death on the spurious grounds of his supposed 
injustice. That sounds like an extrapolation—exaggerated, but still recog-
nizable—of Socrates’ own life: of all men, the “most just” (the final word 
of the Phaedo 118a17).40 Yet, notwithstanding his supreme justice, Socrates 
was widely and wrongly believed to be unjust (because in violation of the 
city’s laws), and sent to his death on charges of impiety (i.e., injustice in 
regard to the gods). The defence mounted on behalf of justice in the Repub-
lic, then, also seems to work as a defence of Socrates’ philosophical life. As 
the Republic shows, the life of justice is its own reward, even in the extreme 
case of the person who fails to reap any of the benefits normally accruing 
to the just person.

Socrates not only evinces the soul harmony that constitutes justice, but he 
also actively grasps the nature of justice and can discourse illuminatingly on 
the Idea of Justice and its transcendental relation to the ineffable Idea of the 
Good. Socrates embodies his own teaching that knowledge is virtue, for his 
justice and his philosophical knowledge of Justice are inextricably tied to 
each other. Even if Socrates was widely believed to be unjust and deserving 
of death, therefore, that cannot at all constitute an argument against the value 
of his life or the goodness of philosophy that made his virtuous life possible. 
Plainly, the life of justice—which finds its perfection only in the philosophi-
cal life and which was perfectly embodied in Socrates—is worthwhile in and 
of itself, regardless of rewards in this or the next life.

Philosophy alone, then, is capable of “making sense” of Socrates’ life. 
To be sure, a moving tragedy could be written about Socrates. The tragedy 
would certainly rouse pity for his plight, and maybe even excite anger at the 
terrible injustice of his death. (The demos attending such a drama might come 
to repent of their earlier vote, and even, as on other occasions, bring charges 
against Anytus, Lycus, and Meletus for misleading the people!)41 But such a 
tragedy, no matter how sympathetic to Socrates, would have gravely distorted 
him. For the poetic narrative to have its emotional effect, it would have had to 
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assume that Socrates had failed, and that his enemies had successfully visited 
a terrible end on him by sending him to his death.

One of the most offensive aspects of this, from Plato’s perspective, would 
have been the suggestion—again, necessary to the emotional effect—that 
Socrates was ultimately like everyone else in his vulnerability to terrible 
harms like this. No doubt the audience could feel compassion for Socrates—
sent to his death in old age by a travesty of justice. But the very compassion 
felt on Socrates’ behalf would express the audience’s deeply wrong and trivi-
alizing belief that Socrates was basically like them. Plato’s point, however, 
was that Socrates was a person apart, unlike anyone else. Justice is supposed 
to recognize difference in merit. To get even an approximately accurate idea 
of Socrates—to do him justice, so to speak—one must appreciate the singu-
larity of his merit. Compassion, in contrast, tends to level away the difference 
between individuals and their merits. It is an emotion congenial to the crowd, 
since it reassures them that no one is really superior to them.

One of the reasons why Plato continues to be so stimulating a thinker is 
that he rejected many of the things modern philosophers are straining to 
retrieve. He hailed from a tradition in which narratives—the productions of 
the mimetic poets—were an authoritative means for thinking through the 
most important moral questions. For Plato, however, narrative offered a dis-
torted and seriously misleading picture of the ethical life.

Several of Plato’s complaints about poetic narrative pinpoint weak spots 
in contemporary “narrativity” accounts of the moral life. For example, 
to think of one’s life as a story—of oneself as the hero in a moral narra-
tive—might seem not only to be grandiose and self-centered, but also risks 
falsifying one’s self-image with sentiment and self-interest. Plato’s account 
of the effect of poetic performance on good people captures both these prob-
lems. These performances encouraged people to think of their own sorrows 
as grandly significant and to think of themselves, too, in false, sentimental 
terms.42

Narrative situates the ethical life in a detailed social and cultural environ-
ment: this is the feature that MacIntyre, for example, found ethically pertinent 
in narrative.43 From Plato’s highly critical perspective, however, a life had to 
transcend its surrounding conditions if it was to be truly good and to involve 
genuine virtue. Philosophy was a means of undoing the noxious effects of 
tradition and its congealed, but false, ways of thinking. It was a way, in short, 
of transcending narrative. Value—true value, at least—was associated with 
being, and, therefore, with self-sameness and immutability. Poetic narratives 
distorted values by absorbing them into a structure that reflected the instabil-
ity of the world, and ultimately, if implicitly, claimed that this instability was 
an ultimate fact.44
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Scholars have sometimes suggested that after Book One of the Republic, 
Plato moves away from dialogues depicting the historical Socrates and moves 
on to elaborate his own distinctively Platonic vision.45 I have suggested in this 
section that the Republic serves throughout its whole extent as a defence of 
Socrates’ life: to that extent, Plato never left Socrates behind and certainly 
not in the Republic. Rather, by constructing a philosophy of justice, Plato 
shows that Socrates’ life was immensely valuable and an inspiring model for 
others. Philosophy, then, claims to be the exclusive way to make sense of 
Socrates’ life; poetic narrative, a favored means of “making sense” in Plato’s 
society (as in ours) could only distort and disserve him. More specifically, 
only philosophy could illuminate the true and unwavering nature of justice 
that Socrates embodied and which served to show the inviolable worth of 
his life. This is not so much a point about the historical Socrates. Rather, as 
a philosophical hero or saint, Socrates offers the clearest, most illuminating 
paradigm of human life and its possibilities. Socrates brings out, as perhaps 
no one else could, the claim of philosophy to “make sense” of human life.

MIMETIC POETRY AS “ANTI-FORM”

Republic 10 is notorious for Socrates’ banishment of the poets.46 Quite apart 
from attacking mimetic poetry, however, Plato was also, and more deeply, 
appropriating it, by assimilating it into his Theory of the Forms. Mimetic 
poetry now constituted a distinct tier of being in a hierarchical order of dif-
ferent degrees of being. Plato charges that mimetic poets, and all imitative 
artists, provide only the images of things, which are themselves but instances 
of genuine reality. A painting of a couch is nothing in and of itself: it makes 
sense only once you know something about couches. The painter is not “a 
demiurge and a maker (ποιητής)” of a couch, but only an imitator of it 
(597d10–e2). He may have “made” a couch, but only “in a certain sense” 
(τρόπῳ . . . τινι. .ποιεῖ, 596e10). As Plato presents it, little or no distinc-
tion exists between the way a graphic artist “makes” a couch, and the merely 
equivocal way a person holding a mirror can be said to “make” one by pro-
ducing a reflection of it.

Plato uses the example of the visual artist and the couch in order to set 
up his discussion about mimetic poets and human excellence. The epic and 
tragic poets produced imitations and copies, which Plato treats as a separate 
realm of shadows that is ontologically deficient and parasitic. Plato thus 
criticizes mimetic poetry on the provocative grounds that it does not really 
exist. He wanted to show why mimetic poets, far from being the venerable 
authorities and guides they seemed to be, were confined to flimsy images and 
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prevented by the very modality of their work from ever capturing or expound-
ing reality.

But in order to criticize the mimetic poets, Plato did not need to do any-
thing so extravagant as assign them their own special niche in reality. In 
earlier books of the Republic, he had already stated his main objections to the 
poets, without having recourse to the grand scale of being. For example, in 
Republic 8, he had called for the exclusion of poets from his ideal city on the 
grounds that they supported and perpetuated unwholesome regimes. Poets, 
he wrote, recruited “fine, loud, persuasive voices” to galvanize crowds and 
“draw polities toward tyrannies or democracies” (8.568c4–6). In Republic 
6, he had shown the profound normalizing effect exerted on impressionable 
youth by the crowd’s excitement during the poets’ productions (6.492b6–c9). 
Socrates’ indictment of the poets’ appeal to mob sentiment made a powerful 
and telling political point and did so without reference to the Forms.

Plato invokes the Theory of the Forms to demean the mimetic poets, 
of course, but also, as I shall suggest here, to capture the unsettling power 
of mimetic poetry to seduce the young and lead them away from the life of 
philosophy and the quest for the genuinely real. Tragedy and epic play on 
what, from a Platonic perspective, is a genuinely disturbing characteristic of 
humans—their deep preference for the unreal and the purely spectral. There 
is a part of the soul—the lowest part—that revels in the conceptual confusion 
that is the hallmark of unreality. Our passionate emotional side “does not 
distinguish the greater or the lesser, but rather considers the same things now 
great, now small” (605b7–c4). The pleasures this soul-part seeks are, in fact, 
nothing more than images or εἴδωλα—merely phantoms of the real thing 
(see Republic 9.586b7–c5). These specters—hovering uncannily between 
being and not-being—exert their own peculiar fascination and, partly by 
their resistance to classification, rivet the audience’s attention. Mimetic 
poetry resembles the mask in its power to cast a spell, largely by virtue of its 
unsteady wavering between being there and not being there.

The appeal that such poetry exerts is so deep that it resists arguments 
exposing its meretricious qualities. Socrates, for example, shows that mimetic 
poetry is false, trivial, perverse, and servile, but, in spite of that, confesses his 
abiding love for Homer from earliest childhood (595b9–c1)! Even knowing 
what he knows about the mimetic poets, he is very aware of his susceptibility 
to their enchantment (σύνισμέν γε ἡμῖν αὐτοῖς κηλουμένοις ὑπ’ αὐτῆς, 
607c7).

Indeed, the poets exerted a well-nigh erotic fascination on audiences, as 
we have seen in the first section of this chapter. In showing the poets’ erotic 
appeal, Plato signals that the poets’ productions amount to an “anti-Form.” 
For eros is, famously, the energy that drives the philosopher on to the Forms. 
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As Socrates shows in the Symposium, the philosophical ascent begins with an 
erotic attraction to a beautiful male. The eros felt by the fledgling philosopher 
for his friend is fruitful, like eros in its other forms, for it begets moderation 
and justice.47 The philosophical lover then ascends an ever more embracing 
and abstract set of beautiful things until he finally achieves the final vision of 
Beauty in and of itself—the summit of the philosopher’s quest.48

Philosophy, in this view, represents the fullest achievement of eros. The 
Forms and poetry, in sum, offer different paths for eros and, more gener-
ally, represent two very different paths in life. The Forms offer the pos-
sibility not only of knowing authentic Being, but also of appreciating such 
conceptual coherence as the things of this world possess. Mimetic poetry, in 
contrast, makes the world look even more incoherent and unpredictable than 
it is (“mortal life . . . is like a shadow”) and makes that vision of the world 
intensely pleasurable: it licenses audiences to gratify their irrational inclina-
tions and persuades them, ultimately, that these passions, pleasures, and pains 
are the ultimate reality for humans. It seduces the best people into subscribing 
uncritically to the crowd’s ignorant opinions. More deeply, it leads such peo-
ple to believe that there is nothing but opinion, thereby excusing their igno-
rance and rendering inconceivable the search for true knowledge. Mimetic 
poetry was not simply a distraction from the philosophical life and the quest 
for the Forms. As an “anti-Form,” poetry was a potent and dangerous force 
rivalling philosophy—a seductive invitation to complacency, sensuousness, 
and derivative thinking.

The criticism of the mimetic poets on metaphysical grounds as imitators 
was a watershed moment in the development of Plato’s thought. Mimetic 
poetry now constituted a distinct tier of being in a hierarchical order of differ-
ent degrees of being. Even as Socrates banished such poetry from Callipolis, 
however, Plato was incorporating it into his Theory of Forms. He did so to 
show the power of poetry to entice even those who should know better. But 
once they had been absorbed into the theory, mimetic poets posed several 
searching philosophical problems and necessitated a thorough rethinking of 
the nature and task of philosophy.

Republic 10 introduces several problematic novelties into Plato’s Theory 
of the Forms. For example, Socrates famously speaks of an “Ideal Couch” 
that is made by God. This, he posits, is the Couch that really and truly is 
(10.597b4–6). Furniture-makers make individual couches by having the Ideal 
Couch in mind (596a1–2). The painter, in turn, imitates a particular couch—
more precisely, he imitates the appearance of a couch (596e5–11).

Plato is adopting the Theory of the Forms to deal with humans’ produc-
tive activity. He wants to situate poetic imitation within a hierarchy of things 
made. But the theory plainly has some difficulty accommodating artefacts and 
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their “images” in painting and poetry. The Forms elsewhere had been tran-
scendent moral qualities, like Justice or Beauty.49 It is surprising, therefore, 
when Socrates says that even a pedestrian object like a couch has a Form.50 
Nowhere else, moreover, does he claim that God makes the Forms.51

Rather than dissect the several individual problems raised for the Theory 
of the Forms by the Republic 10 account, however, I will briefly show some 
features of these problems that were to prove extraordinarily fruitful and that 
pointed ahead to some fundamental developments in Plato’s metaphysical 
vision and in his conception of philosophy. I will focus on three difficulties 
posed for the Theory of the Forms by Plato’s decision to treat poetry as a 
“copy” and as “imitation” three degrees removed from genuine reality.

(a)  Plato’s idealist philosophy of Being lacks the resources to make sense of 
the uncanny, spectral non-being that poetry supposedly constitutes.

(b)  Poetry represents an additional tier or layer in the scale of being. But this 
proliferation of metaphysical strata poses a serious threat to the stability 
and coherence of the Theory of Forms.

(c)  As part of his attack on mimetic poetry, Plato posits the existence of 
an Ideal Couch or Table. But positing an “Idea of the Couch” seems to 
compromise the Theory of Forms, which had been concentrated rather on 
sublime moral ideas like Ideal Beauty or Ideal Justice.

These three problems all led on to the new conception of philosophy found 
in the Sophist and the Statesman. One implication of speaking in Republic 
10 of a “quarrel” or diaphoros between poetry and philosophy (607b6–7) 
is that either of the disputants can score telling points against the other. 
This seems to have been the case in the development of Plato’s thinking. In 
Republic 10, he assimilated the poets into his philosophical scheme of real-
ity. Once absorbed within that scheme, however, mimetic poetry showed 
several weaknesses in it, which Plato sought to address in the Sophist and 
the Statesman.

Images and Non-Being

The shadowy, mirror realm produced by imitation (mimesis) entails 
non-being, and it is largely characterized by what it is not. An imitation 
 resembles the original, but the point is that it is not the original.52 “Imitation 
fur” is not fur. “Mock turtle soup” is not really turtle soup. Similarly, the 
imitations of justice found in mimetic poetry may look superficially like jus-
tice, but are decidedly not Justice. In Republic 10, Plato uses this difference 
between the copy and the original to denigrate mimetic poetry as an “image” 
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(εἴδωλον)—something shifting and flimsy. The point of the εἴδωλον is 
that it is not what it seems to be: it is not real, nor is it stable or self-same. 
That was the burden of Plato’s attack on the poets in Republic 10. Calling 
the poets “imitators” and their works εἴδωλα was a way of condemning the 
unreality of poetry.

But what is the copy? This proved to be a deeply unsettling question. An 
imitation fur coat is not fur, but at least it is a coat of some kind. So, too, 
mock turtle soup is soup, even if it isn’t turtle soup. But mimetic poetry, as 
Plato presents it, is not a real anything. Certainly, it is not a “real” poem: 
Socrates has denied that imitations are the products of real making (see 
596e10, 597d10–e2). The painter, for example, who paints a picture of a 
couch “makes” a couch, but only in some equivocal sense (τρόπῳ . . . τινι 
. . . ποιεῖ, 596e10). Since the poem is nothing but a parasite on reality, it is, 
in and of itself, nothing.

But that means that saying what a copy is necessarily entails saying what 
it is not.53 This threatens to reintroduce the conceptual chaos that young 
Socrates had sought to avoid when resolving his intellectual crisis. Being, 
as Socrates conceived it, was to be just precisely what it was—purely and 
eternally itself. The unstable things of this world could be described in terms 
of that higher realm of pure Being. Those things were like mock turtle soup: 
not turtle soup, but nonetheless something (so to speak, a τι).

Tragedy as εἴδωλον, however, poses the question of something whose 
being can only be spoken of in terms of not-being. The Theory of the Forms 
did not allow Plato to make sense of not-being. As a theory of being, the 
Forms could be used to disparage copies. But, when pressed, the theory left 
it unclear what this “not-being” could possibly be. Indeed, the very ques-
tion—what “is” non-being?—seems to entail a logical impossibility: how can 
non-being “be” anything? The realm of spectral “copies” is less real than the 
Forms, but the Theory of the Forms is incapable of saying at all definitively 
what constitutes this diminished reality.54

In order to avoid reintroducing the conceptual chaos young Socrates 
had tried to escape, therefore, Plato had to rethink the Theory of the Forms 
thoroughly. For example, as Plato indicates in the Sophist, it was necessary 
to grant the apparent paradox that even non-being somehow existed (Soph-
ist, 241d). To concede the “being” even of non-being meant that becoming 
and passing-away (the movement from non-being to being) took on a new 
philosophical importance. Because not-being existed, it could be known, 
and therefore, the physical world of coming-to-be and passing-away were 
not just “opinable” (cf. Rep. 5.478d), but could be known as well. In sum, 
 positing a realm of spectral copies—whose reality, paradoxically, just was 
their non-reality—required several adjustments in Plato’s thinking. These 
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revisions would in turn call forth, in the Statesman, a political vision that 
seems indebted in many ways to the poets’ tragic vision.

Proliferating the Tiers of Existence

The Theory of Forms, as Plato had presented it in the Phaedo, posited a level 
or tier of being—the intelligible realm of the Forms—so to speak, “above” 
the physical world of individual objects and independent of it. In Republic 
10, Plato attacked poetry by opening up a new and separate stratum “beneath” 
and wholly parasitic on the physical world: this was the shadowy world of 
copies (εἴδωλα) produced by imitation.

This tripartite division already seems at work in the Parable of the Cave, 
which entails a subterranean cave, the surface of the earth, and the heavens. 
So, too, in the Phaedo, Socrates had speculated, fancifully but purposively, 
that what we call the “surface” of the earth is in fact only a nether part, and 
that what earthlings regard as the sky is in fact the true surface. Proliferating 
tiers of existence is a common theme, then, in Plato: in Republic 10, he treats 
mimetic poetry as yet another instance of a netherworld that misleads people 
into mistaking it for the real one, much as the denizens of the Cave believed 
their existence was real and found the play of the shadows on the wall to be 
of absorbing interest.

But it was a problem for Plato where to stop, or how to stop, once he started 
multiplying layers of existence. There was no reason why yet other sub-strata 
of copies could not be generated. Pictures or reproductions of paintings, for 
example, would be yet more shadowy than the originals and offer an even 
murkier kind of unreality. Similarly, from a Platonic perspective, discourse 
about poems—literary criticism that investigates the internal structure of the 
poem—adds yet another stratum, even more evanescent and feeble than that 
of poetry. In our own time, when the production of virtual images is so easy 
and so pervasive, we can readily imagine an endless array of progressively 
more tenuous layers of εἴδωλα.

The infinite regress of metaphysical strata poses no problem, so long as 
it is confined to the “sub-world” of copies. There, it serves only to confirm 
Plato’s point that imitation is unstable: not only is it parasitic on the visible 
world, but it readily spawns copies of itself, and then copies of those sub-
copies, and so on. The infinite regress simply underscores the fundamental 
unreality of copies.

But if the visible world can spawn countless images and sub-images, so 
too can the Forms. When pressed, the Theory of the Forms seems to yield an 
infinite number of strata of Forms, super-Forms, and then super-super-Forms, 
and so on. The possibility of an infinite regress of Forms, however—unlike the 
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infinite regress of copies—is deeply unsettling and poses a real problem for 
Plato’s idealist metaphysics, which it destabilizes by showing that the Forms 
do not, after all, secure the conceptual coherence they were supposed to.

Plato is certainly aware even within Republic 10 that the Forms are threat-
ened by an infinite regress. There, he claims that god makes only one Ideal 
Couch. He reasons that if god made two Ideal Couches, there would have 
to be yet a further Ideal consisting in whatever the original Couches had in 
common.55 Socrates avoids the problem simply by positing that god makes 
only one Ideal Couch. The problem of an infinite regress, however, is more 
pressing than the “quick fix” in Republic 10 makes it seem.

Plato gives a better idea of the problem in the Parmenides, where the 
eminent pre-Socratic thinker Parmenides explains it to the youthful Socrates 
(here presented as a young man—just as he had been in the autobiographical 
account in the Phaedo). Socrates has just sketched his Theory of Forms to 
Parmenides. The older man points out the considerable difficulties that young 
Socrates’ Theory of Forms must face. One of these difficulties is the so-called 
“Third Man” paradox. Parmenides explains:

But the large itself and the rest of the large things: if you look at all of these with 
your soul, won’t one large thing appear again, by means of which all these appear 
to be large? . . . Won’t another form of largeness make its appearance, besides 
the original largeness and the things that participate (μετεχόντα) in it? And, in 
addition to all these, yet another, by means of which all these things will be large. 
No longer will each of the forms be only one, but unlimited in number! 

(Parmenides 132a–b)

Parmenides considers the relation between a set of objects—say, large 
things—and the Form of Largeness. The large things will also be small 
in some way: they combine different qualities in a conceptually confus-
ing way.56 Largeness, on the other hand, is simply and purely what it is—
 Largeness and nothing but. Nonetheless, if the mind regards large things and 
Largeness together, and asks what they have in common, the answer seems to 
be “largeness.” This “largeness” amounts to Largeness

2 
. The mind will then 

be obliged to ask what large things, Largeness, and Largeness
2 
all share, and 

the answer will once again be “largeness”—thus calling for the recognition 
of a yet more abstruse Form, Largeness

3
. The same reasoning will produce a 

Largeness
4
, Largeness

5
, and so on.

The “Third Man” paradox suggests that there is no reason, really, why the 
levels of being should stop just where the Theory of Forms requires that they 
stop. Once you posit a realm of intelligible Forms above and independent of 
the physical world, it is not clear why you can’t continue to generate countless, 
increasingly abstruse layers. That means, however, that the realm of the Forms 
fails to offer the kind of conceptual clarity that it was supposed to. The point 
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of positing Largeness was to ensure the conceptual coherence of individual 
large things, notwithstanding their confusing admixture of both largeness and 
smallness. This coincidence of opposites posed no problem, so long as you had 
a conceptually straightforward realm where Largeness was simply what it was 
and had no confusing admixtures (see Parmenides 129a–130a). The infinite 
regress, however, shows that it is difficult to say just what Largeness in and 
of itself is, since it seems to yield an infinite number of progressively more 
abstruse Forms. The Theory of the Forms cannot secure conceptual coherence 
for the world, since it turns out to be infinitely many in its own right.

The problem, then, is that the Theory of the Forms apparently generates an 
infinite regress from both the metaphysical layers it recognizes: on the one 
side, a regress via art and poetry into ever flimsier, ontologically attenuated 
images; and on the other side, a regress into progressively more abstruse 
Forms, none of them finally able to “cinch” the pure quality or essence—
Largeness or Justice or Beauty—it is supposed to constitute. This regress can 
only help Plato’s point when condemning images, but it seriously undercuts 
at least one of the purposes for positing Forms in the first place.57

The infinite regress problem proved to be very fruitful: it pointed ahead to 
a different conception of the Forms, which a new character, the Elean Visitor, 
works out in the Sophist and the Statesman. Rather than proliferate separate 
orders of existence, the Visitor will propose a new task for philosophy—to 
explain the considerable, and knowable, order consisting in the resemblances 
among things of this world.

How Many Forms are There?

As we have seen, the Form of Couch, and the Form of Table, which Socrates 
discusses in Republic 10, come as a surprise: in earlier accounts of the Forms, 
Socrates had focused on lofty, moral qualities—above all, Justice and Beauty 
(see, e.g., Republic 5.476a–d, 6.507b–c). Socrates refers to it as his settled 
practice to postulate a Form for all groups sharing a common name (10.596a), 
but in fact Plato hardly ever suggests that Forms existed for every group shar-
ing a name. Rather, he elsewhere indicates how problematic was the question 
of what Forms exist. In the Parmenides, the young Socrates says he is unsure 
whether there exists a Form of man, or of fire, or water, and is quite clear that 
no Forms exist for hair, or mud, or other trivial things (Parmenides 130c–d). 
Like hair or mud, couches and tables too seem beneath the dignity of Forms 
as elsewhere described. Indeed, couches and tables present a problem that 
neither hair nor mud do. They are human artefacts; invoking an eternal, meta-
physical status for them (Ideal Couch, Ideal Table) seems needless.

What appears problematic in Republic 10, however, once again points 
ahead to developments in Plato’s later thinking. As presented by the Elean 
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Visitor, philosophy treats both high and low with equal seriousness: nothing 
is too pedestrian to lie outside the scope of philosophical inquiry (Sophist 
227b). So, for example, in the Sophist, while addressing cleansing-skills, the 
Visitor groups together under a common heading soul-cleansing (philosophy) 
and body-cleansing (e.g., dry-cleaning, Sophist 227a). The Visitor contrives 
to bring both the loftiest and most mundane of human pursuits under a com-
mon heading. As the Visitor expressly states in the Statesman, “[I]n this 
method, no attention is paid to whether something is dignified or not, nor 
does it dishonor the smaller in favor of the greater. No, it always proceeds on 
its own path toward the truth” (Statesman 266d).

In idealist works like the Phaedo and the Republic, philosophy seemed 
to demand a certain sublimity. It will not be so, however, in the Visitor’s 
approach. It is a tenet of his method that nothing is too lowly to engage the 
philosopher’s attention. Philosophy will no longer set its face resolutely on 
the eternal: it will take this world seriously in its own right.

In conclusion, by appropriating the mimetic poets for the Theory of Forms, 
Plato created a number of philosophical issues. Resolving them would yield 
a philosophical model that in many ways recalls positions associated with the 
mimetic poets. In the Ion, Plato had claimed that the gods exert a powerful, 
magnetic attraction on humans through poetry, and that the poets’ inspiration 
“charges” all those who successively come into contact with it (Ion 533c9–
36d7). The poets’ curious magnetic power is apparent in the development of 
Plato’s thought. They never exerted a deeper influence on his thinking than 
when they were the objects of his most radical attack.
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Chapter 5

The Metaphysics of Fallibility: 
The Sophist

In the Republic, after attacking the mimetic poets as purveyors of images and 
baseless opinions, Socrates invites the poets or their admirers to say a word 
on their behalf. No one answers the call in the Republic, but the sophist, the 
object of a very similar attack, mounts an extraordinarily robust defence 
in the eponymously named dialogue, Sophist. The sophist counter-attacks, 
charging, in sum, that the idealist metaphysics sketched in the Republic 
 cannot accommodate falsehood; in fact, they militate against such an idea. 
The accusation that poets (or sophists) trade in “images” (εἴδωλα) means 
nothing, the sophist says, unless you can account for the difference between 
the image and the original (239c9–40c6).

The claim in the Sophist (and it is a claim that holds against the attack on 
the poets in Republic 10) is that any attempt to explain what we mean by 
“image” will entail reference to “non-being”—an apparently unintelligible 
concept. If we call the image something “very like the genuine thing” (τὸ 
πρὸς τἀληθινόν ἀφωμοιωμένον ἕτερον τοιοῦτον, Sophist 240a8), we have 
to admit that it is not the true thing itself. Further, we would need to admit 
that since the true thing (τἀληθινόν) is what really exists, the copy—which is 
not the true thing—does not really exist. On the other hand, it really is a copy. 
The image weaves being and not-being together in a particularly strange 
(ἄτοπον) way (240c2–3). As the Elean Visitor, who leads the discussion, 
says, “In fact, appearance (τὸ . . . φαίνεσθαι), and seeming, but not being 
(τὸ δοκεῖν, εἶναι δὲ μή), and saying something—but not the truth—these 
things have always been full of perplexity (ἀπορία), and still are today” 
(236e1–3). The sophist’s response, in short, is that the idealist cannot explain 
what a copy is, and therefore it means nothing to accuse the sophist (or, by 
extension, the mimetic poet) of producing nothing but copies.1
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In retrospect, Plato’s banishment of the poets in Republic 10 looks more 
like a recruitment of them for his metaphysics. There, Plato endowed Homer 
and the tragedians with a philosophical significance: they inhabited their own 
ghostly world of shadows and passions, far removed from luminous, noetic 
reality. Plato invoked the Forms as a way to show the ontological and moral 
deficits of poetry. But, once endowed with a philosophical status (even for 
obviously polemical purposes), the poets worked their influence on Plato’s 
philosophy and called for momentous changes in the metaphysical super-
structure. The eponymous “sophist” of the Sophist is an avatar of the mimetic 
poet: he mounts an aggressive attack on the Theory of the Forms that had 
once been used to demean the poets.

The “sophist,” as described in the dialogue, bears a striking resemblance to 
the mimetic poet as described in Republic 10.2 He, too, is an imitator (μιμήτης, 
235a1) and evinces all the qualities that the poets had in the Republic. For 
example, one especially impressive feature of sophists is their apparent mastery 
of numberless tekhnai; at least, they are able to argue about many different 
kinds of skills. So, too, the mimetic poets attacked in Republic 10—especially 
Homer—apparently knew about everything (Rep. 10.598c–d; 599c6–d2). The 
kinds of things that sophists and poets seem to be knowledgeable about are also 
very similar: sophists purport to make others skilled at arguing about gods, and 
the things in the heavens and on the earth (232c), as well as laws and political 
matters. Poets are similarly encompassing: they know all the arts, human virtue 
and vice, and things divine as well (Rep. 10.598e); they pronounce on war and 
the administration of cities (Rep. 10.599d).

Mimetic poets trade in opinion (Rep. 10.602b1–3); so, too, do sophists: 
they have a δοξαστικὴ ἐπιστήμη (233c10). The sophist’s mimicry might 
deceive the foolish, just as the mimesis of poets and visual artists might 
(234b5–10; cf. Rep. 10.598b–c), but each of them is essentially a “game” 
(παιδία, 234a7, 235a6; Rep. 10.602b7). The sophist and the mimetic poet 
alike are called “sorcerers” (γοητής, Rep. 10.598d4, 602d3; Sophist 235a1, 
8). Finally, the sophist possesses the “image-making art” (ἡ εἰδωλοποιικὴ 
τέχνη, 235b8–9). Plato had used a very similar neologism for the poets: 
εἴδωλα εἰδωλοποιοῦντα, Rep. 10.605c2.

The Sophist presents itself as an all-out assault on sophistry. But, rather 
than actual sophists, Plato seems interested in the philosophical problem that 
the sophists pose.3 For, while Plato wants to condemn the things sophists say 
as false, his account of being apparently makes that impossible. Within the 
idealist metaphysics, as presented in the Republic, the false could only be 
“that which is not.” But, if pressed, the Theory of the Forms had no account 
of non-being. Plato had inherited this problem from Parmenides.4 As the 
putative sophist says in the dialogue, it makes no sense to condemn what 
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sophists say as false, since non-being is perfectly unintelligible (236e–41b). 
Parmenides’ absoluteness (being is the only thing that could ever be) seems 
to produce an extreme relativism (“false” is meaningless). Ultimately, then, 
the sophist’s challenge about falsehood and non-being necessitates a return 
to the account of being.

To handle this attack and to adjust the metaphysics accordingly, Plato 
introduced a new character, the Visitor from Elea. 5 Socrates is present in the 
Sophist, but says very little. Many critics have interpreted the sidelining of 
Socrates to mean that Plato is pressing beyond the idealist metaphysics of 
his middle period. 6 To be sure, the Elean Visitor criticizes the Theory of the 
Forms as Socrates had articulated it in the Phaedo and the Republic. None-
theless, for reasons I will return to at the end of this chapter, I think that it is 
misleading to regard Socrates as the emblem of a superseded philosophy.

In fact, Socrates greets the Elean Visitor with extraordinary warmth. He 
wonders if their guest isn’t after all a god in disguise—a god of refutation 
(θεὸς . . . ἐλεγκτικός, 216b6). As such, the Visitor does not initiate mortals 
into divine mysteries. Rather, he harkens back to the kind of god who reminds 
mortals of their mortality and the wisdom of acknowledging and respecting 
their human limitations. Socrates likens the Visitor to a Homeric god who 
oversees hospitality (theos xenios) and visits mortals to observe their inso-
lence (hubris) and lawlikeness (eunomia).7 Such gods concern themselves 
with those who possess a “just shame” (aidôs dikaia, Sophist 216a5–b6). 
Socrates uses moral terms—hubris, eunomia, aidôs—especially associated 
with the archaic period and the poets. Hubris and aidôs, in particular, were 
moral qualities whose gist had to do with mortal limitations: aidôs amounted 
to recognizing them, and hubris lay in failing to acknowledge that one is, 
after all, only finite and fleeting.8

In the Sophist and the Statesman, Plato comes back to these archaic, poetic 
ideas. The Visitor offers a model of philosophy as a pursuit that uses human 
modes of cognition to grasp the realities—blended and impure—of human 
lives. His tacit message in the Sophist is, to invoke Pindar, that “mortal 
things are right for mortals” (Pindar, Isth. 5.16). So, for example, the Visitor 
shows reasons why something as quick, lively, and changeable as the human 
intelligence cannot hope to encompass the pure and unchanging Forms. The 
Forms are not in fact the paragons of human intelligibility they once seemed 
to be (Sophist 248c–49b). Conversely, knowledge is no longer a basking in 
the luminous Idea of the Good, as it was in the Republic. It is a much more 
worldly matter of knowing what blends with what (253c–e). The Sophist 
is, moreover, a philosophical attempt to show that falsehood is possible. 
Very significantly, the Visitor makes several missteps in the course of his 
 exposition and repeatedly draws attention to that fact. This suggests that 
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error has become philosophically important—not simply the unfortunate and 
dispensable by-product of inquiry, but a constitutive feature of it. The Visitor 
offers a “metaphysics of fallibility.”

More generally, Plato’s view of life darkens, and he begins to approximate 
the pessimism of the poets. We find a return in many of the later dialogues to 
an archaic consciousness of limit, blindness, and frailty. For example, Plato 
no longer holds out much hope of philosophically ideal statecraft. For better 
or for worse (actually, for worse), we have only others like us—as flawed, as 
blind, as weak—to rule over us. In the Statesman, in particular, Plato takes 
up Protagoras’ views of autonomy, but he does so from a distinctive angle: 
autonomy is now a condition imposed on us, a burden to be borne.

At the same time as Plato’s positions seem to approximate those of the 
poets, it is important that these positions now had an elaborate metaphysical 
framework. One of Plato’s major criticisms of the poets had been that they 
encouraged intellectual laziness by turning audiences into “misologists”—
haters of argument—and convincing them that nothing could be known 
beyond their own opinions. By situating his new, more pessimistic account 
of politics within a metaphysical framework, however, Plato ensured that it 
was possible to be rigorous and philosophically principled about a deeply 
imperfect world.

In section 1, below, I sketch out the general features of the “metaphysics 
of fallibility.” In sections 2 through 4, I address three things that the Elean 
Visitor accomplishes. In section 2, I will show how the new metaphysics he 
describes opens a space for the possibility of false statements. In section 3, 
I show how it allows for mistakes in its own application (both the Sophist 
and Statesman are remarkable for the errors that the Visitor makes, although 
he is plainly a very talented philosopher). In section 4, I claim that the new 
metaphysics suggests that any metaphysical system will be flawed, because 
there are some tasks it can perform and others that it cannot. The Sophist 
demonstrates that it is coherent to assert that the sophists’ statements are 
false. More deeply, however, it suggests that even Plato’s own philosophy 
must find room for its own fallibility.

IS FALSEHOOD POSSIBLE?
THE PROBLEM OF BEING

The sophist is an illusionist and a maker of falsehoods (241b6–7), but until 
the Visitor can avoid the frustrating equivocations posed by “illusion” and 
“falsehood,” he will never be able to capture the sophist conclusively. In 
order to do that, however, the Visitor first has to get clear on the nature of 



 The Metaphysics of Fallibility 145

being. In particular, he needs to look very critically at Parmenidean doctrine 
and its insistence that non-being is utterly unthinkable. The Visitor announces 
that he will have to lay “unfilial hands” on Parmenides, and to claim in spite 
of him that “non-being” (τὸ. .μὴ ὄν) nonetheless “is” in some way (ὡς ἔστι 
κατά τι), and conversely that “being” in some ways “is not” (τὸ ὄν αὖ 
πάλιν ὠς οὐκ ἔστι πῃ).9

In fact, the Visitor says, it never has been clear to him exactly what 
 Parmenides and other philosophers meant in their references to “being”:

Whenever one [of the earlier thinkers] pronounces in his talk that many things, 
or one, or two “are” or “have come to be” or “are coming to be,” and the warm 
is mixed with the cold, or elsewhere proposes separations and combinations—
for heaven’s sake, Theaetetus, do you understand what they’re saying when 
they talk like this? As for me, in my youth, whenever someone talked about 
non-being—which has so perplexed us now—I thought I understood exactly. 
But now you see how deeply at a loss we are about it.

(Sophist 243b3–10)

His perplexity about non-being, the Visitor suggests, is to a large extent 
a puzzle about being. As the Visitor says, “It may well be that we are in 
the same predicament when it comes to ‘being.’ We claim that we readily 
understand whenever someone talks about it (even if we don’t understand 
‘non-being’)—when, in fact, we might be in the same condition with both 
of them” (243c2–5). The Visitor imagines putting the question to the various 
pre-socratics who speak insouciantly about the substrate of existence: “Tell 
us, all you that say that warm and cold, or some other pair like it ‘is’—just 
what are you saying ‘is’ as to those two, when you say that both of them and 
each one ‘is.’ How are we to understand this ‘being’ of yours?” (243d8–e2).

The Visitor’s confusion inverts the crisis in the Phaedo, where the young 
Socrates was suddenly perplexed by the nature of change and insisted, by 
way of resolving the crisis, on the significance of “being” and stable essence. 
Here, in a kind of complementary quandary, the Visitor is perplexed by what 
“being” could possibly be. The thinkers who have offered their different for-
mulations of what exists had not, the Visitor claims, squarely faced this fun-
damental question. After canvassing earlier opinions on the nature of being 
offered by earlier thinkers—those of Parmenides and the materialists—the 
Visitor turns, finally and most interestingly, to criticize the “friends of the 
Forms” (248a4–5). These “friends” need not be an actual group, but probably 
signal a position within Plato’s own thinking—broadly speaking, the idealist 
stance explored in dialogues like the Phaedo and the Republic. The Visitor’s 
criticisms of the friends and their account of being will lead directly to the 
metaphysical revisions that laid the groundwork for later Platonism.
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The friends’ position, as articulated by the Visitor and the talented youth 
Theaetetus, is that a bright-line distinction exists between being and becom-
ing; the two are strictly separate (χωρίς, 248a7–9). Bodies and the sense 
organs apprehend coming-to-be, they say, but communication (κοινωνεῖν) 
with true being is solely through the soul and through reasoning. This being 
remains forever the same and never changes: it is always in the same condi-
tion (ἀεὶ κατὰ ταὐτὰ ὡσαύτως ἔχειν, 248a12).

The Forms, so conceived, were supposed to guarantee the possibility of 
knowledge: their intrinsic properties (self-sameness, immutability, purity) 
supposedly made the Forms uniquely knowable. But it seems that in fact 
these properties bring about precisely the opposite: the Visitor’s objection to 
the Forms is that they do not secure that intelligibility it was their primary job 
to achieve. The Visitor “cross-examines” the friends, and young Theaetetus 
answers on their behalf:

Visitor:   You say that thanks to the body, we communicate (κοινωνεῖν) 
with becoming, by means of perception, but thanks to the soul, 
by means of our reason, we communicate with genuine being, 
which is ever the same, while becoming is constantly changing.

Theaetetus:  We do say that.
Visitor:   Now, as to this “communication,” my excellent fellow, what 

shall we say it is in both cases? The same thing we just said?
Theaetetus:  What is that?
Visitor:   An experience (πάθημα) or a production (ποίημα) that comes 

about from some power (δύναμις) as things encounter each other.
(Sophist 248a10–b6)

But the friends cannot agree with this characterization of knowledge, for, 
as they insist, the Forms cannot act or be acted upon. Acting and undergoing 
are features of becoming, not being (248c7–9). But it is not simply a matter 
of finding another way to define “communication” (κοινωνεῖν). Knowledge 
seems to entail action, for it is acquired only by long and dedicated practice. 
Alternatively, knowledge is an experience (πάθημα): the philosopher is cer-
tainly transformed by coming to know the Forms. 10 But, then, it seems that 
the friends have left no place for knowledge in their ontology: as something 
that comes-to-be, it is not a part of the things that truly are.

The Visitor puts his finger on a pervasive problem in Plato’s dialogues. 
By using the dialogue-format, Plato had seemed to suggest that intelligence 
was on-going and dramatic—a clash of ideas that kept participants engaged 
and dedicated to the quest for true knowledge. But the Forms, which had a 
monopoly on being, made it difficult to assign any reality to the human intel-
ligence (questing, fallible, in process) that sought to know the Forms. “We 
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must resist any argument that affirms anything, while at the same time wiping 
out knowledge or intelligence, or the mind” the Visitor warns (249c6–8). The 
Forms were in danger of doing precisely this: they seemed to banish from 
reality the very intelligence by which the supposedly intelligible reality was 
to be understood.

Plato’s own philosophical thought changed considerably: the Sophist 
and the Statesman are striking instances of this. But Plato’s thought did not 
simply change direction. Rather, the changefulness of thought came to look 
like a necessary and distinguishing feature of intelligence. The intellect that 
didn’t change was scarcely an option for humans—and certainly not for any 
human actively engaged in philosophical inquiry. Movement, in other words, 
became the gist of intelligence—its sine qua non. To put it paradoxically, 
intelligence would not be what it “is” unless it changed.11 But if intelligence 
was changeful and various, then Plato needed to sketch an ontology hospi-
table to these qualities.

The Visitor charges that the friends’ cold, marmoreal vision of being fails 
to take the real measure of the soul and intelligence. For these are linked—not 
to impassive and inert sameness—but to change and vitality. “For god’s 
sake,” he exclaims in one of the most surprising and moving passages in 
late Plato, “are we to be convinced that motion, life, soul, intelligence are 
not present in what really is” (248e7–49a1).12 It is impossible, he claims, to 
believe that being has intelligence, life, and soul—and at the same time hold 
that it is always at rest, and never changes (249a3–10). We can only conclude 
that being includes motion (249b2–3).

The Visitor will need to open up ontology to encompass the vitality of the 
intelligence: in abstract philosophical terms, he needs to find a way of allow-
ing the full reality of motion and change. But he will also have to allow for 
some things, at least, that are immune to change, because, as the Visitor says, 
“if all things are moving and changing, we shall be excluding intelligence 
from the class of real things” (249b8–10). No ontology can be satisfactory 
unless it preserves and underwrites human intelligence. But in order to do 
that, it must accommodate both immutability and dynamism.

Before turning to the Visitor’s solution to this problem, we need to dwell 
on these two apparently incompatible demands that intelligibility makes on 
ontology: it must allow for the real existence of movement (the liveliness 
of the intellect), but at the same time it must also establish the reality of 
fixed entities for the intelligence to fasten on to and orient itself. The Visitor 
comments on the strangeness of this. As he points out, in order to preserve 
intelligibility, the philosopher must embrace a contradiction. He or she must 
be at once a monist and a pluralist. Maturity as a philosopher consists in 
 behaving like a child, demanding two things at once (249c10–d4)! Of course, 
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the philosopher does not simply embrace paradox as such: that is the sign of 
the misologist. Rather, the philosopher’s task is now to show in what ways 
contraries might be simultaneously true: in the Visitor’s words, the philoso-
pher is the one who shows what things can link up with others and in what 
way. (See 253b9–c3, 259c7–d7.)

Intelligibility itself, then, involved Plato in a tension between opposites 
and required him to acknowledge the existence of both rest and motion, of 
stability and dynamism alike. Philosophers cannot evade the “tensions and 
ambiguities” of this world by attempting to focus on the purely knowable (as 
in the idealist metaphysics of the Phaedo and the Republic). If they are to 
keep a space open for their own intelligence, they must accept the inevitabil-
ity of tension between opposites and articulate an intelligible structure that 
encompasses the opposites and makes it possible to show precisely in what 
way each of the opposites is true.

The Visitor recognizes the existence of motion, even though this posed con-
siderable problems. Indeed, the statement “Motion is” sounds  oxymoronic, 
from the perspective of the earlier, idealist dialogues, since there, being had 
to be distinguished from movement and becoming of all kinds. If motion 
“is,” then how are we to understand being? To pose the problem, the Visitor 
reminds Theaetetus that rest exists and motion exists (the intelligibility of 
reality requires that this be so). But it might seem as though we are saying 
that “rest is what exists (exclusively)” and that “motion is what exists (exclu-
sively).” If that’s the case, the philosopher’s child-like wish to have it both 
ways founders on a contradiction: it cannot be true that “rest is what exists” 
if “motion is what exists”—and vice versa (250a8–e4).

To handle this problem, the Visitor in effect restructures his ontology, 
so that both being and rest truly exist, but each as a separate existent. He 
speaks of “attaching” existence to motion and rest (προσάπτωμεν, 251d6) 
and refers to motion and rest “taking part in” (μεταλαμβάνειν, 251d7) 
being. He speaks also of rest and motion “communicating” (ἐπικοινωνεῖν, 
251d9) with being. As words like “attaching,” “taking part in,” and “com-
municating” suggest, rest and motion alike are each presented as separate 
from existence.

In sum, to say that “rest is” means only that being and rest—two sepa-
rate kinds of things—are linked; it does not mean that they are identical. 
Existence links up with rest, then, but it can also link up with motion. And 
so, it makes sense to say that “rest exists” and that “motion exists.” These 
sentences mean no more than rest is bonding with existence and that motion 
is bonding up with it, too. We should think of it as something like putting dif-
ferent letters into a meaningful sequence, or harmonizing different notes into 
an appropriate musical sequence (252e9–53b5). The kinds (γένη) of things 
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that exist—existence, rest, motion—are like that, too: some will blend with 
one another, and some will not (253b9–10). Rest and motion will each blend 
with being, but not with each other. The philosopher’s task is to see what is 
capable of linking with what (253b9–54b2).

Rest, motion, existence yield yet another pair: for each of these things, 
individually, is the same as itself (that is, each possesses an identity), but 
they are all different from each other (and therefore may or may not be 
capable of linking up with others). Each, then, is characterized by same-
ness and difference. These five things—being, rest, motion, sameness, 
difference—all really and truly exist (255c6–e1). Being is only one “kind” 
among several others.

Underlying these sections of the dialogue is a conception of being that is 
very different from the one explored in the Phaedo and the Republic. In those 
dialogues, being had entailed numerous intrinsic qualities: “to be” meant, 
and could only mean, to be self-same, at rest, immutable. Only the Forms, 
therefore, could truly be said to “be,” because they alone had these intrinsic 
features. The idealist dialogues, we might say, had a “fat” conception of 
being: sameness and rest were intrinsic properties of it. To say that something 
“was,” therefore, told you quite a bit about it. If it “was,” that meant, and 
could only mean, that it was self-same, pure, immutably what it was.

Before he can coherently say that “motion is,” the Visitor must in effect 
relieve “being” of its rich contents. Accordingly, he “backs out” sameness and 
rest from being, so that they are no longer intrinsic properties of it, and makes 
of them separate entities each in its own right. Being can link up with rest and 
sameness, but, just as easily, it can link up with their opposites—difference 
and motion. None of these qualities—sameness, difference, rest, motion—is 
any longer necessarily entailed by being. To say that something “is,” there-
fore, is no longer very informative: we want to know what, precisely, it is—is 
it at rest, or in motion, or the same, or different, (or hot or cold or tall or 
short)? In this “thin” conception of it, being can link up with a variety of other 
things, and we cannot tell which unless we are expressly told.

We can get a clearer picture of what is going on in this part of the dialogue 
if we go back for a moment to the bright-line distinction the friends of the 
Forms drew between being and becoming. These two—being and becom-
ing—amounted to two different orders or intensities of predication. Being 
necessarily entailed rest and sameness because “to be F” meant to be wholly, 
stably, intrinsically, purely F (whether F is “just” or “beautiful” or any num-
ber of other qualities). Helen of Troy, on the other hand, is beautiful, but this 
attribute belongs to her only contingently: her beauty is transient, equivocal, 
and deeply ambiguous. Helen does not offer us a pure, reliable image of 
Beauty; in fact, her beauty is terribly deceptive and dangerous. Both Beauty 
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and Helen are beautiful, then, but in very different ways. As a predicate, 
“beauty” belongs to each. But in the case of Beauty, “beauty” is a necessary 
(ever the same, unchanging) attribute; in Helen’s case, “beauty” is contingent 
(as well as transient and equivocal).

What the Visitor does, in effect, is to make the relation among the Forms 
more like the relation between visible things and their qualities: now,  sameness 
is a contingent trait of being, much as the relation between Helen and beauty 
had been contingent. This means that no longer is there a bright-line distinc-
tion between being and becoming. Being “becomes” different things, by 
blending now with this (e.g., sameness), now with that (e.g., difference).

According to Michael Frede, the Visitor draws an important distinction 
between the qualities things possess solely by virtue of what they are and the 
qualities they possess in reference to something else.13 If so, then we can state 
the significance of the Sophist as follows: in it, being ceases to evince several 
traits (e.g., immutability, self-sameness) solely by virtue of what it is. Rather, 
being has qualities in reference to other things: being can now be either same 
or different. That is so because it is neither of these qualities solely by virtue 
of what it is, but only because of its relation to other things (viz., sameness or 
difference conceived as different entities).

G. E. L. Owen begins a well-known article on the Sophist, “Plato on 
Non-Being,” by observing, “Platonists who doubt that they are Specta-
tors of Being must settle for the knowledge that they are investigators of 
the verb ‘to be.’”14 But if Platonists must renounce the idea that they are 
“Spectators of Being,” it is partly because of what the Visitor accomplishes 
in the course of the Sophist. Once being has been relieved of its unearthly 
immutability and its eternal self-sameness, it can no longer act as a tran-
scendent reality, nor does it beckon the philosopher outside this world to 
contemplate its mysteries. After the Visitor has finished his account of 
being, it has been transformed into one thing among others (sameness, 
difference, rest, motion), and is capable, like them, of blending in various 
combinations with other entities. Rather than seeking to attain the pure 
simplicity of Being, the philosopher now sits down to the task of seeing 
what blends with what. Being remains the proper concern of the philoso-
pher, but it has become something very different from the way it looked in 
the idealist dialogues.

Put this way, these developments sound merely technical, and, indeed, 
commentators sometimes stress the strictly limited significance of the 
Sophist. For example, Nicholas White writes that Plato’s task “just was 
to show, without begging any questions against his opponents, that some 
statements can be false.”15 This is not wrong, certainly: the Sophist seems 
to wear the modesty of its achievement on its sleeve. But it misses the 
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momentous developments within the Sophist resulting in this newly mod-
est philosophical vision. The Visitor has reduced being from a mysterious, 
transcendent entity—the object of the philosopher’s deepest desire—to an 
especially important link in the multifarious connections between things. 
To paraphrase Owen, the Visitor changes philosophy from a well-nigh 
spiritual calling that aims at the Spectatorship of Being, to a practice that 
investigates the verb “to be.”

By emptying “being” of most of its contents, the Visitor in effect restores it 
to its pre-Parmenidean status and frees it from the excessive conceptual rigor 
Parmenides had imposed on it. On that conception, being had monopolized 
the world: it alone existed; all else was mere “seeming.” The Visitor, in con-
trast, rids being of its mystical aspect and reduces it to one thing among oth-
ers, with each of which it successively blends or mixes. Only by entering into 
relations with these other things does it become at all significant. In effect, 
the Visitor regards being as “topic neutral”: to say that something is tells us 
nothing about what characteristics an entity has.16 Being ceases to be a “value 
concept,” and no longer looks like the special, sublime object of humans’ 
spiritual life. Moral concepts like Beauty, Justice, Virtue do not loom large 
in this revised metaphysics. Rather, the accent now is on relational, not espe-
cially moral, terms like sameness, difference, rest, and motion.

The Visitor’s new metaphysics brings several important new features 
to philosophy. I will concentrate on two of these—the new philosophical 
method (the division method) and the new centrality of language. As we will 
see, of the five major “kinds” the Visitor identifies, sameness and difference 
underwrite the taxonomic structures that make this world knowable through 
the division method, while rest and motion underwrite the syntactic structures 
that make the world speakable.

A New Philosophical Method

The Visitor utilizes a distinctive philosophical approach called the “division 
method.” This method, a novel feature in Plato’s later writings, proceeds by 
way of identifying the genus, and then analyzing it into ever smaller and more 
precise categories. It marks a dramatic and deep shift in Plato’s philosophy: 
now, the visible world is not an unknowable morass of shifting sensuous 
properties, as it was in earlier dialogues. Rather, the world of sensibilia 
evinces a considerable and very interesting order in its own right. There are 
indeed “kinds” (genê) that persist across the generations of coming-to-be and 
passing-away. Moreover, these kinds are arranged in structures that we can 
describe and study. What is knowable about the sensory world is just this 
stemma of differences categorized as sets and subsets.17
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The Visitor offers an account of angle-fishing as a specimen of the new 
method. He begins with the idea that angle-fishing is a tekhnê, a kind of art, 
and proceeds by introducing a series of ever-finer distinctions:

first, between the acquisitive arts and the productive arts;18

then, between acquisition by conquest and by exchange;
then, between conquest by hunting and by fighting;

then, between hunting live creatures and dead creatures.

The progression continues until it narrows down to angle-fishing, which 
hunts sea life by using a hook (Sophist 219a–21c).

The Visitor’s use of the division method in the early part of the dialogue 
plainly anticipates the later metaphysical section. The multitudinous nature of 
human skills will be reflected in the plurality at the very heart of being. The 
trend of this metaphysics and this philosophical method is not targeted on iden-
tifying a common substrate or a transcendent unity, but in showing the ordered 
variety of things. In the Republic, one or two examples of skilled practices 
served to make the point needed to help us grasp the intrinsic nature of every 
tekhnê. In Republic 1, for example, Socrates cites music and medicine to show 
that in every skill experts seek to outdo non-experts only, and not other experts 
(Rep. 1.349b–50c). Earlier he had argued that any art seeks the advantage of 
its recipients and had invoked medicine and ship-piloting to make his point 
(341c–42e). In the Sophist, however (and even more so in the Statesman), the 
method presents a picture of the city as simply teeming with human activity, 
where the sheer number of skills and the intricacy of their mutual relations can 
make it difficult to pick out the precise nature of any given pursuit.

This staggering variety of skills does not yield a conceptual chaos, how-
ever, because notwithstanding their sheer number, they all participate in and 
evince a knowable structure of interlocking similarities and differences. (The 
metaphysical section of the dialogue will then go on to posit the existence, 
as separate entities, of sameness and difference.) Angling is but one simple 
instance of the way any skill can be known by its position within a larger 
system of skilled practices. There is no need to explain identity by reference 
to transcendental entities (e.g., a tall X is tall because of Tallness). The divi-
sion method, and the taxonomy it produces, shows in what way the things of 
this world can be known in their own terms. For, notwithstanding the insta-
bility and impermanence of individuals, any individual will evince a host of 
characteristics that will make it a “kind” of thing. These kinds, in turn, form a 
structure of overlapping similarities and differences that is sufficiently stable 
to be the object of genuine knowledge.19

To say that the nature of a tekhnê emerges from a structured set of differ-
ences means that the identity of any individual skill (what it is) consists, to 
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a very considerable degree, in what it is not.20 The metaphysical section in 
the dialogue will formulate and clarify how “being” can coherently be said to 
“not be.”21 In particular, the division method reflects the recognition of same-
ness and difference as two things that “are,” since understanding what any 
tekhnê is entails situating it in a network of overlapping sameness and differ-
ence. The division method is a practical instance of the new metaphysics and 
shows the need for a new metaphysics that would, so to speak, underwrite its 
very possibility.

The New Centrality of Language

The Visitor’s metaphysics, and its emphasis on the blending of rest and motion, 
also gives language a central importance. To deny blending, the Visitor says, 
would be the mark of someone “unmusical and unphilosophical” (259e2). 
An absolute stance that insists above all on purity would silence discourse, 
because any sentence necessarily mixes stable things (nouns) and unstable, 
dynamic motions (verbs). A string of nouns—“being,” “boy,” “kite”—means 
nothing. For any sense to emerge, you need to predicate something about these 
nouns. (By the same token, a chain of verbs—“walk,” “fly,” “eat”—means 
nothing: the actions have to be predicated of some stable entity.) A sentence 
can only make sense by linking particular qualities to stable things, or showing 
those stable things in dynamic motion (Sophist 262b–c).

Whenever a speaker states some proposition, he or she is “mixing” differ-
ent categories of words—nouns and verbs.22 But we are not dealing solely 
with spoken utterance. Speaking merely externalizes the same blending 
process that goes into thinking. “Thinking (dianoia) and language (logos) 
are the same thing,” states the Visitor at one point (263e3). Thinking is an 
interior “dialogue” (dialogos) of the soul with itself; language (logos) is just 
the externalization of that internal process: it is the stream that flows across 
the lips from the thinking soul (263e3–5).23 To analyze language, then, entails 
an analysis of human intelligence itself.

Logos (and therefore dialogos) can only proceed by blending nouns and 
verbs into significant propositions. But that amounts, in metaphysical terms, 
to blending rest and motion. Plato’s adjustments to his metaphysics—his 
expansion of reality to include motion as well as rest, and the new importance 
of blends—turn out to be necessary if human language is to be significant and 
sentences are to make sense. Rest and motion, then, underwrite the syntactic 
structures that make the world speakable.24

Once you appreciate that language amounts to a kind of blending, it seems 
to follow that philosophy is a heightened form of speaking, for the philo-
sophical practice of dialectic consists, basically, in saying what kinds blend 
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with what other kinds (Sophist 253c6–e2). Plato invokes language several 
times in the later dialogues as a model of, and a model for, philosophy. (See 
Philebus 17a–b, 18a–d; Theaetetus 201d–202c; Statesman 277e–78d.) The 
philosopher’s proper task is to read the “long and very difficult syllables” of 
everyday life (Statesman 278d5–6).

Human language is woefully inadequate for the investigation of pure 
Being. Indeed, pure Being, if pressed, is perfectly ineffable, since anything 
we might say about it—even naming it—poses insuperable obstacles. For if 
the name is different from the reality it purports to label, we have contradicted 
our initial assertion that Being is the only thing that exists. But if we assert, 
to the contrary, that the name is the same thing as Being, we have reduced 
Being to nothing more than a word (Sophist 244b–d). It seemed, then, that 
it was impossible to speak of Being (conceived as something which simply, 
solely, purely “is”).

Plato may at one point in his career have been happy enough to think of 
true Being as ineffable.25 But plainly, he needed a metaphysics that would 
keep the world safe for sentences. On the Visitor’s conception, philosophy 
amounts to a brooding on language: it analyzes the modality of language, 
understood now as the only way humans have to comprehend reality.

The Visitor frees language from its Parmenidean stranglehold; it has at last 
become in theory what it has always been in practice: a tool well adapted to 
describing a various and eventful world, a world of change and difference, 
a world accessible to the soul and to intelligence. More deeply, language 
now becomes the very model for what the philosopher does: significance 
in statements arises (can only arise) from the blending of different kinds of 
words—what we would call nouns and verbs (261e–62d). But this general 
linguistic activity parallels the specifically philosophical task of showing 
what things blend with what. Language tracks reality: each is a compounding 
of different elements. This is more than a mere parallel. Since language is our 
sole means of making significant statements, an analysis of the mechanics of 
significant statements is essential to understanding our sense of reality. Its 
internal workings (the rules of grammar) are like a blueprint of intelligibil-
ity. A metaphysics, if it is to be at all credible, must underwrite speech and 
significant sentences: “Language (logos) owes its existence to the weaving 
together of forms,” the Visitor says (259e5–6). To be deprived of language 
would be to lose philosophy (260a5–7).

In sum, the vision of philosophy articulated by the Elean Visitor gives 
language a new centrality and points to a distinctive philosophical method. 
His approach is far less visionary and other-worldly than that found in the 
Phaedo. There, Socrates argued that the purpose of the philosophical life was 
to extricate oneself from the atopos krasis, or “uncanny blend,” of pleasure 
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and pain. In vivid contrast, however, the Visitor now presents the philosopher 
precisely as a connoisseur of blends—the one who sees what Forms blend or 
“communicate” (koinonein) with others (253d–e). This switch from philoso-
phy as the quest for simplicity to philosophy as discourse about blends and 
compounds is one of the most striking movements in Plato’s thinking. The 
Visitor returns philosophy, so to speak, to the shallowness of life—the world 
as reported by the senses—and he finds a philosophical significance in that 
shallowness.

THE METAPHYSICS OF FALLIBILITY:
THE POSSIBILITY OF FALSE STATEMENTS

The Visitor offers a “metaphysics of fallibility.” Plato’s earlier philosophy 
had focused on knowledge and sought to explain how it was possible for 
humans to know. (He had set the bar for knowledge very high and confined 
knowledge to philosophers, the only ones able to grasp the Ideal Forms.) In 
the Sophist, however, the question is rather: how are mistakes possible? Of 
course, the Visitor wants to demonstrate that the sophist can be coherently 
charged with purveying falsehoods. But, more deeply, Plato asks: what needs 
to be true about the world if we are to keep a space open for error?26 This 
is part of the shift in philosophy from an examination of an entirely sepa-
rate realm (the invisible world of the Ideal Forms) to a practice—a fallible 
one—that attempts to explain this world in its own terms.

The sophist had claimed that falsehood is “what is not.” But now the 
Visitor has emptied “being” of its daunting metaphysical contents (its inher-
ent qualities of rest and self-sameness), and treated it merely as a connec-
tor—something that links up with other entities. The Visitor’s exploration 
of these links among entities makes it clear that “not” does not refer to the 
opposite of being. Instead, it marks differences among being and the several 
separate entities able to link up with it. For example, statements like “rest is 
not motion,” or “motion is not existence.” or “motion is not sameness” con-
cern the relations among the several things that exist. They do not raise the 
spectre of nullity or “un-being.” To say that something “is not” amounts to 
saying that it is “different from.”27

The Visitor next considers the way “not” works in ordinary language.28 
He confines himself to small phrases.29 For example, the phrase “not tall” 
does not mean “small.” It means “other than tall”—short, or average, or even 
gargantuan. Conversely, the Visitor asks, don’t we have a way of referring 
to whatever is different from “the beautiful”? We have, Theaetetus answers: 
we say “not beautiful” to mean what is different from the beautiful.30 The 
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point seems to be that ordinary language, too, uses “not” in the same way that 
has emerged from the metaphysical adjustments—namely, to mean “differ-
ent from.” Significantly, it is a point in favor of the new metaphysics that it 
preserves ordinary linguistic usage. The phrase “not tall” fails to cause most 
speakers even a moment’s hesitation, let alone the intellectual paralysis the 
sophist threatens.

Falsehood, too, no longer looks like a metaphysically perplexing assertion 
of “that which is not.” Instead, it is a matter of an improper connection, the 
combination of two entities that do not belong together.31 People confuse 
things. The philosopher’s task is to help them to avoid that. “Theaetetus 
is flying” is a very simple example illustrating the Visitor’s point.32 The 
falseness of this sentence lies in joining together two entities (the human 
being Theaetetus and flight) that do not blend. As the philosopher might 
usefully point out, Theaetetus, as a human being, is a land animal lacking 
wings or feathers.33 It is a category mistake to ascribe flight to the member 
of a set whose characteristics exclude flight as a possibility. Conversely, the 
 sentence “Theaetetus is sitting,” embodies a truth because that is in fact what 
 Theaetetus happens to be doing.34 The sentence correctly links a noun and a 
verb to describe an actual state of affairs.

The Visitor’s adjustments show why ordinary speakers freely use nega-
tives and assert truth or falsehood without fear of falling into a metaphysical 
abyss. But in order to achieve this, he has had to give up the sublime vision 
of Being, and with it infallibility (the direct contemplation of the Forms) as an 
aspiration of philosophy. Our actual practices as speakers are at last permitted 
to shape the conception of philosophical practice and, to an important degree, 
limit the claims made on philosophy’s behalf. Falsehood no longer raises 
perplexing cosmic reverberations, and truth, far from being the exclusive 
preserve of the idealist philosopher,35 is largely a property of sentences.

THE METAPHYSICS OF FALLIBILITY:
THE FALLIBILITY OF THE DIVISION METHOD

A curious feature of both the Sophist and the Statesman is that the discus-
sion goes awry; mistakes are continually made and need to be corrected. 
The Visitor is presented as an excellent philosopher, but there is no denying 
that his first attempts at defining the sophist fail, and that his chosen pro-
cedure—the division method—is not very well suited to capture anything 
so elusive and tricky as the sophist. It is not simply that the method fails to 
produce a single, reliable definition, but that the definitions produced are so 
bewildering in their variety: on the one hand, the sophist is a cynical quack, 
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preying on the young (221b–23c); on the other, he is a purifier of men’s souls 
(226b–31c). Plato introduces this new philosophical method by training it on 
a subject—the sophist—that inevitably resists the method and fails to show it 
off to its best advantage.36 The Visitor will conclude that false statements are 
possible (and that, therefore, the sophist can be charged with producing false 
images). But his own discourse has already exemplified the possibility, and 
the philosophical pertinence, of error.

Plato goes out of his way to show the Visitor’s more or less constant sus-
ceptibility to error. In the Statesman, for example, the Visitor makes a series 
of mistakes and imperfect attempts, which he then goes on to criticize in 
subsequent parts of the dialogue. The Visitor first offers a strangely inconse-
quential definition of the statesman (Statesman 267a8–c3). After criticizing 
its flaws (267c5–68c11; cf. 274e9–76e), he then introduces the grand myth, 
which will in turn come in for criticism for its excessive length and detail 
(277b–c). He next casts around for an example to illuminate governance, but 
finds it necessary first to offer an example of an example (277d–e). Through 
all of this, our attention is constantly drawn to the Visitor’s mistakes and 
difficulties.37

To underscore the significance of this, comparison with the Republic will 
be helpful. One point that emerged from Republic 1 was that an expert, qua 
expert, did not make mistakes (see Rep. 1.340d1–41a4). A particular expert 
may, of course, err on occasion, but Thrasymachus and Socrates both agreed 
that such errors could hardly contribute to a definition of what the expertise is 
all about. The point in the Sophist and Statesman, however, seems to be that 
error is a constitutive element of any human skill, even philosophy. This was 
a point made already in the Phaedo, in Socrates’ warnings against becoming 
“haters of the word” (see Phaedo 89d–91a3). There, Socrates cautioned his 
friends not to be surprised or demoralized by their errors in philosophical 
argument. As Socrates pointed out, the problems likely to arise in argument 
were considerable. For instance, even if an argument was in fact correct, the 
philosopher might not be able to get a steady grasp on its truth. The validity 
of the argument might flicker uncertainly, now seeming true, and now false 
(Phaedo 90c8–d3). The problem could lie deeper still—not with the argu-
ment, but with the fallible person (90d3, d9–e2). How, after all, can anyone 
still immersed in the body’s carnal concerns appreciate arguments showing 
the soul’s immortality and its separateness from the body?

Already in the Phaedo, then, the philosopher’s fallibility was a crucial 
feature of the philosophical enterprise. Those who failed to acknowledge the 
constant possibility of error, and to assimilate it into their practice of philoso-
phy, might be so scandalized by their mistakes that they become “haters of 
argument,” and give up philosophy altogether. Socrates leaves no doubt of 
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the gravity of this surrender: he calls it a lamentable catastrophe (οἰκτρὸν . . . 
πάθος, 90c8) and the worst evil that could befall anyone (89d1–3).

As we saw, however, one of the problems with the Phaedo was that the 
metaphysical vision expounded there—confining reality to the pure, immu-
table Forms—hardly accommodated human error, nor did it seem altogether 
compatible with the dialogue-format, Plato’s favored philosophical method. 
The companions’ emotional response to Socrates’ death, moreover, as 
depicted in the Phaedo—the “curious blend” of pleasure and pain they felt—
seemed to indicate a blind spot in the idealist metaphysics and its insistence 
on purity and simplicity as the goal of the philosophical life.

In the Sophist, the Visitor finally works out a philosophical approach that 
fully honors the complex blends (like the companions’ emotional response) 
that had looked metaphysically suspect in the Phaedo. Thanks to the Visitor’s 
“metaphysics of fallibility,” the philosopher’s fallibility is no longer at odds 
with the structure of the world. The metaphysics helps make sense of human 
error. For example, the Visitor’s in-going mistake, when first attempting to 
define the sophist, was to treat the sophist’s tekhnê as a skill in acquisition. 
Regarding the sophist this way, however, produced so many different defi-
nitions as to leave the sophist’s true nature as obscure as ever (see 221d14; 
223b; 224c9–d2; 226a1–4). Ultimately, however, the sophist is shown to pos-
sess an art not of acquisition, but of production (265a10–b2). The Visitor’s 
mistake, which had made it so difficult to define the sophist satisfactorily, 
was to link him to the wrong kind of skill. But errors in linkage are only to 
be expected, when reality consists of several separate things that can link up 
with some things, but not necessarily everything.

The Visitor’s paradoxical achievement is to sketch a metaphysics that illu-
minates his own mistakes, which, in turn, indirectly support his metaphysics. 
His errors show the value of a metaphysics that can encompass the mistakes 
people will inevitably make in their long, slow search for truth.

THE METAPHYSICS OF FALLIBILITY:
ANY METAPHYSICAL APPROACH HAS ITS DEFICITS

Beyond the errors possible within the Visitor’s metaphysics, it seems that 
any metaphysical system is fallible in and of itself because there are only 
certain tasks that it will be able to perform well. When the Visitor criticizes 
the “friends of the Forms,” it is plain that the Theory of the Forms faces some 
serious problems. On the other hand, the Visitor makes mistakes that no friend 
of the Forms could ever conceivably make. For example, in the Statesman, 
the Visitor initially produces the monstrous definition of the statesman as a 
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herdsman of unwinged, two-footed, land animals (Statesman 266e–67c). This 
definition treats humans materialistically, characterized above all by their 
physical properties—their wingless, bipedal, unhooved state. By  omitting 
any reference to humans’ rationality and the distinctive character of human 
“herds,” this initial definition fails to offer anything like a sufficient answer 
to the question of what statecraft in fact is.

Of course, the Visitor no sooner draws this inept conclusion than he begins 
to criticize it. But this initial definition, despite its obvious shortcomings, 
does not result from a misapplication of the method. For the Visitor specifi-
cally and deliberately denies that humans are to be singled out from other 
animals solely on the basis of their rationality (Statesman 262a–b; 263c–d). It 
would be wrong, the Visitor claims, to single out any one class or to isolate it 
from other things it resembles. So, for example, the Visitor denies the validity 
of a distinction between Greeks and non-Greeks. He refers to

the kind of mistake a man would make who, seeking to divide the class of 
 human beings into two, divided them into Greeks and barbarians. This is a divi-
sion most people in this part of the world make. They separate the Greeks from 
all other nations making them a class apart; thus they group all other nations 
together as a class, ignoring the fact that it is an indeterminate class made up of 
people who have no intercourse with each other and speak different languages. 
Lumping all this non-Greek residue together, they think it must constitute one 
real class because they have a common name ‘barbarian’ to attach to it.

(Statesman 262c10–d6 [Skemp translation])

Divisions like the one between Greek and barbarian are parochial: they 
reflect the divider’s own narrow perspective and show the failure to look 
at the world with sufficiently detached objectivity.38 Procedurally, such 
 divisions err by moving too fast to single out a particular category, rather 
than striving to subdivide each set into at least roughly equivalent halves. 
“It is always safer to go down the middle to make our cuts,” the Visitor says 
(Statesman 262b6–7, Skemp translation).39

Such is the problem, the Visitor claims, with the distinction between 
humans and beasts (Statesman 262a9–c1, 263c3–d1): it moves too quickly 
and without warrant to make a distinction that uproots human beings from 
their actual context—the broadly inclusive world of animal species. Most 
surprising, the Visitor disallows rationality as a great divide between humans 
and other species. Even cranes, he says, are believed capable of rational 
thought; yet surely, he claims, we would not accept a division that singles out 
cranes from all other species (Statesman 263d). Similarly, humans are wrong 
to “give themselves airs” (semnunon, 263d7) by claiming they stand out from 
among all the other species.
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The division method radically decentralizes the human being and does so 
as a constitutive matter: it would be wrong, methodologically, to demarcate 
humans from all other animals. The method is committed to the classifiability 
of everything—including rational beings. Homer had compared humans to 
animals in his similes; and Aristophanes had offered burlesque versions of 
this (e.g., Wasps).40 But now the overlap between humans and other beasts 
has taken on a philosophical formulation.

The taxonomic approach, therefore, marks a radical shift away from the 
Phaedo and the Republic, which presented human values as possessing an 
ultimate value, inscribed in the very nature of the universe. Humans were 
endowed with an immortal soul, and this apparently distinguished them from 
all other creatures. Certainly, it endowed their lives with an eternal signifi-
cance. In the Phaedo, Plato had sought to ground the value and viability of 
the philosophical life in the immortality of the human soul. In the Republic 
too, Plato had structured the entire discussion around the exclusively human 
phenomena of city and tripartite soul.

In the Sophist and Statesman and some of the other later dialogues, however, 
Plato seems to decentralize even the human. In his final, unfinished work, the 
Laws, he will regard human beings as, by and large, puppets jerked by strings—
the playthings of the gods. There will be little sense, there, that rationality is a 
great, bright-line divide, distinguishing human creatures from all others.41

It is difficult to believe that Plato wholly endorsed the Visitor’s idea that 
humans are but animals of a particular kind.42 More generally, it seems 
unlikely that he unconditionally accepted the division method since it is open 
to many of the same objections as the materialists criticized by Socrates in the 
Phaedo. As he pointed out there, Anaxagoras would have been incapable of 
offering an explanation of a distinctly human, and potentially tragic, situation 
(“Why is Socrates in jail?”).

It is not clear that the Elean Visitor is much better equipped than 
 Anaxagoras to illuminate Socrates’ situation. The Visitor obliquely refers 
to Socrates’ indictment, and he satirizes the kind of legal system that con-
demned him. He falls far short of vindicating Socrates, however. In fact, the 
Visitor seems to indicate that by their own lights, Socrates’ accusers were 
right to haul him into court.43

The Visitor’s criticism of the “friends of the Forms,” and the emphasis he 
puts on motion, change, and liveliness—not to mention the pervasive and 
fundamental importance he ascribes to mixtures—are at odds with Socrates’ 
celebration of immobility, self-sameness, and purity in the Phaedo. Those 
idealist doctrines had the enormous benefit of making sense of Socrates’ life; 
as I have tried to suggest, one reason why Plato found idealism congenial 
might have been that it justified his teacher and showed that the philosopher’s 
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life was not tragic, but a resplendent success. Whatever the strengths of the 
Visitor’s new approach, it does little to defend Socrates’ life.

The division method suffers from some other glaring limitations. For 
example, the Visitor shows why it is not incoherent to claim that sophists’ 
statements are false. But he does not show why the specific claims made by 
the sophists are dangerous and misleading. The Visitor analyzes the falseness 
of statements like “Theaetetus is flying.” But he offers little or no help assess-
ing the really dangerous kinds of falseness in human lives. In the Republic, 
Socrates had discussed the “true lie”—the deep error in the soul about what 
is genuinely valuable (Rep. 2.382a–b). The Sophist, in contrast, offers little 
or no help in assessing genuinely dangerous kinds of falseness. Republic 10 
and the Sophist alike are attacks on the degenerate nature and corrupting 
influence of the mimetic arts (the poets, the sophists). In the final analysis, 
however, the idealist metaphysics of the Republic does a better job than the 
Visitor’s approach in showing what is morally dangerous and degrading 
about imitation.44

The two different metaphysical models expounded in the Republic and 
the Sophist reflect different views of philosophy and the philosopher’s role 
in the city and the world. In dialogues like the Apology and the Republic, 
the philosopher was an aggressive figure—a social gadfly, whose purpose in 
life was to irritate and anger others and to lance the pretensions of society’s 
elite. In order for philosophers to do that, however, they had to be animated 
by an ardent and robust sense of a realm decisively beyond this world and 
the status quo. Platonic idealism made the philosopher a visionary force in 
society, showing its serious flaws and pointing to a better way. In later Plato, 
however, Socrates became more like a midwife—unfruitful himself, and 
capable only of assisting others.45 The Visitor replaces him in the Sophist and 
the Statesman as the primary spokesman, but his account of truth makes it 
seem modest, even pedestrian—a far cry from that brilliant vision that calls 
for the overhaul of human institutions and modes of thought.

It has been a question whether Plato’s thinking remained largely the same 
or evolved over the course of his long philosophical career. But posing the 
question as a choice between a “unitarian” view of his thought and a “devel-
opmental” view obscures the real richness of Plato’s thinking.46 The Visitor 
develops a philosophical position strikingly different in tenor from idealist 
philosophy. In many important ways, he offers a more satisfying account 
of metaphysics and politics than the highly idealized and (in retrospect) 
rather simplified model found in the Phaedo and the Republic. On the other 
hand, the idealist dialogues do things the Visitor’s philosophy cannot: they 
offer a searching and powerful critique of existing institutions and modes of 
thought. They affirm the importance of “being” in the face of a powerful, 
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cultural synthesis that stressed “becoming.” They present an inspiring model 
for the crucial role of the philosopher in society. They beckon philosophers 
to a  singularly dedicated, visionary life and offer, in Socrates, a humanly 
attractive ideal for emulation. What the middle dialogues arguably fail to do, 
however, is to take the actual world of experience seriously enough—to see 
a philosophical dimension to the world even after the gods have relinquished 
their direct governance of it.47

The Visitor is introduced in the later dialogues to construct a philosophy 
for this world. The deficit in his approach, however, is that he seems to leave 
things much as he finds them. Not only does he not seek political reform, he 
seems actively to discourage it. He also takes philosophy off the streets and 
makes it an essentially academic discipline. The philosopher is no longer 
king; indeed, one of the first things the visitor says is that the philosopher 
and the statesman are two different figures (Sophist 217b1–4). Rather than 
ruling the city, the philosopher takes up an ordinary residence within it. 
 Philosophers cultivate their distinctive discipline alongside rulers, orators, 
and generals and amongst a city body notable for the numberless skills its 
members possess. By showing what blends with what, the philosopher con-
structs the metaphysical groundwork that helps explain the intricate structure 
of skills constituting the city.

Plato himself exemplified the genuine philosopher described by the Visitor 
in the Sophist: the one who, like a child, wants both things at once (Sophist 
249c10–d4). The Visitor meant that the true philosopher had to be both a 
monist and a pluralist. But, regarding Plato’s philosophy as a whole, we can 
add that the true philosopher has to be both an idealist and a realist, and must 
be able to offer a metaphysics suitable for both philosophical approaches.

One important function served by Plato’s philosophical idealism was that 
it endowed Socrates’ life and his unjust execution with a deep and compel-
ling significance. What, then, of the dramatic situation in the Sophist, where 
Socrates is relegated to the sidelines and listens, without speaking, while 
another, very talented, philosopher leads the discussion and criticizes the 
Theory of the Forms? By the time he meets the Elean Visitor, we know, 
Socrates has already been indicted on charges of impiety, and the preliminary 
hearing has already taken place.48 The day after that initial proceeding, the 
philosophical beliefs and commitments that had sustained him for years are 
subjected to an intense, critical scrutiny. Socrates sits by while his young 
look-alike Theaetetus and the Visitor refute the “friends of the Forms.”49

In dispensing with the transcendent idealism of earlier Platonism, the Visitor’s 
philosophical approach removed the apparent basis for Socrates’ philosophical 
confidence in the face of death. Socrates nonetheless seems serene and  genuinely 
pleased with the discussion. One conclusion is that deeper than his commitment 
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to the Forms lies his commitment to inquiry; and deeper than his belief in a 
transcendent reality is his belief in his own ignorance. In the Theaetetus (set on 
the day before he meets the Elean  Visitor), Socrates presses this idea, and insists 
time and again that he knows nothing. His role is less a gadfly (annoying  others 
out of their complacency), and more a midwife (helping the philosophically 
committed to think through the implications of their ideas).50

As the Visitor suggests in the Sophist, dialogue and the mutual  examination 
of ideas have the salubrious effect of demonstrating one’s own ignorance, 
and so rendering one more modest and gentle; it rids one of prejudices and 
harsh opinions (230b–c—surprisingly, describing one possible role of the 
“ sophist”).51 This seems to have been the case with Socrates. He looks forward 
to meeting the mysterious Visitor and even entertains the idea that the stranger 
may in fact be a divinity in disguise—a god of refutation (θεὸς ἐλεγκτικός), 
who has come to expose the flaws in their philosophical efforts (Sophist 216 a–
b)! Socrates is thoroughly welcoming and absolutely non-defensive: he seems 
in fact to relish the idea of finding out where he has gone wrong. Plainly, he is 
one of those whom philosophy has rendered modest and gentle.

The Theaetetus, as well as the Sophist and Statesman, retrospectively 
enrich Socrates’ claim in the Apology that he knows nothing. Ignorance is 
like the basso continuo pulsing throughout the music of Plato’s philosophy. 
As Plato’s philosophical career unfolds, ignorance takes on an ever deeper 
coloration. Socrates’ ignorance began perhaps as an ironical stance, in which 
the owlish wisdom-lover disclaimed knowing the kind of thing that “every-
one” knows. It deepened considerably, though, over the course of Plato’s 
career. In the Sophist, ignorance expresses the philosopher’s abiding respect 
for the truth—even when this entails retrenching and making the claims for 
truth more modest. The Visitor’s revisions to the idealist metaphysics of 
the Phaedo and the Republic, therefore, do not make Socrates an outmoded 
character. Rather, his “metaphysics of fallibility” picks up and elaborates an 
aspect of Socrates of enduring importance—his Socratic ignorance. Underly-
ing the many changes in dialogues like the Sophist and the Statesman, there 
is a persisting bedrock of thought, or at least, of disposition. Part, at least, 
of this persisting core is the refusal to be bound by congealed ideas and the 
willingness to follow criticism where it will lead.

Socrates now sits and listens while others speak—but this is very like what 
Plato did throughout his career as a writer of philosophical dialogues. Rather 
than speak in propria persona and affirm a substantive  philosophical vision, 
Plato projected his ideas onto characters, and wrote imaginary  dialogues 
between and among them. Socrates (now only a witness, a supremely 
 intelligent observer) seems to draw near the philosophical idea that appar-
ently animated Plato throughout his career. We might call this stance “benign 
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scepticism”: helping others along, but at the same time affirming nothing. As 
a writer of dialogues (in which he never appears), Plato is himself a  midwife, 
coaxing and encouraging others into exceptionally lucid and energetic 
 statements of their ideas. He has portrayed Socrates at first goading others 
(in the aporetic dialogues), and then going on (above all, in the Republic) 
to elaborate a majestic account of philosophical idealism. In Theaetetus, 
 Sophist, and Statesman, however, Socrates joins Plato on the sidelines as a 
kind of “participant observer.” In these dialogues, Socratic ignorance matures 
into Platonic ignorance.

In sum, the Visitor’s metaphysics and philosophical method achieve certain 
things quite well, while failing at others (or at least having a hard time with 
them).52 In the Philebus, Socrates describes the division method as a gift from 
the gods—specifically, Prometheus (Philebus 16c). But like Prometheus’ 
other gifts, this one, too, seems deeply ambiguous. If that is the case, it would 
be wrong to treat the Sophist and the Statesman as the straightforward records 
of a change in Plato’s philosophical convictions. They are subtler than that. 
They situate the core truth of Socratic ignorance in a highly sophisticated and 
self-conscious philosophical environment. In the Sophist, Plato offers search-
ing criticisms of ideas he himself had unforgettably and beautifully articulated 
in the Phaedo and the Republic. But it is not as though those ideas were now 
“vanquished” or silenced: they continue to exert a tacit but steady resistance 
to the Visitor’s philosophical approach. The Sophist and Statesman present a 
supremely talented philosopher (Plato, or, if you like, his stand-in Socrates) 
regarding from the wings another highly talented philosopher (the Visitor). 
This scenario is complicated further by the fact that the Visitor is a figment of 
Plato’s imagination. The Sophist and Statesman are dialogues, most deeply, 
within Plato himself.53 Ultimately, they attest to the inevitable inadequacy of 
any one method or any single set of philosophical assumptions.

NOTES

 1. The bottom-line objection to copies is that they are false (Soph. 240d). But that 
entails the claim that to produce copies is to say “that which is not” (240e10–41a6). 
But saying “what is not” apparently amounts to saying nothing. Michael Frede, 
“ Plato’s Sophist on False Statements,” in Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. 
 Richard Kraut, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 397–424, diagnoses 
the problem well, at 397: 

“[A] statement, in order to be a statement at all, has to manage to say something, 
that is, there has to be something that gets said by it. But both in ordinary Greek 
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and in the language of Greek philosophers a false statement is one that says what 
is not (or: what is not being). Yet what is not being does not seem to be some-
thing that is there to get said. Hence it would seem that there is nothing that gets 
said by a false statement. But in this case, it fails to be a statement.”

 2. See Noburu Notomi, The Unity of Plato’s “Sophist”: Between the Sophist 
and the Philosopher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 124–33, and 
in particular, 127–28, for a listing of the similarities between the sophist and the 
mimetic artist.

 3. To be sure, there were “second-generation” sophists in the fourth  century—
most notably, Isocrates and other figures like Lycophron and Bryson. On the fourth-
century sophists, see Notomi, Unity of Plato’s “Sophist,” 44–46. Aristotle, too, 
devoted a treatise to refuting “sophistries” (Aristotle, Sophistic Refutations.) But 
nonetheless the sophists who populated many of Plato’s earlier dialogues (Gorgias, 
Protagoras, Thrasymachus, Hippias, Prodicus) were all figures of the fifth century. 
None of these appears in the Sophist (as they had in other dialogues); indeed, there 
is scarcely any mention of them. (Sophist 232d9–10—referring to written works by 
Protagoras on “wrestling and other skills”—is the exception that proves the rule.)

 4. On Plato’s indebtedness to Parmenides in his theory of the Forms, see John 
A. Palmer, Plato’s Reception of Parmenides (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 3–16.

 5. On the Elean Visitor, see Ruby Blondell, The Play of Character in Plato’s 
Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 318–26. Blondell rightly 
stresses the extraordinary character of the Visitor’s namelessness. The only historical 
connection we hear about in connection with the Stranger is his intellectual kinship 
with Parmenides—a kinship he overthrows in the course of the dialogues. See Sophist 
241d, 242a1–3. 

 Blondell, Play of Character, 323, sees the Visitor’s anonymity mainly as a reflec-
tion of the Visitor’s “generic” quality. I propose, instead, that his namelessness partly 
reflects his divinity. Compare, e.g., Odyssey 7.199–206, where Alcinous, king of the 
Phaeacians, wonders aloud—like Socrates in the Sophist—if his nameless guest is 
possibly a god. The Visitor is almost certainly a fictional character. It is no longer a 
question in the Sophist of Plato articulating a doctrine against other competitors in the 
marketplace of ideas. He now explores possible modifications of his own ideas. 

 6. Notomi, Unity of Plato’s “Sophist,” 63, writes we have good reason to 
 “suspect that the Sophist casts serious doubt on the figure of Socrates as a philoso-
pher.” Ruby Blondell, “The Man With No Name: Socrates and the Visitor from Elea,” 
in Plato as Author: The Rhetoric of Philosophy, ed. Ann N. Michelini (Leiden: Brill, 
2003), 247–66, at 261, writes to the much same effect: 

Despite their dramatic date on the eve of [Socrates’] trial . . . Socrates’ very mi-
nor role, together with the lack of emphasis on the specifics of the trial, suggests 
to me that . . . Plato is shifting his gaze away from the life and death of the man 
with which so many of his works seem preoccupied to the point of obsession. 
. . . Philosophy is now greater than Socrates. 
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 This is sensitive description. (See also Blondell, Play of Character, 386–96.) 
Nonetheless, I believe that Socrates’ presence—and the invocation once again of the 
most dramatic moment in his life—suggests that he remains a highly pertinent figure, 
notwithstanding (or, rather, because of) the changes in Plato’s thinking. I discuss 
Socrates’ role in the Sophist at the end of this chapter. 

 7. Sophist 216b3. Cf. Odyssey 17.483–87, where the suitors criticize the villanous 
Antinoos, and remind him that the gods take on various disguises to see humans’ 
 arrogance (hubris) and their respect for the laws (eunomiê). 

 8. On aidôs, see Douglas L. Cairns, Aidos: The Psychology and Ethics of 
 Honour and Shame in Ancient Greek Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); 
E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1953), 28–63; Carl Eduard von Erffa, “Aidôs” und Verwandte Begriffe in 
Ihrer  Entwicklung von Homer bis Demokrit, Philologus Supplementband 30, part 2 
(Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1937). 

 9. Sophist 241d5–7. 
10. Lesley Brown, “Innovation and Continuity: The Battle of Gods and  Giants, 

Sophist 245–49,” in Method in Ancient Philosophy, ed. Jyl Gentzler (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), 181–208, shows that the Visitor’s claim (Sophist 
248b–48e5) is that knowledge affects the knower, not that knowledge affects the 
Forms. Thus, the “friends of the Forms” are “forced to accept as onta some things 
subject to change: intelligence, souls, and whatever possessed them—to empsychon” 
(202). See also Francis Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge (Indianapolis, Ind.: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1957), 246, who offers much the same interpretation. See, contra, 
Julius M. E. Moravcsik, “Being and Meaning in the Sophist,” Acta Philosophica 
Fennica 14 (1962): 23–78, at 33–41, who claims that knowledge affects the Forms; 
and G. E. L. Owen, “Plato and Parmenides on the Timeless Present,” Monist 50 
(1966): 317–40, at 337–39 (knowledge affects the known object, if, by “affecting” 
we mean “predicated of”). Treating the problem as one of predication, however, as 
Owen suggests, ignores the obvious urgency with which the Visitor argues his case 
(see, especially, 248e7–49a2).

Gregory Vlastos, “An Ambiguity in the Sophist,” Platonic Studies, Second Edition 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), 309–17, argues that being af-
fected is not the same as being changed, and therefore that Plato is not claiming that 
knowledge changes its objects. Vlastos regards the idea that knowledge is a pathos 
as “obviously out of the question,” 312. I agree with Brown that Vlastos is wrong to 
dismiss this interpretation. 

11. Gilbert Ryle, Plato’s Progress (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1966), 
9–10, wrote eloquently about the intrinsic instability and dynamism of philosophical 
thought:

[P]ace the majority of historians of a philosophy, philosophy is not  adherence 
to a tenet or membership of a church or party. It is exploration. Only a Terra 
Incognita is interesting. It is a matter of course that a philosopher, like any 
other inquirer, is all the time learning at least from himself, at best both from 
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himself and from others. If Plato was anything of a philosopher, then he 
 cannot have been merely a lifelong Platonist.

12. In the Phaedo, young Socrates’ dissatisfaction with Anaxagoras’ account 
of nous (“intelligence”) prompted him to postulate a theory of Forms. The Elean 
Visitor’s complaint that the friends of the Forms exclude nous (249a9), therefore, has 
extra point: in seeking to preserve nous, the friends of the Forms effectively denied 
it. On the other hand, the Visitor concedes, the friends were right to claim that nous 
 requires that some things remain self-same and unchanging (249b8–c3). To that 
 extent, young Socrates in the Phaedo was correct. 

13. Michael Frede, “Plato’s Sophist on False Statements,” in Kraut, ed.,  Cambridge 
Companion to Plato, 397–424. This is an abridged version of his book, Prädikation 
und Existenzaussage. Hypomneta 19 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967). 
The distinction is drawn at Sophist 255c9–d2. 

14. G. E. L. Owen, “Plato on Not-Being,” in Plato 1: Metaphysics and 
 Epistemology, ed. Gail Fine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 416–54. The 
point of Owen’s article was partly to show that Plato does not identify a special, ex-
istential use of the word “to be” in the Sophist. See, contra, Cornford, Plato’s Theory 
of Knowledge, 296, and Moravcsik, “Being and Meaning in the Sophist,” Acta Philo-
sophica Fennica 14 (1962), at 51. 

Owen also denied that Plato in the Sophist distinguishes an existential and a copula-
tive use of the verb “to be.” See, contra, J. L. Ackrill, “Plato and the Copula: Sophist 
251–259,” in Plato I: Metaphysics and Epistemology, ed. G. Vlastos (New York: 
Doubleday, 210–22, at 222). In Owen’s view, 417, “to be” was inevitably predica-
tive, and the Sophist is “primarily an essay in problems of reference and predication 
and in the incomplete uses of the verb associated with these.” This makes the Sophist 
seem a little too technical and unduly minimizes the considerable changes in the way 
being is conceived. See Lesley Brown, “Being in the Sophist: A Syntactical Inquiry,” 
in Fine, ed., Plato 1: Metaphysics and Epistemology, 455–78. Brown shows that the 
predicative and existential uses of einai are in fact very close, and do not constitute 
two radically different meanings of the word.

15. Nicholas P. White, Plato: Sophist (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1993), xxix–xxx. 
16. See Moravcsik, “Being and Meaning in the Sophist,” Acta Philosophical 

 Fennica 14 (1962), 28. 
17. A. E. Taylor, Plato: The Man and his Work (London: Methuen, 1926), 377, 

characterized the division method as follows:

If we wish to define a species x, we begin by taking some wider and familiar 
class a of which x is clearly one subdivision. We then devise a division of the 
whole class a into two mutually exclusive sub-classes b and c, distinguished by 
the fact that b possesses, while c lacks, some character β which we know to be 
found in x. We call b the right-hand, c the left-hand, division of a. We now leave 
the left-hand division c out of consideration, and proceed to subdivide the right-
hand division b on the same principle as before, and this process is repeated until 
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we come to a right-hand ‘division’ which we see on inspection to coincide with 
x. If we now assign the original wider class a and enumerate in order the suc-
cessive characters by which each of the successive right-hand divisions has been 
marked off, we have a complete characterization of x; x has been defined.

See also Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge, 184–87; Richard S. Bluck, 
Plato’s “Sophist” (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1975), 34–40; Julius 
Stenzel, Plato’s Method of Dialectic, trans. D. J. Allan (New York: Russell &  Russell, 
1964), 96–149; J. B. Skemp, Plato’s “Statesman” (London: Routledge, 1952), 
68–76. On the use of the division method, particularly in the Statesman, see Kenneth 
M. Sayre, Metaphysics and Method in Plato’s “Statesman” (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006).

Gilbert Ryle attacked the division method as philosophically sterile in Plato’s 
Progress, chapter 4. For a defence of its philosophical pertinence, see J. L. Ackrill, 
“In Defence of Platonic Division,” in his Essays on Plato and Aristotle (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 93–109; and J. M. E. Moravcsik, “The Anatomy of 
Plato’s Divisions,” in Exegesis and Argument: Essays Presented to Gregory Vlastos, 
ed. E. N. Lee, A. P. D. Mourelatos, R. M. Rorty (New York: Humanities Press, 1973), 
324–348. As Moravcsik writes, “Anatomy of Plato’s Divisions,” 324, the division 
method was “the product of Plato’s later thought, and as such fits naturally into the 
context of his metaphysical speculations.” 

On Aristotle’s account and criticisms of the division method, see Harold 
F. Cherniss, Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato and the Academy (New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1944), 27–33. For a recent treatment of the division method as applied in 
the Statesman, see Deborah de Chiara-Quenzer, “The Purpose of the Philosophical 
Method in Plato’s Statesman,” Apeiron 31 (1998): 91–126. 

18. The acquisitive arts benefit their practitioners (the hunter, the fisher, the 
sophist) rather than their objects. This implicitly revises the argument in Republic 
1.342c–e, that art necessarily seeks only the benefit of its objects. 

19. For a discussion of passages in other dialogues constructing a “stemma” of the 
various tekhnai, see David Roochnik, Of Art and Wisdom: Plato’s Understanding of 
Techne (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 271–82.

20. See Notomi, The Unity of Plato’s Sophist, 25, “[T]o prove how the sophist and 
statesman differ from the philosopher must be to show what the philosopher is by 
showing what he is not.” (Emphasis in the original.) See also Stenzel, Plato’s Method 
of Dialectic, 92–93.

21. See Sophist 257a.
22. See Sophist 262d4 (propositions work by “weaving together nouns with verbs” 

[συμπλέκων τὰ ῥήματα τοῖς ὀνόμασι]); cf. 263d2–4 (a false statement is an inap-
propriate combination—sunthesis—of nouns and verbs).

23. Cf. Theaetetus, 189e6–190a7; see also Michael Frede, “Plato’s Arguments 
and the Dialogue Form,” in Methods of Interpreting Plato and his Dialogues,  Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, Supplementary Volume 1992, ed. James C. Klagge, 
Nicholas D. Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 201–20, and especially 218–19.
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24. John McDowell, “Falsehood and Not-Being in Plato’s Sophist,” in Language and 
Logos: Studies in Ancient Greek Philosophy Presented to G. E. L. Owen, ed. Malcolm 
Schofield, Martha Nussbaum (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 115–34, 
at 127–28, charges that the Visitor has not really answered the sophist’s challenge. He 
asserts that the metaphysical innovations are irrelevant to the problem of falseness, since 
Plato fails to provide what we need—viz., a distinction between the false statement and 
the falsehood that the statement states. See also David Wiggins, “Sentence Meaning, 
Negation, and Plato’s Problem of Non-Being,” in Vlastos, ed., Plato I: Metaphysics and 
Epistemology, 268–303, at 271–80. Both McDowell and Wiggins think that Plato’s treat-
ment of falsehood suffers for lack of a robust distinction between word and world.

To the contrary, I think that it is one of the accomplishments of the Sophist that 
it shows a close link between language and metaphysics—more particularly, that its 
metaphysics is guided by the needs of ordinary language. I agree with Job van Eck, 
that in his own terms the Visitor has successfully risen to the sophist’s challenge. Job 
van Eck, “Falsity Without Negative Predication: On Sophistes 255e-63d,” Phronesis 
40 (1995): 20–47, 41–42.

25. See Republic 6.506d1–07a5; 509b5–9; cf. Theaetetus 201d8–02c6.
26. Wiggins, “Sentence Meaning, Negation, and Plato’s Problem of Non-Being,” 

in Vlastos, ed., Plato I: Metaphysics and Epistemology, 302, writes that “Plato’s 
 objective was as much to find room for falsity as to define it.” (Emphasis in original.) 
Wiggins finds that Plato succeeds in this, whatever his reservations about Plato’s 
success in defining falsity. See also David Keyt, “Plato on Falsity: Sophist 263B,” 
in Lee, Mourelatos, Rorty, eds., Exegesis and Argument, 285–305; Owen, “Plato on 
Not-Being,” 262–67; Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge, 298–317; R. Hackforth, 
“False Statement in Plato’s Sophist,” CQ 39 (1945): 56–58. 

27. Sophist 255e8–57b4.
28. Sophist 257b1–58c6. See Owen, “Plato on Not-Being,” 232.
29. Commentators have made heavy weather of this section (257b1–58c6), 

 because they have understood it as addressing negative predications (of the form “x 
is not F”). See, e.g., Michael Frede, “Plato’s Sophist on False Statements,” in Kraut, 
ed.,  Cambridge Companion to Plato, 403–12, 421–23; McDowell, “Falsehood and 
Not-Being in the Plato’s Sophist,” in Schofield, Nussbaum, eds., Language and 
Logos, 115–34; Wiggins, “Sentence Meaning, Negation, and Plato’s Problem of 
Non-Being,” in  Vlastos, editor, Plato I: Metaphysics and Epistemology, 268–303.

However, it is premature, at this point in the dialogue, to speak of predications, 
since the Visitor has yet to discuss sentences predicating qualities or actions of sub-
jects. (He will not turn to that until 261c6–63d5.) Here, the Visitor merely shows 
that our ordinary usage of “not” in phrases like “not tall” or “not beautiful” reflects 
the innovative metaphysics. Job van Eck, “Falsity Without Negative Predication: On 
Sophistes 255e–63d,” Phronesis 40 (1995): 20–47, makes the case against supposing 
that the Visitor addresses negative predication in this section.

30. See Sophist 257d4-13. Diotima had already made a similar point in the Sympo-
sium 202a–b. On whether “not” and “other than” are strictly equivalent, see van Eck, 
Phronesis 49 (1995), at 32–33. 
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31. Sophist 262e13–63d4.
32. Sophist 263a8–d4. See in particular 263d2–4: “A false sentence seems really 

and truly to come about from a combination of nouns and verbs” (παντάπασιν 
ἔοικεν ἡ τοιαύτη σύνθεσις ἔκ τε ῥημάτων γιγνομένη καὶ ὀνομάτων ὄντως τε καὶ 
ἀληθῶς γίγνεσθαι λόγος ψευδής). Cf. 262d4: sentences make sense because “they 
weave together nouns with verbs” (συμπλέκων τὰ ῥήματα τοῖς ὀνόμασι). 

33. Cf. Statesman 266e4–11. 
34. Cf. Sophist 263b4–5: λέγει…ὀ μὲν ἀληθὴς τὰ ὄντα ὡς ἔστιν περὶ σοῦ 

(either “the true sentence says about you that the things-that-are are,” or “the true 
sentence says about you things-that-are as they are”). For discussion, see Keyt, “Plato 
on Falsity: Sophist 263B,” in Exegesis and Argument, 288–90.

35. On truth as the object of the philosopher’s life, see, e.g., Republic 5.475e4 
(true philosophers are those for whom “the truth is the spectacle they love”) (τοὺς 
τῆς ἀληθείας… φιλοθεάμονας). See also Republic 3.389b2; 9.581d9–e3; 6.485a–c; 
501d1–2; Phaedo 114e4–115a1 (philosophers must dress themselves in truth); 
 Phaedrus 249b (only the soul that has seen truth can enter a human body); Timaeus 
29c3 (“as being is to becoming, so truth is to belief”). See, more generally, Phaedo 
65b–69d.

36. The Visitor “errs” initially in claiming that the sophist plies an acquisitive art 
(222a). In fact, the sophist turns out to possess a productive art—the skill of making 
copies (265a4–b2). That, in turn, corrects Republic 10, where the maker of images 
did not, strictly speaking, “make” anything at all, but only imitated the productions 
of other makers (597d–e). 

37. Scholars have sometimes interpreted these mistakes as deliberate. For exam-
ple, Mitchell N. Miller, Jr., The Philosopher in the Plato’s “Statesman” (The Hague: 
Nijhoff, 1980) argues that the Visitor is attempting to demonstrate to the young 
Socrates where he (i.e., the young Socrates) needs improvement in philosophy. This 
approach, however, assumes that the Visitor is basically a stand-in for Plato—which 
seems to me to be wrong. Furthermore, young Socrates (unlike Socrates in the 
 Parmenides, or even Theaetetus in the dialogue named after him) is too vague a char-
acter for the audience to take much interest in his education. Also, it is unclear what 
edifying educational purpose is served by some of the mistakes. The Visitor says, for 
example, that he elaborated the myth at too-great length, but that can hardly be the 
fault of young Socrates’ restlessness and excessive docility (young Socrates’ flaws, 
in Miller’s view). It seems better to accept that the Visitor simply makes mistakes. 
His excellence as a philosopher, however, emerges partly through and because of his 
mistakes. See also below, footnote 42. 

38. Skemp, Plato’s “Statesman,” 131, points out that the Visitor’s denial of a real 
division between Greeks and barbarians expresses a view different from Aristotle’s in 
the Politics, asserting that barbarians are natural slaves. Aristotle, Politics 1.6.1255a. 
The division method works partly to undermine “us-vs.-them” mental habits. See, 
more recently, Kenneth M. Sayre, Metaphysics and Method in Plato’s “Statesman” 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 214–19.

39. Cf. Phaedrus 265d–66b.
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40. The Visitor alludes to the resemblance his procedure bears to comedy. See 
Statesman 266b–c.

41. For further on the Laws, see the Conclusion to this study. 
42. Scholars have sometimes concluded that the equivocal success of the divi-

sion method, as applied in the Sophist and Statesman, is intended as a joke, poking 
fun at “the over-enthusiastic use of the method of Division by some of the members 
of the Academy itself.” Skemp, Plato’s “Statesman,” 67; see also Harvey Ronald 
Scodel, Diaeresis and Myth in Plato’s “Statesman,” Hypomnemata 85 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987). This way of reading the dialogues, however, fails 
to take the full measure of the division method. It disregards the fact that the method 
reflects the innovations in metaphysics elaborately worked out in the central sections 
of the Sophist. The failure of the Visitor’s applications of the division method may 
offer some amusement. More important, however, it illustrates the new philosophical 
significance of fallibility. 

43. See Statesman 299b–300c. On the Visitor’s attitudes toward Socrates’ 
 indictment, see 185, 189. 

44. The surprisingly vehement criticism of sophists in the dialogue cannot 
 disguise the fact that the Visitor’s model of the philosopher has drawn close to that 
of the  sophist. For example, the Visitor essentially endorses Protagoras’s account 
of the “ethics” of philosophical conversation in the Theaetetus (Sophist 230b–d; cf. 
 Theaetetus, 167d–68c).

Furthermore, when he discourses on nouns and verbs, he is once again follow-
ing in the footsteps of Protagoras, who wrote about verb tense. Diogenes Laertius, 
9.52 (Protagoras wrote about “the parts of time”). He also wrote a treatise on 
 “Correctness of Speech, or Orthoepeia (see Plato, Phaedrus 267c); on agreement in 
gender (Aristotle, Rhetoric 1407b6–9); solecisms (Aristotle, Sophistical Refutations 
14.173b17–25); and on the “parts of discourse” (Diog. Laert. 9.53–54; Aristotle, 
Poetics 19.1456b8–18).

 On the sophists’ interest in language and grammar, see John Dillon, Tania Gergel, 
The Greek Sophists (London: Penguin, 2003), 33–39; G. B. Kerferd, The Sophistic 
Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 68–78; W. K. C. Guthrie, 
The Sophists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 204–23.

45. Theaetetus, 150b–52d.
46. On the scholarship, see Introduction, the material at note 11. For a vigorous 

argument doubting that developmentalists can establish their case, see Debra Nails, 
Agora, Academy and the Conduct of Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1995). I note 
that my study supposes that the Sophist and Statesman were composed after the 
Phaedo and the Republic, which seems to have achieved an unproblematic consensus 
(see Nails, 64–65). 

47. I refer here to the “grand myth” in the Statesman, 268d8–74e3, to be discussed 
in the next chapter. 

48. See Theaetetus 210d, Sophist 216a.
49. On Theaetetus’ physical resemblance to Socrates, see Theaetetus 143e4–44a1; 

Statesman 257d–258a. 
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50. Theaetetus 149a1–51d6.
51. See also Theaetetus 167d5–68c5 (Socrates imagines Protagoras lecturing him 

on the proper way to conduct a philosophical conversation).
52. Another problem is that the division method can only handle timeless systems. 

Specifically, it reflects sameness and difference. It does not do well, however, with 
changes across time—i.e., rest and motion. This inadequacy will get the Visitor into 
trouble in the Statesman, where his initial definition of the statesman fails to take into 
account the gaping difference between this age and a now-vanished golden age. 

53. Cf. Theaetetus 189e6–90a7, Sophist 263e (thinking as internal dialogue).
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Hardly pausing to draw breath, the Elean Visitor no sooner concludes the 
conversation in the Sophist than he turns to the second subject Socrates 
proposed—the nature of the statesman. The Statesman shows the practical 
significance, the “cash value,” of the abstruse theoretical points made in the 
Sophist. Just as strikingly, though, the Statesman shows that the recognition 
of motion and difference have returned Plato in many ways to the insights of 
the mimetic poets. The basic fact about human governance is that it is deeply 
and incurably flawed: our plight, politically speaking, is that we must respect 
and strictly observe laws that are innately inflexible and unresponsive to 
individual human’s needs. As I argue in this chapter, Plato’s account of the 
statesman needs to be understood against this tragic background.

Plato has come full circle. In the Sophist, the Elean Visitor worked out a 
problem that had initially been posed by the mimetic poets and their false 
images. When, in the Statesman, the Visitor shows the implications of his 
revised metaphysics for political theory, the result is in many ways  strikingly 
reminiscent of ideas expressed in the mimetic poets. Plato’s philosophy 
began, in part, as a way of resisting the poets’ tragic view of a world where 
conflict, fallibility, and necessity prevailed. In his later philosophy, Plato 
returned to these poetic ideas. When he did so, however, he gave them a 
philosophical rigor, so that instead of “watering the emotions,” they furnished 
a way of thinking about and discussing the world. They are now grounded in 
a metaphysics that sketches a stable and therefore knowable reality, but one 
that also allows for difference, movement, and change. The theoretical frame-
work made it at last possible to think rigorously about an unsteady world.

In this chapter, I turn first to the grand myth about the cosmic revolutions, 
which sets forth the tragic foundations of the Visitor’s political philosophy 

Chapter 6

The Statesman: The Tragedy of Politics 
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and particularly its claim that the leader does not transcend those led. In 
 section 2, I consider the Visitor’s account of the statesman. Many scholars 
have argued that the Visitor’s conception of the statesman is fundamentally 
the same as that of the philosopher-king, and that there is little or no develop-
ment in Plato’s political thinking between the Republic and the Statesman. I 
disagree and try to show that the statesman cannot be understood apart from 
his ambiguous relation to others. Even though his rare skill of statecraft sets 
him apart, the statesman nonetheless is fundamentally like those he rules. 
This ambiguity pervades the Visitor’s surprisingly negative account of law, 
which I consider in section 3. The account of law again presents another facet 
of the tragic thrust of Plato’s political thinking in this dialogue. In section 4, 
I consider the Visitor’s assertion that a conflict exists within virtue—a claim 
that links the political vision of Statesman to that expressed, for example, 
in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, where justice was deeply conflicted. Several have 
tried to soften the Visitor’s claim—understandably, but, again, in my view, 
wrongly. I believe that the Visitor’s claim of a conflict within virtue is meant 
to be taken seriously, and that tragedy is a guide to understanding what the 
Visitor means by this claim.

Throughout the chapter, then, I disagree with those who claim that Plato’s 
thought has not really changed very much from earlier dialogues in which he 
emphasized the intrinsically harmonious nature of virtue and described the 
genuine ruler as someone who understood this intrinsic nature. Nonetheless, 
the “unitarians” are making an important point, because several elements do 
indeed persist in Plato’s thinking. In a final section, I discuss the complex 
shape of Plato’s thought and offer a model for thinking about its stable and 
dynamic aspects.

THE GRAND MYTH

When the dialogue opens, Socrates and Theodorus are complimenting the 
Visitor on the Sophist discussion, and the Visitor selects a new partner to 
help with the next phase: an account of the statesman. Socrates’ young and 
talented look-alike Theaetetus rests, and his friend—Socrates’ namesake, the 
young Socrates—takes his place. The elder Socrates is by and large silent, as 
he was in the Sophist.

Initially, the Visitor carries on the discussion in the same dryly methodical 
way he used in the Sophist; in particular, he applies the division method to 
define the nature of the statesman. The argument soon reaches an impasse, 
however, when it yields the obviously unsatisfactory conclusion that 
the statesman is a herdsman, distinguished only by the nature of the herd he 
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tends—specifically, two-footed, non-interbreeding, hornless land creatures, 
better known as “human beings” (Statesman 267b–c).1

Among many other problems, this definition woefully underestimates the 
complexity of human “herds,” which are something much more complex than 
mere accumulations of basically interchangeable units. A human “herd”—
as organized in a city—entails an intricate network of mutually supportive 
skills. This will be a fact of crucial importance for the Visitor’s political 
theory. Although he has himself canvassed several such skills in his initial 
definition,2 it initially escapes his notice that the sheer number of human 
skills makes it misleading to think of governance in terms of an undifferenti-
ated “herd” whose members are all alike. The statesman, as conceptualized 
in this dialogue, really cannot be understood without also appreciating the 
myriad number of skills that give city life its distinctive texture.

To show where the definition went wrong, and to offer some relief from the 
dry rigors of the division method, the Visitor proposes to tell a story as a kind 
of entertainment (παιδία, 268d8). But the entertainment serves a very serious 
purpose. It shows that the most basic fact about human governance is that it 
is human: unlike other animals, humans have only others like themselves—
as fallible, as flawed—to rule over them. Autonomy is the basic fact about 
human governance that underlies the political focus on the leader. But the 
Visitor takes this optimistic Protagorean thought and makes it seem tragic: 
autonomy is a condition imposed on us by the gods. The myth is the logical 
starting point for understanding the tragic dimension of the Statesman.

Once, the Visitor relates, there was a time when God personally guided the 
cosmos, turning it and keeping it on its course with his own hands.  During 
that time, the world as a whole was governed by a transcendent, divine power, 
and individual gods personally governed specific communities. There came 
an era, however, when the God released his control. The world began to 
spin in the opposite direction, now under its own impulse. The change was 
required by the nature of matter, the Visitor explains. Because the universe 
is a body, it can never quite attain the same steadfast and abiding motion 
that belongs to divinity alone. But the motion in reverse is the least possible 
 variation from the regular and unchanging motion it had when moved by 
God. It now moves by its stored-up force and can go on like this for thousands 
of revolutions (269c–270a).

We notice at once that this myth is all about motion and difference. It 
 differs from the concluding myths of the Phaedo and the Republic, which 
were all about the persisting and unchangeable structures of the universe. The 
Statesman myth, in contrast, is a genuine narrative, which takes an unstable 
situation (a god exercising sovereignty over material things) and traces out 
its consequences. The Statesman myth, then, in its narrative structure of 
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 instability, movement, and change, reflects the theoretical developments in 
the Sophist, where the Visitor recognized the full reality of movement and 
difference, alongside rest and sameness.

There exist, then, periodic changes in the direction of the world’s 
 rotations—eras when it is steered by the gods, and ages when it turns in 
the opposite direction according to its momentum. Naturally, these shifts 
in  cosmic revolution have dramatic effects on the people of the era. For 
example, when the gods take over the controls and the world revolves in 
the opposite direction, people begin to youthen (270d1–71a2). The earth, 
too, becomes prodigiously fertile and produces people from itself (or, rather, 
from those who youthened sufficiently to disappear into the depths of the 
earth; 271a5–c2). This gave rise to the many strange myths about people born 
autochthonously from the earth (271a5–b2). It also spawned myths about the 
golden age under the reign of Kronos (269a7–8).

It is a mistake not to credit these stories, the Visitor says (271b2–4), 
because they are all the dark reflections—the “mythic fallout,” so to speak—
of a cosmic event long ago.3 The Visitor’s respect for the ancestral stories 
strikingly contrasts with Socrates’ attitude in Republic 2 and 3, where he 
was far more willing to criticize, edit, and reject the traditional myths. The 
Visitor’s defence of the age-old tales signals a different, more accepting atti-
tude toward the poets as well.

In the Golden Age, the Visitor continues, a heavenly daemon stood over 
and governed every herd of living creatures. “A god was their shepherd” 
(271e5) and exercised an active, “statesmanlike” care for them. In those 
days, there was no need of constitutions, just as there was no marriage and 
no begetting of children. It almost goes without saying that those times were 
untroubled by war, or strife, or hard labor (271d6–72b4).

When God let go the controls, however, then “destiny and its own inborn 
urge” took the helm of the world. “A shudder passed through the world at the 
reversing of its rotation, checked as it was between the old control and the new 
impulse . . .” (273a1–4; Skemp translation). The shock excited earthquakes 
and the widespread destruction of life. But after these terrible calamities, the 
world settled into its new rhythms. At first, the world recalled the instructions 
of the gods and adhered to them. To this day, the world retains traces of God’s 
beneficent government: this is the source of such virtue as the present era 
contains (273b3–c2). But because the world must now travel on without God, 
it gradually forgets his instructions, and reverts more and more to the “old 
disharmony” (273c7–d1). This is the era when Zeus governs (272b2).4

Since the gods’ abandonment of their posts “the universe must now take 
sole responsibility and control of its course” (274a5). This holds true for 
human beings as well: suddenly, they found themselves susceptible to wild 
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beasts and lacked the means to grow food. Several gods gave them gifts to 
get them started: Prometheus gave fire, Hephaestus sent the crafts, and other 
gods gave them seeds and plants. In this way, people were able to exercise 
care (ἐπιμέλεια) for their own kind (274d6). In sum, “humans had to manage 
their lives and fend for themselves in the same way as the whole universe was 
forced to do” (274d5–7; Skemp translation, modified).

The Visitor’s myth in some ways recalls the one told in the  Protagoras, 
which also concerned political autonomy. There, the eminent sophist 
 Protagoras told a story showing that each individual has an innate sense of 
shame and justice and therefore has the equipment necessary for democratic 
self-rule (Protagoras 320c–24d). The autonomy described by the Visitor is 
very different. The moral of the Visitor’s story is that autonomy is a kind of 
bereavement: humans are constrained to rule themselves because the gods 
no longer exercise direct supervision over human affairs. Autonomy is self-
government faute de mieux.

In effect, the Visitor’s myth is a highly sophisticated version of Hesiod’s 
“golden age” myth. Like Hesiod, the Visitor posits a time of idyllic bliss ruled 
over by Kronos, which ultimately yielded to a harsher time, recognizable as 
the speaker’s own. The myth, in both cases, expresses the diminished quality 
of life and the origins of the human condition. Hesiod emphasized the scarcity 
of resources and hence the need for competition. The Visitor draws a more 
directly political point: the basic fact for political theory is that rulers are not 
divine. Although this seems perfectly obvious when stated like that, it was 
nonetheless an assumption that seriously distorted the initial definition of the 
statesman. In treating the statesman as a herdsman, the Visitor had confused 
two quite separate eras: “we took from the contrary cosmic era the shepherd 
of the human flock as it then was, and described him as the statesman. He is 
a god, not a mortal,” (274e9–75a2). This was a crucial mistake, because “the 
divine shepherd is so exalted a figure that no king can be said to attain to his 
eminence” (275b9–c1; Skemp translation).

Only by emphasizing the non-divinity of the governor can the Visitor 
show humans’ distinctive predicament: unlike any other species, humans 
only have others like themselves to rule, people who have shared pretty 
much the same kind of nurture and education as those they rule (275c1–4). 
Since the gods’ abandonment of their posts “the universe must now take sole 
 responsibility and control of its course” (274a5). Humans, too, had to take 
care for  themselves just as the whole universe was forced to do (274d5–7). 
One consequence, sexually speaking, is that men and women now propagate 
children. No longer does the Mother Earth replenish the stock of humans. Sex 
is one marker of humans’ new autonomy; they must create future generations 
from themselves. Much the same is true of governance: no longer can humans 
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rely on a mighty, superhuman power to rule over them. They must do the best 
they can with their own resources. Much as children deeply resemble their 
parents, so leaders are deeply like those they lead.

The Visitor’s emphasis on the intractable sameness of the ruler and the 
ruled is very different from the Republic, where the philosopher-king was 
genuinely superior to those charged to his or her care. Citizens of Callipolis 
were to be raised in the firm belief that each class embodied different metals: 
the philosopher-kings were a class set apart as golden (Republic 3.414d–15c). 
The philosopher-kings possessed genuine philosophical knowledge and ruled 
wisely because of their privileged access to the Truth. As such, they seemed 
very close to divine beings. In Laws 5.739b–d, the Athenian describes a state 
like the ideal republic, and comments that its inhabitants would be “gods or 
the children of gods” (739d6).

In the Statesman, however, Plato’s description of the ruler is far more 
complex. Like the philosopher-king, the statesman is an expert, charged with 
instilling true opinions about justice in his people. But the accent now is much 
more emphatically on his likeness to those he rules. Below, I will explore 
further the ways in which the statesman resembles others and the significance 
of this similarity for the political theory. Already, however, it is tempting to 
see a parallel with the tragic poets. The movement in the Statesman—from 
wrongly assuming the superiority of true leaders to acknowledging that, 
ultimately, leaders are like anyone else—resembles the dramatic movement 
of several tragedies depicting the fall of the king. Aeschylus opened Seven 
Against Thebes, for example, with Eteocles’ discourse on the leader’s role 
and the singular responsibility he must shoulder for the city’s welfare (Seven, 
1–9). Oedipus, too, in Oedipus Tyrannos, emphasizes his kingly concern for 
his people when they come to him bearing suppliant branches. Creon in the 
Antigone is no exception: in his opening speech, he reflects that high office 
shines a powerful light on the ruler’s character and the need for absolute 
integrity (Antigone, 175–91).

All of these speeches reflect the king’s idea of his own extraordinary station 
and the distance separating him from the people he addresses. In each case, 
however, the play’s dramatic movement undercuts the ruler’s initial confi-
dence that he is set apart from those he governs by some special expertise or 
dispensation. The tragic poets liked to begin with the image of the statesman 
as a perfect parent, someone who truly knows what is best for his subjects 
and has only their best interests at heart, before showing how misleading that 
impression was. Each of these rulers ultimately becomes paradigmatic of 
human fate. In the course of the Statesman, too, the Visitor also rejects the 
idea of a leader superior to the others. Like the tragedians, he began to explore 
the tragic character of the autonomy that defined the human condition.
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A NEW ISSUE FOR POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

The Visitor’s political theory grows organically from the theoretical 
 developments worked out in the Sophist. There, the Visitor showed that 
motion and difference genuinely exist, quite as much as rest and  sameness. The 
myth itself, which concerns a rift between two different eras,  presupposes the 
 reality and significance of movements that bring about momentous changes.5 
The theoretical innovations in the Sophist also suggest a new issue for 
political philosophy: the need for states to respond to the constant, on-going 
pressure of events. In a world where movement and difference fully exist, 
responsiveness to changing situations and the ability to see what the moment 
requires take on a new importance. The new metaphysics has allowed certain 
crucial aspects of statecraft to emerge clearly for the first time.

As the Visitor points out, “The differences among people and among their 
activities, and the fact that human affairs are practically never at rest make it 
impossible for any art whatsoever to stipulate concerning everything and on 
all occasions” (294b2–6). The genuine statesman, as described by the  Visitor, 
responds to this new picture of a state’s needs. True statecraft has, as one 
ideal, a concern tailored for the individual needs of each citizen (295b). The 
genuine statesman is able to see what the situation requires and responds to 
that, always seeing what will genuinely benefit those he rules. As M. L. Lane 
has stressed, the statesman must see what is appropriate—for example, 
whether oratory or warfare—at any given point: he must see the kairos.6 The 
true statesman ought not be hampered by law from doing what a situation 
requires for the genuine well-being of those ruled (294b–c).

Although true statecraft consists largely in an agile responsiveness to on-
going situations, the Visitor insists that it is an expertise or τέχνη (258b; 
292d2–93a1; 297b7–c4; 300e; 301c6–d6). To this extent, the true statesman 
looks quite like the Republic’s philosopher-king, as many scholars have 
noted. Christopher Rowe, for example, writes that both the statesman and 
the philosopher-king are distinguished by their expertise, the knowledge 
that entitles them to govern. From this point of view, he writes, “[T]he ideal 
statesman or king of the Statesman turns out to be virtually indistinguishable 
from the philosopher-ruler of the Republic.”7 Charles Kahn, too, emphasizes 
the elements that persist from the depiction of the philosopher-king in the 
Republic to the statesman. “At the level of high theory,” he writes, “ . . . 
Plato’s political ideal shows no change or development between the Republic 
and the Statesman, or between the Statesman and the Laws.”8 More recently, 
Jean-François Pradeau has argued that all of Plato’s political works expound 
variously on a single, great theme: philosophical investigation is crucial to 
politics.9 Politics, he writes, “as defined in the Statesman, presupposes the 
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existence of a knowledge and an activity which, as the Republic suggests, is 
clearly possessed only by a philosopher” (77).

But the statesman does his work in a very different context indeed from 
Callipolis, and this contextual difference is crucially important: it distin-
guishes the statesman from the philosopher-king and leads on directly to the 
tragic thrust of the Visitor’s political philosophy. As the Visitor has empha-
sized, autonomy has required humans to develop all sorts of skills in order to 
survive and make life liveable. All of these skills may lay claim to caring for 
humankind in one way or another (267e7–68a4; 268b9–c3; 275b1–3; 276b2–
6; 279a1–5; 287b4–8; 289c; 303d4–04a4). These skills are numberless, but 
systematic: they are clustered and interwoven so tightly that it is difficult to 
pick out the one skill that constitutes the real gist of an activity. This is true 
even of very homely activities like weaving, which the Visitor painstakingly 
situates within a host of other allied or “contributory” skills (279a–83b). It 
is true, as well, of statecraft. For if statecraft is the art of concern for human 
groups (275e–76c), there are many skills that might plausibly lay claim to that 
art (267e–68c). A central question for political philosophy is to pick out from 
a long list of plausible rival claims the precise skill that counts as statecraft.

When the Visitor finally defines the statesman’s skill at the end of 
the  dialogue, it turns out to be inextricably connected with other skills. 
 Specifically, statecraft is the second-order skill of knowing when to use oth-
ers’ skills (303e6–05e7). Thus, the true leader knows when to utilize the skills 
of the general and when, in turn, those of the orator are to be marshalled. (In 
Homeric terms, the leader is the one who knows when the situation calls for a 
“speaker of words” and when it requires a “doer of deeds.”) Furthermore, the 
statesman makes the laws that others then administer and apply. These three 
skills—generalship, oratory, judging—are none of them statecraft itself, but 
they are all intimately related to it.

The very definition of the statesman’s knowledge shows how deeply 
imbedded it is in the extensive network of human occupations. It is impos-
sible to understand it apart from that network. Another crucial point is that the 
statesman’s knowledge bears a significant resemblance to the very homely 
skill of weaving—an analogy that the Visitor elaborates with considerable 
care (305e8–306a3; 309a8–b7).10 The Visitor is at pains to show not only that 
the ruler is deeply similar to those ruled, but that the very activity of ruling 
bears a significant and illuminating resemblance to a daily, domestic chore.11 
The statesman, therefore, stands above others, but to an important degree, he 
stands beside them as well. He is the possessor of one particularly important 
skill among a host of other skills that structure life in the city. From this 
perspective, the statesman’s knowledge does not drastically distinguish him 
from the non-experts, because these non-experts (at any rate, a very large 
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number of them) have their own skills—each of which can validly claim to 
care for humans.

True statesmen are exceedingly rare because of the precious nature of 
the expertise. Not even the genuine statesman, however, is finally different 
from those he rules. A tension exists between these two perspectives—on the 
one hand, the precious nature of the statesman’s knowledge—on the other 
hand, its embeddedness in the complex fabric of a human community. The 
Visitor never resolves this tension. For example, he cannot decide whether 
government by a true statesman needs the consent of others or not. At 276e, 
he emphasizes that the statesman’s “herd-tendance” must be freely accepted. 
Without the consent of the governed, the sovereign is a tyrant, not a states-
man. Later, however, he seems to say that people forced to act in accordance 
with justice have not “suffered disgrace, injustice or evil at the hands of those 
who compelled them” (296d4–5, Skemp translation), provided, of course, 
that a genuine statesman is at the helm. The Visitor’s temporizing on the 
subject of consent—that it both is and is not necessary—reflects the deeper 
ambiguity of the statesman, who is superior to those he rules (thanks to his 
knowledge), but at the same time essentially like them.

THE STATESMAN AND LAW

The tensions surrounding the statesman also inform the Visitor’s deeply 
ambivalent account of law. In the absence of a genuine leader who is truly 
knowledgeable about the good of the community, societies have had recourse, 
almost as a matter of necessity, to law, as a “second best course” (δεύτερος 
πλοῦς, 300c2; see also 300e11–01a4; 301d8–02a3; 294d–95b).12 But the 
Visitor’s portrait of law is very different from its description in earlier works 
like the Crito, where the laws exercised a quasi-parental role of rearing and 
educating the young and safeguarding citizens throughout their lives. In the 
Statesman, in contrast, the laws are rigid and unresponsive. Law is like an 
obtuse boss who bullies his subordinates (294b8–c4).13 The Visitor seems to 
grant the point (associated with the sophists) that law is indeed conventional 
and a serious drag on enlightened spontaneity and creativity in statecraft.14

Law is inflexible, too, in that it actively resists any improvements. The pro-
cedural encumbrances built into it make it difficult to enact any provision that 
might actually set society on a more just basis (295e–96a). In fact, laws actu-
ally harm a city’s chances for good government. By assigning sovereignty to 
one, or a few, or to the many, law inevitably creates disparities and prepares 
the ground for divisive factions in the polis (see Statesman 303c2, participants 
in constitutional governments are stasiastikoi, “faction-mongers”). Mitchell 
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Miller writes, “[Laws] thus preclude the very possibility that the philosopher 
envisages, that of an epistemic ruler who ‘cares for the whole.’”15

This highly critical account of law flows directly from the theoretical 
developments of the Sophist. Law’s inflexibility had once made it look like 
an especially faithful mirror of reality itself: law approximated the immuta-
bility that was the hallmark of the Forms. This had once made wise laws—
for example, the laws and constitution of Callipolis—look like reflections of 
the Ideal Forms.16 In an environment where motion and difference truly exist, 
however, and where becoming is fully entitled to philosophical consideration, 
the very inflexibility of law makes it look obtuse and unable to respond to 
on-going developments. The statesman, therefore, is characterized above all 
by his flexibility and his responsiveness to particulars—qualities incompat-
ible with laws and constitutions. The enduring sameness of the law, which 
had once seemed to be one of its major strengths, now appears to be a serious 
deficiency. Societies have recourse to law, however, because given the rarity 
of the true statesman, law is the only feasible form of government available.

Law is a stern taskmaster. If laws are to work at all, they must be observed 
and obeyed scrupulously, notwithstanding their imperfections. The Visitor 
emphasizes the crucial importance of adhering strictly to the laws:

If such constitutions are to succeed to the extent possible in imitating the true 
constitution—one man who rules by means of his tekhnê—they must not do 
anything contrary to the written laws and the ancestral ways, once the laws have 
been laid down.

(Statesman 300e11–01a4)

But if so, then law militates against anything that opposes it. In particular, 
law is hostile to the statesman, should one ever appear on the scene: such a 
leader’s privileged grasp on the public’s genuine good inevitably undermines 
the law and the absoluteness of its claim to citizens’ obedience and respect. 
In describing the statesman, the Visitor sometimes takes an extremely anti-
legalistic stance:

On this principle it is the men who possess the art of ruling and these only whom 
we are to regard as rulers, whatever constitutional form their rule may take. It 
makes no difference whether their subjects be willing or unwilling; they may 
rule with or without a code of laws . . . They may purge the city for its better 
health by putting some of the citizens to death or banishing others.

(Statesman 293a, 293d [Skemp translation])

The Visitor sounds surprisingly like Callicles in the Gorgias, who also 
had a low regard for the laws that he claimed were designed specifically to 
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prevent the naturally strong from gaining an advantage over the weaker and 
less talented (Gorgias 483b–84c). Of course, the true statesman, unlike the 
superior person envisioned by Callicles, dedicates himself to work for the 
genuine good of the community. Nonetheless, both the Visitor and Callicles 
regard law as an impediment to the truly talented. Because the statesman has 
a unique expertise, and clearly discerns what is helpful and just for the citizen 
body, he need not respect the written codes.

In fact, the Visitor sometimes speaks as though the true statesman may sim-
ply disregard citizens’ respect for the law and customs (notwithstanding the 
fact that surely such respect is highly desireable). As he rhetorically asks:

What . . . shall we say of citizens of a state who have been forced to do things 
which are contrary to written laws and ancestral customs, but which are 
 nevertheless more just, effective and noble than the directions of these tradi-
tional authorities? . . . They must never assert in any such instance that in being 
subjected to compulsion they have suffered disgrace, injustice, or evil at the 
hands of those who have compelled them.

(Statesman 296c–d [Skemp translation, modified])

The statesman’s unique expertise, therefore, makes law look dispensable 
and, more broadly, suggests that popular regard for the laws need not stay the 
true statesman’s hand.17 But the statesman’s anti-legal stance must render him 
deeply suspect from the perspective of those living under the laws. “[S]o long 
as men enact laws and written codes governing any department of life,” the 
Visitor says, “our second-best method of government is to forbid any individual 
or any group to perform any act in contravention of these laws” (Statesman 
300c). Non-statesmen are skeptical, not without reason, of anyone claiming to 
disregard the law in the name of true justice (301c9–d2). Scoundrels bent on 
their own advantage would claim no less (301b10–c4). Also pertinent is the fact 
that those who are not expert in statecraft are nonetheless very often expert in 
other skills that are crucial for the care and well-being of the group.

It is not at all clear, then, that the statesman can afford to act in a high-
handed way, or to ignore others’ opinions. When the young Socrates protests 
what he takes to be the Visitor’s cavalier disregard of law, the Visitor at once 
concedes the point that of course law is, “in a way,” unavoidable in govern-
ment (294a6–8). Nonetheless, it remains a serious problem with law that it 
actively militates against having a better form of government, on those few 
occasions when that is possible.

Julia Annas writes of the Visitor’s almost “Burkean reverence for tradition 
and established custom” in the Statesman.18 But “respect” hardly captures 
the Visitor’s deep ambivalence toward law, which he regards as inevita-
bly onerous and harsh. Nor is the harshness the result of any distortion or 
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 degradation of the law. It is a constituent feature of law, as such. This is quite 
different from the view of law and government in the Republic. There, actual 
governments were in various ways oppressive, but that had been the result 
of individual greed and the insubordinate wish for individual freedom at all 
costs.19 The origin of bad government in human vice suggested that perhaps 
the process might be reversible, and that philosopher-kings might once again 
set government on the right path. In the Statesman, however, the serious 
deficits of law-based regimes are not the result of some culpable failure in 
lawmaking. To be sure, Plato distinguishes the value of different kinds of 
constitutional state (302b5–03b5), but now the emphasis is much more on 
the yawning gap between any constitutional government and the enlightened 
government that only a true statesman makes possible (303b3–5).  Whatever 
differences might exist among the various constitutional states pales in 
 comparison to the enormous disparity between any constitutional state and 
the  leadership of a genuine statesman.

In order to express the defects of actual governments, Plato once again 
invokes—as he had in Republic 10—the idea of imitation and the image of 
fleeting, unstable copies.20 Actual governments, whether monarchies, oligar-
chies, or democracies, are at best imitations (μιμήματα) of the one, genuine 
government (297c2), and their laws, too, are imitations (μιμήματα) of the 
truth (300c5).21 Those who participate in such governments are the sophists par 
excellence—imitators and wizards (μιμητὰς καὶ γόητας, 303c4). The  Visitor 
calls these governmental sophists “uncanny” (ἀτόπους, 291a6),  resembling 
fantastic creatures like centaurs or satyrs, and shifting their shapes and 
exchanging their powers among them (μεταλλάττουσι τὰς τε ἰδέας καὶ τὴν 
δύναμιν εἰς ἀλλήλους, 291b3–4). He likens them to a “chorus” (291c1).22

Actual governments are made to look fantastic and unreal—as tragedy and 
epic had been made to look in Republic 10. The point in the Republic was to 
get past the misleading image to the real thing. The Visitor’s message, how-
ever, is that the image—misleading, deficient, and unsteady—is for the most 
part the best that can be accomplished. The Visitor approaches very close to 
the poets and their wisdom that humans are but shadowy “nothings.”  Having 
shown that it is indeed meaningful to say that someone or something “is 
not,” he can now meaningfully claim that actual constitutional governments 
are little better than phantoms—the unstable images of an unattainable ideal. 
Humans’ political lives, at least, evince the same spectral quality that the 
tragedians had attributed to mortals.

Scholars have often treated the striking ambivalence of the Statesman 
as a sign of its transitional nature. On the one hand, the Elean Visitor 
asserts the superiority of rational expertise over written law (294a10–b6, 
295b10–97b3)—a position in step with the Republic and its ideas on the 
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philosopher-king. But because expertise of the requisite kind is by and large 
not feasible for humans, the Visitor also claims that a strict rule of law is 
necessary (297e, 300b1–c7)—a position that seems to anticipate the Laws. In 
this view, the Statesman reflects an unstable moment in the history of Plato’s 
on-going thought. It offers a snap-shot of his thinking at a point before it had 
reached its natural resting place. Such is the reading of this dialogue by Julia 
Annas and Charles Kahn, for example.23

I propose, instead, that Plato gives expression in the Statesman to a genuinely 
tragic sensibility, in which the ambivalence of law looks final, and humans are 
by and large confined to a mode of government that is an unstable compound 
of opposite qualities—the oppressive and the salubrious. In this view, humans 
are stuck with “copies” (μιμήματα), whose distinguishing  feature, as copies, is 
that they both “are” and “are not” like real expertise. Philosophy holds out little 
or no hope of transcending this unhappy state of affairs.

One of the most curious and unsettling aspects of the Statesman is that the 
state’s execution of Socrates himself—once decried emphatically as the act 
of evil men24—now looks equivocal and, possibly, inevitable. The Visitor 
invites his dialogue partner—a young man who shares Socrates’ name—to 
imagine a situation where the law prohibits anyone from inquiring into 
the foundational principles of medicine or seacraft (299b–c). The Visitor’s 
point is partly to show the oppressiveness of law, which can actively repress 
inquiry intended to set knowledge on as firm a basis as possible. In making 
his point, he tacitly, but unmistakably, invokes Socrates. For example, he says 
that a person caught violating the law will be ridiculed as someone with his 
head in the clouds (μετεωρολόγον), a sophistic babbler (ἀδολέσχην τινὰ 
σοφιστήν), and charged with corrupting the youth (299b7–8). Aristophanes, 
in his comedy Clouds, had of course ridiculed Socrates in precisely these 
terms.25 Moreover, in the dramatic situation Plato has fashioned, Socrates is 
already under indictment for corrupting the youth as he sits listening to the 
Visitor’s remarks.26 It seems, then, that Socrates’ death was partly the result 
of the law’s insistence that its dictates be strictly adhered to and not be under-
mined by free-thinkers. The Visitor nonetheless insists, in uncharacteristi-
cally solemn tones, that it is crucially important for a society to obey the law 
in all its particulars. “Any man who dares by his action to infringe these laws 
is guilty of a wrong many times greater than the wrong done by strict laws, 
for such transgressions, if tolerated, would do even more than a rigid code to 
pervert all ordered activity” (300b; Skemp translation). Evil as the regime of 
laws might be, disregard for the laws in place is even worse.

By its own lights, the law is right to insist that its behests not be changed 
and that citizens obey the laws as they are written. But one of the most 
deplorable aspects of the recourse to laws is that they called for and even, to 
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a certain degree, justified the condemnation of Socrates, even though he was 
certainly one of the very few who had an at least very plausible claim to being 
a genuine statesman (cf. Gorgias 521d).

The death of Socrates comes to look tragic—a striking change indeed 
from the Phaedo, where idealist philosophy served to show that there was 
nothing tragic in Socrates’ death. It is not so much Socrates’ personal lot, 
however, as it is human society itself that appears tragic. For a society’s laws 
actively  discourage the appearance of the genuine statesman who could at last 
 establish government on a firm basis.

The Visitor’s political philosophy reflects his innovative metaphysics, but 
also harkens back unmistakably to the poets. In Iliad 24, Achilles had told 
Priam that Zeus is the source of evils in humans’ lives, and that therefore evils 
must be borne with. The Iliad decentered justice; although it was plainly a 
concern of the gods and an important issue in humans’ lives, justice was less 
important in Homer’s universe than the wide gulf in power between divine 
and human. This was one reason, I suggested, that Plato found the poets so 
misleading and so dangerous.

In the Statesman, however, he seems to have come round to ways of 
thinking that recall Homer. The Visitor teaches that the inefficiency and 
oppressiveness of human government arise from the gods’ abandonment of 
their posts. His view of governance is premised, ultimately, on the  difference 
between the primeval divine governance and the constitutional forms of 
government that are now, by and large, the only practical option for humans. 
Humans are for all practical purposes confined to a harsh political life, what-
ever they do.

The “justice of Zeus,” as it emerged in Hesiod’s myth of the Five Ages, 
reflected people’s distance from the gods rather than their closeness: human 
justice became valuable and necessary only because of the scarce conditions 
in which people had to make their path. If justice was the only way mortals 
could flourish, it was solely because of the reduced circumstances Zeus had 
imposed on humankind.27 In short, the goodness of justice was contingent and 
resided largely in the benefit it provided.

Plato, at least in his idealist works, rejected that idea. In the Republic, he 
complained that the poets made justice seem like a bitter medicine, good only 
instrumentally for the benefits it brought about (see Republic 2.362e–64a). 

Rather than endorse such an idea, Plato wanted to show that justice was 
good in itself (Republic 2.357b–58d). The difference between Plato and the 
poets on this score was so deep that he called for their banishment from the 
ideal republic.

In the Statesman’s grand myth, however, Plato takes up a position very 
like the poets, at least in regard to law and governance. The Elean Visitor can 
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readily imagine a far happier kind of life when people would not be obliged to 
respect the wooden, inflexible pronouncements of law; so, too, Hesiod could 
readily conjure up a world where justice was unnecessary because humans 
were not faced with the need to allocate scarce resources. Justice in the poets 
was deeply ambiguous: it was the only path for humans to flourish, but also, 
at the same time, it was the sign of a harsh and oppressive time. Law, as the 
Visitor presents it, has much the same ambivalence: it is at once an oppressive 
burden and yet, for all practical purposes, the sole means of ensuring a stable 
and peaceful civic life.

THE CONFLICT WITHIN VIRTUE

One of the most important functions served by the statesman is resolving the 
conflict between citizens who possess different and to, a troubling degree, 
inconsistent virtues—the courageous and the moderate. In order for these 
diverse excellences to overcome their hostility and conduce toward a stable, 
functioning city, a true statesman is necessary who is able to weave them 
together into a common social fabric (305e8–11c10). Underlying this account 
is the idea that a conflict exists within virtue—an idea the Visitor insists on 
with unusual and surprising emphasis. He warns that what he is about to 
say about a “quarrel” (διάφορος) within virtue is susceptible to attack by 
the  disputatious (306a8–10). Nonetheless, he undertakes to say  something 
 “amazing” (θαυμαστόν, 306b6) about self-restraint and  courage. His account 
will not be the familiar one (εἰωθότα), he claims, since the “parts of virtue” 
are usually said to be friendly (φίλια) to one another (306b13–c1).28 In con-
trast to the usual account, the Visitor insists that “in a certain way, they are 
hostile (ἔχθρα) to one another, and wage a civil discord (στάσιν ἐναντίαν) 
in many things that exist” (306b9–11).

This claim is fully as “amazing” (thaumaston, 306b6) as the Visitor asserts—
a surprising change indeed from the idealist dialogues, where the coherence of 
virtue had been absolutely basic.29 Plato’s account of justice in the Republic 
served to show that justice was a stable good, and the source of only good 
things. Not only was it compatible with the other virtues, it was itself the very 
coherence of the virtues: justice was the second-order virtue of all the virtues 
discharging their proper functions.30 To be sure, it was possible for individuals 
to be excessively warlike or excessively mild (see Republic 3.410d–e). But this 
could not affect the actual coherence of the virtues in and of themselves.31

Since the Visitor’s remarks on the conflict in virtue are brief, and so 
 strikingly at odds with what Plato says elsewhere in the dialogues, scholars 
have been reluctant to give these words their full credit. Julia Annas, for 
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example, writes that, despite the Visitor’s claim, “there is no real conflict 
among the virtues themselves,” because real virtue is inculcated only by the 
statesman.32 She suggests that the Visitor claims only that in different situa-
tions the exercise of one virtue may come into conflict with the exercise of 
another virtue.33 John Cooper similarly writes that the Visitor “is not speaking 
here of actual or full virtues—as if there could be a conflict among full or 
true manliness and quietness of character—but only of two natural orienta-
tions that different people are born with: these are people who by their natures 
incline or tend in one or the other of these two directions.”34

Annas and Cooper obviously have a point. The Statesman does indeed 
provide support for the idea that the Visitor is not actually claiming a conflict 
within virtue itself. When the Visitor speaks of courage, for example, he has 
partly in mind non-moral qualities like speed, energy, or acuteness—whether 
of a thought, or a body, or a voice (306e3–7): thus, we say something is 
“sharp and manly,” or “swift and manly” (306e9–12). We do the same thing 
with moderation. We praise things as “peaceful” and “moderate”—whether 
these are actions that are slow and gentle, or sounds that are smooth and 
deep, or movements (or any kind of artistic representation) that are slow and 
rhythmic (307a7–b3). Courage and moderation, therefore, are ways of talking 
about things that are largely non-moral in nature.

Even as moral qualities, courage and moderation seem to turn on circum-
stances. The same features that might count as “courageous” in one set of 
circumstances will seem “hubristic” in another if they are “unseasonable” 
(akaira, 307b6). Even when the Visitor turns to courage and moderation as 
they exist in souls (307c6), he is not necessarily addressing the virtues of 
courage and moderation in and of themselves. Rather, he treats each of them 
as dispositions to react and assess in particular ways. Each disposition praises 
whatever is akin to it and blames the opposite (307c9–d4). As attributes of 
the soul, courage and moderation look more like personality traits than the 
“virtues” examined in the Republic.

So far, courage and moderation seem like natural virtues, which need a true 
statesman to develop them into a more complex kind of virtue. As Cooper 
writes, “[T]rue virtue is attained only when people with different appropriate 
natural orientations come to possess with steadiness a single, shared ‘opinion’ 
about what is ‘fine, just and good’” (309b–d).35 In sum, the Visitor does not say 
anything that denies the existence of a grand concord of the virtues at the ideal 
level.36 So, it is certainly possible to argue that in the final pages of the  Statesman, 
Plato does not overthrow a doctrine plainly so basic in his other work.

Nonetheless, neither Annas nor Cooper explains why the Visitor has 
 chosen to speak so emphatically when he stresses how novel and unusual his 
claim is, and refers repeatedly to the “hostility” between the “parts of virtue” 
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(306a8–10; 308b6–8). In what follows, I want to defend the claim that the 
Visitor means what he says—that there exists a conflict within virtue between 
its component parts. My point will be that the Visitor is once again returning 
to some of the core insights of the “poetics of justice.”

Although the unity of virtues was central to the idealist philosophy Plato 
had worked out in the Republic, the Visitor has pointed out several prob-
lems confronting the Theory of the Forms. He has sketched a very different 
 metaphysics, in which the virtues no longer look like the ultimates that they 
had seemed to be in idealist theory. Rather than connect being with the Idea 
of the Good, or Beauty, or Justice, the Visitor links it to non-moral entities 
like rest, motion, sameness, and difference. In general, the Visitor seems 
far less concerned with moral questions. For example, he is surprisingly 
 indifferent to the moral drama unfolding before him: as he speaks, Socrates 
has just been indicted on charges of impiety. When the Visitor claims that 
democracies cannot do major harm,37 he is being at the very least undiplo-
matic, since the Athenian democracy is about to send Socrates to his death. 
The view of philosophy sketched by the Visitor is fruitful and interesting, 
but, plainly, it is not an attempt to defend Socrates’ life, as Plato’s idealist 
philosophy arguably had been.

Virtue, then, plays a different, and far less central role in the Visitor’s phi-
losophy. Indeed, his philosophical approach seems designed to sideline moral 
issues and, more generally, to decentralize the human. When in the Statesman 
the young Socrates suggests that a division exists between humans on the one 
hand, and animals on the other, the Visitor criticizes it as wrong in principle: 
it is misleading, he says, to single out one group from all others (262a9–
63d1). Distinguishing between humans and animals falsifies the picture of 
humans’ relation to the world around them. Not even intelligence warrants a 
special category for humans. Cranes are thought to be rational creatures, the 
Visitor says, but no one would think of marking off cranes from the rest of the 
animal kingdom (263d). If, as the Visitor insists, philosophy is as interested 
in the trivial as in the sublime (266d), that is partly because it no longer treats 
humans as a class apart. The Visitor says nothing about the immortality of the 
human soul or its affinity with the Forms of Beauty, Justice, and Goodness. 
In assimilating humans to other animals, the Visitor has dispensed with the 
moral urgency that underlay the Phaedo and the Republic.

It was an important teaching in the idealist works that virtue was  knowledge: 
the Idea of the Good, Plato wrote in the Republic, afforded the illumination 
that virtue alone made true knowledge possible.38 The Visitor, however, 
dismisses the idea that knowledge and virtue are one, and he does so almost 
without discussion (Sophist 227d13–28e5; cf. Laws 9.863b1–64b4). Specifi-
cally, he distinguishes vice from ignorance, as two different kinds of badness 
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in the soul. Vice (ponêria) is a kind of soul-disease—an unhealthy conflict of 
things that ought to be compatible. So, in the bad man, opinion is opposed to 
desire, pleasure to anger, and reason to pain (Sophist 228b). These conflicts 
give rise to cowardice, intemperance, and injustice (Sophist 228e3). The only 
cure for them is “the art of chastisement,” the Visitor asserts—the art “most 
closely related to justice” (Sophist 229a3–5). Theaetetus agrees: “It seems 
likely,” he says, “at least according to human opinion” (Sophist 229a6–7).

So far, then, it looks like there is no longer any great enlightenment to be 
had about virtue. The philosopher’s task is not to make people more virtu-
ous; that task now falls to the statesman. The Visitor has announced at the 
outset that the philosopher and statesman are separate (Sophist 217a–b)—an 
idea that rejects from the beginning the Republic’s foundational claim that 
philosophers should exercise sovereignty in the ideal state. The statesman 
does not address vice with philosophical arguments, then, but with the time-
tested techniques of the “art of chastisement.” “Where there are insolence and 
injustice and cowardice, isn’t punishment the art that is most appropriate of 
all?” the Visitor asks (Sophist 229a4–6).

Rather than offer penetrating insights into the intrinsic structure of virtue, 
the statesman offers the bad person a very powerful incentive—punishment—
not to follow the dictates of his vices. Virtue, in turn, seems to be largely 
a question of conforming to social and legal expectations.39 The Republic 
was premised on the idea that justice was far more than that: the discus-
sions there sought to establish that justice was worthwhile even if one was 
made to  suffer terribly in spite of one’s virtue. The Visitor shows no interest 
in exploring such moral paradoxes, or in demonstrating the transcendental 
character of virtue. He makes virtue seem much less profound than it looked 
in the Republic: moral conduct poses no great mysteries and reaches no 
ineffable heights.

For all these reasons, we should be prepared to recognize that the Visitor’s 
ideas about the virtues will be quite different from those found elsewhere 
in the dialogues. It would be possible, for example, by using the “division 
method,” to draw up a taxonomy of the four cardinal virtues—wisdom, cour-
age, moderation, and justice. In this way, one could show their overlapping 
similarities and the differences between them and even demonstrate how 
they are all contained within the encompassing category of “virtue.” But this 
would hardly resolve the plurality of the virtues into a sublime “oneness.” 
Thanks to the Visitor’s metaphysics, what any virtue “is” consists to a large 
degree in what it is not—in what it excludes. Because difference exists fully 
as much as sameness, the differences between the virtues are as much an ulti-
mate as any unity they might possess. Conversely, the resemblances among 
the virtues are no more significant than the differences distinguishing them. 
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The philosopher is no longer a monist only; as the Visitor insists, she or he 
must also be a pluralist (Sophist 249c10–d4).

In sum, the Visitor presents a substantial metaphysical basis for saying that 
courage and moderation are different, and not readily complementary, vir-
tues. His philosophical approach is much more open to the hostility between 
virtues. Annas and Cooper point out that the conflict exists mainly between 
temperaments—people natively disposed toward courage or toward modera-
tion. But, as we have seen, the relevant perspective for regarding virtue seems 
to be that of the statesman, who brings a practical point of view to bear. It 
seems clear that, from that practical perspective, the Visitor treats tempera-
ments as already virtues, even if they are capable of further elaboration.

It would be wrong to interpret the Visitor’s remarks as saying only that the 
statesman must build bridges between hawks and doves. This is, in effect, 
what Annas and Cooper do. But by speaking of a conflict in virtue, rather than 
a disagreement between different temperaments, the Visitor signals what is 
at stake in a city’s public debates. Citizens invest their arguments with very 
different and often incompatible conceptions of what it is good to do. Debates 
take on an urgency and the power to tear a city apart because they cannot help 
but entail ultimate questions, and because the different virtues in the citizen 
body will point to very different ideas of the good. The Visitor’s provocative 
point, then, is that the divergent goodness of good people can in and of itself 
foment conflict in the city. People’s very excellences can be an impediment 
to the smooth functioning of city life.

The Visitor’s metaphysical adjustments have turned the political theory 
back to the idea animating Aeschylus’ Oresteia that virtue itself is a potent 
source of discord. There, the characters’ drive for revenge showed that justice, 
far from being a cohesive social cement, can seriously destabilize commu-
nal life. The great problem addressed in the Oresteia was how justice could 
possibly become the basis of a stable, civic society, when it is so prone to 
fomenting conflict. Similarly, in the Statesman, virtue—human excellence 
itself—tends to frustrate life together in a stable society. The  Visitor theorizes 
a feature of human life that lay at the heart of Aeschylus’ drama: that people’s 
ideas of the good thing to do in particular circumstances can be profoundly 
disruptive and may militate against an ordered society. The basic political 
problem for the Visitor is very close to what it was for Aeschylus in the 
Oresteia: how is civil society possible when it absolutely requires virtuous 
citizens, but the virtues, left to themselves, lead to hostility and strife? The 
answer, of course, is the true statesman, who instils in citizens a right opinion 
about justice. Such a statesman is a very rare phenomenon, at best, however. 
The Visitor does not spell out what a society can do to address the problem 
in the absence of an enlightened leader.40
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The Visitor’s proximity to the poets signals a marked change in Plato’s 
philosophy since the earlier, idealist dialogues. In the Phaedo, the reduction 
to simplicity and purity looked like the consummation of the philosophical 
life. In the Statesman, however, an unmixed, pure condition looks dangerous. 
Courage, unmixed (ameiktos) with moderation, ends in madness (310d6–9). 
Moderation, unmingled (akerastos) with courage, ends up by becoming slav-
ish (310d11–e3). The statesman’s task is no longer, as it was in the Republic, 
to explore the eternal verities and embody them in laws. Rather, he must now 
correct for a flaw in reality—the tendency of goodness to take one form rather 
than another (whether moderation or courage). He must make good souls 
more complex, by leading them out and up from their native simplicity (their 
predisposition toward courage or moderation) and bringing them to a point 
where they encompass both. Not until good souls attain this complexity can 
they live together in peace.

The conflict within virtue is basic in the Visitor’s political thought. In 
particular, it shows why he focuses on the statesman, rather than the state. 
The virtues, in their native condition, serve to divide citizens, and set them 
in mutual hostility. Only thanks to the knowledgeable leadership of the 
genuine statesman can various kinds of good people be brought to a condi-
tion where they can dwell peacefully and constructively together. Before 
political philosophers can meaningfully discuss the different kinds of legal 
constitutions structuring states, they must first address what needs to happen 
so that people are capable of living under any kind of constitution in the first 
place. The statesman’s task is to bring about a more complex condition in the 
souls of good people. Only in this way do humans become capable of living 
in “herds.” If we divide skills between the acquisitive and the creative—as 
the Visitor does in the Sophist41—the statesman’s skill lies decisively with 
the creative: he brings about a level of soul complexity that had not existed 
before.42

The Visitor, then, introduces a crucial phase of political life that precedes 
the legal phase addressed in the Republic. Constitutional law should not be 
an ultimate in political theory, because a prior political problem lies in first 
building souls up to the level of complexity where life together in a constitu-
tional state is possible. In a word, the πολιτικός is prior to the πολιτεία.

I have emphasized the tragic backgrounds to the Visitor’s account of the 
true statesman. But it should be clear that Plato’s return to the poets was in 
fact very fruitful: above all, the definition of the statesman, taken together 
with its metaphysical framework, was a valuable contribution to Greek 
political theory. States need to get things done; they are constantly called to 
meet challenges and crises that arise on the spot. The statesman’s skill lies 
precisely in knowing what the moment calls for and the best means available 
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for bringing that about. The task calls for responsiveness to particulars: it 
requires agility and inventiveness. Plato was attempting to capture for theory 
this feature of states, which the Visitor’s metaphysical innovations had at last 
made philosophically interesting and pertinent.

Greek political thought—including Plato’s own—had often centered 
on thinking about different kinds of constitutions (monarchy, oligarchy, 
democracy). In the third book of Herodotus, for example, we find a lengthy 
comparison of the strengths and weaknesses of monarchy, oligarchy, and 
democracy.43 The Old Oligarch had written cannily and polemically about 
the inner workings of democracy.44 The political picture of the Republic, too, 
was situated in this same framework: the theory of government amounted to 
a theory of constitutions.

At the same time, the limitations of this approach were obvious. For 
example, Thucydides wrote that although Athens was a democracy, it 
thrived because of the leadership of a single man—Pericles.45 Sophists like 
 Thrasymachus (at least as presented by Plato) claimed that the man who was 
really worthwhile would consider himself beyond the law. Notwithstanding 
its shock value, Thrasymachus’ troubling claim looks, at one level, like an 
attempt to conceptualize leadership—the one who stands out from the crowd 
and wins others’ true respect. Plato, too, in the Gorgias, had been concerned 
with the existence of good leadership at Athens.46

To theorize the leader had proved elusive, however. Thucydides was 
content to let the matter rest as a tension within democracy, or as one of the 
home truths about Athenian democracy that the people concealed from them-
selves. Thrasymachus’ account of the truly good leader was implausible: he 
situated the leader beyond law, but could think of nothing better for him to do 
than flout the law for his own selfish purposes. This was scarcely a credible 
account of what the statesman actually does, as statesman. Plato’s idealizing 
claim—especially in the Gorgias—that the success or failure of the leader lay 
in his ability to make people better (Gorgias 515a–19e) was not much more 
successful than the immoralist claims of Thrasymachus.

Despite these difficulties, it was plainly important that political theory 
not be confined to thinking about constitutions. Not only do many states 
manage to survive despite their faulty construction,47 but the theory of con-
stitutions—without more—ignores the constant pressure of events on a pol-
ity to reach and execute decisions. As the Visitor points out, “the fact that 
practically nothing in human affairs ever remains stable prevent[s] any sort 
of expertise whatsoever from making any simple decision in any sphere that 
covers all cases and will last for all time” (294b2–6; Rowe translation). Lead-
ing a state involves, at least in part, the same kind of skills that running any 
complex operation entails. Properly speaking, the statesman’s task was not 
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so much to make bad people good, 48 but to weave the diverse and potentially 
hostile facets of goodness—good people, some of whom favored courage, 
and  others moderation—into a coherent polity. His knowledge has to do with 
judgment—that is, with knowing what the occasion, or kairos, demands.49

In order to articulate this idea, the Visitor has to separate the politikos from 
the polis, in order to get a fresh perspective, unencumbered by received ideas 
about statecraft. So, he begins by claiming that the kingly art is not confined 
to kings, but may be extended to theorists as well (259b1–5). It is not con-
fined to sovereigns in the polis, either—the gist of statecraft may be found in 
the management of households and slaves, as well as in the state (259b7–c4). 
Aristotle criticizes this idea in Politics I,50 and points out, not unreasonably, 
that the different communities in question (family, state) are very different 
from each other. But, notwithstanding Aristotle’s criticism, the Visitor man-
ages to open a space for thinking about the statesman in terms of what any 
collective needs (whether civic in nature or not). That is, he assimilates politi-
cal leadership to other pursuits that require management skills. Plato tries to 
get a picture of states and statecraft prior to law, and, at least to a degree, 
independent of it.

In the Statesman, Plato shows the fruitfulness of returning to the poets and 
their insights into the conflicted nature of virtue. He bases a valuable account 
of leadership on this conflict, and shows that leadership aims at achieving a 
rapprochement between different, and to a degree antagonistic, kinds of good-
ness. This idea of conflict within virtue had been productive as well in the 
poets. Aeschylus had envisioned the jury as a political response to the con-
flicted nature of justice. It was plain, though implicit, in the Eumenides, that 
the jury and the procedural approach to justice were to a degree oppressive. 
It meant that the desire for vengeance—a desire whose power Aeschylus had 
dramatized so compellingly in the trilogy’s first two plays—must henceforth 
be renounced. In the Eumenides, the city’s laws were crucially important, as 
Athena and the Furies both insisted. But the laws could hardly claim to be an 
expression of people’s deepest wishes. In the Statesman, too, the presentation 
of law recalls the Oresteia and the Eumenides. Law is crucially important if 
mayhem is to be avoided, but it can scarcely be regarded as the fruit or the 
expression of human felicity.

THE SHAPE OF PLATO’S THOUGHT

The statesman addresses the hostility between courage and moderation by 
inculcating in the citizens a “divine bond”—specifically, “true opinion which 
is really true and held with utter conviction about beautiful things and just 
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things and good things and their opposites” (309c5–7). This conviction, 
moreover, is to be implanted in the “immortal” part of the citizens’ souls 
(309c1–2).

Here, the true statesman begins to look quite like the Republic’s 
philosopher-king, as many scholars have noted, arguing in addition that the 
philosopher-king and the statesman are basically the same conception.51 
While I have shown reasons why I disagree with this, it should be clear that 
this position is not without validity. As we have seen, the Statesman explores 
an area of communal life that is prior to the city—the need for a leader to 
forge the disparate virtues of courage and moderation into a coherent social 
entity. It would certainly be possible, therefore, to argue that the positions 
taken in the Statesman do not affect the ideas expressed in the Republic. As 
we have seen, the Visitor does not actually deny that moderation and courage 
possess an intrinsic identity. Even though he focuses attention on their potent, 
pre-philosophical political reality as temperaments, he does not foreclose the 
possibility that they possess a stable, internal character.

Unitarian scholars, therefore, make a valid point. Nonetheless, the shift in 
emphasis we find in the Statesman—if we choose to confine it to that—seems 
far more significant than unitarian readings might suggest. This shift from the 
Republic to the Statesman can be expressed in several ways. The emphasis 
moves (1) from constitutional states to the pre-legal conditions necessary 
before communal life is possible; (2) from the consistency of the virtues to 
the mutual hostility among them; and (3) from the moral degeneracy of actual 
constitutions to their unavoidable imperfection.

The Visitor offers an account of human beings and their place in nature 
very different from that found in the idealist dialogues. Unlike Socrates in 
the Phaedo, who centers the human person on an immortal soul, the Visitor 
denies that even humans’ capacity for language or thought radically distin-
guishes them from other animals. The Visitor’s model of philosophy, too, is 
very different. He invokes blending as a master image in his metaphysics, 
politics, and linguistics (and it will loom large in the account of ethics in 
the Philebus). This seems to be a deliberate inversion of the model of the 
philosophical life in the Phaedo as an effort to reduce complex compounds—
above all, the compound of body and soul—to purity and simplification. 
Finally, the Visitor has stated plainly that the philosopher and statesman are 
different (Sophist 217a7–b4): we cannot simply assimilate the statesman to 
the philosopher-king.

This multi-faceted shift betokens a momentous change in Plato’s thinking. 
Whatever elements in the ideal conception of the statesman remain stable 
(and several do), they are nonetheless situated in a markedly different meta-
physical environment. The statesman pursues his skill in a city that has been 
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extensively rethought since the Republic. This is a city teeming with untold 
numbers of interlocking skills, a city where different temperaments—each in 
its own way excellent—may foment serious conflict. The statesman’s major 
tasks are shaped by the distinctive cityscape. It is difficult, therefore, to resist 
the impression that it is the innovative elements in Plato’s later thinking that 
are at the heart of the matter. At the very least, they cannot be ignored.

It seems that framing the question of Plato’s development as a choice 
between unitarian and developmental views fails to honor the complexity and 
richness of Plato’s thinking. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Plato 
developed two paradigms of philosophical activity over the course of his 
life. One was idealist and visionary; it rejected standing human institutions 
as decadent and showed what an ideal city might look like. The other was 
realistic and this-worldly; it did not focus on the world as it should be, but 
rather as it actually was. Considerable adjustments to the metaphysics were 
necessary before a world swimming in change and movement could take on 
a philosophical stature and interest in its own right.

The grand Statesman myth of the world’s revolutions seems to capture the 
complex movement in Plato’s thought, and, in particular, the relation between 
these two paradigms, as two contrasting, but complementary motions or 
directions in Plato’s thinking. “What is the movement of wisdom?” asks the 
Athenian in Laws 10.52 He concludes that it is a steady, uniform movement 
about a fixed point (Laws 10.898a8–b3)—a rotation, in other words, like that 
of the world. In what follows, I want to apply this to the Visitor’s myth in the 
Statesman; that is, I want to show what a powerful image the Visitor’s grand 
myth provides, not only for Plato’s later political vision, but for the whole 
course of his philosophical thought. On this reading, the myth suggests that 
Plato’s thinking, too, evinces a regular movement about a fixed center, but 
rotating at different times in alternate directions, with periodic cataclysms 
resulting from the cosmic (or intellectual) reversal.

These reversals are dramatic changes in the direction of Plato’s think-
ing. But, as the myth’s imagery indicates, these changes do not constitute 
a wholesale rejection of Platonic idealism. The gods had steered the world 
(and, in the view offered here, Plato’s philosophy) when it proceeded in its 
earlier direction. If so, it looks as though other-worldly, Platonic idealism was 
underwritten by the gods. Thus, in Laws 5.739b–d, the Athenian describes a 
state like the ideal republic and comments that its inhabitants would be “gods 
or the children of gods” (739d6).53

Despite the change in direction, as the Visitor points out, the pace and 
steadiness of the cosmic rotation remain the same. Indeed, he claims that 
the abrupt reversal in direction is the smallest possible change from its god-
directed motion (Statesman 269e3–5).54 The myth is suggestive for Plato’s 
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thought because it captures not only the change in direction (as develop-
mentalists stress), but the persistence across the changes (as the unitarians 
argue).

The grand myth shows what is constricting and distorted in holding Plato 
to either a developmental or a unitarian conception, or even to conceptual-
izing his development in this either/or way. Treating the myth of the world’s 
rotation as an image of Plato’s own thinking suggests that both paradigms 
of philosophy he had developed remain relevant. In the myth, the phases of 
the world’s turning succeed one another: the gods’ direction of the universe 
gives way to the world’s autonomous turning, which, in the fullness of time, 
is replaced by the gods’ direct control once again. So, too, the two intellectual 
models seem to yield to one another successively—the idealist phase requires 
supplementation by the Visitor’s more immanent philosophy, which, in turn, 
needs the visionary fervor of idealist philosophy.

For example, the Visitor’s political theory depends on recognizing an ideal 
polity when we see one, even if he does not regard an ideal state as an actual 
possibility. From the Visitor’s perspective, the Republic described a govern-
ment typical of an irretrievable golden age: its perfection was unattainable. 
Masterpiece though it was, the Republic nonetheless failed to take the true 
measure of our abandonment by the gods.

Still, only by comparison with the ideal can one understand actual states. 
From the Visitor’s perspective, we misunderstand our political autonomy, 
unless we see it as a condition imposed on us, a letdown from a golden age. 
In sum, far from rejecting the ideal theory of government, the Visitor presup-
poses it, although he takes it in directions that must come as a surprise to 
readers of the Republic. The idealist philosophy surveys a sublime, divine 
world and treats this world mainly as a distorted and unreal copy of it. In 
the dialogues written after the Republic, however, we find a counter-turn, in 
which we learn that the mutable world of everyday experience has a philo-
sophical dignity in its own right.

In the Sophist and the Statesman, Socrates sits on the sidelines and lets 
the Visitor articulate a philosophical model and vision very different from 
the one he had elaborated in the middle dialogues. Scholars have sometimes 
interpreted this to mean that Plato has outgrown his idealism.55 But this 
seems unlikely. After all, even in the Timaeus, which expounds an idealist 
philosophical vision, Socrates is again largely silent, while his interlocutors 
offer an elaborate cosmology and mythic history intended to complement the 
Republic. Socrates (like Plato?) enjoys both the Visitor’s innovative meta-
physics and Timaeus’ idealist cosmogony. His largely silent presence in all 
these dialogues suggests that he is watching the successive turnings of the 
philosophical mind—now in this direction, now in that.
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The Statesman myth in effect supplements the Timaeus, which offers a sub-
lime account of the demiurge’s creation of the gods and the gods’ creation of 
the world. The Timaeus cosmogony corresponds to the phase in the Statesman 
myth where the gods actively steer the universe and directly govern humans. 
But the Statesman myth adds another phase to this Timaeus-like picture of the 
world: it speaks of a cataclysmic rupture, when the gods relinquish the con-
trols, and the world switches the direction of its now self-piloted movement. 
This new phase underwrites, mythically, a picture of the cosmos, the state, 
and the individual very different from that presented in the Phaedo and the 
 Republic. The point, however, is that they are all part of a single cosmos.

The Statesman and the Timaeus capture the movement of Plato’s thought 
and show that it was not a vector-like progression from one position to 
another.56 Plato developed two powerful visions of philosophy. These were 
not, strictly speaking, inconsistent, but very different in temper, methodol-
ogy, and vision. Each offered a rather different view of philosophy’s nature 
and role and offered rather different views of the human being and society. 
Each had its considerable strengths. Plato’s thinking developed, but this 
development had the character more of a complication or burgeoning than a 
straightforward development from one philosophical vision to another.

The nature and role of the political ruler loom large in both phases of 
Plato’s thought and illuminate the complex relation between those two 
phases. For the most part, the genuine politikos of the Statesman reflects the 
Visitor’s immanent metaphysics and, more specifically, the political reality 
that humans take care of themselves, since the gods no longer govern them 
directly. In particular, the conflict between virtues, one of the most urgent 
tasks facing the statesman, reflects the pluralism of the Visitor’s metaphysics 
and its emphasis on difference.

In describing how the statesman will address this problem, however, the 
Visitor seems to invoke concepts that inevitably recall the idealist dialogues. 
The statesman will instil in citizens “true opinion” (ἀληθῆ δόξαν) that is 
“really true” (ὄντως οὖσαν ἀληθῆ) concerning the “beautiful, just and good, 
and their opposites” (309c5–8). The Visitor has said little or nothing about 
these moral qualities in his preceding discussion, and much of what he did say 
tended to undercut the idealist framework supporting the ethical investiga-
tions in earlier dialogues. In effect, then, the Visitor offers an idealist answer 
to a distinctively “realist” problem. It seems that the political ruler shows how 
the different phases of Plato’s thought complement one another and suggests 
that each is insufficient by itself. If so, it is misleading to claim that the genu-
ine statesman is simply another version of the philosopher-king. He is more 
like a liminal figure, who shows how one phase of Plato’s  thinking cries out 
for the other phase that complements and supports it.
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Underlying this movement between the different phases in his thinking was 
Plato’s relation to the poets. This relation was rich and pervasively complex, 
and its effects can be seen in several dialogues. Republic 10, in particular, is 
a crucial moment for understanding the shape of Plato’s thought. For, on the 
one hand, the condemnation of the poets supported Plato’s idealist vision of 
a genuine reality beyond the limits of bodily experience. Indeed, for reasons 
I have tried to make clear in this study, the attack on the poets was funda-
mental to idealist philosophy, which was intended to replace mimetic poetry 
as a model of wisdom and as a way of understanding even the most appar-
ently “tragic” events in human lives. Philosophy sought to colonize the poets’ 
country: they had to be exiled before philosophy could hold sway.

On the other hand, by endowing the poets with a metaphysical status 
in Republic 10, Plato ushered in a very different “metaphysics of fallibil-
ity,” which centered much more on this world—its impure compounds, its 
multiplicity, and its ceaseless movement. Once we appreciate the depth and 
complexity of Plato’s relation to the poets, however, we can appreciate that 
this “turn” to a new paradigm was hardly a linear progression away from one 
position to another. Rather, it worked out something that had been implicit in 
Plato’s attack on the poets. It showed how the poets were, indeed, a constitu-
tive part of his thinking. They were, so to speak, deeply inside his metaphys-
ics—and never more so than when he sought to banish them.
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versity Press, 2004), who offer an account of myths as the oral record of natural cata-
clysms—above all, volcanoes. The Barbers’ very interesting book follows the Visitor’s 
lead in seeing received myths as the opaque reflection of a natural cataclysm. 

 4. Luc Brisson and Christopher Rowe, among others, have argued that the myth 
describes not two, but three phases. See, e.g., Brisson, “Interprétation du Mythe du 
Politique,” in Reading the “Statesman”: Proceedings of the III Symposium Platoni-
cum, ed. Christopher Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia, 1995), 349–63; Christopher 
Rowe, Plato: Statesman (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1995), 11–13; 192–93. Accord-
ing to Brisson, for example, there is an “age of Kronos” (when the god personally turns 
the universe and divinities personally govern various localities); an autonomous age 
(when the world moves in a reverse direction, without being piloted by the god and 



200 Chapter 6
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51. See above, material at notes 7–9 of this chapter. 
52. Laws 10.897d3. The immediately relevant context runs from 897b7–98b9.
53. See G. M. A. Grube, Plato’s Thought (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1980), 279 

(“[The philosopher-king] is now relegated to a mythical past and an equally mythi-
cal future. If we are to define the statesman, we must find something less ideal”); 
G. E. L. Owen, “The Place of the Timaeus in Plato’s Dialogues,” CQ 3 (1953): 79–95, 
at 89–92. 

Of course, there were no constitutional governments in the Golden Age. That might 
seem to weaken the suggestion that in the Statesman myth Plato is commenting partly 
on his own idealist thought in the Republic. But Plato’s myth of the Golden Age is not 
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an allegory: we need not expect a one-on-one correspondence between all  elements. 
The salient point is that a political theory must describe government by human  beings, 
not by gods. It seems likely, therefore, that the myth does indeed correct for the exces-
sive idealization of rulers in the Republic. 

For criticisms of this position, see Rowe, “The Politicus and Other Dialogues,” in 
Rowe, Schofield, eds., Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought, 
233–57, and in particular 240–41; 244–51. Rowe writes, 240, that in the view taken 
by Grube and Owen, “the dialogue argues the need for expert . . . rule, but finally 
 decides that it is unlikely to materialize, and that we shall have to settle for second-
best, the rule of law (300c).” Although Rowe formulates this position in order to 
attack it, I think it is—to borrow his phrase—“the most natural interpretation of the 
tenor of the dialogue” (Ibid. at 241).

54. In the Republic, Socrates indicated that making philosophers kings, albeit a 
major step, was the “smallest change” required in order to bring about an ideal state 
(Rep. 5.473b40e4). As the Republic passage indicates, a “small change” can entail 
some major adjustments!

55. See Chapter 5, footnote 6. 
56. Owen, “The Place of the Timaeus in Plato’s Dialogues,” CQ, n.s. 3 (1953): 

79–95, questioned the traditional late dating of the Timaeus. Although stylistic con-
siderations apparently place the Timaeus among Plato’s later dialogues, its philosoph-
ical message seems closer to the idealist works of Plato’s so-called “middle period.” 
Owen, accordingly, dated Timaeus earlier than stylistic considerations, by them-
selves, seemed to warrant. For the reasons shown in the body of the text, however, 
the idealist commitments of the Timaeus do not necessarily mean that it belongs to a 
creative period before the composition of the Sophist and Statesman. For criticisms 
of Owen, see Christopher Gill, “Plato and Politics: The Critias and the Politicus,” 
Phronesis 24 (1979): 148–67. 
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Excursus to Chapter 6:
 The Statesman as Philosophical 

Commentary on Sophocles’ Antigone

At the conclusion of the Statesman, the Visitor articulates a problem that must 
press on any society—the conflict between the courageous and the moderate. 
Forging a bond between these two groups is a task only the most enlightened 
of statesmen could carry out, but the genuine statesman, as the Visitor has 
emphasized, is a very rare phenomenon indeed.1 What can a society do in the 
absence of such a wise and benevolent leader? The Visitor hardly addresses 
the question, but his discussion has nonetheless shown its urgency. For any 
society apparently will need to address the conflict within virtue—the hostil-
ity between the courageous and the moderate—or else risk a crippling strife 
amongst its citizens. In the absence of a genuine ruler, societies will have 
recourse to laws. These will, as the Visitor says, lay down what is broadly 
right for most people in most situations (295a). But how does a society lack-
ing a genuine statesman form anything like a shared conviction about such 
ultimate matters as justice?

In this excursus, I speculate on the possibility that tragedy might serve, 
in deeply imperfect states, as an admittedly flawed, but serviceable means 
of forging consensus about justice. No doubt, from a Platonic perspective, 
tragedy ought not to be encouraged. If one were constructing an ideal state, it 
might make sense to refuse poets admittance to it. In the Statesman, however, 
constitutional states, although severely deficient, look like the best that can 
be expected. Even democracy wins the Visitor’s equivocal endorsement.2 
Perhaps in such a deeply defective state, tragic performance might have a 
place after all.

Several considerations suggest that the Visitor at least opens a space in 
which tragedy might play a constructive social role. The Visitor plainly has no 
special animus against the poets; he treats them as providers of  entertainment, 
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which is one of the “contributory arts”—that is, arts that contribute to the 
needs of an organized human community (Statesman 287d, 288c). Elsewhere, 
the Visitor surprisingly expresses concern for the toll taken on the integrity of 
the representational arts by laws laid down by non-artists about what the artist 
may and may not do (299d). He has also allowed, in the political context, that 
there are better and worse ways to imitate (293e4–5; 297c3–4). This suggests 
that in the poetic context, too, there may be better and worse imitations.3

The Visitor seems to leave some room, therefore, for the possibility of a 
more positive role for tragedy in the city’s life. To explore this idea, I want 
to consider the Statesman as a philosophical commentary on the Antigone. I 
make no claim, of course, that Plato specifically had Sophocles’ tragedy in 
mind when he composed his dialogue. Nonetheless, the surprising number of 
elements shared by the Statesman and the Antigone show just how close Plato 
has moved to the “poetics of justice.” The tragic nature of the Visitor’s politi-
cal vision suggests that tragedy, in turn, might be a less noxious influence on 
citizens than it seemed to be in the Republic.

The conflict within virtue shows with special clarity the new relation 
between philosophy and tragedy. Conflict is at the heart of drama, and, there-
fore, tragedy now becomes potentially an eloquent expression of the conflict 
underlying civic life. Athenian drama, in particular, was deeply interested in the 
clash of perspectives—of different, inconsistent ideas of goodness. Sophocles’ 
Antigone is arguably the single greatest dramatic exploration of this clash. The 
play, in fact, begins with an argument between the courageous and the moder-
ate, in the person of Antigone and her sister Ismene. Sophocles plunges the 
audience in medias res. When we first see her, Antigone is passionately defiant. 
She has already learned of Creon’s edict and has made up her mind not to obey 
it. From the very beginning, she is possessed by her deep conviction that she 
has one, and only one, moral course to follow. She presents herself as a force to 
be reckoned with, and, as the Visitor comments in regard to courage, we admire 
her “speed and intensity and acuteness” (Statesman 306e).

Antigone is exasperated by her sister Ismene’s hesitance, and, it is true, 
Ismene hardly makes a heroic impression. Nonetheless, Ismene, too, certainly 
illustrates a valid, moral stance. Like the moderate, thoughtful person she is, 
she sifts through the particulars of her situation and tries to find some princi-
pled way of preserving her life and her sister’s. She finds the family demands 
of burial not quite so compelling as Antigone does—she reasons that in light 
of her lifelong sufferings, the dead of the house can hardly deny her the 
chance, at long last, to enjoy a semblance of happiness (49–68).4 Ismene will 
call on the dead to show some pity (xuggnoian, 66) on her plight.

Ismene’s gentleness and quietness, as well as her restraint, commend her 
to the audience’s sympathies. Perhaps the greatest strength of her position is 
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that she is able to appreciate Antigone’s heroic intransigence, even when it 
is plain that Antigone (who belittles Ismene) cannot reciprocate her sister’s 
admiration.5 Upon reflection, then, we might well praise her for these quali-
ties of gentleness and quietness—qualities the Visitor, too, identifies as virtu-
ous and praiseworthy (Statesman 307a7–b3). Antigone, in short, is perhaps 
the clearest example in extant Greek tragedy of the “hostility” between cour-
age and moderation.

The Visitor and the tragedians share a fundamental insight: virtue can be a 
powerfully destabilizing force in a society. The statesman’s crucial task, there-
fore, is to ensure that the virtues are used constructively and made to contribute 
to the stability of the state. A city that contains both Antigone and Ismene—
respective paragons of courage and moderation—has the potential for prosper-
ity and vigor. A good leader should have been able to inspire in the vehement 
Antigone and the moderate Ismene alike a common conviction concerning 
goodness and justice (Statesman 309c). This common conviction should serve 
to temper the courageous and to embolden the moderate (309d10–e8).

The rupture between these sisters, consequently, is a terrible reflection 
on the grave defects of Creon’s statecraft. His greatest error lay in his fail-
ure to teach himself and others what the chorus calls “city-law tempers” 
(ἀστυνόμους ὀργὰς) (Antigone 355–56). A “city-law temper” requires 
a sense of the goodness of ideas and values other than one’s own, and an 
ability to appreciate a variety of human impulses toward the good (see, e.g., 
Antigone 705–09). The leader’s task is precisely to teach this more  complex 
 temper—to bring it about and nurture it. Creon is a disaster as a leader 
because he is incapable of complexity.

In his critique of the inflexibility of law, the Visitor says that law resembles 
someone who is “arrogant and ignorant, and refuses to let anyone do any-
thing in contravention of his order, nor allows anyone even to question it” 
(294b8–c4). This description of law sounds very like Creon in the Antigone. 
No doubt, Creon’s edict forbidding the burial of Polyneices had a point and 
was intended to serve a worthy goal. The problem, however, lay in Creon’s 
unwillingness to relax the rigors of the law even as the situation degenerated 
before his eyes. His son Haemon urges flexibility on his father, and a respon-
siveness to the people’s growing sentiment in Antigone’s favor (692–700, 
705–23, 733, 737). Creon’s proud adherence to the law eventually makes him 
truculent, suspicious, and despotic.6

Another mistake Creon makes as a statesman is to react to Antigone’s 
disobedience coercively by applying state force in all its brutality.7 In the 
Statesman, the Visitor defines the statesman’s art as the second-order skill 
of knowing the proper occasion for the use of other arts—in particular, the 
art of the general and the art of the orator (303d4–05e7). Had Creon used the 
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orator’s art—instead of the general’s—and tried to persuade Antigone, he 
might have found that she could, after all, be reasoned with. Her “casuistic” 
speech (where she singles out a brother’s death as imposing a special obli-
gation, 905–15) suggests that discussion would have helped clarify the real 
issues at stake. For Antigone says that she would not have defied the law to 
bury a husband or a child, but only a brother, because he is irreplaceable. It 
should have made a difference to Creon that Antigone’s behavior was not an 
all-out defiance of his edict, but an inability to comply with it because of her 
own, very specific relation to it.8

Instead, Creon foolishly calls out the military to arrest her and finally lead 
her off to her death. The Visitor’s formulation of statecraft as a second-order 
skill illuminates the nature of Creon’s terrible mistake—his failure to see 
what arts the difficult situation in fact required. Creon is a striking example 
of how much the peace and stability of a state depend on the leader’s mastery 
of this intricate relation between statecraft and its ancillary arts.

Once tragedy looked like an enemy of philosophy and a subversive politi-
cal force because it endorsed the pernicious democratic idea that nobody is 
anything in particular. Creon’s culminating insight, in fact, concerns his own 
nothingness: he is “nothing more than nobody” (τὸν οὐκ ὄντα μᾶλλον ἢ 
μηδένα, Ant. 1325). Such tragic “wisdom” once was highly objectionable, 
from a Platonic perspective. But now in the context of the Visitor’s distinctive 
political philosophy, Creon’s highly emotional lament makes the important 
point that, after all, he is not radically distinguished from his subjects; like 
them, he shares a common human predicament. Such was the point, too, of 
the Visitor’s grand myth: humans only have others as flawed and weak as 
themselves to rule over them.

Once the Visitor’s metaphysics is in place, then, tragedy has the potential to 
be an ally of genuine statecraft. By offering vivid pictures of conflict between 
inconsistent moral temperaments, tragedy should assist leaders in their work 
of soothing such conflicts. Tragedy imitates one of the basic problems of 
civic life the Visitor identifies—the inconsistency and the absoluteness of 
different moral perspectives. Watching and responding to tragedy—above 
all, the Antigone—should help audience members temper the absoluteness of 
their moral judgments: the drama provides an imaginative free-zone to enter 
into sympathy with moral outlooks different from one’s own. Tragedy offers 
a kind of schooling in sound political judgment. It corrects the individual’s 
in-going sense that his or her moral judgments are simple, indubitable, and 
imperative. It qualifies confident moral conclusions with a subversive sym-
pathy for positions not one’s own. This sympathy makes possible a soul more 
complex in its conception of the good and better suited for a peaceful life 
alongside others in a stable society.
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The Visitor’s revisions to Platonic idealism suggest a metaphysical basis 
for tragedy, and seem to give philosophical rigor to the tragic vision. One of 
the problems with that vision, according to the poets themselves, is that its 
message can hardly be assimilated: it is too much at odds with our ingoing 
intuitions—our sense, for example, that our own ideas of the good must be 
authoritative and, therefore, must be true in all cases. For the poets, people 
could learn only by suffering—that is, only when the folly of their firm, but 
false, convictions came crashing down on their head.9

The elaborate intellectual structure worked out by the Visitor over the 
course of two lengthy philosophical dialogues, however, might well have 
helped stabilize the poets’ fleeting and elusive truths and enabled the philo-
sophical disciple to steer his or her life accordingly. The tragedians offered 
compelling drama about conflict. The philosopher, however, showed the 
fabric of reality that underlies this conflict and why it made sense to believe 
that reality has just this texture. Thanks to the philosopher, suffering (pathos) 
need no longer be the only route to learning (mathos).

NOTES

1. On the rareness of the true statesman, see, e.g., Ann N. Michelini, “Searching 
for the King: Reflexive Irony in Plato’s Politicus,” Classical Antiquity 19 (2000): 
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2. Statesman 303a–b.
3. In the Sophist, too, the Visitor had distinguished different kinds of imitation, one 

of which was more faithful to the original, while the other exaggerated the features of 
the original (Sophist 235d–36c).

4. Simon Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986), 92, remarks, “Ismene . . . challenges Antigone’s attitudes and plans 
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of civic life and the dependent status of women.” See contra, Emese Mogyorodi, 
“Tragic Freedom and Fate in Sophocles’ Antigone: Notes on the Role of the ‘Ancient 
Evils’ in ‘the Tragic,’” in Tragedy and the Tragic: Greek Theatre and Beyond, ed. 
M. S. Silk (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 360–65 (Antigone, but not Ismene, 
makes a deliberate choice).

5. See Mary Whitlock Blundell, Helping Friends and Hurting Enemies: A Study 
in Sophocles and Greek Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 
111–12.

6. On Creon’s character, see, e.g., Mark Griffith, Sophocles: Antigone  (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 35–38, and Stephanie West, “Sophocles’ 
 Antigone and Herodotus Book Three,” in Jasper Griffin, ed., Sophocles Revisited: 
Essays Presented to Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
109–36, at 119–29 (comparing Creon’s autocratic behavior to Herodotus’ portrait 
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 Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 122–28, 147–49. See 
also Chapter 2, note 60. 
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9. This thought is crystallized in the phrase “pathei mathos” (learning by suf-
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1564; Libation Bearers, 313; cf. Eumenides, 276, 799. For discussion, see Michael 
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“We are ourselves makers [poêtai] of a tragedy,” the Athenian says in the 
Laws.

In fact, our whole polity [politeia] has been constructed as an imitation (mimê-
sis) of the finest and best life. We assert that this is really (ὄντως) the truest 
(ἀληθεστάτην) of tragedies . . . one that only a true law (νόμος ἀληθής) can 
produce. Such is our hope.

(Laws 7.817b1–c1)

In Laws, his last, unfinished work, Plato has adopted the theater as a 
 pervasive model for his view of the city and the individual—a striking change 
indeed from many aspects of Plato’s earlier thinking and a claim that recapit-
ulates the movement of his thought.1 In Republic 10, mimesis had been a way 
to condemn poetry, and above all, tragedy as a particularly noxious  practice 
in the city. Mimetic poetry had been made to look like a highly dubious 
kind of making—not really a poiêsis, or making, at all, but an imitation that 
produced nothing but phantoms (eidôla). Plato condemned the audience’s 
preference for spurious imitations and their insistence on the cheap emotional 
gratification afforded by the poets.

Then, in the Statesman, mimesis became a framework for thinking about 
constitutional governments, which were all “imitations” of an  unattainable 
true government. Mimesis had evolved into a way for Plato to think 
about humans’ predicament—the elusiveness of genuinely true and good 
 government, and the need to make do with a seriously imperfect second-
best. Plato’s political vision in the Statesman approached that of the poets. 
Mimesis, then, had gone from a way to condemn the poets to a distinctively 
Platonic expression of an outlook very like that of the poets.

Conclusion



214 Conclusion

In the Laws, mimesis once again expands its domain and now suffuses the 
entirety of civic life. Lawmakers and poets are, so to speak, rival dramatists. 
The Athenian calls tragedians the lawmakers’ rival craftsmen and rival com-
petitors (ἀντίτεχνοί τε καὶ ἀνταγωνισταί, 7.817b7). Shelley once called 
poets the “unacknowledged legislators of the world.” Plato, anticipating and 
inverting Shelley, claimed that legislators were the truest poets. Law, and the 
city life it defines and enforces, is the philosopher’s ultimate song—the finest 
literature a society can produce.

The Athenian reminds us that the Greek word for “law” (nomos) can also 
refer to a kind of song (4.722d6–e4). Not only is the city a noble entertain-
ment, then, but the Laws itself, as the Athenian remarks, is very like a poem 
(7.811c9–10), and perhaps the best listening for young people (7.811c6–d5). 
A city’s law book should be by far the most beautiful and the best of its 
 literary works (9.858e4–59a1). Although the Athenian’s claim may sound 
cranky and implausible, he has a point: Justinian’s Institutiones, Codex 
and Digests, may indeed rival Virgil’s Aeneid as Rome’s great cultural 
 contribution to the world. The United States Constitution, too, is one of the 
most cherished American writings.

But what are we to make of the claim that the city is the “truest of 
 tragedies”? It may be that Plato uses “tragedy” loosely, as meaning little more 
than an “eminent genre.” If so, he would be saying only that the city is an 
exceptionally beautiful and noble product of human making—one that can 
and should displace the poets. To an extent, this is true: Plato continues to 
be deeply suspicious of the tragedians. He calls the city a tragedy by way of 
explaining why the poets, if admitted into the city at all, must be required to 
adhere to the rules laid down for them by the city. On the other hand, in the 
Laws, Plato has drawn unmistakably closer to the poets and their tragic vision 
of society and the individual. Calling the city a tragedy shows how deeply the 
poets have influenced Plato, even as he questions their value.

For example, the best life for humans, as described in the Laws, has a 
 pronounced theatrical quality; it is devoted to play, and the play takes the form 
by and large of public performances. “We should spend our lives in playing 
certain games—sacrificing and singing and dancing—so that we can make 
the gods well disposed to us, and ward off enemies and defeat them in battle” 
(7.803e1–4). The Athenian’s model for thinking about individual  persons also 
invokes spectacles. Recurrently in the Laws, he compares humans to puppets 
(thaumata, cf. 1.644d7; cf. 5.732e6; 7.803c4–6). Not only is the image theat-
rical,2 but, more important, the idea expressed by the metaphor is very close 
to what we have seen in the poets. Tragedians had called humans “nothings” 
and “images” (εἴδωλα). Plato’s image of people as “puppets” and “toys” 
gives them a similarly spectral quality and expresses a model of human beings 
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quite close to what we find, as well, in the poets. The puppet-like character of 
humans is intended to express the significance of pleasure-seeking and pain-
avoidance as pre-eminent factors in human motivation.

“Nothing is so native to men as pleasure, pain, and desire,” the Athenian 
says at one point. “They are, so to speak, the wires or strings from which 
any mortal nature is inevitably and absolutely dependent” (5.732e4–7; 
cf. 1.644e2).3 The needs and desires that drive people most powerfully—
food, drink, and sex (6.783c9–d1)—were like the strings that move a puppet. 
These strings could jerk humans this way and that, making their lives fitful 
and incoherent (1.644e1–4). Men and women are the “toys of God,” as the 
Athenian strikingly claims (1.644d8–9; 7.803c4–5). Therein lies their  nobility 
(7.803c5–04b4), but also their tragedy as well. Humans seem to be structured 
in a way that tends to frustrate their well-being, since their subservience to 
their own irresistible, but short-term needs, apparently confines them to a life 
of self-defeating selfishness, conflict, and unhappiness.

In composing his noble tragedy of the polity, Plato adopted much the 
same view of humans—creatures in the grip of passions they are unable to 
resist—as the great tragedians and Homer had done. One of Homer’s most 
provocative and trenchant images of human beings, for example, was that of 
“bellies” (gasteres).4 In the Odyssey, Odysseus refers to his “gaster’ oulo-
menên”—his “destructive belly”—an odd phrase that recalls and debunks 
the grand description of Achilles’ rage (mênin) as “oulomenên” in the second 
line of the Iliad.5 As “bellies,” humans are imagined as essentially appetitive. 
Because they are constrained to feed themselves from their environs, they 
are by and large incapable of transcending their immediate circumstances. 
Odysseus’ companions would have done well to restrain their appetite, but 
gnawing hunger led them to slay the sacred cattle of the Sun. They knew what 
was right, but were incapable of adhering to it.6 To use Plato’s image, they 
were pulled by strings outside their control (the hunger the gods had sent on 
them). When Odysseus later sums up his views of humanity, he takes a very 
dim view of the mind, as incapable of rising above its circumstances and, in 
fact, merely reflecting the stresses of its immediate milieu.

For such is the mind (noos) of earthly men:
Whatever the father of men and gods brings on for the day.

(Odyssey 18.130–37)

Homer’s image of the human as “belly” resembles Plato’s image of the 
human as a puppet. Both images present mortals in the grip of powers outside 
their control and constrained to satisfy a hunger or a desire. From the hour of 
their birth, the Athenian says, all creatures are moved by the irresistible desire 
for food and drink. They cannot heed any voice that urges anything besides 
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the gratification of their hunger and thirst. The onset of sexuality brings yet 
another kind of irresistible madness (see Laws 6.782d10–83a4). It appears 
that the call of reason is very faint, hardly audible, given the body’s insistent 
demands for satisfaction. It sounds as if the Athenian were theorizing about 
the characters in Homer’s Odyssey.

Both images—the Homeric image of the human as “belly” and the Platonic 
model of the human as “puppet”—call into question the scope of human 
responsibility, since the choices people make inevitably get made within the 
contours of their appetitive nature. The companions, for example, deliberately 
“chose” to slay and eat the Sun’s cattle, and therefore, we might say, fully 
deserved their punishment. On the other hand, since they were led to this self-
destructive act by a gnawing hunger imposed by the gods, their deliberate act 
hardly puts them beyond the range of our sympathy. The companions both 
deserve and don’t deserve what they get. Similarly, in Laws, the Athenian 
thinks it is equivocal, at best, to claim that anyone is finally responsible for 
his or her deeds. Because people act under the spell of an immediate pleasure 
or fear, or in ignorance of where their true good lies (9.863b1–64c9), the 
Athenian concludes that no one ever willingly does evil (9.860d1–5).

Plato’s new model of the human person looks in many ways, too, like a 
theoretical projection of tragedy and the vehemence of its characters, who so 
often desperately want something that at another level they know is deeply 
wrong. The Athenian speaks of the person who “hates . . . what his judgement 
pronounces to be noble or good, while he loves and enjoys what he judges vile 
and wicked” (3.689a5–7). Plato had invoked mental conflict in the Republic, 
but only as a way of demonstrating the existence of different soul-parts, and 
therefore, the possibility of a stable hierarchy among the parts.7 Conflict, as 
such, had little interest for him. In the Laws, however, conflict has moved 
center stage. The model of the person we find there is much closer to, say, 
Euripides’ Medea—famously conflicted about killing her children, although 
knowing full well how heinous a crime it is. Bruno Snell once argued, inge-
niously, that Euripides wrote the Medea to refute the claim of Socrates that 
knowledge was virtue.8 If so, Plato came around in his old age to Euripides’ 
way of thinking. Humans were children in the grip of well-nigh irresistible 
impulses to gratify themselves. Their psychological complexity came from 
their inability either to subdue these impulses or to ground their conduct on a 
more seasoned sense of right.

Aeschylus’ Oresteia and its treatment of law is perhaps the most striking 
overlap of the Laws with tragedy. In the Eumenides—the final play of the 
Oresteia trilogy—law emerges as an institution that enables passion-driven 
subjects to avoid the worst consequences of their passions (above all, the 
passion for justice). It corrects for a flaw in humans—the vehemence of their 
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wish to bring about justice, whatever the cost. Similarly, in the Laws, the 
Athenian presents law as the exoskeleton human nature needs—an external 
influence necessary to correct for the spasmodic twitching of pleasure-
 seeking and pain-avoidance.

In fact, so says our argument, a man must always yield to one of these tensions 
without resistance, but pull against all the other strings—must yield, that is, 
to that golden and hallowed drawing of judgment which goes by the names of 
the public law of the city . . . So a man must always co-operate with the noble 
drawing of law. 

(Laws 1.644e4–45a5)

Law helps conflicted creatures by doing what reason alone cannot: it 
gives beings hard-wired for pleasure one very powerful incentive to pursue 
the course that, on reflection, they would know is the proper one. It is an 
extra string on the puppet that corrects the undue power of the passions and 
appetites. Together with fear and discourse, it is one of the three principal 
ways we ensure that our inevitable and somewhat intransigent appetites for 
food, drink, and sex do not overwhelm and destroy us (6.782d10–83b1). The 
Athenian in the Laws stresses the importance of law for the same reason that 
Athena does in the Eumenides: only in this way can beings constituted by 
their passionate drives hope to live together in peace.

The city is “an imitation (mimêsis) of the noble and perfect life,” but, as 
the tragic perspective expressed within the Laws suggests, this is partly to say 
that it is not the noble and perfect life—only an imitation kind (like imitation 
fur or mock turtle soup). It is the noble, perfect life as performed by puppets 
in the grip of irresistible desires and fears and guided by the golden strings of 
the law. From the perspective of the young Magnesians who read this stirring 
passage, it sounds like their city is patterned on the best possible life and, as 
such, deserves their unswerving respect and fidelity. Their city is “really the 
truest of tragedies” (Laws 7.817b5).

But mimesis carries a tragic sense of the unbridgeable distance between the 
copy and that which is copied. The citizen of Magnesia imitates a noble life in 
much the same way a toy soldier imitates the real thing. Plato’s implicit point 
in this passage, once we read it against the background of his whole thought, 
is that the city is indeed “tragic,” partly because it merely imitates a noble 
life, but can never attain it.

So far, we have looked at passages applying a highly realistic model that 
treats people in terms largely of their material wants and regards them as 
interested above all in maximizing their pleasures and minimizing their 
pains. This account owes much to the Elean Visitor’s “metaphysics of 
 fallibility” in the Sophist and Statesman. Once philosophy began its descent 
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from  Parnassus, it claimed that nothing was so vulgar or lowly that it lay 
outside the interest of philosophy—the Visitor had compared dry cleaners to 
philosophers,9 likened pigs and humans,10 and devoted considerable attention 
to such lowly pursuits as angle-fishing and weaving. The Laws extends this 
movement by adopting a model of the human that puts the accent on passions 
and appetites. These, of course, had always been an important part of Plato’s 
thinking about humans, but he had been above all interested in the way they 
were subordinated to reason by philosophy. Now, thanks to developments in 
his later philosophy, he is willing to regard them more seriously as they exist 
in most people (indeed, the lion’s share of humanity)—people who will never 
become philosophers.

Plato’s description of a city made up of such people approximates the 
kind of view to be found in the poets. As Megillus observes, however, 
the Athenian treats the human race as essentially “insignificant” (phaulos) 
(7.804b5–6). The “noble tragedy” of the polity turns out, on closer inspection, 
to be a puppet show—the kind of spectacle that might amuse young boys, 
but cannot be taken seriously by old men (2.658b7–d9). In the Laws there is 
hardly a trace of affection for these “puppets.”

But there is another, very different thrust in the Athenian’s thinking. For 
he is also anxious to establish that human values—even human emotions—
have an absolute cosmic priority and are written into the very structure of 
the universe. This model lays unprecedented emphasis on the soul and thus 
exists in considerable tension with the materialist image of the puppet-human 
pulled by the strings of pain-avoidance and pleasure-maximization. In this 
contravening, “idealist” strand, the passions do not point to the insignifi-
cance of humans. To the contrary, they reflect the originating rhythms of the 
universe.

This idealizing trend comes to the fore, above all, in Laws 10, where the 
Athenian introduces a law against impiety. He wants to preface the law with 
a prologue designed to persuade the sceptical that gods truly exist and are 
responsible for making the world. To do this, he proves that soul is  absolutely 
prior to anything else. He adapts an argument Socrates had used in the 
 Phaedrus. The basic structure of the proof is this:

1. self-moving motion must be original;
2. soul is the self-mover; hence,
3. soul is original (10.893b–96c).

The Athenian’s logic resembles Socrates’ argument for the soul’s 
 immortality in the Phaedrus (245c–46a). But the Athenian draws a far more 
grandiose conclusion: as the self-mover par excellence, soul must be the 
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 original source of the universe and everything within it. He does so partly 
because the Sophist has demonstrated that movement is one of the basic 
things that exist. Soul, as the principle of motion, now presides over the very 
origins of the universe. The proof therefore reflects the new centrality of 
motion in Plato’s later thinking.

But the Athenian goes even further, asserting, without demonstration, 
that the motions of soul are by and large mental operations and emotions. 
Before physical properties like hard and soft existed, he claims, there existed 
“wish, reflection, foresight, counsel, opinions, true or false, joy, grief, hope, 
fear, hate, love” (10.897a1–3). The soul’s motions seem to fall into two 
 categories—intellectual capacities (“reflection, foresight, counsel, opinions, 
true and false”), and passions (“joy, grief, hope, fear, hate, love”). Both of 
these aspects of the soul—not merely the rational part—now have a cosmic 
dimension. It seems, then, that their own passions tell people at least a part of 
what they need to know about the origins of the cosmos: we can see in them 
and through them what some of the deep motions of the universe must be like. 
Although Plato never endorsed the poets or artists, his account of the soul 
in Laws 10 seems to underwrite the poetic exploration of human  emotion. 
Properly understood, poets who tell stories about “joy, grief, hope, fear, hate, 
love” are, in effect, exploring the primal motions of soul. If so, Laws 10 revis-
its the metaphysical attack on the poets in Republic 10, and inverts it. Even 
the emotions associated with the lowest soul-part now have a cosmic status, 
since they were present at the very origins of the world.

The priority of soul and its emotions confirms the importance of myth in 
Plato’s thinking. Throughout his life, Plato was dedicated to the proposition 
that a humanly conceivable order was inscribed in the very structure of the 
universe. The philosophical significance of myth, from Plato’s perspective, 
was that it assumed human values had shaped the origins of the world and, 
thereby, grounded humans’ moral lives in the cosmos.11 Protagoras famously 
taught that “man is the measure of all things.” As against this, Plato’s ulti-
mate rejoinder in the Laws was that the gods, not men, are the measure of all 
things.12 The Athenian’s “proof” of the soul’s anteriority in Laws 10 in effect 
raises the passionate, extraordinarily human gods of Homer and Hesiod to 
the level of theory. From Plato’s view, Homer was deeply wrong about many 
things, but he reflected the important truth that human values were sovereign 
in the universe. The Hesiodic account of cosmogenesis was crude and mor-
ally objectionable, but it showed the aboriginal character of emotions, and, 
therefore, in the Athenian’s terms, of soul. Plato’s philosophy sought, in part, 
to correct the tendency of rational thinkers to make the surrounding world a 
merely material place—he wished to correct logos with muthos. At the same 
time, he tried to weed out all that was offensive and misleading in the stories 
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received from the past—to correct muthos with logos. Platonic philosophy 
entailed not so much a rejection of the poets as a renegotiation of his relation 
to them. In this book, I have tried to explore Plato’s complex and shifting 
relation to his cultural past.

Plato’s orientation toward the poets changed over the course of his long, 
philosophical career. But they remained a constant presence, and exerted a 
continuing influence throughout the different phases of his thinking. These 
phases, we have seen, mutually supported one another. The Visitor’s revised 
metaphysics corrected some glaring problems with the idealist metaphysics 
of the Republic. It yielded, moreover, an illuminating, realistic account of 
human pursuits and motives—an account that in many ways returned to the 
pessimism of the tragic poets.

But the Visitor’s realistic account of things “as they are” cried out in turn 
for Socrates’ philosophical idealism. His more immanent and realist approach 
to philosophy led him to recognize the existence of a problem—the conflict 
between good people of different temperaments—that seemed then to necessi-
tate the resources of Platonic idealism: a leader who can resolve the conflict by 
instilling in all the citizens a right opinion about the supreme moral categories.

So, too, toward the end of the Laws, the Athenian suddenly calls for the 
establishment of an administrative body to be called the Nocturnal Council, 
charged with tasks that inevitably recall the Republic and its view of philoso-
phy.13 Council members should be able to speak of the individual  virtues—
courage, moderation, justice, wisdom—and to say why, precisely, each 
constitutes an “excellence.”14 They must also be able to ascend from individual 
instances to the containing unity (12.965c1–d3). The same holds true with the 
fine and the good—the council members will need to know not only the indi-
vidual instances, but also in what way each is a unity (966a5–7). So, too, with 
all important matters: council members must have “real knowledge” of them 
all and be able to “interpret this knowledge in their speech and to follow it in 
their practice”; they “must judge what things are done well and those that are 
not in accordance with nature” (966b4–8). In particular, they must master the 
proofs of the gods’ existence as these had been set forth in Laws 10 (966c1–e2). 
Plainly, the council is engaged in activity that had been the special province 
of philosophers in Plato’s previous works. Their philosophical endeavor will 
ensure that the point of the elaborate legal structure is kept steadily in mind, and 
that it will continue actively to guide the city, its leaders, and citizens.15

The Nocturnal Council poses a number of problems that I cannot address 
here.16 But the swerve into idealism toward the end both of the Statesman and 
the Laws suggests that each of the phases in Plato’s thinking—the idealist 
and the realist—required supplementation by the other. They were mutually 
 dependent. This, in turn, points to the imperfection of any metaphysical system 
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by itself—a point addressed in Chapter 6. Perhaps the most lasting and the most 
valuable bequest of the historical Socrates to Plato, then, was the conviction of 
one’s own ignorance. For this ignorance acted as a principle of movement: it 
destabilized philosophical systems and opened up a space for further thinking. 
Socrates pointedly insists on his ignorance throughout the Theaetetus, insisting 
that he is but a midwife, confined to assisting at the birth of others’ ideas.17

But ignorance was also a complex bequest, since it had been one of the most 
important—and, from Plato’s point of view, most objectionable— lessons 
taught by the poets. To suggest, as the tragic poets did, that humans are 
inevitably blind, and that mortal life is inevitably lived out in ignorance was 
anti-philosophical to the core. In Plato’s view, it disguised intellectual failure 
as wisdom. It condoned the lazy acceptance of tradition and justified the preju-
dice against philosophers and their habit of discourse and argument. When 
Plato incorporated the poets’ insights, he made sure to include them within 
an elaborate, and knowable, metaphysical framework. Philosophy in both its 
idealist and more realist phases was always a call to the knowledge of being.

Socratic ignorance was characterized, above all, by recognizing itself as 
 ignorance. If Socrates was the wisest of the Greeks, as the Delphic oracle said, 
his wisdom lay only in the very modest accomplishment of recognizing his 
 ignorance for what it was. Properly regarded, ignorance ought to dispose us to 
undertake a ceaseless quest for the wisdom we lack. Recognizing our ignorance 
ought to make us hungry and needy; it should, in Diotima’s words, make us lov-
ers, for eros is but the hunger and need for something outside oneself (Symposium 
204b). Ignorance should be an erotic force in a human life—that is, dynamic and 
destabilizing, and giving one’s life a compelling sense of urgency.

Wonder (to thaumazein) is the true mark of the philosopher, Socrates 
 reassures the young Theaetetus (Theaetetus 155d1–5). The true philosopher 
must possess a constant capacity for puzzlement—that is, an on-going, 
unquenchable drive to ask questions and to remain unsatisfied. To say that 
philosophy begins in wonder amounts to saying that philosophy never ends, 
because it is always subject to the unsettling, destabilizing effects of wonder.

In retrospect, Platonism looks like an unfinished project: the  revisions 
to the theory of knowledge, politics, and ethics adumbrated in the later 
 dialogues were never fully worked out. For example, the taxonomic 
“method” of  classifying things in terms of overlapping sameness and 
 difference, explored in the Sophist, the Statesman, and other works, never 
seems more than experimental. Aristotle regarded himself as the climax of 
the philosophical  tradition: in him, the tradition of speculative thought had 
reached its  destination, its telos. Plato never viewed his own philosophy this 
way, as climaxing and concluding the past. Rather, he engaged in an on-going 
debate, a quarrel with the past and the poets.
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In its different phases, Plato’s thinking reflects diverse models of human 
intelligence and the way the mind works. On the one hand, there is the famil-
iar model of the contemplative mind celebrated, for example, in the Phaedo, 
where Socrates speaks of the philosophical ideal as isolating the soul “itself, 
by itself”—the better to contemplate the Forms, Beauty, Justice, and Truth 
“themselves, by themselves.” This contemplative model of mental operation 
underlies the idealist phase in Plato’s thinking.

On the other hand, Plato has also spoken about a restless, questing self, 
 distinguished by its ignorance and by its groping, fallible movement toward 
the Truth. Even in the Phaedo, Socrates’ account of his intellectual crisis 
showed how unquiet the philosophical mind can be. This mental model 
poses the question of how anything as kinetic as human intelligence could 
ever be said to know the immutable, self-same Forms. It nonetheless ani-
mates the model of philosophy sketched by the Visitor, who above all sought 
to make the world safe for the liveliness of human thinking. The Visitor’s 
 distinctive metaphysics showed that “motion, life, soul, intelligence” are 
“present in what really is” (Sophist 248e7–49a1).

These different modes of mental functioning—the energetic and the con-
templative—suggest, once again, that it is not a question of Plato’s having left 
behind one view of philosophy for another view. Rather, a different model of 
the human intellect underlies these two great phases in Plato’s thinking. Each 
of these phases retains its validity, since each one explores a different feature 
of the way the mind works.

Plato’s thought, then, moved between the stately, immobile Forms, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, the primal movements of “wish, reflection, 
 foresight, counsel, judgment, true or false, pleasure, pain, hope, fear, hate, 
love” (Laws 10.897a1–3). As a thinker, Plato was himself in perpetual move-
ment, revolving continuously across different phases of his thought, around 
a fixed center. I have tried to show in this study that the poets were a major 
component in that fixed center. Plato’s philosophical career, as he circled 
around the poets, was a sublunary instance of the eternal motion of the 
 heavens. Within Plato’s philosophy, the very restlessness of his own thinking 
might serve as the surest proof of the soul’s immortality.

NOTES

 1. The Laws has sometimes been dismissed as a tired, disappointing work. 
 Christopher Bobonich, “Reading the Laws,” in Form and Argument in Late Plato, 
ed. Christopher Gill, Mary Margaret McCabe (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1996), 
249–82, at 249–50, offers a brief overview of the negative opinion of the Laws 
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from antiquity through modern times. More recently, the Laws has been the subject 
of scholarly  reappraisal. A single year saw the publication of three important stud-
ies in English, each stressing the richness and importance of the Laws: Christopher 
Bobonich,  Plato’s Utopia Recast: His Later Ethics and Politics (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2002); Thanassis Samaras, Plato on Democracy (New York: Peter Lang, 
2002), 219–353; Jean-Francois Pradeau, Plato and the City: A New Introduction to 
Plato’s Political Thought, trans. Janet Lloyd (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 
2002), 133–66. The year before that, there appeared a collection of articles dedicated 
to the Laws. See Plato’s “Laws” and Its Historical Significance. Selected Papers 
of the First International Congress of Ancient Thought. Salamanca, 1998, ed. F. L. 
Lisi (Sankt Augustin: Academia, 2001). See also the studies of André Laks, e.g., his 
article “The Laws,” in Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought, 
ed. Christopher Rowe, Malcolm Schofield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 258–92. 

 2. The Athenian had described puppet shows as an entertainment alongside epic 
and tragedy (see Laws 2.658c).

 3. I use the A. E. Taylor translation of the Laws throughout, except where 
 otherwise indicated. 

 4. On the belly (gastêr) in Homer, see, e.g., Pietro Pucci, Odysseus  Polutropos: 
Intertextual Readings in the “Odyssey” and the “Iliad” (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
 University Press, 1987), 157–64, 173–80; and Jesper Svenbro, La Parole et le 
 Marbre: Aux Origines de la Poétique Grecque (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1976), 54 ff. 
I have discussed the gastêr in Poetics of Supplication, 134–43. 

 5. Odyssey 17.286–87; 473–74. 
 6. See Odyssey 12.261–446. For a more detailed treatment, see my Poetics of 

Supplication, 147–50.
 7. Republic 4.435c–41c; see especially the story of Leontius, 4.439e–40a. 
 8. Bruno Snell, “Das frühste Zeugnis über Sokrates,” Philologus 97 (1948): 

125–34. 
 9. Sophist 227b5. 
10. Statesman 266b1–d10. 
11. See above, Excursus to Chapter 3. 
12. Laws 4.716c4–6. 
13. Laws 12.962b–69d. 
14. Laws 12.963c–64d.
15. Laws 12.962a–b.
16. For example, it has been controversial whether Plato is reintroducing the 

philosopher-kings when he calls for the establishment of a Nocturnal Council. I am 
in basic agreement with Samaras, Plato on Democracy, 283–97, who shows reasons 
why the Nocturnal Council does not constitute the philosopher-king redux. 

17. Theaetetus 149a–51d.
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