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I should like to dedicate this volume to my wife, Juliet. She knew me when, as a young
student at Columbia College, I first became interested in the history of philosophy. She
has supported me over more than half a century as I have researched and written on
various aspects of that history. And in the three years of the preparation and comple-
tion of this volume, she has been an invaluable consultant, helping me overcome a host
of crises. I hope that this volume is worthy of all of her help.
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Introduction

RICHARD H. POPKIN

There have been many histories of philosophies, but few presented in one large
volume for the educated layman. Two such ventures that have endured for many
decades, The Story of Philosophy by Will Durant and Bertrand Russell’s A History of
Western Philosophy, are eminently readable, but cover only the high spots of the field.
Durant, who was a very popular lecturer on philosophy at Columbia University,
primarily discusses only a few of the great men. Nevertheless, his popularization has
been a gateway into philosophy for a great many readers during much of this cen-
tury. Russell wrote his book hastily out of financial desperation while jobless in New
York City at the beginning of World War II. Since Russell was a scholar of very few
of the topics he covered, and uninterested or hostile to others, his opus is most
engaging as Russelliana but hardly as history of philosophy. Both Durant’s and Rus-
sell’s works are still in print and are widely available in paperback editions.

This work is not intended to compete with these classics. During the last half
century the number of new serious scholarly findings and interpretations concerning
various portions of the history of philosophy has increased enormously. Previously
unknown materials by and about various major figures in the history of philosophy
have been discovered. The manuscripts of important figures from ancient times to
the present have been or are being edited, increasing our understanding of the au-
thors. For example, an edition of John Locke’s writings based on previously unknown
manuscripts has begun to see print; the edition of G. W. Leibniz’s unpublished writ-
ings started in the 1920s continues to produce new volumes. New historical perspec-
tives are being cast upon the materials, so that they can now be seen in their full
intellectual and social contexts instead of as just isolated systems of ideas.

All of this has led to many multivolume histories of different portions of the
history of philosophy. The enormous German Uberweg history of philosophy, long
the standard one for detail, is now in the process of being redone with a substantial



xvi  INTRODUCTION

increase in depth of coverage and amount of material; when completed, it will finally
consist of dozens of highly specialized volumes. Large histories of various periods in
the history of philosophy have also been issued, as well as countless volumes about
individual philosophers.

In the light of all that has been discovered, edited, and reinterpreted, it seems
appropriate to attempt to put together much of the new material and many of the
new interpretations, as well as updated explanations and analyses of the accepted
history of philosophy, in a form in which nonprofessional readers can appreciate the
riches now available in the field. I have been concerned to give due attention to
certain portions of the history of philosophy that much too often have been over-
looked. After setting forth ancient Greek philosophy from the pre-Socratics to Plato
and Aristotle, we then turn to a detailed presentation of Hellenistic philosophy, which
is too frequently ignored or slighted. The philosophies of the Epicureans, the Stoics,
and the Sceptics—the sources of modern materialism, scepticism, and forms of neo-
Stoicism—are examined. Neoplatonism, a philosophical system that played a great
role in the various forms of Renaissance and Cambridge Platonism, is fully described
here, though scholars have often written it off as too mystical. We also go into the
development of philosophical forms of Judaism and Christianity that developed from
the first century onward.

The chapter on Hellenistic philosophy is followed by a detailed presentation of
Islam-Arabic and Jewish medieval philosophy as it developed in the Islamic Empire.
This material, which was of the greatest influence upon the development of European
philosophy in the Christian Middle Ages and afterward, is of great interest philo-
sophically in its own right, as it embodies an important joining of monotheistic relig-
ions with Greek philosophy. The way various Muslim and Jewish thinkers such as
Avicenna, Averroés, Ibn Gabirol, and Moses Maimonides utilized the Greek tradition
is traced. And the various philosophical-theological positions of the great medieval
Christian thinkers are set forth.

Following this, we deal with Renaissance philosophy, which is too often just
skipped over as if nothing serious took place in the history of philosophy between
the late medieval Christian thinkers such as John Duns Scotus and William of Ock-
ham and the rise of modern philosophy in the seventeenth century, starting with
René Descartes. It seems prima facie improbable that a period of such tremendous
artistic and literary activity should have produced no interesting philosophy. So, we
examine Renaissance humanism, Renaissance Platonism, the forms of Aristotelianism
of the period, and newer philosophies such as Kabbalism and scepticism that had
great effects in the periods that followed.

Turning to the post-Renaissance period with which many readers will be more
familiar, we have tried to give the major modern philosophers their due, while giving
some attention to intellectual movements that are out of the mainstream of the history
of philosophy, such as that of the Kabbalah, which greatly influenced many major
figures including Baruch Spinoza, Leibniz, Isaac Newton, and F. W. J. Schelling. Sim-
ilarly, the revival of Greek scepticism and its presentation by Michel Montaigne
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influenced most thinkers from Descartes onward, so we trace seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century presentations of scepticism along with the great philosophical sys-
tems of the time. We also consider the impact of European contact with China, which
played a significant role in the early Enlightenment by casting doubts on some of the
claims of the unique wisdom of Western thought.

In the following chapter, due consideration is given to the theories offered by those
leading French Enlightenment thinkers who are usually ignored while modern phi-
losophers concentrate only on the movement of ideas from Locke to George Berkeley
and to David Hume that is said to culminate in the efforts of Immanuel Kant. We
have also sought to place Kant’s achievements in the context of philosophical thought
in Germany before, during, and after his so-called “Copernican Revolution” in phi-
losophy. Instead of seeing Kant solely as having been awakened from his dogmatic
slumber by Hume, we portray the mix of ideas in German academia, in the Prussian
Academy, and among “popular” philosophers such as Moses Mendelssohn, and
among Kant’s contemporaries and critics from Konigsberg, Johann Herder and Jo-
hann G. Hamann.

Providing adequate coverage of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophy
poses some of the greatest problems for historians of philosophy. A canon has hardly
been formed for these periods yet. The nineteenth century intellectually is seen
merely as the antecedent of the twentieth century. We therefore find new concerns
and interests in the period in terms of what ideas twentieth-century thinkers are
building upon. Karl Marx, Seren Kierkegaard, and Friedrich Nietzsche, who hardly
appeared in histories of philosophy or anthologies of nineteenth-century philosophi-
cal writing published in the first half of this century, are obviously dominant figures
now. We cannot understand much of twentieth-century thought without considering
their ideas. Wilhelm Dilthey, Edmund Husserl, and Martin Heidegger are now cru-
cial figures in the development of contemporary Continental European philosophy.
In their cases, we have to look back to see where their ideas came from, whose work
they built upon, and whose ideas they rejected. And we have traced currents in
Continental philosophy up to almost the end of the twentieth century.

Similarly, in the twentieth-century analytic-philosophical tradition, so much has
happened recently that we must rethink the roles and influence of Bertrand Russell,
the Logical Positivists, the pragmatists, and the early philosophy of Ludwig Wittgen-
stein. We have sought to follow developments from the rise of modern logic up to
the most recent forms of analytic thinking.

Obviously, the history of philosophy will be written many more times in terms of
emerging themes and theories; in terms of the interests and concerns of thinkers yet
to come; and in terms of new information and insights about the past. Here we can
only try to provide adequate and interesting coverage as we see it up to this point in
our own intellectual history, nearing the end of the twentieth century.

This is a collective volume in which the many authors have been chosen for their
scholarly ability, their achievements in their fields, their knowledge, and their interest
in this particular project. All of the contributors understand that one of the purposes
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of this volume is to revise the general prevailing understanding of the history of
philosophy among present-day academics. No effort has been made to force the dif-
ferent authors into a common expository style or into a common point of view.
Readers will find that the various authors, like philosophers in general, have many
points of view and often differ with each other. Each of the chapters has had an
overall editor or editors who have organized the material covered therein. They, with
my concurrence, have chosen the authors of the various sections within their chap-
ters. I, as overall editor as well as the editor of the chapters on the Islamic and Jewish
Middle Ages, the seventeenth century, and the eighteenth century, have placed con-
necting passages where I thought appropriate in order to relate one section to another
and to make the narrative as continuous as possible. (My connecting passages are
labeled “RHP.”) We have tried to supply enough bibliographic material in each sec-
tion so that the reader can easily move beyond our summaries and evaluations of
different philosophers and movements to a deeper and more complete study of them.
We encourage the reader to use this volume as a launching pad to further philosoph-
ical knowledge and understanding.

The history of philosophy, like the history of any other part of mankind’s intellec-
tual achievements, needs to be written and rewritten by every generation in terms of
what is of importance to present-day intellectuals. Philosophy itself develops in spe-
cific historical and cultural contexts. However, unlike many other intellectual fields,
philosophy as written usually presents itself as independent of any particular time
and place. It presumes to deal with problems that have had various expressions since
ancient times. It has been said for too long by philosophers that the history of philos-
ophy is nothing but footnotes to Plato and Aristotle. This view reduces philosophy to
basically just what Plato and Aristotle said it was. Every view afterward is thus seen
as just elucidation or restatement of what the two great Greek philosophical masters
said over two thousand years ago.

In each age, however, thinkers seek to understand themselves and their times as
being especially important and meaningful to those around them. Usually, thinkers
find much aid and comfort in positioning themselves in the long historical tradition.
Sometimes they find insight thereby into their own unique contributions by treating
what came before them as ““a short introduction to the history of human stupidity,”
centuries of errors and misunderstanding now about to be overcome by the present-
day thinker and his generation. People who work in disciplines that develop in more
obviously linear fashions, like the sciences, are often amazed that philosophers con-
tinue to read books written over two thousand years ago as if they are at all relevant—
even most relevant—to understanding current philosophical problems and solutions.
Further still, each philosophical age tries to depict itself as the proper culmination of
thought experiments launched by thinkers long ago in the Eastern Mediterranean
world. Even the most antihistorical philosophies of the present world still present
themselves as accomplishing something significant that their predecessors going back
to the ancient Greeks were never able to do. So despite all claims of absolute truth,
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the history of philosophy is, has been, and remains closely linked to the ongoing
process of philosophizing.

The history of philosophy does not, however, describe a simple linear progression
from Plato and Aristotle to our present intellectual situation. Developments in other
areas such as religion and science provide some of the new problems that have had
to be thought through, using historical materials as guides and aids. These new prob-
lems and new proposed solutions provide new lenses for studying and interpreting
the past, and this revised version of the past then provides some new ways of looking
at the present.

Obvious examples of this dialectical role of philosophy in history can be seen in
what happened when Jewish, Christian, and Islamic monotheistic religious views
replaced pagan ones. The new religious views were understood in terms of previous
philosophical models, and the philosophical theologies then became ways of assess-
ing the philosophical past. Again, something like this has also happened during the
last three centuries as the “new science” became the dominant explanatory way of
accounting for our experiences. Philosophies have since been measured in terms of
how they relate to science, and the scientific outlook became a way of assessing the
merits of past thought systems and attitudes.

In the half century during which I have been an active teacher and scholar in the
history of philosophy, I have seen amazing changes in perspective. Philosophers who
were hardly mentioned in history of philosophy courses taught fifty years ago have
now been resurrected, studied anew, and seen as intimately related to exciting theo-
ries of the present. Schemata for explaining the course of intellectual history, such as
the dichotomy between empiricism and rationalism, which seemed so clear a half
century ago, now are much disputed. Other paradigms are offered that may be more
helpful or useful for our present-day philosophizing and concerns.

The philosophical current that I have devoted much of my intellectual life to stud-
ying, scepticism, was hardly taken as a serious movement in the history of philosophy
a half century ago. The chief ancient text, the writings of the third-century pedant
Sextus Empiricus, were mainly ignored or treated as a curiosity of no particular
interest or concern to modern thinkers. When I proposed in my papers as a graduate
student that the philosophy of David Hume was like that of Sextus, and that Hume
may have drawn some of his critical arguments from him, my teachers thought I
might have an interesting or intriguing way of looking at the material, but that it was
up to me to find some actual historical links between the devastating scepticism
offered in Sextus’s texts and the modern critical empirical philosophy of Hume. I
have devoted a good deal of scholarly research and energy for the last fifty years to
finding those links. But in the meantime there has developed a worldwide intellectual
industry of ferreting out just such a course of sceptical arguments from ancient times
to the present. Much of the history of philosophy is now being recast by many histo-
rians of philosophy in terms of its relation to sceptical ideas.

Something similar has happened in terms of ancient religious themes and ways of
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looking at the world previously written out of intellectual history by the Enlighten-
ment and enlightened critics during the last two centuries. The study of the Kabbalah
and of its influences, of various theosophies such as gnosticism, has helped us to
understand parts of our past and parts of our present.

And, of course, the influence of scientific developments on philosophy in the last
three centuries has been enormous. The mathematization of physics by Galileo and
Descartes offered a great incentive to develop philosophies that justified or explained
the new scientific outlook and that used the mathematical way of thinking in philos-
ophy. Some thinkers, as we shall see, have seen as their mission the development and
presentation of a scientific philosophy. Whatever could not be presented scientifically
was deemed nonphilosophical. As the twentieth century nears its end, the computer,
the findings of neurophysiology, the great advances in biotechnology, and research
into artificial intelligence have presented a brave new world for some philosophers,
and they have looked for intellectual antecedents for this seemingly unending march
of scientific progress. On the other hand, those who have seen that scientific progress
has not solved many of the problems facing mankind today have sought in the rich
past evaluations of humanity’s achievements and his failings in order to account for
both a most advanced scientific world and one that cannot resolve most basic human
problems.

All of this indicates that the history of philosophy will be constantly rewritten in
order to provide intellectual ammunition for present-day thinkers. At the close of the
twentieth century, we have tried to present a conglomerate history that we hope can
help readers understand where we are philosophically and what we might be able to
do about it. By seeing our philosophical heritages in relation to contemporary
thought, we may have a better perspective on our past, our present, and our future.
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Origins of Western Philosophic Thinking

INTRODUCTION

Philosophy is the attempt to give an account of what is true and what is important,
based on a rational assessment of evidence and arguments rather than myth, tradi-
tion, bald assertion, oracular utterances, local custom, or mere prejudice. As with
many of the arts and sciences that make up Western civilization and culture, philos-
ophy was first defined as such by the Greeks around the fifth century B.c.E. However,
evidence suggests that many of the problems, concepts, and approaches that became
known as philosophy in Greece originated in other places and times. Of these sources,
three are particularly notable: ““Asian” or “oriental”” (including Phoenician, Assyrian,
Hittite, and Iranian influences); Hebrew (or biblical); and Egyptian.

The literary remains of oriental, Egyptian, and Hebrew cultures—works such as
Gilgamesh, Kumarbi, The Song of Villikummi, Enuma Elish (the Babylonian story of cre-
ation), and the Hebrew Bible—display a fusion of what we call science, philosophy,
and religion, though it is usually referred to as mythology. Mythology is, in part, a
primitiverattemptitortnderstandithelivorld. In general, mythopoeic (myth-making)
thought has a different logical, imaginative, and emotional character than the kind of
speculative thought that has come to characterize philosophy.

In these ancient works, for example, time and space are qualitative and concrete
rather than quantitative and abstract, as they are generally considered today. Never-
theless, such religious myths show a concern for the origins and ends of things. They
also see the visible order of the world as embedded in an invisible one that is main-
tained by human customs and institutions. This concept, despite its mythological
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2 ORIGINS OF WESTERN PHILOSOPHIC THINKING

source, motivated the more distinctly logical, rational, and speculative thought of the
earliest Greek philosophers. Moreover, rather dramatic mythopoeic conceptions of
nature—strife between the divine and demonic; the chaotic and cosmic aspects of the
myths—persist in the writings of various pre-Socratics and in Plato’s Timaeus.

Oriental and Egyptian thought came to influence early philosophy by way of wide-
spread Greek commerce throughout the Mediterranean. The “public workers,” men-
tioned by Homer in the Odyssey, for instance, who migrated into the Greek world,
brought with them crafts, images, and cult practices, along with ideas about the gods,
the cosmos, and the origins of human beings. The spread of these ideas was helped
by a shared Indo-European language base.

“Asian”” Sources and Influences

To many nineteenth-century European scholars, ““Asian origins” of Greek thought
were inconceivable. We know now, however, that the Greek alphabet and system of
writing came from Phoenicia (present-day Syria and Lebanon). Archives with docu-
ments preserved on clay tablets and even libraries of literary texts were inherited
from the Babylonians and the Sumerians. The importance of written language, books,
and libraries for the development of Greek thought cannot be overestimated. The
Greek language has also incorporated many words that are derived from various
other Indo-European languages.

Anaximander and Anaximenes, for example, can clearly be seen to have been
influenced by contemporaneous ““Asian’ ideas, such as a materialist explanatory im-
pulse. They also seem involved in a tradition of metaphysical speculation found in
earlier Iranian texts. These texts would likely have come to the attention of indepen-
dent-minded Greeks living on the coast of Asia Minor. From this point of view,
Heraclitus, to take another example, seems not so much a secular “philosopher” as
essentially a religious thinker who pursued the minimum necessary physics and
whose religious thought was strongly influenced by Persian religion. This suggests
that he knew some learned Persians. Iranian influence can also be seen in the Greek
theological and cosmological systems developed in the late sixth and early fifth cen-
turies, such as those in Homer, Hesiod, Alcman, and Thales, as well as in Pythagoras,
who was known as a “priest-prophet.”

The crucial period of this Iranian influence was from 750 to 600 B.C.E., when sig-
nificant changes were occurring in the economic, social, and political organization of
Greece. These changes included the transition from imperial kings to more autono-
mous city-states and the expansion of colonization efforts, which both spread Hel-
lenic culture around the Mediterranean and brought outside influences to bear upon
it. At the same time, great changes can be seen in Greek art, with the development
of vase painting, architecture, and sculpture; in literature, in the works of Homer
and Hesiod, in lyric poetry, and in expressions of behavior standards; and in
thought. This is also the period to which most recent scholarship traces the origins
of Greek literacy. These influences, however, do not continue to be felt through the
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fifth century B.C.E. Instead, Greek thought turned inward to digest what it had
taken in.

Biblical Sources and Influences

Unlike these “oriental” influences, the impact of Judeo-Christian thinking on the
main stream of Western philosophy came somewhat later, not beginning until the
Hellenistic age. In particular, three ideas that have proven extremely fruitful for later
Western thought derive from Judeo-Christianity and are not found in earlier Greek
or Roman thought: creation, history, and personality.

Monotheism, often assumed to have been the main contribution of Judeo-Christian
thought to the Western tradition, was actually not a new idea. It appears, for example,
in the works of Xenophanes, Plato, and Aristotle. The absolute transcendence of the
biblical God, who creates the universe and thus becomes the ground of all existence,
however, was a new concept. It implied an extremely high degree of abstraction that
far surpassed prior religious traditions but cohered with the directions of Greek phi-
losophy.

In the Bible’s narrative of a people’s evolution from its selection by this god to its
settlement in a homeland—a story in which such events as the Flood, the Exodus, the
making of a king, and the building of the temple derive especial importance from
their contribution to the story’s outcome—history acquires a meaning that it lacked
in older and other traditions. Similarly, the poignancy and loneliness of the particular
individuals whose stories are told—Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, and
Ruth—provide the foundation for a rich theological and philosophical literature
about personality.

Egyptian Sources and Influences

Egyptian influence on Greek culture has long been recognized in a number of areas,
such as architecture and geometry. Elements of Egyptian religious myths have par-
allels in other ancient Near Eastern cultures. The wanderings of Innini resemble those
of the Sumerian Tammuz and of Greek Demeter seeking Persephone. It is believed
that the Egyptian Osiris derives from the same archetype as the Greek Dionysus,
patron of a powerful mystery cult that arose in the sixth century. Orphic mystery
cults consider human nature to be in part divine and remain influential in Greek
theories of the soul.

Such similarities and apparent borrowings or adaptations suggest that early Greek
thought was as influenced in specific and limited ways by that of Egypt as it was by
that of Phoenicia, Sumeria, and Babylonia. Recently, however, a much stronger case
has been set forth. In 1987, Martin Bernal, an eminent expert on Chinese, published a
most provocative book entitled Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civiliza-
tion. The first part of this projected four-volume study is subtitled ““The Fabrication
of Ancient Greece, 1785-1985.” Using evidence from philology, ancient history, and
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many other fields, Bernal advanced the thesis that much of what we call “classical
civilization” came from Egypt and Phoenician and Hebraic sources. He further
claimed that it was only when European racism came into full flower from the late
eighteenth century onward that scholars tried to depict ancient Greece as a com-
pletely autonomous world that provided the complete foundations for European civ-
ilization. Such racism, according to Bernal, deliberately demeaned the Middle East
and Africa as undeveloped, low-level areas with practically no influence on the
“glory that was Greece, the grandeur that was Rome,” or on the subsequent civiliza-
tions in Europe.

Bernal demonstrated that in ancient times Greek authors such as Herodotus and
Plato traveled to Egypt, were much impressed by what they saw there, and brought
their Egyptian experiences back home. The ancient Greeks accepted their involve-
ment with the high civilization of Egypt in terms of art, architecture, agriculture, and
so on. At the same time, basic intellectual tools such as the alphabet came from
Phoenicia, while Greek mythology borrowed from both Egyptian and Middle Eastern
cosmologies.

Bernal mentioned but did not stress that from the high Renaissance until the eigh-
teenth century, it was a commonplace among humanists that wisdom originated with
the Egyptian priest Hermes and the Hebrew leader Moses and was passed on as the
“perennial philosophy” to European thinkers throughout the ages. It was generally
accepted that Philo Judeaus, a leader of the Alexandrian Jewish community and a
contemporary of Jesus, was right in saying that “Plato was just Moses talking Greek.”

This anchoring of European thought in ancient Egypt and Palestine was rejected
as part of the Enlightenment’s critique of the Judeo-Christian tradition. By the mid-
eighteenth century it was claimed that Jewish and “oriental” philosophy were not
real philosophies, and that real philosophy had started in Greece and was developed
truly and fully in postmedieval Europe. The rejection of the formerly accepted picture
of where knowledge and wisdom came from, according to Bernal, was buttressed by
European, principally German, scholars, who propounded ancient Greece as the
unique, independent source of rational thought, philosophy, and science. Their mo-
tivation was largely based in racism, denying any dependence on swarthy Egyptians
or Jews or Phoenicians, at a time when European colonial empires were pillaging the
Third World.

Bernal’s thesis has aroused much controversy. Some scholars in Afro-American
studies have been delighted to find an eminent ally to argue their case that modern
civilization derived from black Africa and moved northward to Europe from Egypt.
Others in Jewish studies have been delighted to advance the case that there were ba-
sic, important Semitic influences on Greek civilization. On the other hand, almost all
classicists have expressed outrage first at Bernal and his evidence, then at the ad-
vocates of other causes who have adopted and adapted his views. Articles continue
to appear, challenging point after point in Bernal’s argument. Scholars raised in the
tradition of post-Enlightenment studies have challenged Bernal’s claims that the
leading figures in classical studies of the last two centuries were motivated by racial
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prejudice. It has, on the other hand, become popular to claim that civilization came
out of darkest Africa and that there has been a racist conspiracy to cover up this
fact.

We cannot here fully adjudicate the arguments spawned by Bernal’s work, of
which the mind-boggling second volume that gives linguistic evidence for his thesis
has also appeared. Clearly, however, his work has alarmed traditionalists and en-
couraged innovators. It has given new impetus to the consideration of the many
possible sources of the scientific and philosophical ideas that we first find articulated
in texts from ancient Greece.

The ongoing quest to understand the ancient world, the interactions of various
groups and cultures within it, the movements of peoples, ideas, and religions, in-
volves finding new artifacts, reinterpreting artifacts and documents, analyzing eco-
nomic and political conditions, comparing religious practices, beliefs, and ornaments,
and so on. Bernal’s thesis is another contribution along the continuum of explanations
of “our” understanding of the ancient world, including classical Greece. It does not
necessarily undermine the ongoing project of improving our understanding of clas-
sical Greece.

—RHP

Foundations in Prephilosophic Greek Culture

Various aspects of Greek culture provide a foundation for what became philosophy,
as do some resonances from other cultures. Wisdom (sophia), for example, can be seen
as a traditional Greek value (see, for example, Homer, the Iliad, 2:15.42). Also, there
is an old list of seven sages (sophoi or sophistai) that provides a link from sophistry to
philosophy. The sophists’” “wisdom”’ is, however, related mostly to poetry and poli-
tics, and to ““disinterested science”” perhaps only in the case of Thales. Generally,
sophia refers to skill with words (as in poetry, rhetoric, and knowledge) and deeds
(as in politics).

Traditional poetry concerned itself with themes and issues that were later the
subjects of philosophical speculation, such as the human need for moderation illus-
trated in the Iliad, asserted by lyric poets such as Archilocus, and analyzed in Plato’s
Charmides and Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Prephilosophical Greek culture also
had an accepted set of traditional and religious conceptions of the world, the gods,
nature, and proper human conduct. Over time, these came to be criticized and “'ra-
tionalized.” The gods were reinterpreted and moral standards were brought under
their direction. These reinterpretations were part of the move toward what we now
call philosophy.

These various Greek and non-Greek themes and conceptions inform the back-
ground of Greek philosophy. We will now turn to the earliest philosophical thinkers
that we know of in the Greek tradition: the pre-Socratics.
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—THOMAS M. ROBINSON

THE PRE-SOCRATIC PHILOSOPHERS

The thought of the pre-Socratics is preserved for us only in secondary sources. Some
of the latter, such as Aristotle, wrote not much later than the pre-Socratics. Others,
such as Hippolytus, a third-century Christian controversalist, and Diogenes Laertius,
a third-century Greek author of The Lives of Eminent Philosophers (hereafter DL), wrote
nearly a millennium later. Sometimes there are extant direct quotations, sometimes
not, often causing major problems of interpretation. Almost a century after the first
edition of the collected evidence about the pre-Socratics by Diels and Kranz, much
still remains in dispute, including even what can be considered evidence, primary or
secondary. This makes discussion of the pre-Socratics necessarily speculative on
many points. Here, direct quotations from individual pre-Socratics are prefixed by
the letter B, following the conventionally accepted Diels-Kranz notation.

The Early Ionians

A rational, as distinct from a mythological, approach to what we now consider phi-
losophy is generally acknowledged to have been first elaborated in Milé#is, lonia (on
what is now the western Turkish Mediterranean coast), by three thinkers: Thales,
Anaximander, and Anaximenes. Thales, born in the mid-seventh century B.C.E., was
active in the early sixth century B.C.E. He seems to have believed that water is in
some way central to our understanding of things. This concept was probably based
upon a belief that the earth floated on water, and that all things originate with water.
Although Aristotle, from whom we derive much of our knowledge of Thales, is
widely believed to have shared this assumption about Thales, it is far from obvious
that he also claimed that all things are in some way water. Indeed, although it is
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doubtful that Aristotle referred to water as the “principle” (arche) of all things (the
term seems too technical for the period), it may perhaps have been used by him. The
term could be Aristotle’s own importation, but in its more well-attested sense, com-
mon in Homer, of “source” or “beginning.”

Current opinion holds that Thales believed that whatever is real is in some signif-
icant sense ““alive.”” According to Aristotle, Thales ““thought that all things are full of
gods,” and as evidence of such powers even in apparently inanimate nature he points
to the remarkable properties of what was referred to as the “Magnesian stone”” (DL,
1.24). Although Aristotle’s statement is too slight to serve as a sure foundation for
judgment, it seems more likely that Thales was arguing for the broader presence of
life forces in the world than most people imagined, rather than that the real in its
totality is alive.

His younger contemporary from Miletus, Anaximander, born toward the end of
the seventh century B.C.E., found the explanatory principle of things in what he called
“the apeiron,” a word that might be translated as ““the indefinite,” ““the boundless,”
or both. This opens up the possibility that the apeiron is both immeasurably large in
its temporal and physical extent and also qualitatively indefinite in that it is without
measurable inner boundaries. One very plausible reason for preferring the apeiron
over Thales” water was, Aristotle suggested, that if any of the four major worldly
elements—earth, air, fire, or water—were temporally or spatially boundless, it would
have so swamped the other three that it is hard to see how they could in fact ever
have emerged. But there is no surviving evidence from Anaximander himself to
confirm that he shared this line of thought. The apeiron is further described, accord-

a7 a

ing to Aristotle, as being ““without beginning,” ““surrounding all things,” “steering all

things,” “divine,” “immortal,” and “indestructible.” Some of these epithets would
certainly have struck Anaximander’s listeners as direct analogues of terms tradition-
ally ascribed to the god Zeus. Some have inferred that Anaximander’s barely con-
cealed purpose was Western philosophy’s first attempt at demythologization. This is
certainly possible. Like Thales, Anaximander was clearly interested in explaining the
world, as far as possible, in terms of its own physical processes and constituents.
Many of his shrewder contemporaries might well have inferred that there remained
no place for Zeus, and therefore no place for the pantheon of Olympus, in the uni-
verse Anaximander was describing. But no evidence has survived to suggest that
Anaximander was understood in terms so potentially inimical to his own welfare in
a society that might consider him a heretic (a problem Anaxagoras was to run into a
century later). He may well, like a number of his immediate successors, have com-
bined such potentially explosive views with a more general statement of belief in
things divine (however obscurely understood), thus bolstering the possibility that he
would in fact win a hearing.

If the apeiron, the steering mechanism among other things of the real, is beyond
time, then the world as we know it had a temporal beginning: from the eternally
moving mass of the apeiron (the nature of the movement is not described), a factor
described by Pseudo-Plutarch (post-second century C.E.) as ““the eternally productive
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of hot and cold was separated off . .. and . . . a kind of sphere of flame from this was
formed round the air surrounding the earth, like bark around a tree. When this was
broken off and shut off in certain circles, the sun and the moon and the stars were
formed.” The phrase “separated off,” given its apparently biological overtones, seems
most likely to have been Anaximander’s own. (It features in later embryological trea-
tises as the phrase used to describe the separation of seed from the male.) Aristotle’s
phrase ““separated out’” looks like a misunderstanding rooted in his own physical
theory. If this is the case, Anaximander, like Thales, adhered to the notion of the real
as in some significant sense alive. What the eternally productive factor is, however,
remains obscure. Opinions range from that of something like a cosmogonical egg, as
found in Orphic writings, to that of a whirling process. Adjudication among them is
greatly complicated since we cannot be sure that the phrase “sempiternally [or eter-
nally] productive [factor]” was one employed by Anaximander rather than by his
biographer.

The only surviving words of Anaximander, preserved by Simplicius, a sixth-
century C.E. Neoplatonist, famously describe the operation of the universe in terms
of sound, ongoing legal processes. In Simplicius’s citation: ““And the source of com-
ing-to-be for existing things is that into which destruction, too, happens ‘according to
necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice accord-
ing to the assessment of time.”” It is the first bold statement of the ongoing self-
balancing of nature and the first to combine ethics and cosmology in a way that will
become characteristic of Greek thinking on the nature and operations of the universe.

Equally striking is Anaximander’s description of the universe as a closed, concen-
tric system, the outer spheres of which, by their everlasting motion, account for the
stability of our earth, a drum-shaped body held everlastingly in a state of equipoise
at the center. Whatever the inadequacy in certain details (the stars are placed nearer
to the earth than the moon), with Anaximander the science of cosmological specula-
tion took a giant step forward. Whether that step also involved a belief in (a) an
infinite number of such “worlds” (a term that seems to mean what we mean by
galaxies) coexisting in a universe of infinite extent; or (b) an eternal succession of such
worlds, or even both, is much disputed. The second alternative has seemed to many
the more plausible of the possibilities, but even this, as G. S. Kirk has argued, may
well turn on a misunderstanding in the ancient sources and should be viewed with
caution. If, on the other hand, the first hypothesis is firmly founded, Anaximander
will turn out to have antedated the atomists in what is usually deemed to be one of
their major claims.

As far as life on earth is concerned, Anaximander offered another striking hypoth-
esis. The first living things were “born in moisture, enclosed in thorny barks” (like
sea urchins), and “as their age increased, they came forth onto the drier part” (as
phrased by Aetius [first to second century C.E.]). As for humans, they were, in the
beginning, “born from creatures of a different kind; because other creatures are soon
self-supporting, but man alone needs prolonged nursing” (Pseudo-Plutarch). The
“creatures of a different kind”” were apparently “fish or creatures very like fish”
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(Censorinus, a third-century A.D. grammarian). To talk of this as a protoevolutionary
hypothesis is probably an overstatement, despite the reference to fish. But the sheer
imaginativeness of the idea and the detail with which it is elaborated singles out
Anaximander once again as a thinker of the first order.

At first sight, the views of Anaximander’s younger contemporary, Anaximenes,
who lived during the sixth century B.C.E. constitute a step backward. He appears to
revert to a prior and less sophisticated vision in claiming that the earth, far from
being a drum-shaped body held in equipoise at the center, is flat and ““rides on,”
supported by air. The same might be said of his contention that the basic, “’divine”
principle of things was not some indefinite entity but something very much part of
our experience; namely, air. On this point, he might well have contended that Anax-
imander’s theory of the apeiron ran the risk of adding a further, inherently unobserv-
able item to the series of concepts used to explicate the real when a clear and plausible
account was available in terms of the condensation and rarefaction of something
easily inferable, if not necessarily directly observable. Anaximenes’ view would also
no doubt have seemed to be corroborated by the fact that the universe, commonly
understood as a living thing and hence needing a soul to vivify it, possessed in air
that very “breath” that for most Greeks constituted the essence of such a soul.

A fourth Ionian philosopher, Xenophanes of Colophon, born around 580 B.C.E., is
the first we know of to overtly attack the anthropomorphism of popular religious
belief, in a series of brilliant reductio ad absurdum arguments. His own view has
been understood, ever since Aristotle, as pantheistic. But, as J. H. Lesher has pointed
out, a careful reading of pre-Socratic fragments 23 through 26 suggests that when
Xenophanes describes ““one god, the greatest amongst gods and men,” he may be
talking merely about the first and most powerful in a hierarchy of gods not dissimilar
to that on Mount Olympus. This demythologized Zeus is preeminently characterized
by thought and an awareness that is a feature of him as a totality (“all of him sees,
all of him ascertains, all of him hears,” B24). The reference here seems to be to the
god’s indivisibility and not (as many understand the statement) to his apparent coex-
tensiveness with the universe. Plato later argued that any entity characterized by
partlessness (such as, for him, the rational human soul) must be immaterial (and
hence immortal). But at this earlier stage in philosophical speculation Xenophanes
made no such inference. His god has a body (B23) as well as a mind.

Xenophanes was also the first philosopher we know of to ask what degree of
knowledge is attainable. In B34 we read: ““the clear and certain truth no man has seen,
/ nor will there be anyone who knows about the gods and what I say about all
things.”” Several ancient critics took this to be an indication of Xenophanes’ total
scepticism. But the statement we possess indicates a more restricted range of doubt,
encompassing the realm of the divine and perhaps the realm of what we would call
“natural science” (a point possibly corroborated by the evidence of fragments 27 and
29, where the phrase “all things” seems to be a specific, circumscribed reference to
the world of nature). Other statements, too, indicate that his scepticism was far from
total, and even within the realm of natural science he clearly believed some opinions
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to be more firmly grounded than others. As people ““search,” he said, “‘in time they
find out better”” (B18).

On this basis of moderate empiricism and scepticism, Xenophanes offered a num-
ber of opinions of varying plausibility about the natural world, one of which—a
strong, evolutionary interpretation of the discovery on various islands of fossils of
marine animals—is enough to constitute a major claim to fame in natural philosophy
and ranks with his other significant steps in epistemology (the theory of knowledge
dealing with what we know, how we know it, and how reliable our knowledge is),
logic (the study of rational inquiry and argumentation), and natural theology (the
attempt to understand God from natural knowledge).

The Pythagoreans

The followers of Pythagoras, famous in their day for their dualistic psychology and
doctrine of transmigration, held significant mathematical and physical doctrines.
Their central belief that (in Aristotle’s words) ““the elements of numbers are the ele-
ments of all things that are” is puzzling only until one realizes that the word ““hen”
(one) could be understood at this stage of philosophy as a unit in arithmetic, a point
in geometry, or an indivisible unit of matter in physics. Exploiting this ambiguity, the
Pythagoreans described a universe in which the first four “ones” (units or atoms)
formed the basis of both the first four geometrical figures (from point to solid) and
the first three-dimensional body (a pyramidal structure of four contiguous atoms).
They saw the formation of the universe itself as the imposition of limit upon unlim-
itedness (or, in a biological scenario, the growth of limit by the ingestion into it of
unlimitedness). These doctrines greatly influenced the thinking of Plato, as did the
simple dualism of their body-soul distinction and their belief in transmigration.

A notable claim on the part of some Pythagoreans that seems to have gone no-
where at the time is that at the center of the universe is a central fire, not the earth.
The claim appears to have been based on religious and sociocultural grounds. The
Pythagoreans were looking for a firm location for “the guard-house of Zeus,” and
““the center is most important” (Aristotle, De caelo 2.293b2-4). It is hazardous to infer,
as some have, that some Pythagoreans took our earth to be a planet. On the other
hand, it is evidence of a willingness to examine new possibilities in cosmology and
should probably be ranked with their vision of the importance of mathematics in our
understanding of their conception of the real.

HEeracLITUS The Ephesian Heraclitus, who flourished at the end of the sixth cen-
tury B.C.E., was of aristocratic background and temperament and had a mind and a
vision unique in many respects among the pre-Socratics. More of an epistemological
optimist than Xenophanes, he claimed that knowledge of the real (though very far
from the depth of knowledge possessed by divinity [B78]) is possible, provided one
focuses on the “real constitution” (physis) of things by paying attention to their “com-
mon’’ or universal aspect (B2) and by precise and patient sense observation and open-
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mindedness to possibilities (B101a, B18). The result is an awareness that the real is an
ordered, rational, and unified reality. This real qua rational, which seems also to
constitute Heraclitus’s pantheistic divinity, is in an everlasting state of assertion (lo-
gos) about how things are. The language it speaks is learnable by at least some hu-
mans, provided they apply the proper techniques.

The content of the logos is, briefly, as follows. The real is a unity, despite surface
change and diversity, and even apparent opposites in nature, like night and day,
winter and summer, are one (B50). This led Aristotle to accuse Heraclitus of breaking
the law of noncontradiction and to attribute to him a doctrine of so-called ““unity of
opposites” that has been widely accepted ever since. But this reading seems unlikely,
in view of fragment 88, which clarifies that in using words such as “the same”” Her-
aclitus was talking about unity as necessary interconnectedness, whether the inter-
connectedness of logical inseparability (such as night and day), of perspective (“A
road up and a road down are one and the same road”), or of varying effect (the same
thing—seawater—is both good for fish and lethal for humans).

Within this framework asserting the unity of things lies a doctrine of the constant
flux of things, a doctrine expressed with particular force in his famous “river” state-
ments (“’As they step into the same river different and [still] different waters flow
[upon them],” B12; cf. “We step and do not step into the same rivers; we are and are
not,” B49a) and in his assertion that “War is the father of all and king of all.” But the
doctrine remains subsidiary to the doctrine of overall unity, despite the impression
left by Plato’s Theaetetus. The most powerful expression of this view is found in B51,
where most interpreters understand him as referring to the cosmos when he says,
“[There is] a back-bending connection, like that of a bow or lyre.”

There is continuing dispute over Heraclitus’s famous statement that ““[the ordered]
world, the same for all, no god or man made, but it always was, is, and will be, an
everliving fire, being kindled in measures and being put out in measures” (B30) and
over a number of other statements involving his concept of fire. Some argue that the
term “fire”” here is simply a metaphor for unity amid change, others that it is to be
understood literally as well as metaphorically. Also disputed is whether he adhered
to the doctrine of ekpyrosis attributed to him by the Stoics. According to this doctrine,
the universe is subject to periodic conflagrations, subsequent to each of which it
returns to something like its present state, before being again consumed, ad infinitum.
Some scholars point to B30 to support their view that Heraclitus’s vision of the real
was purely synchronic, all of reality existing simultaneously. Others base their inter-
pretations on the notion of “fire’s turnings” (B31a) to argue that his vision was at
least as diachronic (lasting through time) as synchronic, and on the reference to fire’s
“coming suddenly upon all things” and “judging and convicting them” (B66) to
argue that ekpyrosis could well have been a feature of such diachronic change.

Heraclitus is also the first philosopher to affirm clearly that the soul or life princi-
ple commonly believed in by the Greeks is also the principle that grounds humans as
moral and intellectual agents. It is a material substance, ranging in quality all the way
from fire (the soul of a god or demigod) to water (the “drowned”” state of one who
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has lost his or her senses; cf. B117, in which the drunkard is not aware of where he is
going “‘because his soul is wet”). A soul of moderate goodness and rationality will
presumably be, in this scenario, one composed of warm, dry air (B118), a view with
which most Greeks were familiar. It is, however, a view difficult to reconcile with the
belief in personal immortality that Heraclitus may have continued to hold (B53, 62,
63) despite the generally materialist trend of the rest of his ideas.

Socially and politically, Heraclitus seems to have been archconservative. He dis-
liked ““the many’” and their leaders, at a time when democracy was a rising star, and
lampooned them for their credulousness in matters of religious belief.

PARMENIDES OF ELEA Born about 515 B.C.E., Parmenides came from a wealthy
family and devoted himself to philosophy. By common agreement he was the giant
among the pre-Socratics. Parmenides produced a poem of great density that has been
an intellectual challenge since its first appearance, and its meaning still remains much
disputed. In distinguishing between a way of truth and a way of seeming or opinion
(doxa), the poem has seemed to many to argue that the world of sense perception
does not in fact exist and that all we believe about our world is illusory. Others have
held that for Parmenides there are in fact two worlds: one the object of knowledge,
the other the object of opinion. Others, more recently, have argued with some plau-
sibility that for Parmenides there is only one world—this one—that can be viewed
differently through the synoptic lens of knowledge or the more commonly employed
“differentiating’” lens of opinion.
The poem lays out at an early stage a number of critical commitments:

1. It can be ascertained that there are two possible “routes” of inquiry into the
real. The first of these involves or operates in terms of statements about what
““is’” and ““necessarily is.” The second involves statements about ““is not” and
““necessarily is not”" (B2.3ff: “the one way, [to the effect] that ‘is” and ‘neces-
sarily is” ”’).

2. The latter, however, is totally unable to be “learned.” Subsequent discussion
clarifies this as meaning “totally unable to become an object of knowledge.”
For one can never come to know or ascertain what is not real, what is not
there, and what is not the case, or “point to it”" in words (phrazein; B2.6-8).
Parmenides’ use of the verb “to be” is at this stage of the poem still radically
ambiguous.

3. A reason for the truth of the above claim is then offered: “Ascertaining and
being real, being there, being the case, are one and the same.” This explana-
tion is itself further explained as follows: “For it is there to be real, whereas
nothing is not” (B3, B6.1-2).

4. The real, involving what is there and what is the case, is then finally de-
scribed in detail as being the totality of things, one, homogeneous, eternal (in
the sense of existing in a timeless present), changeless and motionless,
bounded, and a plenum, “like a well-rounded ball in its mass” (BS).

What this appears to mean is that knowing something and knowing that thing is
real, there, and the case are necessarily connected. Parmenides seems to be using
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sameness in the sense of necessary interconnectedness already evident in Heraclitus
(B88). Only what is real (namely, what is there and so on) can be an “object of
knowledge.” If one really is looking at a genuine case of knowledge, then “nothing”
is not such a case. Such knowledge is of what is real, strictly in terms of its reality
and its totality, not in terms of its supposed characteristics. Once this is appreciated,
then the bizarre-looking epithets make immediate sense, and the last two make it
finally clear that it is really the existential use of the verb “to be” that is dominant in
Parmenides” mind. (That is, ““is’”” means ““is real.””) For him, the universe is in fact
“closed.” What remains inherently unsatisfactory in the argument is the explanation
of supposed change of any form in terms of nonexistence, or nonbeing. Later, in the
Sophist, Plato later finally clarified the issue here in terms of otherness rather than
nonexistence.

The same universe seen through the lens of opinion (doxa) is the variegated world
of sense experience. While some opinions are no doubt more plausible than others
(presumably Parmenides thinks this true of the opinions that he himself puts for-
ward), they all remain simply opinions forever. Knowledge is attainable only when
we view the real synoptically and simply as real.

The importance of this for the future development of metaphysics, epistemology,
and logic hardly needs to be stressed. Like Heraclitus, Parmenides is an epistemolog-
ical optimist, though what counts as an object (in fact, the sole object) of knowledge
is very much circumscribed in Parmenides’ view. As a metaphysician, he is the first
to distinguish states of reality based upon states of consciousness, the one state (the
real) being the object of the other (knowledge). The real as viewed by our senses,
however, is the object of another, quite different state of consciousness; namely, opin-
ion. As a logician, Parmenides was the first to announce with conviction: “’If a person
knows that p, then p.” If one knows a proposition stating something is the case, then
that something actually is the case. Knowledge is about actual being. The effect of all
this on Parmenides” immediate successors, and then upon Plato, was enormous. All
of them were struck by his claim that the object of knowledge is one, homogeneous,
and unchanging. Several of them made major efforts to build systems that, with
varying adjustments, reconciled Parmenides’ apparent views with everyday obser-
vation and common sense. Thus, Empedocles posited, against Parmenides, change
and plurality as features of reality, but affirmed the eternality of anything that is real
(B12); the spherelike nature of the real when looked at as a totality (B27, 28), and the
fact that the real is a plenum, containing no ““nothingness” or “emptiness” (B13, 14).
Anaxagoras likewise posited change, plurality, and divisibility as features of reality,
yet also affirmed the eternality of the real (understood by him as an eternally existent
“mixture” of the “seeds” of the things currently constituting the world, rather than
the eternal combinings and recombinings, according to certain ratios of admixture, of
four eternally existent “roots’”” or elemental masses). The atomists in their turn also
posited plurality, motion, and variance in atomic size and shape, describing a uni-
verse each atom of which has most of the characteristics of Parmenides’ reality as the
object of knowledge. Thus, each atom is unitary, indivisible, and homogeneous. It is
also eternally the shape it is, immune to change and totally indestructible.
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Whether Parmenides himself would have been disturbed by any of these attempts
at accommodation is doubtful. Given that for him the world described by Empedo-
cles, Anaxagoras, and the atomists is the varied and changing world of opinion, he
might well have replied that any number of competing opinions on it can be formu-
lated, including theirs and his own, leaving untouched his views on the one, un-
changing, homogeneous world as the object of knowledge. Only Plato, a century or
so later, grasped the full import of Parmenides” remarks and hypothesized a system
that, for all its inadequacy, made genuine efforts to come to grips with his distinction
between the real as knowable and the real as opinable and the potential implications
of this distinction for epistemology, metaphysics, physics, and ethics.

ZENO OF ELEA AND MELISSUS OF SAMOS Zeno, who was born early in the fifth
century B.C.E., was a friend and pupil of Parmenides. In his famous paradoxes he
attempted to show by a series of reductio ad absurdum arguments, of which the best
known is perhaps that of Achilles and the tortoise, the self-contradictory conse-
quences of maintaining that there is a real plurality of things or that motion or place
are real. The prima facie brilliance of many of the arguments continues to impress
people, though it soon becomes clear that the paradoxes turn largely on the failure or
unwillingness of Zeno, like so many Pythagoreans of the day, to distinguish between
the concepts of physical and geometrical space. If the tortoise starts from a point B
ahead of Achilles, who is at point A, then when Achilles reaches point B, the tortoise
will have moved on to point C. Therefore, Achilles will have to reach an endless
number of places where the tortoise has been without ever catching up to him. Achil-
les will undoubtedly never catch up with the tortoise if he and the tortoise consist of
objects in geometrical space. Similarly, in the arrow paradox, if an arrow moves from
A to B, it will have to first move half the distance to B, then half of that distance, and
so on. Thus, it will have to reach an endless number of positions to traverse a finite
distance in geometrical space. But in physical space, the space in which activities go
on, Achilles does catch up to the tortoise, and we can calculate exactly when that will
be, and the arrow does get from A to B.

Zeno’s way of constructing the problem makes it seem that his primary object is
to defame pluralists by attacking the logical possibility of explaining how there can
be motion in the world. It is debatable, however, whether Parmenides himself would
have found Zeno helpful to his cause. If in beginning so many of his arguments with
the phrase “if there is a plurality” Zeno is to be construed as taking “if the real
consists of a plurality”” (and at one point he does name to on “the real” [B1]) as the
subject for his remarks, then he might well have been viewed as a useful ally, since
the epithets defended are very much the ones Parmenides himself ascribed to his
own “real as such and as a totality”’—that is, unity and changelessness. If however
by “the real” Zeno meant simply the world of sense experience, as the earthbound
language used in presenting the paradoxes suggests, then this seems to run counter
to Parmenides” own apparent view of the plural and changing nature of such a world.
The evidence, some of it direct and some filtered through the mind of Aristotle,
continues to be a matter of major dispute.
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One way of interpreting Zeno's intention with his paradoxes is to say that he was
not denying that things move or seem to move, but rather insisting that motion
cannot be accounted for logically. Attempts to do so run into the paradoxical result
that any movement from one point to another would have to move through an end-
less number of intermediary points, each of which would take some amount of time
to traverse. Thus, the finite movement requires going through an infinite sequence
over an infinite amount of time. In the case of the Achilles paradox, we can calculate
when Achilles will reach the position of the tortoise, after which he will pass him. If
the tortoise starts ten units ahead of Achilles, and Achilles runs ten times faster than
the tortoise, he will catch up at 11.1111111111 . . . units. Zeno was apparently insisting
that Achilles could not pass until this indefinite calculation had been completed. In
physical fact, he will pass and at 11.12 units will be ahead. So the problem is really
that of reconciling the mathematics of an infinite geometrical series with the facts of
physical motion. Zeno was probably not denying apparent motion, but was offering
evidence that motion in reality was inexplicable. To this extent he was supporting
Parmenides’ insistence on the unchangeability and indivisibility of the real. It should
be noted that mathematicians from ancient Greece up to modern times have devel-
oped more and more complex ways of mathematically describing motion in order to
avoid Zeno's results. The paradoxes have been most productive as spurs to mathe-
matical progress.

Writing at about the same time as Zeno, Melissus of Samos, a statesman and
military leader who was born in the early fifth century, also defended Parmenides,
though he argued against him that the real is in fact sempiternal (that is, temporally
infinite) and spatially infinite, though not eternal. But in so arguing, he seems to have
missed or ignored Parmenides” essential point that the real as an object of knowledge
cannot have moments, since these necessarily involve change and hence the putative
existence of the nonreal. As for the supposed spatial infinity of the real, he again
appeared to miss or ignore Parmenides’ more subtle point that while the individual
realities that are the objects of doxa (belief or opinion) are severally finite and sepa-
rated from one another by what such doxai define as space, the real as a totality that
is the object of knowledge is finite but nonspatially so; there is no space (understood,
as we have seen, as blank nothingness) within the totality, and no space circumscrib-
ing it either.

EMPEDOCLES OF ACRAGAS Empedocles was born in Sicily around the beginning
of the fifth century B.C.E. and lived about sixty years. In a poem setting out a complex
system, many features of which were to influence the thinking of Plato, Aristotle, and
several later thinkers, Empedocles stoutly asserted plurality but clearly accepted the
Parmenidean argument—along with its corollary that the real as the object of knowl-
edge is a spherical plenum—that there can be no coming into being or destruction in
the real, since this would involve the antecedent or posterior existence (each an im-
possibility) of a further impossibility: the nonreal. On this foundation he posited the
sempiternal (everlasting) existence of a fixed mass of what were later termed the four
elements—earth, air, fire, and water—in a state of swirling motion or “vortex’” char-
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acterized by unending oscillation between the force of love and that of strife. His
present state of affairs, he maintained, is situated somewhere between the dominance
of either. “Love” here appears to mean both centripetal force in the swirling motion
(a force tending to pull earth toward the center) and the force that creates “com-
pounds”’—that is, building blocks of natural substances, such as blood or flesh—out
of the four elements. “Strife,” its antithesis, is centrifugal (pulling lighter bodies to-
ward the periphery) and dialytic, separating bodies. The exact nature of a compound
turns on the “‘ratio of the mixture” of the four elements within it (blood, for example,
being 1:1:1:1).

Other notable assertions by Empedocles are that sensation is the apprehension of
“like by like”; that it involves effluences from a physical body and those emitted by
a sense organ combining and reentering that organ through appropriate “pores” in
it; that we think with the blood around the heart; that in the development of living
things discrete “parts” and “limbs” of plants and animals respectively have fre-
quently combined, but haphazardly, with only the viable combinations surviving.
Finally—in statements in some tension with his otherwise physicalist, monistic, evo-
lutionary, and nonteleological tone (that is, with his apparent belief that everything
is physical, of one nature, and developing without purpose)—that living things house
daemones (souls) of divinities that have fallen from grace and whose “goal” lies else-
where. All these ideas, too, were to have an impact—often a major one—on subse-
quent thinking.

Impressed by the apparent tension between the physicalist and monistic tendency
of much of his belief and the apparent dualism involved in his doctrine of multiple
incarnations, some scholars have credited Empedocles with two poems, On Nature
and Purifications, and then set out to try to reconcile them. In recent years this double
attribution has been attacked by some for lack of evidence in the ancient sources.
Whatever the truth of the matter, the divergent tendencies are still there, as they are
in Heraclitus, and should probably be permitted to remain there unresolved, two
early examples of the problems philosophers have habitually found in trying to rec-
oncile what they have come to believe on rational grounds and what they have
perhaps long believed on instinct.

ANAXAGORAS OF CLAZOMENAE The Ionian Anaxagoras was born at the beginning
of the fifth century and died around 428 B.C.E. Like his contemporary Empedocles,
he started from the self-evidence of plurality, but agreed that Parmenides was right
in denying the possibility of absolute change (such as coming to be and perishing)
and for the reason Parmenides himself gave: that it would involve positing the exis-
tence of the nonreal. On these grounds, he argued that plurality in the world has
always been and always will be there in each Basic Thing (or seed)—such as blood,
flesh, wood, and stone—along with, it seems, qualities (as Aristotle later defined
them) such as wetness, dryness, color, and the like. Macroscopic objects contain a
“portion” of every other Basic Thing and are describable in terms of the preponder-
ance of a given portion within it. (Blood, for example, is blood thanks to the prepon-
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derant amount of blood within it). The division of portions can be continued ad
infinitum (this process of subdividing can never reach “‘nothingness”), accounting for
the fact that the vast majority of portions in any Basic Thing are swamped by the
preponderant portion that gives it its name. In so arguing, Anaxagoras seemed to be
in the tradition of the Pythagoreans, who tended in like manner to speak as though
physical and mathematical space were one and the same.

For Anaxagoras, the motive force in things is “Mind”" (Nous). Unlike everything
else in his system, it does not have a portion of itself in every other Basic Thing, but
only in those that go to form animate entities. The portion in question is also ““un-
mixed” or pure, having no portions of anything else within it. As such it is un-
bounded, externally or internally, spatially or temporally. It is able to permeate and
hence “rule” and control all things because it is more finely composed than any of
them. While it is described in physical terms, many feel that Anaxagoras was here on
the verge of the notion of mind as immaterial. Notoriously, however, this did not
satisfy the Socrates of Plato’s Phaedo, who missed any teleological overtone to the
doctrine. This point seems corroborated by Anaxagoras’s account of the growth of
our universe simply in terms of (mechanical) vortex motion, once Mind has made the
initial intervention.

As far as particular doctrines are concerned, some have inferred a belief in multi-
ple coexistent worlds or galaxies from the contents of B4: “[We must suppose that]
men have been formed and the other animals that have life; and that the men have
inhabited cities and cultivated fields, just as we have here; and sun and moon and so
on, just as we have here,” and so on. But this argument should be viewed with
caution. The fragment could be read simply as a description of human life on other,
currently unknown parts of the earth; the more complex understanding of it in terms
of multiple coexistent galaxies is neither hinted at in any other fragment nor easy to
reconcile with the description of what appears to be the operation of a single vortex
motion, not a multiplicity of them, as the source of the universe of experience (B12).

More solid is the evidence of Anaxagoras’s belief that astral objects, specifically
the sun, were not gods but physical objects composed of fiery stone. This belief led
to his prosecution and exile on grounds of impiety and may well be the source of the
famous story that he actually predicted the descent from the skies of what none could
deny was a fiery stone, the meteorite that fell at Aegospotami in 467 B.C.E. Other
impressive cosmological claims were that we do not feel the heat of the stars because
they are so far away from the earth; that the sun exceeds the Peloponnesus in size;
that the moon’s light is reflected from the sun; that the moon is made of earth and
has plains and ravines on it; and that eclipses of the moon are produced by the
interposition of the earth and other bodies. In the realm of biology, he claimed (fol-
lowing Anaximander) that life began in an environment of moistness and, anticipat-
ing the homo faber (man the doer) doctrine of our own times, he argued that it is the
possession of hands that makes our species (in Aristotle’s words) ““the wisest of living
things.”

As far as epistemology is concerned, the slight evidence we have suggests that,
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like a number of earlier thinkers, Anaxagoras thought our senses were weak, but not
so weak as to lead him to think some genuinely defensible views on the world could
not be formulated, as several pieces of evidence have made clear. More revolutionary
was his apparent belief that, contrary to the view of Empedocles that sensation is of
like by like, it is in fact of unlike by unlike. (For example, skin senses the coolness of
the surrounding air precisely when it is itself not cool.) But the revolution was abor-
tive. In this as in much else the view of Empedocles, not Anaxagoras, proved to be
the influential one in the development of Greek thought over subsequent centuries.

DEMOCRITUS AND LEucIpPUS Like Empedocles and Anaxagoras, the first great
atomists Democritus (from Abdera in Thrace, ca. 460—ca. 370 B.C.E.) and Leucippus
(fifth century) were ready to accept from Parmenides that absolute change is impos-
sible in the real as an object of knowledge, but affirmed strongly against him that
there existed plurality and ““nothingness” (which they equated with empty space, an
entity not synonymous with blank nonentity but something enjoying a critical status
in the real as the separator of corporeal particulars). On this foundation they postu-
lated an unlimited number of “atoms” (that is, further physically—if not theoreti-
cally—indivisible units) of an unlimited number of shapes, moving eternally in un-
limited space, each motion apparently the result of an antecedent collision with an-
other atom or atoms. This eternal motion, along with chance combinations of atoms
in larger structures, eventually produces a vortex motion from which the universe as
we know it came to be.

They also postulated, on the basis of their other basic principles, an infinity of such
“worlds” (that is, galaxies) in the cosmos, each coming into being and being de-
stroyed by haphazard collision, the entire system of worlds operating by chance. In
the remarkable words of Hippolytus:

There are [for Democritus] innumerable worlds, which differ in size. In some
worlds there is no sun and moon, in others they are larger than in our world,
and in others more numerous. The intervals between the worlds are unequal;
in some parts there are more worlds, in others fewer; some are increasing, some
are at their height, some decreasing; in some parts they are arising, in others
failing. They are destroyed by collision with one another. There are some
worlds devoid of living creatures or plants or any moisture.

Such a view of the universe as multigalactic, now so readily agreed upon thanks
to the evidence of telescopes, is here elaborated without benefit of technology. This is
perhaps the most powerful example in the ancient world of cosmological results
achieved by a combination of logic and metaphysics. This view posited, on meta-
physical grounds, that (1) nothing comes from nothing or is destroyed into nothing;
(2) if there is motion and change, then there always has been and always will be
motion and change; (3) space (for which their term is “the empty” or “the void”) is
infinite in extent; (4) matter is infinite in amount and divided into an infinity of atoms
in an infinity of shapes; and (5) in the words of ]J. E. Raven, “Every object, every
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event, is the result of a chain of collisions and reactions, each according to the shape
and particular motion of the atoms concerned.” They were able to elaborate, by
simple induction, the probability that a universe of the type we now know would
sooner or later arise. As a later atomist, Epicurus, saw, the claim that there was an
infinity of shapes was problematic, and the Democritean theory could have survived
without it. But the theory even as formulated remains a spectacular achievement in
ancient thinking on the universe.

As far as the origin of any galaxy is concerned, the atomists argued that it is
formed when a significant number of atoms “break off from the infinite.” In the
words of Diogenes Laertius, they

come together at that point and produce a single whirl, in which, colliding with
one another and revolving in all manner of ways, they begin to separate apart,
like to like. But when their multitude prevents them from rotating any longer
in equilibrium, those that are fine go out toward the surrounding void as if
sifted, while the rest “abide together”” and, becoming entangled, unite their
motions and make a first spherical structure. This structure stands apart like a
membrane which contains in itself all kinds of bodies; and as they whirl around
owing to the resistance of the middle, the surrounding membrane becomes thin,
while contiguous atoms keep flowing together owing to contact with the whirl.
So the earth came into being, the atoms that had been borne to the middle
abiding together there. Again, the containing membrane is itself increased, ow-
ing to the attraction of bodies outside; as it moves around in a whirl it takes in
anything it touches.

While a good deal of this account is drawn from earlier thinkers, the picture of a
galaxy’s process of self-renewal is both dramatically new and, like other aspects of
the atomists’ theorizing on galaxies, eerily modern. And the same could be said for
their distinction between what later was called primary and secondary sensibles. “By
convention,”” says Democritus, “are sweet and bitter, hot and cold, by convention is
color; in truth are atoms and void. . .. In reality we apprehend nothing exactly, but
only as it changes according to the condition of our body and of the things that
impinge on or offer resistance to it’”” (B9). It is the conclusion to a set of tendencies in
pre-Socratic thought that go back to Anaximander and possibly Thales in which
opinion rather than knowledge is claimed to be the most we can achieve about the
world. The world’s origins, operation, and constitution are explained mechanistically
rather than in terms of divine creation, intervention, or sustentation.

The very last of the pre-Socratics, however, Diogenes of Apollonia (in the fifth
century), is in many ways more representative of the other, more theocentric ten-
dency in early Greek thinking. His physical theory—that the basic and ultimately
divine principle of things is eternally existent “‘air”’—is effectively a return to the
thinking of the Ionian Anaximenes. More significant in terms of the development of
philosophy is his clear statement that the motive force in the real is Intelligence
(Noesis, the apparent equivalent of Anaxagoras’s Nous), and that (unlike Nous) such
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Intelligence operates teleologically. Talking of the basic substance of the universe he
said: “Without Intelligence it would not be possible for it to be so divided up that it
has measured amounts of all things—of winter and summer and night and day and
winds and fair weather. The other things, too, if one wishes to consider them, one
would find disposed in the best possible way”” (B3). The contrast with the mechanistic
view of many other pre-Socratic thinkers, especially the atomists, sets the stage for
major intellectual battles in subsequent Greek philosophy, starting immediately with
Socrates and Plato.
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THE SOPHISTS

Until relatively recently, the Platonic, Aristophanic, and Aristotelian vision of the
sophists as the enemies of sound philosophy was widely accepted. But the bias in
these sources is now more broadly appreciated, and we can now adopt, as has G. B.
Kerferd, a somewhat more positive view of the sophists.

Itinerant teachers, the sophists were a major force in fifth-century Greece in the
education of the sons of the wealthy and powerful. Despite their common name, they
are probably best understood as the strong individuals they were, propounding opin-
ions they thought most valuable in inculcating the various forms of arete (virtue or
excellence) demanded by civic life.
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Protagoras

Protagoras and Gorgias are the most famous of the ““older generation” sophists. The
details of Protagoras’s beliefs remain disputed. When he said, for example, that ““an-
thropos [humanity] is a/the measure for all things, of things that are, that they are,
and of things that are not, that they are not,” it is unclear whether he is talking about
one person or the sum total of persons; about “a”” measure or ““the’”” measure (there
is no definite article in Greek); or about existence or states of affairs or both. The
Platonic reading in the Theaetetus, which takes “anthropos” as generic and ““measure”
as exclusive, led to the assertion that the logical consequence was total (and absurd)
relativism. A second, seemingly innocuous declaration that there are two mutually
opposed arguments on any subject led to the further claim by Aristophanes and
Aristotle that Protagoras had set out to make the weaker argument the stronger. But
no such conclusion need be drawn. The anthropos statement reads just as naturally
as a claim that “an individual person serves as a yardstick for the adjudication of any
existence and/or factuality claims” just as much as, say, things like historical docu-
ments do—a view that makes excellent sense to anyone attempting to persuade the
individual citizens that constitute bodies such as the Athenian Assembly.

Gorgias

Gorgias has achieved fame for the stress he laid upon the art of persuasion (“rheto-
ric”’), although whether he wrote the baffling On What Is Not as a serious piece of
persuasive reasoning or as some sort of spoof of the Eleatic philosophy of Parmenides
and others remains disputed. Its basic, and remarkable, claim is, prima facie, that
nothing in fact is (exists/is the case [esti]) or is knowable or conceivable. Any exiguous
plausibility that the arguments supporting this claim possess turns on our over-
looking Gorgias’s failure, witting or unwitting, to distinguish carefully between
knowing and thinking, along with his various uses of the verb “to be.”” If the failure
was witting, the document can be seen as a skillful device for the spotting of fallacies
as part of training in rhetoric and basic reasoning. If it was unwitting, Gorgias still
emerges as what he was claimed to be—a deft rhetorical wordsmith on any topic
proposed to him.

The Second Generation: Prodicus, Hippias, and Others

Among the second generation of sophists, Prodicus of Ceos, born ca. 460 B.C.E.,
stands out for his interest in the importance of getting names right and for his careful
distinctions among meanings. Given Socrates’ own passion for correctness of defini-
tion, it is not surprising to hear Plato’s Socrates claiming that Prodicus was his
teacher. By contrast, Hippias, of the early fourth century, achieved fame as a poly-
math and teacher of mnemonic techniques—a critical device in the rhetorician’s store-
house. Others developed Protagoras’s statement about mutually opposed arguments
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along differing lines. The author of the Dissoi logoi (Contrasting arguments), an ap-
parently otherwise unknown sophist (ca. 400 B.C.E.) who was much influenced by
Protagoras, set out examples of such arguments and put up a straightforward show
of evidence for each. Socrates looked for the stronger of contrasting arguments, and
the young sophists of Plato’s Euthydemus clearly delighted in the inherent joy of eristic
to which such a doctrine appeared to entitle them. It is sophists of the latter type who
drew down the wrath of the Platonic Socrates and gave the word ““sophistry” its
enduring overtones of bad faith and charlatanry. It is also, however, doubtful
whether the historical Protagoras would have recognized such people as his follow-
ers.

Two sophists made famous by Plato are Callicles (in the Gorgias) and Thrasyma-
chus (in the Republic). While Plato’s depictions of them, given his evident prejudice,
may well be overdrawn, they nevertheless represent one extreme position in the so-
called nomos-physis controversy of the day, in which thinkers debated the relative
places of “nature” (physis) and “custom” or “law” (nomos) in moral and political
activity. For sophists of this particular type, nature, specifically as understood along
what we now call Hobbesian and Darwinian lines, is the guiding norm. Less extreme
in his view seems to be Protagoras, who sees a place for nomos in any life in which
genuine well-being (eudaemonia) is claimed to have been achieved.

On the much-controverted topic of whether or not arete can be taught, the sophists
seem to have been as puzzled as the Socrates of the Protagoras and Meno. As on so
many other topics, the author of the Dissoi logoi put forward a number of arguments
in support of each position. It is noteworthy how common the ground is between the
sophists, even ones as extreme as Thrasymachus, and Socrates in their understanding
of arete, no doubt because all agreed that the word in Greek involved the notion of
efficiency. (There is no hint in the literature that anyone was aware that this was not
necessarily the case in other languages, nor what the implications of this might have
been for their theorizing.) With the common understanding among them that the
morally and politically good person was “good at”” something in the way that a good
potter was good at potting, they could then explore (and quickly disagree upon) just
what that something was supposed to be. For sophists such as Thrasymachus and
Callicles, following a purely pragmatic line, it was the acquisition and retention of
power. For Socrates, following an essentialist line, it was a life of the optimal func-
tioning of the skills uniquely or best characterizing humans, which for him were
clearly the skills involved in intellection and the exercise of moral sensibility. Some-
where between these positions, the author of the Dissoi logoi was proudly pragmatic
and empiricist in overall tone but still frankly essentialist on many points. When he
talked, for example, of a proposition’s being true when “the true” is “present” to it
(4.5), Plato would undoubtedly have recognized him as someone on his own philo-
sophical wavelength. And so, presumably, would Aristotle, had he read the passage
clearly distinguishing what is the case simpliciter (directly) from what is the case
secundum quid (afterward, later on; 5.15).

At the level of specific topics of investigation, the various sophists showed the
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wide range of interests found among so many of the pre-Socratic philosophers.
Among a very large variety of productions (including, as an indication of the range,
the works On Government and On Wrestling) Protagoras wrote books (all now lost)
titled On Truth and On the Gods, On the Art of Disputation, and On the Original State of
Things. In addition to On Nature, Gorgias wrote, among many things, an Encomium to
Helen and possibly a book on the art of rhetoric entitled On the Appropriate Moment.
And the polymath Hippias seems to have had a clear sense of the importance of the
collection of data in the formulation of sound theories. If Bruno Snell and Classen are
right, Hippias’s Collection may well have included an attempt to schematize and
meaningfully relate the views of Thales and the mythological statements of Homer
and Hesiod that the source of all things is in fact water.

Given the paucity of extant writings by sophists (as distinct from the hostile pic-
ture of sophists painted in Plato’s dialogues), it is impossible to assess their total
achievement in detail. But enough evidence is available to suggest that there were a
number of individual sophists rather than any sophistic “movement”’; that their phil-
osophical stance ranged all the way from pragmatism and nominalism to a moderate
form of essentialism; and that their less extreme exemplars had rather more in com-
mon with Socrates and Plato than is often imagined. (A good example of this is the
common objection of both the author of the Dissoi logoi and Socrates [Xenophon,
Memorabilia, 1.2.9] to the folly and inefficiency of the lot-system in Athenian public
life.) Indeed, so much were they perceived by some to have much in common with
Socrates that Aristophanes wrote a scintillating comedy, The Clouds, based on the
assertion that Socrates was in fact just another sophist like the rest.
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SOCRATES AND THE SOCRATICS

Socrates (469-399 B.C.E.) was an Athenian of little personal beauty but much cha-
risma. A famous man even by the standards of a city full of famous people, he
attracted admirers from throughout the Greek world. He began a revolution in phi-
losophy when he “called philosophy down from the heavens,” as Cicero said, and
turned its attention to human affairs in the city and the household. About his biog-
raphy we have little sure knowledge. He was married, had children, served in Ath-
ens’s army, and participated as a normal citizen in the city’s political life. At the age
of seventy, he was convicted on charges of impiety and corrupting the young and
then executed. The impiety charge was in part based on his claims to receive instruc-



24  ORIGINS OF WESTERN PHILOSOPHIC THINKING

tion from a “divine sign” (daimonion). The corruption charge may have been based
on his criticisms of the rationality of democratic practices, as well as on his relation-
ships with prominent members of the antidemocratic faction in Athens.

The Socratic turn of Greek philosophy toward ethics and politics brought a pro-
found shift from its earlier emphasis on cosmology and natural science. There is a
real sense in which much of the history of Western philosophy for six centuries after
Socrates” death consists of rival attempts to claim his legacy and become his legiti-
mate heir. The Stoics, Sceptics, and Cynics all proudly declared Socrates as the foun-
der of their schools. Yet as the variety of the claimants shows, the nature of the true
Socratic legacy was hotly disputed. Socrates did not found a philosophical school that
would go on to expound and develop his theories. In this respect, his relationship to
his companions (who came to be called “Socratics”) was unlike that between Epicu-
rus (341-270 B.C.E.) and the Epicureans, or between Zeno of Citium (ca. 334—ca. 262),
the founder of Stoicism, and later Stoics. Socrates was instead the Helen of ancient
philosophy, launching a thousand ships and setting off a sometimes bitter war to
possess him. But none of the suitors could ever turn this philosophical beauty into a
safe and domesticated bride. His admirers did not receive doctrines from him so
much as they received provocations.

To understand Socrates as a provocateur, as the stimulus to a Socratic movement
rather than the founder of a Socratic school, emphasizes the diversity of the responses
to Socrates that have survived in the ancient sources. By contrast, much of the schol-
arly discussion of the last four decades has been driven by the presupposition that
behind this manifest diversity of responses must have been a unified Socratic ethical
theory, even if Socrates himself never made the theory fully explicit. This unifying
approach has been pursued most influentially by Gregory Vlastos (1907-1991) and
his students. It is possible that Socrates was a systematic thinker in the way that
Vlastos supposed, though none of our sources present him as constructing an ethical
theory in the way that Aristotle, Epicurus, and the Stoics did. But even if he did have
a theory, his place in the history of philosophy has little to do with it. It is not as one
theorymonger among others that his influence was felt. He was instead the exemplar
of a new way of life, and his example shone so bright that it eclipsed the influence of
any mere theory he may have defended.

The Sources for Our Knowledge of Socrates

Socrates did not write any books. Our knowledge of him and his ideas is all indirect.
Aristotle recorded a few interesting bits of information that appear to be independent
of the other surviving sources, and there are some anecdotes extant from the (quite
unreliable) ancient biographical tradition. But by far the bulk of our information
comes from three sources written in genres that do not purport to present us with a
neutral, historical account. The two most important of these are the dialogues of Plato
and the Socratic writings of Xenophon. Plato (ca. 427-347 B.C.E.) and Xenophon (ca.
430-350 B.C.E.) were both brilliant young men who fell under Socrates” spell when
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they were teenagers and Socrates himself was well into his fifties. Their writings on
Socrates belong to the genre Aristotle called ““Socratic discourses.” This genre arose
after Socrates” execution when a number of his companions (among whom Plato and
Xenophon were relatively junior) began to memorialize his life and conversations,
usually in dialogues. This genre came also to include works with main characters
other than Socrates, though still in dialogue form. It is unfortunate that few of these
Socratic discourses have survived besides those of Plato and Xenophon. From the
surviving fragments, we can plausibly reconstruct two Socratic dialogues by another
companion of Socrates, Aeschines of Sphettus, that were probably written in the first
decade or so after Socrates” execution; that is all. Still, we know enough about how
the writings in this genre were composed to see that they can be treated as historical
sources only with great caution. Plato and Xenophon use Socrates as a character to
reflect on his philosophical significance, not primarily to give a historical account of
him. In addition, they both emphasize the influence that Socrates had on his admir-
ers—and sometimes on his detractors—more than they emphasize any doctrines or
opinions he may have defended. Their dialogues are as much about the diverse
reactions of Socrates’ interlocutors to his characteristic arguments as they are about
the arguments themselves.

Many scholars in the last two centuries have tried to establish whether Plato’s or
Xenophon's Socrates is more historically accurate. These debates have been inconclu-
sive. Some have argued that Xenophon is a better witness because he was more of a
historian than Plato; others have argued that Plato is more reliable because he was
more philosophical. An approach that emphasizes the diversity of Socrates’ provoca-
tions will not be especially tempted by either of these strategies for eliciting a ““true”
Socrates. We appreciate Helen’s beauty best when we see all thousand ships she
launched, even though this never lets us see her face directly.

Our third major ancient source for knowledge of Socrates is Aristophanes’ comic
caricature of him in The Clouds, produced in 423 B.C.E., when Aristophanes (ca. 448-
ca. 388) was in his mid-twenties and Socrates in his mid-forties. It is the only substan-
tial source we have that was written by someone who knew Socrates but was not one
of his devoted companions. Because of this, it is a precious document. As would be
expected of a caricature, Aristophanes’ portrait is unflattering and exaggerated yet
nevertheless revealing. Many scholars, offended at what they take to be the manifest
unfairness of Aristophanes’ portrait, have overlooked this basic quality of any cari-
cature. Aristophanes was constrained to present Socrates with as much verisimilitude
as he lavished on the prominent politicians and tragic poets who populate his plays.

Socrates the Provocateur: Impiety and Corruption

To understand Socrates as provocateur, it helps to start with his critics rather than his
admirers. The most important “criticisms” of which we have record are the formal
charges brought against him; the prosecutors (Anytus, Meletus, and Lycon) were the
most deadly serious critics. They charged Socrates with “introducing novel divinities
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[daimonia]” and with “corrupting the young.” We do not possess reliable sources for
reconstructing the actual arguments of the prosecutors, but we can see how Aristoph-
anes presaged these two charges in The Clouds. Socrates is presented there as an
impious inquirer into nature in the style of the pre-Socratic philosophers. He contem-
plates ““the things beneath the earth and the things in the heavens,” and looks down
on merely human affairs with smug and self-sufficient contempt. Furthermore, he
denies the existence of the gods, or at least of gods who take any providential interest
in humans, and shows no interest in any of the questions about virtue and commu-
nity life so characteristic of the Platonic and Xenophontic Socrates. In addition, Aris-
tophanes portrayed a young man named Phedippides as a pupil in Socrates’ school,
where he learns the morally dubious art of defending either side in an argument.
Pheidippides is corrupted by the heady combination of an atheistic theory of nature
and an amoral art of speaking. He becomes an “intellectual” willing to commit incest
and to beat his father. He justifies these scandalous crimes on the threefold grounds
that they are natural, that they are not punished by any god, and that his newly
acquired debating skills will allow him to escape punishment in the law courts. The
final galling result is that Pheidippides so enjoys his new “wisdom” that he becomes
more attached to Socrates than to his father.

We can distill three potential sources of Socratic provocation from this caricature
and thus three lines of inquiry: (1) Did Socrates have an attitude toward natural
science and the gods that undermined traditional piety and morality? (2) Did Socrates
lay claim to a haughty self-sufficiency that made him contemptuous of ordinary hu-
man concerns? (3) Did Socrates seduce ambitious young men by arousing desires in
them that would have been better left suppressed? By studying how Plato and Xen-
ophon responded to these questions, we can come closer to understanding Socrates’
influence and the ways in which he provoked his inheritors. Plato and Xenophon
make many allusions to The Clouds, and much in their portraits of Socrates was clearly
informed by an apologetic intent. We shall follow their lead and view Socrates
through the lens of Aristophanes’ critique, a foreshadowing of the formal charges
that cost Socrates his life.

Many contemporary scholars reject Aristophanes’ portrait of Socrates as a natural
philosopher as a total fabrication. This rejection is much too hasty and makes very
selective use of the available sources. It is true that Plato and Xenophon denied that
Socrates pursued natural science in the manner of his philosophical predecessors, but
they also portrayed him as expertly acquainted with the main theories of his day.
Furthermore, the cosmological interests ascribed to Socrates in The Clouds are corrob-
orated by Socrates” account of his intellectual autobiography in Plato’s Phaedo. Still, it
is true Plato and Xenophon did not put natural science at the center of Socrates’
philosophical activity. It is possible that this difference between Aristophanes’ por-
trait and the later depictions reflects a historical change in Socrates” own interests: he
may have been much more involved with speculation in natural science and meta-
physics earlier in his life. For what it is worth, this is in fact the story to which the
ancient biographical tradition testifies. Plato and especially Xenophon presented Soc-
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rates” attitude to natural science as the antithesis of the atheistic naturalism of The
Clouds. Their Socrates criticized materialist explanations of the cosmos and insisted
that a better explanation must appeal to mind (Nous) and to divine purposes. And
Xenophon, at least, tried to show that Socrates’” emphasis on providence had good
moral effects on his companions. Further, Socrates’ commitment to a providential
account of the cosmos seems to have been a primary impetus for the Stoics’ devel-
opment of their own providential cosmology. Indeed, through the Stoics, Socrates’
emphasis on providence may have had a formative influence in natural philosophy
on a par with the more celebrated and better documented Socratic turn in ethics and
politics.

But if Socrates’” commitment to providence absolved him of part of the impiety
charge, his notorious claim to have a daimonion (divine sign) seemed to bring him
further under suspicion. After all, is this not a clear case of his introduction of “novel
divinities’? The sign apparently gave Socrates infallible divine guidance in practical
affairs, guidance he often shared with his companions. It is not surprising that his
companions were fascinated by this superhuman gift. Xenophon tried to minimize
the sign’s threat to conventional piety by assimilating it to public techniques of divi-
nation, such as the consultation of oracles and the interpretation of entrails. But he
also made it clear that this prophetic power gave Socrates unique opportunities for
discerning the right road to happiness and success. Socrates” access to the providen-
tial design was free of the obscurities of the public types of divination and tran-
scended any merely rational power of discernment of divine purpose. So while Soc-
rates piously defended the view that the gods have a providential concern for human
beings, he also made a scandalous claim to have a superhuman ability to penetrate
the structure of providence.

This weird wisdom provoked a variety of responses. In the prosecutors and a
majority of the jurors, it provoked indignation and hatred; in some of Socrates” com-
panions, it inspired a rather docile, obedient attachment to Socrates as the only infal-
lible source of moral guidance. Plato and Xenophon were more ambivalent and less
docile. Although impressed by the superhuman knowledge made possible by Socra-
tes” divine sign, they were not willing to abandon their own high ambitions by con-
ceding the necessity of such rare, even unique, access to divine purposes. Thus, their
treatments of the divine sign are marked by a certain ironic distance, as they looked
for ways to evade or replace its authority.

Perhaps the most influential response to Socrates’ ““divine”” wisdom came from the
Stoics. They saw the ideal wise person as someone who lived according to nature. A
knowledge of the providential structure of the cosmos was the central feature of this
ideal, but they did not conceive of such knowledge as a unique prophetic gift. It was
instead simply a manifestation of the wise person’s fully developed rational capaci-
ties. Thus, they inherited both Socrates” providential view of the world and his claim
to a special discernment of divine purpose while naturalizing the divine sign itself,
reducing it to the discernment that was the natural attainment of the ideal wise
person.
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The example of Socrates” extraordinary self-sufficiency and freedom provoked an
equally complicated set of responses. This freedom manifested itself in two separate
spheres, and different admirers often latched onto one to the exclusion of the other.
The first and in many ways most fundamental sphere of Socratic self-sufficiency was
bodily, which Aristophanes burlesqued by presenting Socrates and his students as
poorly dressed and underfed. Socrates was famous for his resistance to extremes of
heat and cold, for his indifference in the face of famine, and not least for his ability
to drink anyone under the table. Plato and Xenophon sometimes rendered this bodily
self-sufficiency as ascetic and so made Socrates a harsh critic of pleasure; other times
they made him out as something of a connoisseur, capable of enjoying refined pleas-
ures without becoming indulgent. In Plato the urbane connoisseur tends to be ascen-
dant; in Xenophon, the ascetic. As we will see, two of Socrates’ earliest followers,
Antisthenes and Aristippus, established competing Socratic legacies corresponding to
these two attitudes toward pleasure.

The second sphere of Socratic self-sufficiency is founded on his mastery of the art
of dialectic. This side of Socrates had an important independent influence that was
most fully developed, to the exclusion of other aspects of his example, by the Sceptical
schools. Socrates could use his dialectical skill either to refute his interlocutors or to
produce agreement among them, and it is not surprising that his dialectical excellence
was an important part of his attraction to ambitious young men. For them, the art of
persuasive speech was a key element of political leadership, the statesman’s version
of self-sufficiency. Such young men must be reckoned among those most provoked
by Socrates’ example, and they were fascinated by his claim to be the only true
statesman in Athens. But they found that his claim to statesmanship was deeply
ironic, and that the self-sufficiency he represented had no use for actual political
engagement. He showed he was a “true statesman’” by exposing the vanities and
inconsistencies of political ambition. Some responded to this critique by giving up
their own political aspirations. Others responded by thinking Socrates and his ilk
fools and cowards, good for nothing but whispering in corners with little boys.

If the example of Socratic self-sufficiency could prove so deflating to political am-
bition, how could Aristophanes present Pheidippides as a man whose base desires
had been aroused by Socrates? Is there anything in Plato’s and Xenophon’s more
sympathetic portraits that suggests even a kernel of truth in Aristophanes’ charge?
Here we touch on one of the best attested, most defining, and yet still most puzzling
aspects of Socrates as provocateur: his erotic manipulation of his companions. Plato
dramatized Socratic seduction in the Lysis and Alcibiades and discussed its presuppo-
sitions more thematically in the Republic; Xenophon’s most extended treatment is in
the fourth book of his Memorabilia. Both show that Socrates believed the best candi-
dates for philosophy were people whose desires for greatness and self-sufficiency
might also tempt them to tyranny. Thus, Socrates was not above a dangerous game
of playfully inflating the desires of such people with the hope of later deflating their
political ambitions and turning them toward lives of philosophy. To put it bluntly,
Socrates flatters to draw them in, then refutes to shatter their confidence and make
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them need him. If the seduction goes well, they accept Socrates’ refutation of their
inflated desires, and their gratitude and shame become the basis of an erotic bond to
Socrates. But Plato and Xenophon did not shrink from giving examples where the
refutation did not go well and the erotic ““correction” of the inflated desire failed to
occur. The dangerous game was not one that Socrates always won.

Socrates the prophet, the exemplar of self-sufficiency, and the master of a danger-
ous erotic art: a man of enough attractions and ambiguities to dominate the history
of Western philosophy for six hundred years. We will try to understand these ambi-
guities a bit better by considering how three of his companions came to terms with
them.

The First-Generation Socratics: Antisthenes, Aristippus, Xenophon

Long before Socrates was executed, some of his companions had become notorious
for aping his manner and appearance. Aristophanes made fun of them by turning
“Socrates”” into a comic verb in The Wasps (produced in 422 B.C.E.), where we are
told of odd people in Athens who “wear long hair, go hungry and wild, socratize—
and carry sticks!”” It is not quite clear what socratizing amounts to here, though
apparently it is associated with being harsh, unkempt, and a bit of a spectacle. Plato
and Xenophon confirm that some of Socrates” most ardent admirers deserved this
reputation, but of the most important Socratics, only Antisthenes (ca. 445-365 B.C.E.)
fit the comic image. Two decades older than Plato and Xenophon, Antisthenes may
have been the most prominent of the Socratics for a decade or more following Socra-
tes” execution. Though the idea that he formally founded the Cynic school is probably
an invention of Hellenistic historians, his writings and his portrait of Socrates had a
deep influence on the Cynics and through them on the Stoics. Unlike Plato and
Xenophon, Antisthenes came under Socrates’ influence as an adult, after already em-
barking on a career as an orator in emulation of Gorgias, and his primary intellectual
interests always remained ethics and politics. He was a voluminous writer, though
little survives beyond sixty-two title headings. In debate, Antisthenes was rather ag-
gressive and uncouth, in contrast to the playful urbanity of Socrates. His preferred
modes of moral discourse apparently were blunt refutation and earnest exhortation,
with little of Socrates” habitual irony or erotic playfulness.

Antisthenes held that virtue, so long as it was supported by the strength of Socra-
tes, was the key to happiness, and he especially promoted two aspects of this
strength. First, he recommended inculcating a hardy indifference to the pleasures and
pains that lead away from virtue and make one unwilling to undertake difficult labor.
Antisthenes further explored this ideal of hardiness in works featuring Heracles and
Cyrus the Great (d. 529 B.C.E.), founder of the Persian Empire. Both men were leg-
endary heroes whose toughness enabled them to succeed in their famous labors.
Antisthenes understood virtue and happiness along essentially political lines, as evi-
denced by his use of Cyrus as a paradigm: that is, virtue is what makes a person fit
for ruling as a king. The second aspect of Socratic strength showed itself in the
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rejection of convention and artificial social distinctions. Antisthenes seems to have
drawn cosmopolitan consequences from this critique of convention, arguing that vir-
tue was the same for Greeks and barbarians as well as for men and women.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Antisthenes’ appropriation of Socrates, how-
ever, was his denial that speaking and learning are important prerequisites for the
development of virtue. Rather, the strength and independence necessary are primar-
ily matters of training and exertion, not of understanding. Antisthenes thus seems to
have allowed the example of Socrates” freedom to wholly eclipse the example of his
wisdom. The Cynics further developed this particular approach to Socratic virtue.
They in turn became an important influence on the Stoics, though Stoicism tried to
distance itself from Cynicism’s anti-intellectual tendencies and to ground the ascetic
and cosmopolitan aspects of Socratic strength in a different conception of wisdom.

Aristippus (ca. 440-360 B.C.E.), the second great Socratic, seems to have been at
the opposite pole from Antisthenes. Like him, Aristippus came to Socrates as an
adult, from his home in Cyrene. He founded the Cyrenaic school, which defended a
special type of hedonism, and we are told that he was the first Socratic to charge
teaching fees. He was also a notorious flatterer of the tyrant Dionysius of Syracuse
(fl. 368-344 B.C.E.), and he espoused a radically apolitical view of freedom. Aristip-
pus’s hedonism and his apolitical view of freedom were attacked by Aristotle, and
might have had some influence on Epicurus.

Where Antisthenes defended asceticism and hard labor, Aristippus defended pres-
ent pleasure that could be had without labor; where Antisthenes held up Cyrus the
Great as a paradigm of virtue, Aristippus suggested that freedom was best achieved
in the life of the noncitizen, who avoided all political entanglements. But how could
Antisthenes develop Socratic ideas in a Cynic direction while Aristippus developed
them in a Cyrenaic direction while both of them claimed to be authentically Socratic?

The answer is that both appropriations of Socrates are partial. Aristippus dis-
counted Socrates’ toughness and political engagement, but Antisthenes did not cap-
ture his irony or playfulness. Antisthenes’ rather dour freedom and earnest virtue
overlook Socrates” enjoyment of cultured pleasures and the ironic distance he main-
tained from politics. Aristippus’s indulgent detachment captured some aspects of
Socrates’ teachings that this Cynic appropriation did not, for he kept freedom at the
center of his hedonism and rejected a political understanding of virtue. Aristippus’s
hedonism was not simply indulgent, though he certainly did not promote asceticism
or hard labor. Instead, he taught his pupils to master pleasure even while enjoying it.
When he was criticized for enjoying the attentions of a famous courtesan, he is re-
ported to have explained: “’I possess her, but am not possessed by her; for to control
pleasures without being dominated by them is better than not to enjoy them at all.”
The enjoyment of pleasures without being mastered by them is sometimes defended
by the Socrates portrayed by Plato and Xenophon, though elsewhere they paint a
more ascetic picture. Aristippus’s apolitical view of virtue is a legitimate if partial
appropriation of Socrates” habitual irony concerning political engagement. It is true
that Plato and Xenophon sometimes portrayed Socrates as a teacher of politics, a
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responsible citizen, indeed even as a staunch patriot. But this picture competes in
their writings with a portrait of Socrates that makes him resemble the apolitical intel-
lectual of Aristophanes” The Clouds who treats merely human and political affairs
with contempt. Aristippus, then, simply developed a different set of Socratic poten-
tialities than did Antisthenes. Each man grasped a different horn of the Socratic
dilemma.

Xenophon himself was less willing than Aristippus and Antisthenes to reduce
Socrates’ complexity to fit a particular ideal. Xenophon was a brilliant and charismatic
military leader in early adulthood and a strikingly original writer in later life. His
two greatest works were both Socratic discourses. The Memorabilia consists of a wide
variety of accounts of Socrates” words and deeds, with a special emphasis on answer-
ing the charges made at Socrates’ trial. The Cyropaedia (The education of Cyrus) is a
fictional account of Cyrus the Great and clearly belongs in the genre despite its unu-
sual length and the fact that Socrates does not appear in it. The Cyropaedia’s portrait
of Cyrus as an ideal king has enjoyed enormous prestige among both ancient and
modern thinkers. Cicero (10643 B.C.E.) recommended it to his brother as the best
guide to effective political leadership, and Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), Michel
Montaigne (1533-1592), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) found in Xenophon
a subtle, penetrating guide to politics and human motivation.

To understand Xenophon’s way of inheriting the Socratic legacy is essentially to
understand differences he depicts between the ways of life of Cyrus and Socrates.
The burdens of kingship require Cyrus, the highest embodiment of freedom in a
political life, to be an ascetic very much in Antisthenes” mold. In addition, his rela-
tionships with others must be calculating, manipulative, and cold. Finally, his success
ultimately rests on the consonance of his purposes with those of the gods. To discern
these divine purposes, the ideal king must learn the divinatory arts himself, lest he
become beholden to soothsayers or priests. Thus, the price of achieving the fullest
political self-sufficiency is a life that is hard, unerotic, and anxiously dependent on
obscure indications of divine purpose.

Xenophon’s Socrates faces none of these impediments to happiness. Though his
desires are moderate, he need not extirpate his pleasures in the service of political
labors. His friendships give full scope to eros, since they do not require either party
to retain political control over the other. And most important, Socrates” unique super-
human access to knowledge of good and evil, his notorious daimonion, gives him a
secure access to divine guidance that Cyrus can only envy. Cyrus can never attain
Socratic self-sufficiency because he cannot learn to be superhuman. And yet, Xeno-
phon’s Socrates denies that Aristippus’s apolitical ideal is any better. Cyrus’s political
success may ultimately depend on divine purposes beyond his control or reckoning,
but Aristippus is at the mercy of whatever political power may be at hand. Xenophon
seems to have concluded that political engagement was unavoidable, even if it was
inherently risky.

In the end, then, Xenophon was ambivalent about the human aspiration to self-
sufficient freedom, whether in its political or apolitical form. Antisthenes and Aristip-
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pus found in Socrates two different paths to self-sufficiency; Xenophon found in him
the proof that both paths are dead ends. Lacking Socrates’ unique superhuman
knowledge, we must give over our aspirations to divinity and acknowledge our lim-
itations. As Xenophon presented it, Socratic wisdom is akin to the tragic wisdom of
Sophocles” broken heroes or Herodotus’s failed tyrants. Xenophon does not call on
his readers to imitate some version of Socrates” own self-sufficiency but to acknowl-
edge that Socrates’ life was possible only with divine aid, and he stresses our need to
face more honestly our human, all-too-human limitations. Xenophon found Socrates
the best teacher of that simple wisdom inscribed over the portico of Apollo’s oracle
at Delphi: “"Nothing in excess” and “Know thyself.”
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—DAVID K. O'CONNOR

PLATO

Plato (ca. 427-347 B.C.E.) is one of the major figures in the entire history of Western
philosophy. The core of his philosophy is a vision of reality as having two levels or
aspects: we register the lower level of change and materiality via sensations that
derive a shadow of reality and value from the higher, unchanging, immaterial level;
that ideal or formal level is the more truly valuable, knowable, and real and is,
therefore, the proper focus of human life and activity.

Plato is the most famous of those who associated with Socrates. Unlike Socrates,
he left behind writings, but like Socrates” oral adherents, Plato’s readers have re-
sponded to his dialogues in profoundly different ways. They seem to teach us—about
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Forms or Ideas, the immortality of the soul, the perfect society, the nature of love,
knowledge, and virtue, the value of poetry, rhetoric, sophistry, and philosophy—yet
the details of these teachings remain strangely vague or contradictory. This is because
Plato wrote dialogues that are not only repositories of philosophical argument, but
also works of consummate literary and dramatic art in which his vision is enacted
rather than asserted and gains the reader’s adherence more by literary and dramatic
means than strictly logical ones. Partly for this reason, interpretations of Plato have
oscillated over time between dogmatism—the view that Plato had definite philo-
sophic doctrines that he presented in the dialogues—and scepticism, which holds
that he had no such doctrines and that the dialogues are meant to teach us not to
dogmatize.

The prevailing twentieth-century approach has been dogmatic, viewing Plato’s
philosophy developmentally by reading the dialogues in the order of their composi-
tion. This Platonic chronology has been organized by studying the doctrines and by
statistical analysis of Plato’s writing style (“’stylometry”’); apparent differences in lan-
guage and doctrine reflect different stages of Plato’s intellectual development. There
has been general agreement that on this basis it is possible to distinguish three groups
of dialogues corresponding to three developmental stages: an early period in which
he remained close to Socrates; a middle period in which he became critical of Socrates
and began to articulate his own doctrines; and a late period in which he worked out
his own doctrinal system more fully.

This developmental picture has been thought to be consistent with various pieces
of evidence in ancient sources. It presupposes, importantly, that a philosophy is a set
of teachings or doctrines, that the dialogues communicate Plato’s teachings, and that
they are essentially philosophic treatises that Plato chose to present as dramatic dia-
logues. What the dialogues offer, however, is a consistent set of themes rather than
assertions about them, commitments stated generally and accepted as a matter of
principle rather than specifics and proofs. Moreover, the accepted chronology has
been disputed by some recent interpreters.

The troubling characteristics of the dialogues actually constitute the proper starting
points for understanding Plato’s philosophy, which is, like that of Socrates, something
other than doctrines and system. Accordingly, in what follows, we shall consider
Plato not as the great, dogmatic, idealist system builder he is sometimes considered,
but as the greatest of the Socratics. Like Socrates’ activities, Plato’s dialogues provoke
thought in others but deliberately leave their own conclusions ambiguous; they enact
a way of life rather than teach a system of thought. Like Socrates’ teachings, too, the
dialogues are a strange mixture of urbane and plain, ironic and earnest, playful and
serious, erotic and chaste, traditional and innovative, full of doctrines and arguments
but asserting none unequivocally, positively, or finally.

Life of Plato; Foundation of the Academy; Philosophy

About Plato’s life there is little incontrovertible evidence. He was born into an aris-
tocratic family, though his father, Ariston, was not particularly noteworthy or
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wealthy and died soon after Plato’s birth. He had two brothers, Glaucon and Adei-
mantus, and a sister, Potone. The dominating person in the family was Critias, a
cousin of Plato’s mother. Critias was brilliant, wealthy, intellectually inclined, an
author of dramas, poetry, and prose, politically active, and to some extent a sophist.
After the end of the Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.C.E.), he headed the vicious right-
wing reaction, the Thirty Tyrants, and was killed, along with Plato’s uncle Charmides,
during street rioting in 403. About the age of twenty, Plato became an associate of
Socrates, though perhaps not a member of the inner Socratic circle. Socrates, already
in his sixties, was executed eight years later. Thus Plato’s youth was full of traumatic
experiences.

After 387, perhaps following a trip to southern Italy and Sicily, Plato settled in
Akademeia Park and founded what has become known as the Academy. In the 380s,
if not before, he began to write literary dialogues, dramatic interactions between the
Ideal Philosopher (Socrates) and various serious and interesting opponents. The Re-
public, Plato’s most comprehensive work, took shape over a long period and was
probably not intended for widespread distribution. In general, the dialogues were
not meant primarily to influence public opinion in Athens or elsewhere, as indicated
by the fact that fourth-century authors outside the Academy (including Xenophon,
Isocrates, and Middle Comedy writers) do not seem to be well acquainted with them.

Later on, Plato’s associates began to take part in the “publication” process by
finishing a manuscript of his for reading at different occasions. During his old age
(360-347), some dialogues were written by others in the Academy under Plato’s su-
pervision in a specific Academic prose style (“late style”’); some ““Socratic’’ dialogues
were also written in this manner.

As an institution, the Academy had no formal corporate structure and was open
to anyone who could be self-supporting. There were no fees. There is no evidence of
regular lectures, internal or external, nor seminars nor public readings. A lecture “On
the Good,” reported by ancient sources, was a single occasion with the specific pur-
pose of making philosophy look overly difficult. There is no evidence of any division
of the early Academy into levels and no orthodoxy was propounded; instead it was
characterized by intellectual freedom and openness. Other than Plato’s nephew,
Speusippus, most prominent Academics of Plato’s lifetime were non-Athenians.
Among them were Aristotle of Stagira, Eudoxus of Cnidus, and Herakleides of Pon-
tus; two women, Axiothea of Phlius (a fourth-century student of both Plato and
Speusippus) and Lasthenea of Mantinea (a student of Speusippus) are mentioned in
some sources. Many were interested in mathematics and some were politically active
as lawgivers, advisers, and emissaries.

The institutionalization of the Academy was gradual. It was not, however, like a
school or college in which students acquire knowledge from a master; rather, the
relationship among members was indicated by synousia=—broadly meaning associa-
tion or communion, literally “being together”—an old word for the educational as-
sociation of elder and younger. Plato did not want to teach but to suggest and guide.
In this, he was developing the Socratic method of questioning (elenichos) and guiding
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a dialogue in what he called “dialectic.”” The primary activity of the Academy was
this dialectic, orally conducted. Its aim from the start was the education and training
of intellectuals to become philosophers in Plato’s distinct sense of the term.

A separate discipline of philosophy did not exist before the late fifth and early
fourth centuries B.C.E. Wisdom (sophia) was a traditional moral value of which Pro-
tagoras and his colleagues claimed possession by calling themselves sophists (sophis-
tai). Use of the term philosophia—literally ““love of wisdom’”—is extremely rare before
the late fifth century. It was not used by those whom we call pre-Socratic philoso-
phers. Apparently, the term was used within the Socratic circle, probably to distin-
guish themselves from the sophists and to indicate that, unlike them, they did not
presume to think they already possessed wisdom.

For Isocrates (436-338 B.C.E.), one of the Ten Attic Orators and a student of Soc-
rates, philosophia meant serious study for the purpose of reaching sound beliefs,
assessing situations accurately, and acting prudently. Right action is not a matter of
knowledge (episteme); instead wisdom is the ability to reach sound practical judg-
ments or opinions (doxai). Isocrates’ philosophia includes the study of poetry and
statesmanship but excludes geometry and astronomy because they contribute nothing
to effective speech and action. The goal of Isocrates” educational program was thus
not theoretical but practical. Philosophia is training in logos: the natural capacity to
organize ideas and present them coherently in words.

To modern eyes, Isocrates” writings and activities look sophistic, but, like Plato,
Isocrates opposed those whom he called sophists and among whom he sometimes
seems to have included Plato. Plato shows respect for Isocrates in the Phaedrus when
he has Socrates praise Isocrates’ natural talents and nobility of character, concluding
with the remark, playfully ambiguous under the circumstances, that “‘there is some
philosophia in the man’s thought.”

Plato uses the same terms as Isocrates, but very differently. The dialogues regu-
larly give an opposite valuation to episteme and doxa; knowledge is frequently iden-
tified with virtue and wisdom while opinion, perhaps adequate for practical pur-
poses, is clearly inferior. Plato seems to think that practical problems can be truly,
reliably solved only on a theoretical basis. Speech making is rejected in favor of
dialectic both as a means and as an end of philosophical education, and live conver-
sation (dialegesthai) and synousia are preferred to writing. The study of poetry is
rejected in several dialogues, but geometry and astronomy are specifically included
in the philosophical curriculum of the Republic.

Plato’s philosophia has a broader scope and different orientation than modern
notions of philosophy. The essential point is that philosophia is a kind of activity, not
a set of philosophic doctrines, and it is not detached, purely rational, and speculative.
The philosopher, epitomized by Plato’s Socrates, is a questioner, aware of persons,
facts, and details, morally serious, intellectually seductive, a theorist in and of the
practical world rather than the abstracted and otherworldly figure of the Theaetetus
digression (172-77) or the ivory-tower intellectual of the Republic’s cave parable.

The dialogues respond in part to pre-Socratic thought. Plato’s theory of Forms may
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be based on Eleatic monism and Parmenidean rationalism; his theory of sensation
and the sensible world may derive from Heracliteanism. Socrates discusses a theory
of Forms with Parmenides in the Parmenides, and a Heraclitean account of perception
is discussed in the Theaetetus. Mentions of predecessors such as Thales, Xenophanes,
Zeno, Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and Philolaus in various dialogues make it clear that
their ideas interested Plato.

But philosophia extends beyond giving an account of the natural world and is
driven more powerfully by historical forces at work in Plato’s Athens. While pre-
Socratics are mentioned or discussed, far more attention is given to sophists, orators,
and their protégés, who had far greater and more insidious effects on Athens in the
late fifth century. Protagoras, Hippias, and Prodicus figure in the Protagoras and else-
where. Gorgias, Callicles, and Polus are prominent in the Gorgias, and Meno is a
pupil of Gorgias. Two little dialogues are named for Hippias. Thrasymachus appears
prominently in the first part of the Republic. The eristic sophists Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus are satirized in the Euthydemus, and eristics are attacked more directly
in the Republic, Meno, Phaedo, and Theaetetus. The entire Sophist is devoted to defining
what a sophist is.

Plato is also interested in the speech writers (logographoi). Lysias is mentioned in
the Republic, and a paradoxical speech urging a young man to grant sexual favors to
a person who doesn’t really love him rather than to one who does—allegedly com-
posed by Lysias and read by Phaedrus—is the starting point for the Phaedrus. The
Menexenus consists of an epitaphic oration allegedly composed by a woman, Aspasia
(d. 401 B.C.E.), the concubine of Pericles (495-429 B.C.E.), the general of the Pelopon-
nesian Wars, that was delivered by Socrates.

Politics and politicians are a third focus of Plato’s interest, and politicians appear
frequently in his works. Alcibiades (ca. 450-404 B.C.E.) appears in both the Protagoras
and Symposium, Critias and Charmides appear in the Charmides, Nicias in the Laches,
Callicles in the Gorgias, Anytus (one of Socrates” accusers) in both the Apology and the
Meno, and Pericles by implication in the Menexenus. Like the Sophist, the explicit topic
of the Politicus is defining a statesperson or politician.

Plato also gives a great deal of attention to poets. Homer is quoted, cited, or
alluded to in every dialogue, Hesiod in about half, and a poem by Simonides is
analyzed at some length in the Protagoras. There are references to Pindar, Sappho,
Archilocus, Stesichorus, Theognis, Anacreon, Aeschylus, and Sophocles. (Diogenes
Laertius tells a charming tale that young Plato wrote tragedies but burned them after
he met Socrates.) The tragedian Agathon is present at the Protagoras, and the Sympo-
sium is set at a celebratory banquet for his competitive victory, which occurred in 416.
Among the Symposium’s speeches on love, the most delightful and profound apart
from Diotima’s, as related by Socrates, is given by the comic playwright Aristopha-
nes.

Philosophia is presented as an alternative to all of these other intellectual practices,
but from each of them Plato appropriates materials that he puts to new purposes for
his own enterprise. Thus, he may borrow ideas and methods of argument from the
pre-Socratics, but the aim of what he calls philosophy is very different from theirs
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and, like many aspects of his thought, is both traditional and innovative. Like tradi-
tional poetry and drama, Plato’s philosophia aims essentially at education (paideia).
His interest is in the formation of mind, soul, and character more than of true prop-
ositions and valid arguments; the examination of propositions and arguments is,
however, a means of character formation superior to the study of poetry. He is inter-
ested in the inculcation of orientations, attitudes, and practices rather than of partic-
ular beliefs.

His philosophia is also traditional in that it is competitive or agonistic in the Greek
sense. Plato is competing with the traditional educators of the Greeks—the poets and
playwrights—by writing literature, and he is competing with the current teachers of
the Greeks—the sophists, other Socratics, and Isocrates—by establishing the Acad-
emy. In their repeated criticism of politicians and political leaders, the dialogues
function as a literary embodiment of the kind of gadfly Socrates had been (Apology,
30) but that Plato personally was not.

Philosophy is the architectonic art and the philosopher the archetypal person. Plato
makes his Socrates surpass the orators in oratory, the poets in mythmaking, and the
sophists in their enterprise of educating the young, though he takes no payment from
them and is ultimately convicted of corrupting them. Socrates seeks no office because
a truly just person cannot survive in active politics (Apology); on the other hand, he
declares himself the only true politician in Athens (Gorgias), and in the ironic utopia
of the Republic the philosophers rule, even if against their wills. The philosophy he
practices is also mousike, the art of the Muses, the highest art (Phaedo). Though he is
condemned for impiety he is more truly pious than the zealot Euthyphro. He is truly
courageous (Symposium), temperate (Charmides), just, and wise in spite—or because—
of knowing nothing. He can speak simply or with complexity, plainly or eloquently,
gently or with ferocity.

Plato’s philosophia also differs from modern notions of philosophy in its orienta-
tion. Its primary questions are moral, ethical, and political, rather than questions of
logic, epistemology, and metaphysics. Even the dialogues most given to complex
ideas and abstract argument serve essentially ethical and political aims. While the
Sophist and the Politicus, for example, exemplify a new logical method of division
(diaeresis), Plato employs this method to examine two popular ways of life to which,
although they offer fame, fortune, and the opportunity to benefit other citizens, Plato
would have us prefer, or at least compare, the philosophic life.

The dialogues are almost always protreptic, designed to turn readers to philoso-
phy as a practice, rather than simply didactic. The author of the dialogues, like the
founder of the Academy, suggests ideas and guides thinking, instead of teaching
settled truths. His philosophia is a way of life rather than a profession or activity
separable from other aspects of life.

Plato’s Writings

The Corpus Platonicum, forty-six dialogues and thirteen letters handed down bearing
Plato’s name, apparently includes everything he wrote. Even in antiquity, however,
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doubts were raised about the authenticity of some dialogues. Since the Renaissance,
historical and philological scholarship has settled on a Platonic canon of twenty-four
to twenty-six “authentic’” dialogues, the rest being considered dubious or spurious.
Of the Letters, only the seventh now commands widespread acceptance, and much of
the traditional biography along with ancient and modern esoteric interpretations of
his philosophy depend on it. While it is widely accepted that this letter was at least
written by someone close to Plato in time and place, it has recently been argued that
the long philosophical digression in it is a later interpolation.

A distinctively modern question about revision affects both matters of authenticity
and the modern chronology and developmental picture. An authentic dialogue is one
presumed to have been written by Plato rather than by anyone else and written and
completed at roughly the same time rather than having been revised over a period of
time. But there is ancient testimony that several introductions to the Republic and the
Theaetetus existed besides the ones we have and that Plato regularly revised and
reworked dialogues, which would be consistent with the dialogues’ literary complex-
ity and brilliance. The Republic evolved over many years from a “‘proto-Republic,” a
utopian social scheme consisting of the argument of the present books 2, 3, and 5.

There is also ancient evidence that members of the Academy revised some of the
dialogues for dissemination. It would be nice to know exactly what this means. The
Laws, for instance, may be essentially a creation of pupils, an outline of which the
aged Plato might have approved. This would help explain the absence of Socrates as
a character, the lack of dramatic subtlety and literary brilliance, as well as the syntac-
tical mistakes, repetitions, internal contradictions, and the purely didactic tone. It
would also be consistent with processes of school accumulation, which characterizes
the Lyceum and other ancient schools.

Revision by Plato implies that the accepted chronology is unreliable. Revision by
others within the Academy implies that some dialogues are semiauthentic, undermin-
ing attempts to distinguish doctrines that might be said to be Plato’s from those which
could only be said to be Platonic.

In antiquity the dialogues were arranged in trilogies by Aristophanes of Byzan-
tium and in tetralogies by Thrasyllus. Thematic arrangements, preferred by some
modern scholars, follow the practice of the ancient doxographers in reorganizing
what they take to be the dialogues’ systematic doctrinal content. It is also possible to
arrange most of the dialogues in a ““dramatic order”” in which the Parmenides comes
first and the Phaedo last, with eight or nine dialogues occurring in the last two years
of Socrates’ life. The fact that many dialogues contain indications of their dramatic
date suggests that Plato may have planned such an order at some stage.

The following chart arranges the dialogues by overlapping criteria: presentation of
the philosopher in confrontation with other types of people and variety of main
topics.

Laws, on a good state and its laws, falls outside this arrangement because Socrates
is not among the dramatis personae and because it may not have been written by
Plato. The same is true of the Epinomis, an appendix to the Laws on the order of the



Conspectus of the Platonic Dialogues and Their Main Themes

Interlocutors Title Themes
Sophists, eristics, and the like Protagoras Teaching virtue and the
sophists
Hippias Major Beauty
Hippias Minor Intentional wrongdoing
Euthydemus Eristic and true wisdom

Orators, Politicians, and the
like

Poets, Intellectuals, and the like

Aristocrats

(cf. Sophists, Phaedrus, Meno,
Gorgias)

Gorgias

Menexenus
(cf. Politicus, Laches, Charmides)

Symposium
Ion
(cf. Phaedrus)

Alcibiades 1

Crito

(cf. Charmides, Laches, Lysis,
Symposium)

Rhetoric, philosophy, states-
manship
Epitaphic oration

Love and pursuit of the good
Inspiration and poetry

Education and self-knowledge
The laws’ authority and
Socrates” obedience

Religious fundamentalist Euthyphro True and false religiosity
“Philosophers” Apology The nature of philosophy
Phaedo Immortality of the soul, philos-
(cf. Parmenides, Theaetetus, ophy
Timaeus)
Topics Titles Themes
Virtue and the virtues Charmides Moderation
Laches Courage
Lysis Friendship
(cf. Republic, Protagoras,
Euthyphro, Meno)
Education, teaching, Phaedrus Persuasion, seduction, love
influencing Meno Learning and virtue
Theaetetus Knowledge and temperance

Forms, Ideas, classes

Metaphysics

Language

The “best” society
and life

Cosmology,
Physics

(cf. Protagoras, Republic)

Parmenides

Sophist

Politicus

(cf. Phaedo, Republic)

Philebus

(cf. Sophist, Politicus, Parmeni-
des)

Cratylus

Republic

Timaeus
Critias

The Forms and Being

Forms, nonbeing and sophistry

The statesman in theory and
practice

Pleasure and intellectual life

Language and etymology

Justice in the soul and society

The origin of the cosmos
Early Athens and Atlantis
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universe, now attributed to Philip of Opus, who probably acted as Plato’s secretary.
The Alcibiades 2, Theages, Sisyphus, Eryxias, Axiochus, Alcyon, Amatores, Cleitophon, De-
modocus, Hipparchus, Minos, De justitio (On justice), and De virtute (On virtue), which
come down to us in ancient manuscripts, are certainly dubious or spurious.

The Platonic dialogue is a unique literary and philosophic form, although Plato
had literary sources and models, including the traditional poetry of Homer and He-
siod, the lyric poets, comic and tragic playwrights, the mimes of Sophron and Epi-
charmus, and the ““Socratic discourses” of others. The dialogues are not, however,
disguised treatises intended to teach Plato’s philosophic doctrines. Had he wanted to
teach directly, Plato could have followed the lead of Protagoras, Anaxagoras, and
others by writing treatises. Clearly, he did not; he took pains never to tell his readers
directly what he thought. One frustrating and fascinating aspect of the dialogues,
then, is the tension between direct and indirect teaching. The dialogues have clearly
been designed to make discovering doctrines difficult. First and foremost, and
throughout the corpus, the author maintains complete anonymity. There is no char-
acter called Plato who speaks; all the speaking is done by Socrates, other characters,
or named narrators. Plato remains silent.

The dialogues are also not history, even though most of the characters were histor-
ical, and in many cases we have independent sources that confirm that Plato’s char-
acters think, talk, act, and even look like their originals. Plato’s use of verisimilitude
extends even to providing details of times and places. Nevertheless, the situations
and the conversations are entirely made up, following a long-established Greek liter-
ary tradition. Ancient Greek writers and their audiences were not interested in his-
torical accuracy of the modern sort. The gap between verisimilitude and historical
veracity provides the kind of tension that led Aristotle to consider poetry more phil-
osophical than history because history relates merely what did happen, whereas po-
etry presents what might have happened (Poetics 1451b4-9).

The figure of Socrates in the Platonic dialogues constitutes a specific example of
this fruitful tension. The character called Socrates in the dialogues is clearly modeled
on the historical Socrates both physically and intellectually, and one wonders where
the historical Socrates leaves off and the Platonic character begins. Which of the
character’s statements and arguments are to be attributed to the historical Socrates
and which to Plato? It is easy to assume that whoever leads a dialogue is Plato’s
mouthpiece—that is, usually Socrates, but Parmenides and Timaeus in the dialogues
named for them and the Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist and Politicus.

The Socrates of the dialogues, however, is not the historical Socrates. Plato’s Soc-
rates is inconsistent with other contemporary accounts, and there is no independent
reason to prefer his to others’. Plato’s Socrates is also not the direct spokesman for
Plato’s own doctrines and arguments. It is an interpretive fallacy to suppose that any
single character is simply the mouthpiece of its creator. It is especially unwarranted
to suppose that Socrates is Plato’s mouthpiece in certain dialogues but not in others
in which he is present but not the leader.

It is safer to take the character of Socrates in Plato’s dialogues as the embodiment
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or representative of what Plato calls the Ideal Philosopher, even though his argu-
ments and behavior may not always be perfect. What is important about him is not
doctrines and arguments finally espoused but character, habits, intellectual practices,
and a way of life. By attending to Socrates, we learn what the activity called philoso-
phy is; this is as true when he leads a discussion as it is when he sits silently and lets
others illustrate what philosophy is not in the Sophist, Politicus, and Timaeus.

The dialogues are full of ideas and arguments, and of playfulness, humor, and
irony, both Socratic and Platonic. No translation indicates their wealth of jokes and
puns. The interpenetration of play and seriousness by itself goes far to explain both
the delight of reading them and the difficulty of saying, finally, what they are about.
There is irony not only in many of Socrates’ statements—such as when he calls soph-
ists wise and when he denies having any knowledge himself—and there is irony in
the situations Plato creates, such as when Socrates discusses courage with generals
who don’t know what it is (Laches) or self-control with politicians who were later
active in a right-wing dictatorship (Charmides) or virtue with someone who is paid
highly to teach it but can’t explain what it is (Protagoras). Irony generates situations
in which statements are neither simply true nor simply false, in which they mean
more than they say or than their speakers mean to say.

As in music, where meaning can be expressed in counterpoint, Plato’s dialogues
present a counterpoint of direct and indirect, seriousness and play; but the meaning
is in the whole, not in either of the parts alone. Plato’s lack of precision in terminol-
ogy, already noted in antiquity, also tends to hide his opinions. For example, he uses
the terms sophia and phronesis interchangeably for wisdom. Even when referring to
what is taken to be the heart of his doctrine, the Forms or Ideas, he uses sometimes
eidos, sometimes idea, and sometimes other expressions such as “what is truly X" or
“X in itself.”

Another strategy of concealment is the variety of structures he uses other than the
linear, discursive structure in which one expects to find philosophic doctrines. Some
dialogues, such as the Euthyphro, Crito, Meno, Sophist, and Politicus, are directly dra-
matic; they read like scripts for a play. Others, such as the Phaedo, Republic, and
Protagoras, are narrated; some, such as Theaetetus and Symposium, have narrative
structures so elaborate that the audience cannot be sure that the words reported as
spoken by Socrates have not been garbled or made up by one of the series of inter-
mediate narrators. In other cases, such as the Republic, a dialogue reported by Socrates
himself is so long as to tax credulity.

One purpose of the dialogues, like other Socratic discourses, was surely to defend
the memory of Socrates, but they perform many other functions, including: redefining
traditional moral terms along intellectualist lines; revising traditional stories; replac-
ing traditional culture heroes such as Odysseus and Achilles with the new figure of
the philosopher; revaluing traditional and influential arts and practices in favor of
philosophy; considering a variety of doctrines and arguments; and serving as exem-
plars of philosophical activity.

The dialogues are philosophical as enactments rather than assertions: dramas that
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create an identifiable effect on the audience that is distinguishable from but unites
with its words. Assertions operate primarily on the mind, on the intellectual or ra-
tional level of experience; the dialogues create effects as much through the imagina-
tions and emotions of the audience or readers.

Thus, for example, the Protagoras can be read as “Socrates’ journey to the under-
world [nekuia],” developing a Homeric theme. Like Odysseus, Socrates makes a jour-
ney to the realm of the dead, in this case the intellectually dead sophists. The dialogue
is an enactment of Plato’s vision of the teaching of virtue, actually a revision of the
traditional idea, and of his judgment of the sophists as teachers. The drama of the
Protagoras is an exhibition, for young Hippocrates’ benefit, of the sophists” ignorance
and the psychic danger it poses for their would-be pupil. Socrates’ fallacious argu-
ments and seeming hedonism, like his extremely aggressive and contentious tactics,
are means of bringing about that exhibition at the more personal, particular, and
phenomenal level at the same time that they offer us glimpses of and inducements to
a higher level.

The central conversation in the Phaedo concerns the immortality of the soul, but
the dialogue can be seen as an enactment of the immortality of Socrates via the
insoluble confusion between the historical Socrates and the character in the dialogue,
the ever-renewed attempts to reason rather than resign, and the effect of the narrative
framing. Phaedo narrates the discussion to Echecrates sometime after Socrates” death.
But the effect of doing so is that within the narrative Socrates speaks in the present
tense; he remains alive. More often than in many other narrated dialogues, Plato
reminds us of the narrative frame by returning to it momentarily. Yet while we read
and even after we stop reading, we continue to speak of Socrates in the present tense.
Socrates has become immortal in the souls of us who read these dialogues and from
there he has become an immortal figure in Western culture.

The Phaedrus can be read as enacting the philosophical seduction of Phaedrus. It
attempts to carry him away from the level of ephemeral persuasion and ever-
changing opinion, on which Lysianic rhetoric remains, to a higher quest of eternal
knowledge and proof, an enactment with mythological, sexual, and intellectual ram-
ifications. Finally, the Apology is an enactment of philosophy as the gadfly, whose
sting is felt as sharply by Plato’s readers as by Socrates’ jurors.

Plato’s Thought

In the dialogues, Plato’s thought is presented indirectly through recurrent themes
and a variety of literary and dramatic structures in which philosophical views and
arguments are expressed by characters, rather than by their author. A core set of
interrelated themes provides an initial orientation: criticism of other purveyors of
wisdom; philosophy as the right way to wisdom, as the care of one’s soul, as aiming
at proof rather than persuasion and at knowledge rather than ignorance or mere
opinion; virtue either as a whole or individual virtues, such as courage, justice, wis-
dom, temperance; the soul; knowledge and ways to knowledge, such as dialectic; and



Plato 43

Forms or Ideas as the reality of things and the objects of knowledge; and the mean-
ings of words as immaterial, eternal, and unchanging. Through their recurrence,
rather than as the result of any particular argument, readers acquire a kind of convic-
tion about the sorts of things philosophers are supposed to concern themselves with
and about the nature of philosophy itself. That readers acquire this conviction with-
out having the corresponding propositions argued directly and conclusively by Plato
himself serves to conceal Plato’s exact meaning.

Recurrent structures also serve to draw readers into the discussion and create in
them a kind of experience while simultaneously suggesting to us as observers of these
structures some of what Plato thinks. The dialogues show Socrates in conversation
with other persons, called “interlocutors,” who are amazingly diverse in age, nation-
ality, dialect, character, profession, and intellectual orientation, even though they are
with few exceptions male and upper-class. More than half of the dialogues follow a
sequence of five steps in the conversation: (1) Socrates raises a question about some
matter of importance and elicits the opinion of an interlocutor; (2) Several answers by
the interlocutor are refuted by questioning (elenchos); (3) This leads to a crisis (aporia)
in which the interlocutor sometimes recognizes the insufficiency of his answers, other
times attacks Socrates, but in either case the continuation of the discussion comes into
doubt; (4) Socrates becomes more overtly directive, suggesting a different, intellectu-
ally or logically higher point of view from which to approach the problem (fairly
often, this new suggestion comes in a playful or mythic form rather than discur-
sively); (5) The discussion returns to the original difficulties or level of discussion.
This structure clearly describes the Euthyphro, Charmides, Lysis, Laches, Republic 1,
Theaetetus, Meno, Protagoras, Hippias Major, and Hippias Minor; in a modified form it
can be identified also in the Crito, Euthydemus, lon, Gorgias, Phaedo, Parmenides, Phile-
bus, Symposium, Sophist, and Politicus.

Each of these steps occurs in extremely various ways. In the Parmenides, Sophist,
and Politicus, for example, Socrates does not lead the discussion. In the Gorgias, Char-
mides, Lysis, and Laches, the views of several interlocutors are presented and refuted.
But despite variations, this structure indicates that these conversations remain close
to issues of the interlocutor’s character and behavior and reproduce the learning
process as Socrates describes it in the Meno and Theaetetus. This pattern or structure
itself suggests aspects of Plato’s thought: that the task of philosophy is educational,
that its mode of operation is conversational, and that it begins from and returns to
the world of ordinary experience. Such discussions do not come to final, specific,
positive conclusions about their original questions but rather send participants (and
readers) back to their own thoughts to work out better answers for themselves. Fi-
nally, this structure, which rises to its highest point somewhere in the middle, is
mirrored in the verbal architecture of the dialogues and has been called “‘pedimental”’
by analogy with the structure of Greek temples in which the most important figure is
located higher up and in the center, on the pediment. It suggests a structure of the
world as Plato sees it.

Although episteme is regularly assigned the highest value (it is, for example, the
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goal of philosophy, the end of dialectic, above opinion, the nature of virtue), Socrates
just as regularly denies that he has any of it (see, for example, the Apology, Theaetetus,
Republic 1, Charmides, and Meno); at the end of few dialogues do readers feel confident
that they now know what Plato really thinks or that they have actually acquired any
knowledge. In fact, Socrates frequently insists that not only the conclusions reached
but also their premises are provisional and remain open to discussion.

Many readers assume that Socrates, or whoever is the leading speaker, is simply
Plato’s mouthpiece. Others seek to resolve the uncertainty by looking for a hidden or
esoteric doctrine either through some allegorical or symbolic interpretation or else by
using secondary sources, such as Aristotle, to filter out the “‘unwritten doctrines.”
Both approaches essentially reject Socrates” denials of knowledge. A solution more
consistent with Plato’s conception of philosophy and with the operation of the Acad-
emy is to consider the kind of knowledge found in the dialogues as vision (theoria)
rather than scientific knowledge (episteme), gained by experience and reasoning. Theo-
ria expresses how we encounter the Forms (Phaedrus 250b, Symposium 211d, Republic
402d) and posits seeing with the eye of the soul as the kind of thinking characteristic
of the philosopher (Republic 511c, Theaetetus 173e, Philebus 38b, Timaeus 47a). Thus,
vision is a kind of knowledge that can be found in the dialogues, but it is not the
dogmatic, propositional sort usually desiderated. It is the sort of thing about which it
can truly be said, as Socrates does about the Parable of the Cave, “God knows
whether it is true” (Republic 517b).

Plato’s vision is focused on what might be called the psychic and evaluative as-
pects of reality more than on its physical and scientifically knowable aspect. It is
framed by what has been called a “two-level vision of reality . . . illustrated by pairs
of unequal opposites,” as in the following figure:

one same invisible unchanging divine soul intellect truth knowledge

many different  visible changing  human body senses appearance belief

Of these pairs, the former is primary, higher, and more important, but the levels are
not separate or mutually exclusive; they are not two worlds or separate realms.
Rather, they fit together as complementary aspects of a single reality. In the Sympo-
sium (202-3) philosophy is said to be in the middle between knowledge and igno-
rance, like Socrates himself, who knows only that he knows nothing worthwhile. An
individual person is the composite of body and soul, visible and invisible, changing
and unchanging. The model applies both to individuals and to reality as a whole.
Behind and above the manyness and diversity of dogs or pious acts or different
virtues there is one and the same Form or Idea by virtue of which they are, are
thought, and are called dogs, pious acts, and virtues.

This vision appears as an explicit metaphysical and epistemological theory in sev-
eral dialogues. At Phaedo 76d, Forms are “‘realities we are always talking about,” and
in the Republic they become the heart of metaphysics (the study of the nature of
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reality), epistemology, and philosophic education as elaborated in the grand meta-
phors of the Sun, the Divided Line, and the Cave. But note that in the Parmenides
(first in the dramatic order) Plato has the Eleatic Stranger articulate the most powerful
objections to a theory of Forms, especially the “third man” argument that positing
the existence of Forms generates an infinite regress of intermediate entities connecting
Forms with particulars. Socrates cannot and does not answer these objections any-
where in the dialogues (though the Sophist makes a new attempt), and they recur in
Aristotle and in subsequent generations. Yet the two-level vision operates implicitly
in nearly every dialogue as the frame of the intellectual world in which Socrates’
conversations take place, even when the language of Form or Idea is completely
absent. In this sense we can speak of a theory, rather than a doctrine, of Ideas—that
the object of knowledge is Ideas and so on—but there is no authoritative Platonic
position about what exactly this means. Conscious, explicit propositions are not the
same as unarticulated and ordinarily unconscious presumptions that the world is one
way rather than another.

The two-level vision is not only present in the dialogues, it is, more important,
characteristic of them in several ways. The more ordinary, perceptual, existential level
at which most of the conversations begin and end differs from the higher, more
intellectual, or essential level they reach momentarily at some point in the middle.
Through this disconcerting combination of the eternal and the ephemeral, the ideal
and the real, the dialogues embody how the eternal and ideal are glimpsed but never
grasped in the ephemeral world in which we actually philosophize. Thus Plato’s
vision is represented, exhibited, enacted, or instantiated more than asserted in both
the words and the deeds (or characters) of the dialogues” participants. By this means
it becomes a vision of which we have experience, not merely propositions with whose
content we are acquainted. This vision and certain beliefs, to which we will turn next,
together constitute the moral and intellectual framework that we experience in read-
ing the dialogues.

The problem of Plato’s commitment to what he makes Socrates say is very compli-
cated. In many of the dialogues there are no clear indications. The recurrence of a
theme suggests that Plato found it interesting, but often only by a careful interpreta-
tion of the context and structure of the entire dialogue can clues be found to under-
standing the nature of Plato’s commitment.

Certain propositions are stated or implied so frequently in the dialogues that it is
very difficult not to believe that Plato in some way subscribed to them. They include
the following: a human consists of both a soul and a body; the soul is something
higher and more important than body; right action improves the soul, wrong action
harms it; there is a real difference between right and wrong actions—that is, such
things as virtue, beauty, justice, friendship, and temperance exist; care of the soul is
a human’s most important task; philosophy is care of the soul; philosophy is the
pursuit of knowledge or wisdom; both individual and community are improved by
philosophy; knowledge—which is different from ignorance, pretense, and opinion—
exists; nobody (including philosophers) actually has knowledge or wisdom; the way
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of philosophy is communion and ongoing conversation; Forms or Ideas exist. It prob-
ably also includes the propositions that knowledge is virtue, that no one does wrong
willingly, and that it is better to suffer than to do wrong.

These beliefs are not asserted authoritatively as beyond question. They are non-
dogmatic beliefs, not propounded in writing. They are also rather general. For ex-
ample, Socrates consistently and repeatedly says that there is a soul, but not what the
true account of it is. The conflicting accounts of a simple soul in some dialogues and
a tripartite soul in others does not vitiate Socrates’ certainty that, whatever the true
account may be, there is such a thing. Similarly, Socrates’ repeated assertions that he
does not know exactly what virtue or any of the virtues is does not undermine his
assurance that there are such things. While Socrates often states his conviction of
them, he equally often denies any knowledge of the specifics. They are presumptive,
(that is, intellectual) commitments rather than propositions he thinks have been
proved, and Socrates’ confidence about them is moral rather than logical. He often
says that it is morally better to believe them than not. They are often the premises of
arguments and propositions to which Socrates insists on obtaining his interlocutors’
agreement. That is, they function as principles, as the starting points of thought and
discussion, consistent with the idea that these beliefs constitute a general framework.

Such beliefs are often identified as Plato’s doctrines and main lines of his philoso-
phy, and perhaps Plato actually held them at one time or another. Perhaps they are
only views and arguments that he found interesting. They might be considered
thought experiments that Plato took seriously but expressed playfully in fictional
dialogues instead of asserting as doctrines. The philosophical richness and continuing
fascination of Plato’s dialogues lies in their mingling of seriousness and play, from
which, frustrated for a definite answer, readers often seek escape. But to Plato, con-
tradictions between the apparent doctrine of one dialogue and that of another are not
as important as the continuing discussion and the right underlying general beliefs.

One example is the notion of Platonic love. In the Symposium Socrates says he
cannot compete in delivering beautiful but false speeches and instead repeats what
he says was taught him by a prophetess named Diotima of Mantinea. Love, of which
one sort is philosophy, is an intermediate between the human and the divine; like
Socrates, it is implied, love is not beautiful but always desiring the beautiful: it is an
innate desire for the beautiful. Diotima’s speech culminates in what is sometimes
called the ladder of loves: a psychic ascent from the love of one beautiful body to
ultimate contemplation (theoria) of beauty itself, the transcendent, unchanging source
of the beauty of all beautiful particulars. This “mystic”’ teaching is stated with such
majesty and beauty that it has been irresistibly labeled as Plato’s doctrine of love and
has inspired a variety of adaptations by pagan and Christian Platonists and Neopla-
tonists. Nevertheless, the teaching is essentially a mythical or prophetic assertion,
without proof, allegedly given to Socrates by a quite fabulous prophetess, as told
many years after the banquet by Apollodorus, the Athenian painter, who was not
present himself and is only repeating what he was told by a certain Phoenix who
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was present but who, we discover, admits that he missed parts of it and fell asleep
toward the end. Love is also a theme of the Phaedrus. The first half of the dialogue
consists of three speeches about love, the second of which, by Socrates, argues that
madness (mania) is not always an evil. There are four forms of divine madness:
poetry, prophecy, initiatory, and love, of which philosophy—Ilove of wisdom—is the
highest sort. The speech goes on to present an image of the soul as chariot, powered
by two horses representing passion and spirit and guided by a charioteer represent-
ing reason, that struggles toward the vision of Ideas and becomes a philosopher or
else, weighed down by earthliness, falls into a succession of nine lower types of life,
lowest of which are the sophist and the tyrant. Although there is more than a touch
of play and irony in these successions, as there is in the rather different morphologies
of the soul found in other dialogues, and though there is more myth than argument
here, it is difficult not to take seriously this image of the human soul and its career.

The tripartite view of the soul is also found in book 4 of the Republic, even though
one of Socrates” arguments in Phaedo proves the soul immortal by virtue of its sim-
plicity. It is unnecessary either to worry that Plato is contradicting himself or to insist
that his doctrine must have “developed.” There are serious reasons to think that the
soul is simple and without parts, and there are serious reasons to think that it has
parts or aspects; what is important is to continue thinking, discussing, and examining
the arguments and not to think we have the final answers.

Significantly, the characters and situations in the various dialogues are very differ-
ent. The Phaedo takes place in Socrates’ prison cell and ends with his death. Socrates
converses there with a group of philosophers, especially the Pythagoreans Simmias
and Cebes, and attempts simultaneously to save them from their distress about his
own impending death and keep the conversation (logos) from dying. Thus, from one
point of view, it reenacts the story of Theseus saving the Athenian youths who had
been sent to be sacrificed in the labyrinth at Crete, transforming it into a tale of
salvation by philosophy. The Republic, on the other hand, takes place in the home of
the wealthy old Cephalus in Piraeus. Socrates first refutes the aggressive sophist
Thrasymachus and his belief that justice is the interest of the stronger and then, in
conversation with Plato’s own nonphilosophical brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus,
uses the analogy of state and soul to give a defense of justice.

Rhetoric and sophistry are attacked in many dialogues, but in the Phaedrus Socrates
describes a “method of collection and division” that is often identified with Platonic
dialectic and what is sometimes thought to be Plato’s ideal rhetoric. Since rhetoric is
the art of leading souls, it requires the complete classification of words and souls and
of the powers of the former to affect the latter, to which must be added the ability to
recognize types of soul and employ the correct types of words to affect them. This is
plainly impossible; it seems a reductio ad absurdum of the sophistic idea that there
is an art of rhetoric that they can teach. The dialogue as a whole enacts the spiritual
seduction of Phaedrus from rhetoric to philosophy. Rather than asserting Plato’s ideal
rhetoric, the dialogue shows how the philosopher can extemporize brilliant speeches
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if he wishes. The playful attack on rhetoric here is mixed with serious reflection about
the right way to use words to influence souls and, one might suspect, some sad or
ambivalent thought about the transition from an oral to a literate culture.

In several dialogues Socrates criticizes writing: written words are dead; they can
only repeat exactly what they say, unable to answer back and explain what they
mean, so they are inferior to dialegesthai. That criticism is repeated in the Phaedrus
(275-77) where, however, Socrates goes on to say that one who has real knowledge
would only write as an amusement and as a reminder. Some interpreters take this
passage—along with a passage of the Seventh Letter that asserts that ““the things about
which he was most serious” (341) have never been and will never be written down
and that true knowledge can only be communicated via living conversation—to sup-
port their belief in an esoteric oral doctrine that would be identical with the “unwrit-
ten doctrines”” to which Aristotle refers (Physics, 209). One can believe that Plato was
serious about the inferiority of writing to conversation without making this into a
settled doctrine that would freeze the very living open-endedness and flexibility of
thought he wanted to maintain. And one can well believe that Plato was amused by
the ironic literary tour de force of a writing rejecting writing, what a modern scholar
referred to as a “self-consuming artifact.”

Another example of Plato’s playful seriousness or serious play that has tended to
be frozen into doctrine is the critique of art and literature that is mounted, especially
in the Republic. In books 3 and 10, imitative poets are expelled from the perfectly just
society under construction in the conversation on the grounds that they teach people
to believe that imitations are realities and thus interfere with the generation of char-
acter in the guardians of the society, who are to have true knowledge. Plato seriously
deplored the individual and social influence of some imitators in words, especially
sophists, and he probably underestimated the positive role of emotion in human life.
But it is after all funny to claim on solely moral grounds that poetry and literature
would be excluded from a just soul and writers and poets excluded from a just
society. It is a consequence of the extremist reasoning, rational or not, that character-
izes his utopian schemes, and it contradicts the fact that Plato himself is an imitative
poet precisely in writing this. Thus, this assertion is deeply ironic, neither simply true
nor simply false.

A similar mixture of humor and seriousness can be seen in the supposed Platonic
doctrine of the ideal state in the Republic, which has been criticized from Aristotle to
the present. The just state, constructed as a means to discovering the just soul, consists
of distinct classes, each of which sticks to its own natural work: artisans and farmers
alone raise crops and make goods, soldiers alone fight and protect, and guardians or
philosopher-kings alone govern, while manifesting among themselves extreme equal-
ity of the sexes, communism, and asceticism. There is here a serious belief that justice
consists in a right ordering of parts in both souls and states, despite the “royal lie”” to
be told to children about their origins in the earth, the paradoxical definition of justice
as “minding your own business,” the moralistic censorship of poetry and music, and
the governmental eugenic-breeding program.
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There is much more in this dialogue: the great metaphors of Sun, representing the
role of the Good; the Line, representing the types and hierarchy of knowledge; the
Cave, representing the human condition of ignorance and education as ““turning the
soul around” to focus on thought; and the account of philosophers as those who love
truth and apprehend the Forms in their rational order. But Socrates, who does not
describe the Good and regularly denies that he has knowledge, does not fit this
description, and the idea that these philosophers are by nature able to rule states in
the real political world is rather strange.

If the Republic is not Plato’s doctrine of an ideal state, then the rather different
political views found in the Politicus and Laws might be less troubling. The characters
and circumstances are very different, as are their aims. The Politicus, for example, is
explicitly an attempt to define, as distinct from the sophist and the philosopher, the
statesperson or politician (the term “politicus” does not discriminate). In substance it
is a long illustration of the method of dichotomy or division. More significantly, the
discussion is led by an Eleatic Stranger who also leads the conversation of the Sophist.
Socrates is present, but he makes only a few ambiguous comments at the outset. The
Eleatic Stranger is ordinarily assumed to be simply a new mouthpiece for Plato, but
it can be doubted whether a conversation in which Socrates does not take part rep-
resents what Plato thought of as philosophy. The laborious series of divisions might
also be something he thought of as an extreme and inappropriate use of a proper
philosophic method. This is not to say that the ideas about being and not being,
universals, the method of division, and the statesperson’s art as a kind of weaving
are of no interest to Plato; surely he takes them at least half seriously, as he means us
to. But it would be typical of him to embed a serious point in a satirical exaggeration.
Similarly, whether serious or not, the logical discussions in the Theaetetus, Parmenides,
and Sophist in particular have continued to fascinate professional philosophers.

Another doctrine frequently attributed to Plato is the theory of knowledge as rec-
ollection (anamnesis). This is stated most clearly in the Meno, where Socrates’ cross-
examination of an uneducated slave boy leads first to his experience of his own
ignorance and then to his “recollection” of some difficult geometrical truths. Accord-
ing to the theory, the soul is immortal, inhabiting a succession of bodies, and has
previously learned some important truths; thus, under certain circumstances it can
recollect what it knew before. The theory appears as well in the Phaedrus and in the
Phaedo as a theory Socrates has often repeated; there it is suggested that the soul
acquires knowledge of the Forms in the afterlife.

While Plato doubtless considered the theory as a possibility worth discussing, in
the Meno (which is actually concerned with the question how virtue is acquired) the
theory is presented as a “priestly” account and is used to deflect Meno’s eristic
dilemma about the impossibility of learning what one doesn’t know. It is also used
to rebut Meno’s attack on Socrates for making people feel ignorant by showing that
the feeling of ignorance is beneficial and necessary. Neither here nor in the Phaedo is
there any proof given of the theory that knowledge is recollection.

Interestingly, the theory of recollection does not appear in the Theaetetus, which
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focuses on the question, “What is knowledge?”” yet employs a method of bringing to
birth (maieusis) the notions of the interlocutor. The Theaetetus is often considered to
represent Plato’s theory of knowledge, even though it ends aporetically and the
Forms or Ideas, which are usually taken to be the core of his epistemology and
metaphysics, are not mentioned. Still, the lengthy refutation of sensation as knowl-
edge, its connection with the relativism of Protagoras and the perpetual flux of Her-
aclitus, and the images of memory as a piece of wax and as a bird cage have proved
rich sources of inspiration and insight to others. For Plato, the significant moment
seems to be the ““digression” in the middle that concerns leisure and philosophy and
contains a mildly satirical portrayal of the philosopher as someone who—quite unlike
Socrates—does not see what is in front of his feet.

Though less debated recently, the Timaeus, considered to be Plato’s statement of
his theory of nature and of the nature of the world, has been the dialogue that has
had the most sustained influence on subsequent thought. After a brief conversational
introduction, it consists of a lecture given by Timaeus of Locri and has three main
sections. The first is a cosmogony, described as a “likely account” or story in which
a divine world maker, the Demiourgos, creates things in accordance with eternal
Forms: the cosmos, spherical in shape, is a rational being infused and guided by what
Timaeus calls a world soul. The second section contains a teleological account of how
Reason persuades Necessity to cooperate, as far as feasible, in the best ordering of
things, along with a quasi-mechanistic account in which the universe is built up out
of four regular solids construed as the structure of the four elements: earth, air, fire,
and water. In the third part, Timaeus discusses human physical and psychical struc-
ture and operations.

No doubt the serious, central thought of the Timaeus is that the cosmos displays
“intelligent design and beneficent purpose,” as Paul Shorey has described it. But it is
a lecture, given by a Pythagorean to an audience that includes Socrates, rather than a
dialogue. How far it can be said to constitute Plato’s own views continues to be
disputed.

These are fascinating theories, and the dialogues in which they are found are far
more complex and detailed than indicated here. Although these theories all can be
and have been treated as doctrines true or false, Platonic or Socratic, such analysis
misses the point, as it is not Plato’s aim or interest to teach us such doctrines author-
itatively.

The Old Academy

Plato’s Academy continued after his death, but as W. K. C. Guthrie says, “the Acad-
emy in and after the last years of Plato’s life was tending to lose itself in highly
schematic and barren systems of ‘reality’ " reifications of what Plato left fluid and
closures of what Plato left open. Although the dialogues were designed to evade
dogmatizing, his successors did not pursue sustained interpretations but simply in-

terpreted them dogmatically. This was due to their own rather different orientations
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as well as, ironically, the intellectual openness that Plato meant to foster. They pre-
ferred systematic mathematical and metaphysical questions to Plato’s moral and po-
litical ones, and they tended in the direction of Pythagoreanism where Plato had
maintained a somewhat playful and ironic distance from it. So the Academy reified
Plato’s vision into the doctrinal system that has come to be known as Platonism.
What was for Plato a theory or vision, for example, about Forms was frozen into a
dogma that was criticized and even rejected by Speusippus.

Plato’s preference for intellectual openness is evidenced by the diversity of opinion
and orientation he tolerated within the Academy. Eudoxus of Cnidus (ca. 408-356),
for example, was a brilliant mathematician and astronomer, but he did not accept the
concept of the Forms. Herakleides of Pontus (ca. 390-310) was an Academic who
wrote dialogues that were highly thought of in antiquity, but he was most interested
in physics and astronomy, eschatology (the study of last things, such as immortality,
resurrection, and so on), and shamanism. Philip of Opus, a mathematician and as-
tronomer influential around 350 B.C.E., was probably the author of the Epinomis and
possibly of the Laws.

Upon Plato’s death, Speusippus of Athens (ca. 410-339), Plato’s nephew, became
head (scholarch) of the Academy, remaining so until his own death. He seems to have
written much on ethics, and some of his ethical views are reminiscent of Aristotle (for
example, he saw happiness as the perfect functioning of one’s natural powers and
the virtues as instruments of happiness) or of typically Hellenistic views (such as that
the goal of philosophy is peace of mind and that the wise person is always happy).
His main philosophic orientation was more metaphysical, mathematical, Pythago-
rean, and dogmatic than Plato’s. He gave up Platonic Forms, holding instead that
numbers are the first of all existing things, independent, and, besides sensibles, the
only existing things. He may have employed the Platonic method of division in estab-
lishing biological classifications.

Xenocrates of Chalcedon (ca. 396-314) was a pupil of Plato’s from his youth. When
Speusippus died, he narrowly won a contested election and served as scholarch, the
last who knew Plato personally, for twenty-five years (339-314). He is reported to
have taught both Epicurus and Zeno of Citium, the founder of Stoicism. Like Speu-
sippus, he was strongly influenced by Pythagorean mathematical and religious ori-
entations. Xenocrates was apparently a prolific writer, but little survives. Like Speu-
sippus, he was inclined to dogmatism rather than Plato’s intellectual open-endedness,
and his particular contribution seems to have been as a systematizer. He may have
originated the standard Hellenistic division of philosophy into physics, ethics, and
logic, as he was the first systematizer of Plato’s doctrines to use these divisions.
Similarly, his doctrine of being and knowledge distinguishes three levels of being—
things beyond the heavens, things within the heavens, and the heavens themselves—
to which correspond three kinds of cognition: intelligence, sensation, and a compos-
ite. The notion of “things beyond the heavens” may derive from the myth of the
soul’s journey in the Phaedrus, but the myth has been frozen into a doctrine and
become part of a system. Xenocrates also seems to have been profoundly interested
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in daemons, intermediate beings between gods and humans, reminiscent of Diotima’s
speech in the Symposium.

It would be interesting to know why Aristotle returned to Athens but did not
return to the Academy and was not chosen as its leader, but we have no reliable
information. What is clear is that the Academy after Plato’s death transformed Plato’s
ethically centered, open-ended vision into the dogmatic, systematic, metaphysical
dualism known as Platonism.
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—GERALD A. PRESS

ARISTOTLE

There have been many interpretations of both Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophies.
The picture of Plato just rendered depicts him as a dramatist, prodding people into
philosophical thought without giving them a philosophical system. This reading is to
be commended for its exposition of what Plato’s dialogues represented during his
lifetime. On the other hand, Aristotle, in the preserved texts, presents Plato as a
systematic thinker with whom he is at loggerheads and against whose system he
offered his own philosophy.

In considering the treatment of Plato and Aristotle, readers should keep in mind
that almost all of Aristotle’s extant works seem to be either notes by students or
lecture notes rather than systematic treatises, something that became known only
centuries after Aristotle’s time. For this reason, the Plato of the dialogues can at times
be quite different from the Plato of the Aristotelian notes. The Aristotelian corpus, we
must remember, is the work of a one-time follower who had turned against his
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master. It is therefore possible that Aristotle was constructing a systematic Plato to
refute, in order to demonstrate the merits of his own system.

It also should be kept in mind, when seeing how differently Plato could be inter-
preted, that at the very time Aristotle was presumably systematically refuting his
teacher, other students of Plato were offering a range of interpretations of what their
master had been doing. Those in control of Plato’s Academy immediately after Plato’s
death moved from systematizing Plato’s ideas to seeing him in terms of Socrates’
denial that he knew anything: “’All I know is that I know nothing”” became the mes-
sage of the master. So while Aristotle was working out his immense system and his
grand scientific program, the Academics were on the verge of creating a sceptical
version of the Platonic legacy.

—RHP

Introduction

Owing to the influence of Scholastic traditions, Aristotle’s thought was long depicted
as an impersonal and dogmatic system. Since the beginning of the twentieth century,
however, a great number of studies devoted to Aristotle’s corpus have drawn atten-
tion to the man behind the work and shown how the treatises themselves bear the
historical mark of the debates in which Aristotle strove to defend his personal posi-
tions, especially against Plato’s written and unwritten doctrines. The fragments of
Aristotle’s lost works, long neglected because they were deemed spurious, have also
been scrutinized, in particular the fragments of those works presumably written be-
fore the extant treatises and published during the author’s lifetime (mistakenly re-
ferred to as the “esoteric” writings). The latter included occasional works, such as the
Protrepticus (an exhortation to philosophy addressed to Prince Themison of Cyprus),
as well as dialogues, such as On Philosophy.

While we cannot reconstruct with any certainty the various stages of Aristotle’s
career or assess the development of his doctrine due to the lack of a clear chronology
of his extant works, there is now a better understanding of the historical milieu
Aristotle lived in and the influences that shaped his thought. Indeed, Aristotle con-
stantly debated the positions of his contemporaries and all his predecessors. The pre-
Socratics, whom he had carefully studied, as well as the Platonists, whom he read
and in whose circles he lived, are in fact known to us in large part through his
criticisms. Although these criticisms should not be taken as accurate accounts, they
do allow us to reconstruct the debates Aristotle took part in. Aristotle’s corpus, which
reflects these polemics, consists of a collection of debate abstracts, memoranda, and
unpublished lecture notes that were collected (along with a great number of apocry-
phal texts written by anonymous followers) and classified according to uncertain
methods long after Aristotle’s death, some time before the Christian era. The early
interpretations of the corpus obscured Aristotle’s own philosophical concerns: ini-
tially, they were polemics directed against philosophical systems of rival schools;
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later, they became closely linked to the spread of Platonism. These early interpreta-
tions are thus at the source of the false depiction of Aristotle’s thought as a dogmatic
system.

The Natural Scientist and His Leading Principles

Born in Stagira in 384 or 383 B.C.E., Aristotle reportedly came from a family of phy-
sicians connected to the court at Macedon. He was well acquainted with the medical
literature of the time and developed a strong interest in biology as well as in anatomy.
While living off the coast of Asia Minor, Aristotle explored the marine fauna of the
region. His naturalist writings bear witness to these empirical inquiries: they describe
the rich diversity of the animal world then known and seek to explain the workings
of living organisms, in particular their modes of reproduction. In time, Aristotle’s
collected data in this field grew to be so exceptionally rich and comprehensive that it
was still used as a reference in the nineteenth century. Aristotle believed the thorough
study of manifold biological phenomena would empirically confirm his leading ex-
planatory principles. He accounted for reproduction, or animal generation, by means
of two principles: the first, material and passive, is supplied by the female; the second,
formal and active, is supplied by the male. Aristotle was convinced of the profound
unity of all living beings, despite their great outward diversity. Near the end of his
life, he gave a striking account of this unity in an inquiry devoted to the “soul,” the
universal principle of all animate beings. Aristotle criticized his predecessors’ inept
attempts at defining the nature of this principle, at once a principle of movement and
of knowledge, and suggested a formula capable of defining it (“an actuality of the
first kind of a natural organized body”’). This definition rendered the two leading
principles, the formal and the material, inseparable. By identifying the soul with the
formal principle (or actuality) and the organized body (or potentially living being)
with the material principle, he avoided at once all forms of dualism, which separate
the soul from the body, and all forms of monism, which reduce the soul to a corporeal
entity. By “actuality of the first kind,”” Aristotle meant the faculty common to every
living being in virtue of its organization, which consists above all in the activities of
nutrition and reproduction. According to him, all living beings possess this basic
faculty, from the simplest ones (such as plants) to the more complex ones, whose
faculties are more diversified and who are also capable of sensation, locomotion, and
sometimes rational thought. Aristotle firmly believed, however, in the irreducible
nature of living beings, as well as in the unity of the living in all their diversity. What
is natural is not reducible to the living, nor, reciprocally, the living to what we would
call today the inorganic. Similar