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The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Philoso-
phy is a wide-ranging introduction to the study of philos-
ophy in the ancient world. A team of leading specialists
surveys the developments of the period and evaluates a com-
prehensive series of major thinkers, ranging from Pythagoras
to Epicurus. There are also separate chapters on how philos-
ophy in the ancient world interacted with religion, literature
and science, and a final chapter traces the seminal influence
of Greek and Roman philosophy down to the seventeenth
century. Practical elements such as tables, illustrations, a
glossary, and extensive advice on further reading make it an
ideal book to accompany survey courses on the history of
ancient philosophy. It will be an invaluable guide for all who
are interested in the philosophical thought of this rich and
formative period.
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DAVID SEDLEY

Introduction

Compare the following two questions, both of which greatly exer-
cised ancient Greek and Roman thinkers:

1 What is a good human life?
2 Why isn’t the earth falling?

They appear about as different as any two questions could be. The
first is one that most of us continue to consider important today. The
second is not a question we are likely even to think worth asking:
however little physics we know, we know enough to realize that the
question itself rests on false suppositions.

Despite this and other contrasts, those who manage to get inside
the subject — Greek and Roman philosophy - to which this book
aims to provide an entry route should find that the two questions
come to exercise an equal fascination. They may even find that the
two of them have more in common than at first appears, as I shall
suggest below.

Take the first of them, what a good human life is. How would you
react to the answer that it should in principle be no harder to work
out what makes a human life a good one than it is to work out what
makes a doctor, a scalpel, an operation or an eye a good one? The
latter kind of question is answered by first determining what the es-
sential function of a doctor, a scalpel, an operation or an eye is, a good
one simply being any that is such as to be successful in performing
that function. Analogously, then, find out what is the function of a
human being, or of a human life, and you will know what it is to be
a good human being and to have a good human life. If, for example,
man’s natural function is fundamentally social, a human life’s good-
ness will be defined accordingly; if intellectual, in a different way;

I
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2 GREEK AND ROMAN PHILOSOPHY

if pleasure-seeking, in yet another way. Despite their very various
answers, nearly all the major philosophers of antiquity were united
in this same fundamental conviction: by studying human nature we
can aspire to determine the true character of a good human life.

One common and understandable modern reaction is to protest
that this kind of functional analogy confuses two radically different
kinds of good, one moral, the other non-moral: the functional ‘good-
ness’ of a scalpel has nothing in common with the moral ‘goodness’
of a person, an action or a life. Some may go so far as to congratulate
themselves that we today are no longer deaf to an equivocation that
tricked even the greatest thinkers of antiquity.

But why be so confident that there are these two incommensu-
rable kinds of good? The confidence arises — as the history of ancient
philosophy reveals — because we are ourselves heirs to a tradition in
ethics which emerged relatively late on in antiquity. It was the Stoics
of the third century Bc who, building on a set of insights provided
by their figurehead Socrates, set the standard for what is to count
as ‘good’ so high that only moral virtue could satisfy it; all other,
conventional uses of ‘good’, they inferred, as applied for example to
what is merely practically advantageous, represent a different and
strictly incorrect sense of the term. The Stoics did not themselves
go on to infer that the (genuine) goodness of a life is not something
given in nature, but their distinction is nevertheless the very earliest
forerunner of that radical division between kinds of goodness.

Once we have reconstructed where and how our own presupposi-
tion began its long career, it becomes not only easier, but also poten-
tially liberating, to put the clock back and consider the advantages
of the earlier outlook, where ‘good’ was not roped off into moral and
functional senses. It was from such a unified starting point, for ex-
ample, that Aristotle was able to compose an ethical treatise, the
Nicomachean Ethics, which has still not in two and a half millennia
been superseded by any rival.

Another common reaction to the same treatment of moral good-
ness as some kind of functional goodness is to protest that, unlike a
scalpel, a human being cannot be assumed to have any function at
all - not, at any rate, without supplying some contentious theologi-
cal presuppositions. Here too there is much to learn from Aristotle,
who made a powerful case for understanding living beings, humans
included, and their parts in terms of their natural functions, without
for a moment admitting divine design or government.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Introduction 3

My point is not to insinuate that our intuition is wrong and that
the ancients were right about the nature of good (or for that matter
that the reverse is true). It is to underline how retracing the early
history of our own philosophical concepts and assumptions is almost
bound to be enlightening, not only about our forerunners but also
about ourselves.

My second example, the earth’s stability, could hardly be more
different. Understanding why the ancients thought it a problem in
the first place is already half the challenge. Immobile heavy objects,
such as buildings and boulders, are immobile precisely because they
rest on solid earth. All the more reason, then, to be confident that
the earth, which provides that immobility, is itself immobile. But
some further reflection — exactly the kind of reflection that kick-
started philosophical thought in the sixth century Bc — undermines
this initial confidence. The heavier an object is, the harder it will
fall downwards when dropped; and since earth is itself a heavy sub-
stance, won'’t that comprehensive amalgam of it, the earth, be the
likeliest object of all to hurtle downwards, this time without any
obstacle to stop it? Showing why, in the face of this danger, the
earth stays still was one of the earliest and most persisting chal-
lenges for those thinkers committed to explaining the regularity
and orderly arrangement of the world. The Greek for this ‘order’
is kosmos, and the word came to signify the world-order taken as
a whole, embracing the earth, the surrounding heaven, and every-
thing in between. Thus it is that explaining the earth’s stability
was a focal question in the emergence of cosmology as an area of
inquiry.

The problem, once posed, attracted all manner of answers. That
none of them will strike us as entirely correct is somewhat less im-
portant than the variety of explanatory devices and models that were
devised in the process of getting it wrong. One kind of answer was
the mechanical model: even very heavy objects can float on a fluid,
as wood does on water, as leaves do on the wind, and as a saucepan
lid does over steam. Perhaps then the earth floats on water (Thales),
or air (Anaximenes), in which case there may also be grounds for
regarding this same fluid as the ultimate pool of stuff on which
our world depends. A second mode of solution invoked equilibrium
(Anaximander): the world is a mathematically symmetrical struc-
ture surrounded by a spherical heaven and with the earth at its exact
centre, where it consequently has no more reason to move off in one

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



4 GREEK AND ROMAN PHILOSOPHY

direction than in any other. A third suggestion (Xenophanes) is that
the earth is stable because it rests on more earth, and that earth on
yet more earth, and so on ad infinitum. However far down you were
to dig, you would never come to a portion of earth that, because un-
supported by more earth, was liable to fall. It is earth all the way
down.

All these suggestions predate the fifth century Bc. In the fifth
century itself, yet other models emerged. Some philosophers, for
example, pointed to the way that in a vortex the heavy material
will naturally gravitate to the centre, and suggested that the cosmic
vortex, evidenced by the perpetual rotation of the heavens, in some
comparable way forces the earth to the centre. Around the same time
amore mathematical alternative became current. Not only the world
but also the earth, located at its centre, is spherical. The direction
which we call ‘down’ represents in reality the natural motion of all
heavy objects, not in parallel vertical lines, but towards that centre.
If not yet the Newtonian theory of gravity, this was an impressive
forerunner to it, and it proved to explain the astronomical and other
data more successfully than any of its rivals.

Yet another twist was added by Plato, who, in a classic passage of
his Phaedo, presents Socrates arguing that no such explanation of the
earth’s stability achieves much until it shows why it is better that
the cosmic order, the earth’s fixed location in it included, should be
as it is. Socrates is assuming here that the world-order is the product
of intelligence, and he compares a merely mechanistic explanation
of this order to someone answering, when asked why Socrates is
sitting here in prison (where he is awaiting his own execution), that
it is because of his bones, muscles etc. being arranged in a certain
way, with no mention of his rational decision that it is better not to
escape but to stay and face the death penalty. Likewise if the earth is,
say, a sphere in equipoise at the centre, the only adequate explanation
will be one that among other things tells why that arrangement is
‘better’ than any alternative. But how might a cosmic arrangement
be ‘better’? Plato’s idea seems to be that such an explanation would
reveal how the world’s arrangement maximizes the chances of its
inhabitants’ own self-improvement — for example through studying
mathematical astronomy, or through appropriate relocation in each
successive incarnation that a soul undergoes. In such ways, even the
cosmological puzzle of the world’s stability may bring us back to the
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Introduction S

issue of goodness, and to the all-important issue of what makes a life
a good life (see further, pp. 112-13 below).

More significant from the point of view of philosophical history is
the fact that Plato, in setting this challenge, was announcing a new
agenda for teleological explanation. That agenda was thereafter to
dominate scientific thinking until at least the seventeenth century.
The evidence of design in the world, once Plato had drawn attention
to it, became extraordinarily hard to discount or ignore. In antiquity
there remained those, such as the atomists, who were prepared to
argue that chance on a large enough scale could account for apparent
purposiveness. But, as R. J. Hankinson’s chapter on ‘Philosophy and
Science’ brings out, the teleologists were by and large to have the
better of the ancient debate.

The business of cataloguing these solutions to the problem of
the earth’s stability belongs primarily to the domain of intellectual
history. What we are likely to appreciate is less the specific solu-
tions than the development of increasingly sophisticated explana-
tory strategies. However, it also illustrates a second cardinal point
about the value of studying ancient philosophy. In reconstructing
the thought of the ancients, we need not be seeking to vindicate
their beliefs, whether by assimilating our ideas to theirs or theirs to
ours. But what we can always fruitfully do is find out what it would
be like to face the questions that they faced and to think as they
thought. Learning to strip off our own assumptions and to try on the
thought processes of others who lacked them is almost invariably an
enlightening and mind-stretching exercise.

For a variety of reasons, the Greek and Roman philosophers are
supremely suitable subjects for the kind of enterprise I have been
sketching. For one thing, as inaugurators of the tradition to which
most of us are heirs they inevitably have a very special place in
our understanding of our own intellectual make-up. For another,
their brilliance, originality and diversity would be hard to parallel
in any other single culture. Even if this volume had chosen to focus
just on the extraordinary trio of Socrates, his pupil Plato, and his
pupil Aristotle, it would be dealing with three utterly diverse but
equally seminal thinkers, each of whom over the next two millen-
nia was to inspire more than one entire philosophical movement.
Yet to concentrate on these three would be to leave out of account a
large part of the ancient world’s legacy, as well as to impoverish our
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6 GREEK AND ROMAN PHILOSOPHY

understanding even of them, by isolating them from their historical
milieu.

It is unlikely that any other philosophical texts have been sub-
jected to the minute analysis that the writings of these philosophers,
and especially those of Plato and Aristotle, have enjoyed from the
first century BC to the present day. Yet this tradition of philosoph-
ical exegesis is very far from having led to a convergence of views
about how best to interpret them. It is hard for us not to recreate
our philosophical predecessors to some degree in our own image,
since to read them wherever possible as believing what we ourselves
take to be true or at least sensible is an application of the com-
mendable Principle of Charity, whereby of two or more competing
and equally well-founded interpretations the one to be preferred is
whichever makes the philosopher under scrutiny come out looking
better. However, philosophical truth (even on the unlikely hypoth-
esis that we are privileged arbiters of this) is only one criterion of a
charitable reading: others include internal consistency, argumenta-
tive soundness, and, by no means least, historical plausibility. Again
and again it turns out that, when all these factors are weighed against
each other, the view we must attribute to the philosopher is strangely
unlike anything we ourselves would be inclined to believe, but for
that very reason all the more valuable both to acknowledge and to
seek to understand from the inside.

The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Philosophy has
been designed, not to take readers all the way to this goal, but to
provide a suitable entry route.

It offers overviews of the main philosophical movements and
trends, written by leading specialists as the fruit of many years’
close study: the Presocratics (Malcolm Schofield), the Sophists and
Socrates (Sarah Broadie), Plato (Christopher Rowe), Aristotle (John
Cooper), Hellenistic philosophy (Jacques Brunschwig, in partnership
with myself), Roman philosophy (A. A. Long), and late ancient philos-
ophy (Frans de Haas). In addition, Jonathan Barnes surveys the place
of argument in ancient philosophical thinking, and Jill Kraye sur-
veys the part played by ancient philosophy in the classical tradition
down to the seventeenth century. Three further chapters examine
the relation of philosophy to other dominant aspects of ancient cul-
ture: literature (Martha Nussbaum), science (R. J. Hankinson), and

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Introduction 7

religion (Glenn Most). If the twelve chapters differ considerably from
each other in focus and approach, that reflects to some degree the
varying nature of the material, and to a greater extent the personal
methods and priorities of those writing, which it would have been
counterproductive to obliterate by excessive homogenization.

In addition to this introductory function, the book also has a sec-
ondary function as a handbook. You will not find in it constant in-
structions directing you to the primary texts, since it is conceived as
a survey to read before moving on to the closer study of the subject.
But you will find, in addition to the historical surveys, the following
aids. (a) Advice on how best to gain access to the original philosoph-
ical writings and sources in English translation. (b) An introductory
bibliography, concentrating on the sort of books, in English, that you
will want to acquaint yourself with in order to move deeper into the
subject. (Please do not take this restriction to English as xenopho-
bic or anglocentric. A vast part of the modern scholarship on which
this volume draws and depends is in other languages. The restric-
tion is motivated purely by didactic and practical considerations.)
(c) A glossary, to which you can refer when pursuing this further
reading. (d) Various charts, throughout the book, setting out the chief
philosophical authors and their work in accessible tabular form.

There are many ways to divide up the history of ancient philosophy.
The one followed in this book is fairly conventional, except in its sep-
arate treatment of Roman philosophy. Starting from the celebrated
episode, in 155 BC, when three leading Greek philosophers landed
in Rome and kindled a passion for their discipline among the local
intelligentsia, Roman philosophy took its lead from the Greeks —
so much so that it is easy to view it as nothing more than Greek
philosophy in translation. However, Roman philosophy — whether
written in Latin or in Greek — does in certain ways constitute an
autonomous tradition, harnessed to an indigenous moral code, to
the dynamics of Roman political life, and to home-grown literary
genres. It has very rarely been displayed as an integral whole, and
A. A. Long’s chapter, ‘Roman philosophy’, offers a taste of what we
have been missing. However, this perspective will not be allowed to
obscure the fact that there is also, and perhaps in a stronger sense, a
single tradition of ancient philosophy, of which the Roman philoso-
phers have to be recognized as integral voices. If their absorption
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into the single tradition can look less than complete, and their rela-
tion to it one-sided, that is because virtually no Greek philosopher
ever shows signs of turning to Latin texts, whereas nearly all Roman
philosophers were immersed in Greek texts. In this sense, ancient
philosophy remained a Greek-dominated enterprise, and if we call it
‘Greek philosophy’ we are not doing any major injustice.

There is one somewhat artificial constraint to which this book
is unavoidably subject. The period covered by it, which runs from
the sixth century BC to the sixth century AD, incorporates the entire
history of the western Roman empire, a history that saw momen-
tous developments in Judaeo-Christian culture, among others. The
birth, rise and eventual triumph of Christianity is an integral part of
the philosophical history of the empire, and not least of Rome itself.
Patristic writers of the calibre of Origen, Fusebius, Augustine and
Boethius were immersed in contemporary pagan philosophy, and in-
teracted with it on many levels. To understand the nature of early
Christianity, it is imperative to relate it to the philosophical culture
of late antiquity, of which it is indeed an inseparable part, just as,
conversely, understanding the meaning of ancient philosophy itself
requires contextualizing it within the religious culture of the ancient
world, as Glenn Most explains in the final section of his chapter on
‘Philosophy and religion’. However, it would be an unrealistically
ambitious undertaking to include Christianity within these same
covers. The broad unity of the pagan-Christian philosophical cul-
ture of the Roman empire will emerge occasionally, particularly in
Jonathan Barnes’ chapter on ‘Argument in ancient philosophy’, and
to a lesser extent in the chapters on ‘Roman philosophy’, ‘Late an-
cient philosophy’ and ‘Philosophy and religion’. But it will not be
among the official themes of the book.

The main phases separated by the book’s chapter divisions are:

(a) Presocratic philosophy: the phase philosophically prior to
(although chronologically overlapping with) Socrates, whose
own activity falls into the second half of the fifth century Bc.

(b) The sophists: a heterogeneous collection of professional in-
tellectuals roughly contemporary with Socrates.

(c) Socrates himself.

(d) Plato: early to mid fourth century BcC.

(e) Aristotle: mid to late fourth century Bc.
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(f) Hellenistic philosophy: third to first century Bc: Epicureans,
Stoics and sceptics.

(g) Roman philosophy: second or first century BC to sixth
century AD.

(h) Late ancient philosophy: first century BC to sixth century
AD: the re-emergence and eventual dominance of Platonism.

The historian of ancient philosophy is the victim of a curious irony.
The division between (a), (b) and (c) was in effect invented by (d),
Plato, and represents very much his own perspective; yet so domi-
nant has been Plato’s influence on the history of Western philoso-
phy (which A. N. Whitehead famously called a series of ‘footnotes
to Plato’) that however hard we may try to manage without Plato’s
divisions we usually end up coming back to them. Because history
is written by the winners, Plato can be said to have made these divi-
sions true. That is, the way that philosophy progressed under Plato’s
influence determined that, in retrospect, the threefold division of
his predecessors into Presocratics, sophists and Socrates was the rel-
evant one to make when seeking to understand where he and the
subsequent tradition were coming from.

It was Plato who singled out his own master, Socrates, as represen-
ting a radical break from the existing tradition, both Presocratic and
sophistic, thanks to two factors. The first of these was Socrates’
departure from the physical focus that can, with considerable over-
simplification, be said to characterize the astonishingly diverse range
of early thinkers from Thales in the early sixth century BC to
Democritus in the late fifth and early fourth. Socrates, as presented
by Plato (in stark contrast to the image of him created in the Athenian
mind by Aristophanes’ delightfully wicked portrayal in the Clouds),
abandoned all interest in the cosmos at large, and turned his atten-
tion to the human soul, in the process developing the philosophical
method that Plato named dialectic. The second factor, in Plato’s eyes,
was the polar opposition between Socrates, humble open-minded
inquirer and critic, and the sophists, opinionated high-charging self-
styled experts on everything under the sun. So simplistic a dis-
tinction will not survive a reading of Sarah Broadie’s chapter ‘The
sophists and Socrates’. But like it or not, Plato’s distinction is still
with us, both in the convention embodied in her chapter’s title (im-
posed by the editor, not the author), and in our persisting pejorative
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This illustration has been removed
for rights reasons

The Athenian philosophical schools (Academy, Garden, Lyceum,
Stoa), © Candace H. Smith

uses of ‘sophist’, ‘sophistry’ and ‘sophistical’ — even if the more pos-
itive connotations of ‘sophisticated’ may offer some consolation.
Readers of this volume can gain amusement by working out how
a whole set of other English words similarly embodies, at best,
half-truths about ancient philosophy: ‘platonic’, ‘stoical’, ‘epicure’,
‘cynical’, and ‘sceptical’.
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The point of the above paragraph is not to reject Plato’s map of
the existing philosophical landscape, but to remind readers that it
is only one map among many possible. A much later boundary on
the map that should be treated with equal caution is that between
‘Hellenistic’ and ‘late ancient’ philosophy, the subjects of two dis-
tinct chapters in this book. The Hellenistic period is politically de-
fined: it ends with the birth of the Roman empire in 27 Bc. Now it is
quite true that the new dominance of Rome was a key factor in the
transformation that brought Hellenistic philosophy to an end, but
the major development had occurred around sixty years before the
start of the Roman empire, when the Roman general Sulla subjected
Athens to a long and devastating siege. The result was the virtual
break-up of the remaining Athenian philosophical schools, ending
an era in which they had been in effect the international headquar-
ters of philosophy, and accelerating an already growing diaspora of
philosophers to other centres around the Mediterranean world, in-
cluding Rome itself. The effect of the change was dramatic. Instead of
participatingin the activities of the Stoa, the Academy, or some other
Athenian school - schools which had seen themselves as the living
continuation of the philosophical work of their respective founders —
philosophy students henceforth were interpreters of the august texts
that these schools, far off in both space and time, had once gener-
ated. The new era, in which the writing of commentaries on Plato
and Aristotle typified the activity of the philosopher, is portrayed in
Frans de Haas’s chapter ‘Late ancient philosophy’. Although such is
the way that philosophical study formally viewed itself for the next
half-millennium (during which the patristic writers who developed
Christian dogma throughout most of the same period were engaged
in a closely analogous enterprise), in no way does the change of atti-
tude represent any decline in the quality or importance of the work
done by philosophers. Some of the greatest and most original minds
of antiquity were working within this new framework, including
Plotinus, whose version of Platonism — Neoplatonism, as we now
call it — became the dominant one in late antiquity, and remained
so until the seventeenth century, as charted in Jill Kraye’s chapter,
‘The legacy of ancient philosophy’.

One other disadvantage of the unavoidable but regrettable com-
partmentalizaton of ancient philosophy is that ‘minor’ schools and
individuals get squeezed out. Such fourth-century Bc schools as the
Cynics, the Megarians and the Cyrenaics, all of them working in the
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tradition inaugurated by Socrates, will be mentioned in the ensuing
chapters only in passing, without treatment under their own head-
ings: they can be found by use of the book’s index. They and others
like them were important parts of the philosophical landscape, and
their contribution deserves to be explored in much greater detail than
has been possible here.

To some extent it is the poor state of the evidence we have about
these and other minor schools that has pushed them to the mar-
gins. The philosophical texts that survived intact from antiquity,
thanks to being lovingly copied and preserved in mediaeval codices,
partly represent a canon consisting of those thinkers who could be
sufficiently reconciled with Christianity to justify their preserva-
tion. But this is only one part of the truth. We should for example
not — as is sometimes done — blame the Christian tradition for the
loss of the writings of the materialist Democritus: the very consid-
erable modern finds of papyri in Egypt, dating from the third cen-
tury BC to the end of antiquity, show that the works of Democritus
and other Presocratic writers had already more or less ceased to
circulate, at least in this part of the Hellenized world, which we
have no reason to think was untypical. The recent discovery in an
Egyptian papyrus of a first-century AD copy of Empedocles, reported
by Malcolm Schofield in his chapter on ‘The Presocratics’, gives
us what may well be the only exemplar ever found of an original
Presocratic work dating from the classical or post-classical period
(although copies of Truth by the sophist Antiphon have been found
too). The pattern of post-classical survival largely represents the in-
tellectual fashions that already prevailed in later antiquity, fashions
which led to widespread circulation and study of both Plato and
Aristotle, along with their more recent interpreters, while for ex-
ample the writings of the early Stoics, just as easily reconcilable
with Christianity, had largely vanished from view. The pattern of
papyrus finds largely confirms this picture, although it does also
show that Plato (partly because of his literary pre-eminence, on
which see pp. 228-34 of Martha Nussbaum’s chapter ‘Philosophy
and literature’) was being very much more widely read than any
other philosopher, Aristotle included. Not much has changed:
a recent international survey among philosophy students shows
that still today Plato remains the philosopher they most want to
read.
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In learning about ancient philosophy, we do not usually have the
luxury of fully preserved texts, and are therefore obliged to weigh
up a range of indirect sources. Almost every philosopher must be
studied at least partly through ‘fragments’ and ‘testimonia’. A frag-
ment is strictly speaking a verbatim quotation of a now-lost original
text, while a testimonium is an indirect report or indication of what
some philosopher wrote, said or did. But the distinction is often an
unavoidably loose one in practice. Neither Greek nor Latin authors
tend to mark clearly the difference between direct and indirect quo-
tation (punctuation, including the ancient equivalent of quotation
marks, was used irregularly if at all), and even when they are quot-
ing directly it is frequently from memory. Besides, an author report-
ing some predecessor in either direct or indirect form usually has an
agenda of his own, whether hostile or benign, and often is assuming
his own construal of the now-lost context from which the quotation,
if that is what it really is, has been torn. All this means that recon-
struction of a philosopher’s work via the evaluation of fragments
and testimonia is both an extremely skilled and a somewhat unsci-
entific undertaking. The nature and complexity of the task, which
sometimes involves looking back through several strata of transmis-
sion and potential contamination, is briefly illustrated by Malcolm
Schofield in the opening section of his chapter ‘The Presocratics’.
But in a book with the scope of this one it is not possible to exhibit
such source-evaluation problems on a regular basis, and they will by
and large be left in the background.

Even where a philosophical text has come down to us intact, its
meaning can rarely be straightforwardly read off from it. The most
prominent such case is that of Plato. His philosophical writings
are thought to survive in their entirety, but this fact has not pre-
vented scholars from being deeply divided over their interpretation
for two and a half millennia, and, as Christopher Rowe’s ‘Plato’ chap-
ter brings out, there is even less sign of convergence now than there
was in antiquity. This is not in any way a fault of Plato’s, as if he
had tried but somehow failed to make clear what he was trying to
say. Such a suspicion would rest, among other mistakes, on a se-
rious underestimation of his subtlety as a writer of philosophical
dialogues. But to a considerable extent what applies to Plato applies
to all philosophical authors: any classic work of philosophy has to be
reinterpreted by every generation of every culture that has absorbed
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it into its heritage, and even within a single generation there will
be numerous perspectives from which a given text is going to be
approached.

However, the reasons why the meaning of these texts cannot sim-
ply be read off are more complex and various than that. In particular,
it is not really true that any of them has come down to us ‘intact’.
The very fact of their survival between their original composition
and the Renaissance attests repeated copying, by hand, from exem-
plar to exemplar. From an early date variant readings crept in. Such
divergences, although inevitable anyway, were encouraged by an-
cient writing practices: a typical book in the classical period was
a scroll containing columns of writing, maybe 30 lines in height
and 20 letters in width, the letters written continuously with no
signalled breaks between words, even at line ends, and little if any
punctuation. Although it becomes surprisingly easy to learn to read
fluently from a text written this way, the fact remains that mechan-
ical errors, such as haplography (reading a repeated sequence of let-
ters as if it occurred only once), happened very easily. Some ancient
scholars, like their modern counterparts, had hopes of repairing cor-
rupted texts, but that too was capable of leading to unwarranted in-
terference, sometimes ideologically motivated. Comparable factors
continued to influence the continued hand-copying of these same
texts in codices (manuscripts bound as books) after the end of an-
tiquity, with the result that the multiple medieval manuscripts of
a single work usually divide up into distinct ‘families’, whose his-
tory of progressive divergence from a single archetype can be spec-
ulatively reconstructed. The picture is further complicated by the
survival of translations, based on now-lost original exemplars, into
Latin, Arabic, Syriac, Armenian, and a number of other languages,
all of which provide supplementary data for the reconstruction.

At the foot of a page of Greek or Latin text in a modern edition
there sits the ‘apparatus criticus’, affectionately known to classical
scholars as the ‘app. crit.”: a tersely coded summary of the complex
manuscript data and editorial speculations from which the printed
text has been synthesized. Getting back to the original reading is an
ideal that can probably never be fully attained — even if one ignores
the not negligible possibility that some of the competing variants
may have been introduced to the tradition by the original author
himself.
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TRANSMISSION OF A TEXT

Plato, Phaedo 83b4—7: four lines of text, over
23 centuries:

1 A third-century BC papyrus copy (P.Petrie 1 5-8).

2 A direct transcript of 1 (letters entirely missing through damage are
in square brackets).

TAYTEIOY[NTHI]
AYZEIO[YKOIJOMENHAEINENANTI
OYSOAIHTOYQSAAHOQIDIAOZODOY
YYXHOYTQATEXETAITQNHAO
N[QN]TEKAIETIOYMIQNKAIAYTIQN
KAGOSONAYNATA[I
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3 The same passage in a medieval manuscript (Bodleian Library, MS
E. D. Clarke 39), dated to AD 895.
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4 The same passage in the Stephanus edition (Henri Estienne’s 1574 edi-
tion of Plato, from which all modern numbering is taken), Greek text with
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5 The same passage as edited by C. Strachan, in the 1995 revised edition of
the Oxford Classical Text of Plato, with accompanying ‘apparatus criticus’.

TOUTT oUv T1) AUCEL OUK olopévn
8eiv évavTioUobat 1) ToU s &AnBE&S prAccdpou Yuy S
oUTws &méyeTar TGOV 18ovddv Te Kad EmBumiddy kad AuTrédy
kol poPwv kaf doov Suvartal

b4 oGv BTV Iambl.: §'otv WA: 8¢ PQBT b6 &miBupidv kad Auttédw BT TT2 Tambl.: Autrédv
kod &mBumdoy & b7 kai poPewv BE, add. in mg. T* vel T m. 1: om. T M2 Tambl.

6 The same passage in English translation by D. Gallop (Oxford, 1975).

It is, then, because it believes it should not oppose this release that
the soul of the true philosopher abstains from pleasures and desires and
pains,* so far as it can.

*Bracketing xoi péPeov (83b7), with Burnet

Naturally the app. crit. can be used only by readers with some
classical training, but even they are likely to find it only too easy
to ignore most of the time, as if it were no more than a set of rough
workings, now superseded by the integral text which the editor has
recovered out of them. Nothing could be further from the truth. Not
only are editors compelled to choose, often questionably, between at-
tested variants, they also introduce further editorial changes to these,
usually recording such interventions only in the app. crit. where they
easily pass unnoticed. Much superb work has been done over many
generations on the improvement of classical texts, but it is important
to keep reminding ourselves that no editor’s decisions are authori-
tative, and that what looks like the original meaning, recovered by
editorial skill, may in reality represent the editor’s prior assump-
tions about that meaning, now endowed with a spurious authority
by being enshrined in the letter of the text.

This caution about the indeterminate state of our texts should
be set alongside the earlier ones about source evaluation and the
perpetually self-renewing character of philosophical interpretation.
The point is not to arouse general scepticism about the historical
claims made in this book, but to help explain why the recovery of
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ancient philosophy is not a finite task that might in principle one
day be completed and consigned to the bookshelf. So long as the
humanities continue to be taught and researched, this process of
constantly rethinking and enriching the understanding of our philo-
sophical origins will remain an integral part of them.
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JONATHAN BARNES

1 Argument in ancient philosophy

At the beginning of Book Gamma of his Metaphysics, Aristotle
announces the existence of a peculiar branch of knowledge:

There is a certain science which considers the things which exist insofar as
they exist, and what holds of them in their own right. It is not the same as any
of the particular sciences; for none of them investigates universally about
the things which exist insofar as they exist — rather, they cut off a certain
part of these things and consider what holds of this part (so, for example, the
mathematical sciences). (Metaphysics 1003a21-6)"

The science which considers everything which exists, insofar as it
exists, Aristotle calls first philosophy. It is usually named meta-
physics.

Most things about Aristotelian metaphysics are contested. But at
any rate it is a science. Alexander of Aphrodisias (pp. 243—4 below),
who held the imperial Chair in Aristotelian philosophy at Athens
in the early third century AD, took the word ‘science’ in a strict and
Aristotelian sense. An Aristotelian science is an organized body of
truths. Its scope and subject-matter are defined by the genus or class
of items with which it deals and by the aspects of those items which
interest it. Its foundations or first principles are laid down in the form
of axioms and definitions. Its remaining truths — its theorems — are
deduced from these principles by formal syllogisms. The geometry
presented in Euclid’s Elements (pp. 288-9 below) is a paradigm of an
Aristotelian science. Metaphysics, according to Alexander, is also an
Aristotelian science; and a metaphysician is, or ought to be, engaged
in the construction of an Elements of Metaphysics.

Alexander introduces his view without trumpets, apparently tak-
ing it to be uncontroversial (see On Aristotle’s Metaphysics 239.6—9).

20
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And if he thought metaphysics a science, then he assigned the same
status to the other branches of philosophy — not only to physics, but
also to ethics and to politics. To be sure, these latter sciences will
not share the rigour of geometry:

When speaking about such things and on the basis of such things it is enough
to indicate the truth roughly and in outline — that is to say, when speaking
about what holds for the most part and on the basis of such things it is
enough to conclude to such things.

(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1094b19—22)

The genus with which the science of ethics is concerned collects
truths which hold ‘for the most part’ rather than by an iron necessity;
and in that sense ethics is less rigorous than geometry.

It does not follow, and Aristotle does not affirm, that ethics is not,
in principle, an organized and axiomatized science. And Alexander
knows that

many arts are conjectural and syllogize their propositions on the basis of
what is possible in this sense [i.e. as holding for the most part]-e.g. medicine,
navigation, gymnastics. In general, matters which involve deliberation are
shown by way of this sort of possibility: e.g. if someone were wondering
whether he should now put to sea and were to urge that, when the wind is
favourable, then for the most part those who sail are safe; but now the winds
are favourable; therefore those who put to sea now will for the most part be
safe. Aristotle calls probative a syllogism which someone might use when
he wants to show something. (On Aristotle’s Prior Analytics 165.8-15)

The arts and sciences proceed by probative syllogizing even if the
component propositions of their syllogisms are not necessary truths.

An Aristotelian science is purple with proofs. To be sure, its first
principles must somehow be magicked into position; but after that,
all scientific truths are proved. Now a proof is a sort of syllogism, and
a syllogism is a formally valid deduction. The discipline which the
ancients called logic comprehended more than the modern discipline
of the same name, but the study of formally valid deductions was
always at its centre. All Aristotelian sciences, metaphysics among
them, therefore depend on logic.

Alexander urged that logic is an instrument or tool of philos-
ophy and the other sciences; and he argued against a rival thesis
which made logic a part of philosophy (On Aristotle’s Prior Analytics
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1.7—4.29). The dispute was not a piece of arid scholasticism: it had
momentous consequences for the study of syllogisms.

As for those items about which Aristotle said nothing but which the more
recent thinkers discuss, they are useless for proof, and it is clear that he
omitted them because of their uselessness and not because of his own igno-
rance. .. For the measure of any instrument is its utility with regard to what
is shown or produced by it. What is not useful is not an instrument: an adze
which is no use to a carpenter is not an adze at all — except in a different
sense. (On Aristotle’s Prior Analytics 164.27-165.2)

If the task of a logician is to provide the tools with which scientists
can make their deductions, then he is to them as a harness-maker is
to horsemen; and a harness-maker has no business to fabricate exotic
equipment which can serve no rider’s needs.

Alexander’s austere — or philistine — view of logic was not idiosyn-
cratic. But neither was it widely shared, and it became a platitude of
post-Aristotelian philosophy that logic is one of the three main parts
of philosophy, alongside physics and ethics (see p. 166 below). But
despite Alexander’s insinuations, no one who maintained that logic
was a part of philosophy, and therefore a legitimate object of study in
its own right, disputed the idea that logic also supplied the sciences
with its instruments.

Mastery of the instruments was taught to their potential users.
In antiquity, logic was not an esoteric discipline, reserved — like
medicine or the higher mathematics — for a few specialists. Rather,
it was a standard part of the school curriculum, the first subject to
be tackled by a young man once he had escaped from the hands of
the grammarian and the rhetorician.

You read out of the book. You listen in silence while the master explains
it. You nod to show that you understand. Then the others read. You doze
off. You hear “What’s the first? what’s the second?’, again and again. The
windows are open. Someone hammers out: ‘If it is day, it is light.../
(Fronto, On Eloquence v 4)

So Marcus Cornelius Fronto, the statesman and stylist who taught
the Emperor Marcus Aurelius his rhetoric; and no doubt logic exer-
cises bored many students to distraction. But the subject sometimes
proved beguiling, and even exciting — and there are tales of glib young
men who vexed their elders at the dinner-table by ostentatious and
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inappropriate logic-chopping. In any event, every educated man was
soaked in logic; and just as grammar was an undisputed foundation
for the appreciation of literature, so logic was an uncontested basis
for the study of science and philosophy.

Logic, as it was standardly taught, had two parts. There was ‘cate-
gorical’ syllogistic, which had been invented by Aristotle (pp. 132-6
below) and which was concerned with those formal deductions the
validity of which turns on the sense of the quantifying expressions
‘all’ and ‘some’. For example:

All philosophers are intelligent.
Some emperors are philosophers.
Therefore: some emperors are intelligent.

Secondly, there was ‘hypothetical’ syllogistic, associated primarily
with the Stoics (p. 168 below), which investigated those inferences
where validity turns on the sense of the connecting particles ‘if’, ‘or’
and ‘and’. Thus:

If it is day, it is light.
It is day.
Therefore: it is light.

Such stuff is worth knowing. Galen (see pp. 295-8 below), whom
Marcus Aurelius saluted as the most eminent doctor and the leading
philosopher of the age, held, like Alexander, that logic was an instru-
ment of the sciences. Science, he opined, cannot be done by someone
who has no grounding in logic — and this holds of his own eminently
practical science of medicine as well as of other, more theoretical,
sciences. A doctor must learn logic. Logic will, first of all, protect
him from error: he will not be misled by the fallacies of his less capa-
ble colleagues, and he will not fall into fallacy himself. And secondly,
logic will give him the power to elaborate his own science, to prove
its constituent theorems. The sciences are probative sciences; and
their practitioners must drill themselves in the probative methods.

‘Philosophy is a probative science’: the notion may seem alchi-
merical, a vapour distilled in the alembic of some Peripatetic
brain and having little connection with the solid reality of actual
philosophizing.

To be sure, late antiquity offers a finished instance of the thing.
Proclus, head of the Platonic school at Athens in the second half
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of the fifth century AD (p. 245 below), was at home in Aristotelian
philosophy. His commentary on Euclid’s Elements shows that he
had reflected on the nature of an axiomatized deductive system; his
Elements of Physics put the theoretical reflections into practice; and
the Elements of Theology is nothing less than an attempt to write a
science of metaphysics, ‘theology’ being another name for that poly-
onymous discipline.

Perhaps Proclus had Aristotle in mind. Surely he had a passage
from Plato’s Republic in mind:

Reason treats these hypotheses not as principles but as genuine hypotheses —
as it were, stepping-stones or starting-points —in order that it may go to what
is not hypothetical and reach the principle of everything. Having touched
this principle, it then again takes hold of what depends upon it and thus
descends to a conclusion... (sT1b)

What is the second part of this up-and-down procedure if not a de-
ductive and probative science? Does not Plato adumbrate the concep-
tion of scientific philosophy which Aristotle was later to elaborate?
Come to that, Proclus might have reflected that there had been a
Presocratic pioneer in the science of first philosophy; for in the mid
fifth century Bc Parmenides’ Way of Truth, having laid down that
anything which can be the subject of inquiry exists, had then pro-
ceeded to establish, in rigorously deductive fashion, a sequence of
properties which must hold of every existent item insofar as it exists
(pp. 43—4, 61—4 below).

And yet few of the philosophers of antiquity produced, or seem to
have aspired to produce, sciences of this sort. Was Epicurean physics
a science? Or Stoic ethics? Or Plotinian metaphysics?

Certainly, no philosopher started work by casting round for first
principles. But then no scientist worked like that. Greek geometers
began in mediis rebus, with some particular problem or in some spe-
cial part of their subject. They fastened upon some truths, or apparent
truths, in the domain; they worked down from those putative the-
orems by deducing their consequences; and they worked upwards,
seeking truths from which the theorems might be derived. The
upward path might eventually hit upon some axioms. The Elements
of Euclid amalgamated and systematized the results of such piece-
meal research. So too in philosophy: research is piecemeal; consoli-
dation into an Elements comes later.
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In the Republic Plato does not profess to use the up and down pro-
cedure which he there describes - it is a ‘longer path’ which cannot
yet be followed (504b). The path had been mentioned in connection
with the question of whether souls have three parts to them:

You must know, Glaucon, that in my opinion we shall never obtain a precise
answer from the sort of methods which we now use in our arguments; for it
is another longer and greater path which leads to such things. (435d)

Socrates and his friends, the speakers in this dialogue, will not arrive
at a precise psychology inasmuch as they cannot, or will not, use the
appropriate methods. Nonetheless, the methods which they do use
will yield proofs — or at any rate proofs of a sort (504b). And earlier in
the dialogue (436a—441b) Socrates urges — or proves — that souls have
three parts.

The argument is intricate; but its general structure is not hard to
make out. It begins with what looks for all the world like an axiom
or first principle:

The same thing will not at one and the same time do or undergo opposites
in the same respect and in relation to the same thing. (436Db)

Then there is some material to which the principle can be applied:

What about assenting and dissenting, wanting to get and rejecting, taking
and pushing away — would you not say that all these are mutual opposites,
whether they are doings or undergoings? (437Db)

And finally, the soul:

— Now the soul of a thirsty man, insofar as he is thirsty, wants nothing else
than to drink, and yearns for this and starts towards it?

- Evidently.

— So if something drags it away when it is thirsty, that will be something
in it different from what thirsts and drives it like a beast to drink? For we
say that the same thing does not at one and the same time do opposite
things with the same part of itself in relation to the same thing.  (439b)

You may be thirsty and at the same time desire not to drink. Hence
the soul has at least two parts — a part which thirsts (and in general,
desires) and a part which cautions (and in general, reasons).

The argument is cited here for its promise, not for its performance.
It is a sketch for a page in a book which Plato was never to write, an
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outline of a proof which was to form part of a scientific philosophy.
Such preparatory work, in philosophy as in geometry, contains, or
consists of, syllogisms.

The Stoa was notorious for its philosophical syllogisms. Zeno of
Citium, the school’s first head, started the fashion. Here is one of his
little deductions:

The rational is superior to the irrational. But nothing is superior to the world.
Therefore the world is rational. (Sextus, Against the Professors 1x 104)

Zeno's successors imitated him. Galen reports that the following
argument was advanced by the second-century Bc Stoic Diogenes of
Babylon:

The voice passes through the throat. If it passed from the brain it would not
pass through the throat. But the voice passes from the same place as the
reason. The reason passes from the intellect. Hence the intellect is not in
the brain. (On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato v 241)

These syllogisms are simple, and the Stoics were proud of the
fact. Other texts offer more elaborate deductions. Sextus Empiricus,
a Sceptical philosopher of the late second century Ap, transcribes
an argument which his Sceptical predecessor Aenesidemus had pro-
posed some two and a half centuries earlier:

If what is apparent appears in the same way to everyone who is disposed
in the same way, and if signs are apparent, then signs appear in the same
way to everyone who is disposed in the same way. But signs do not appear
in the same way to everyone who is disposed in the same way. But what is
apparent appears in the same way to everyone who is disposed in the same
way. Therefore signs are not apparent.

This argument is compounded from a second and a third unproved syllo-
gism, as we can learn from an analysis — which will be clearer if we expound
it in terms of an argument schema, thus:

If the first and the second, then the third.

But not the third.

But the first.

Therefore, not the second. (Against the Professors ViiI 234-5)

The analysis, which is couched in the technical terminology of Stoic
syllogistic, continues for a page or so.

Such texts are remarkable for their pedantry: literary elegance is
of no account — what matters is logical structure. Formality of this
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sort does not appeal to every taste. Alexander remarks that some
people will add unnecessary flourishes to their syllogisms in order
to ‘avoid the dry and naked impression which technicality makes’
(On Aristotle’s Prior Analytics 279.24~5). And some authors offer
both a formal and an informal, a naked and a clothed, version of their
reasoning. The best examples are found in Christian texts. Thus in
his Eranistes, the fifth-century Bishop of Cyrrhus, Theodoretus, first
presents a sequence of theological considerations in prose, and then
sets out what purports to be a fully syllogized version of them.

It is true that formal syllogizing is hardly the rule in ancient
philosophical writings. Plato’s dialogues, for example, contain in-
numerable arguments; but with rare exceptions — the most notable
of which fill the second half of his Parmenides — Plato does not set
them out with dry formality. Here is a little argument in its Platonic
clothing:

— Well, Isaid, don’t you think that everything to which a function is assigned
also has an excellence (areté)? Let’s look at the same examples again. We
say that eyes have a function?

— Yes.

— So do eyes also have an excellence?

— They also have an excellence.

— Well, do ears have a function?

— Yes.

— And also an excellence?

— And also an excellence.

— And what about all the rest? Isn’t it the same?

— The same. (Republic 353b)

The logic of this argument will be glanced at later. Here it is quoted
for its form.

Plato sets it out in a dialogue; and, thus expressed, it best corre-
sponds —in Plato’s view — to the thought which it represents. For Plato
conceived of thought as an interior dialogue, not as an interior mono-
logue (Sophist 264a). Members of his school, the Academy, trained
their private faculties in public dialogues, for which various rules
were laid down. The rules made up the art of ‘dialectic’ (Aristotle
sets them out in his Topics); and this art had a permanent influence
on the terminology of later Greek logic. (For example, a standard
term for ‘to propound (an argument)’ means literally ‘to ask’.)
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Nonetheless, the dialogue form is extrinsic, in this sense: Plato’s
arguments can all be turned into monologues without any logical or
philosophical loss. The ancient commentators were aware of this;
and they frequently bared Plato’s arguments of their conversational
clothing in order to reveal their logical force. An anonymous com-
mentary on the Theaetetus, partially preserved on papyrus and dating
perhaps from the first century AD, contains this morsel:

When you look at the matter, he propounds the argument according to the
third figure.

As things appear to each man, so are they for him,
and

As they appear, so does he perceive them.
From which it is concluded:

As each man perceives things, so are they for him.

(anon., On Plato’s Theaetetuis LXVI 11-22)

The commentator purports to find an Aristotelian syllogism (the
‘third figure’, see p. 136 below) underlying Plato’s text. In the same
vein Alcinous, who wrote an introductory handbook to Platonism
in the second century AD, assures his readers that Plato knew all
the syllogisms of the Peripatetics and the Stoics, and he duly cites
illustrative passages from the dialogues in which this or that syllo-
gism is exemplified (Handbook of Platonism 158.17-159.30). And
according to Proclus, some interpreters had analysed the whole
of Plato’s Alcibiades into ten syllogisms (On Plato’s Alcibiades
12-13).

Syllogistic analysis might have a critical as well as an exeget-
ical function. Thus Alexander has this to say about a celebrated
Epicurean argument:

In some cases a different conclusion is inferred, not the one which is con-
cluded from the premisses. Thus it is in the argument propounded [‘asked’]
by Epicurus:

Death is nothing to us. For what is dissolved does

not perceive, and what does not perceive is nothing to us.
This is not the conclusion — rather, that what is dissolved is nothing to us
(in the first figure). (On Aristotle’s Prior Analytics 346.14-17)

More generally, logic will serve philosophers in their refutations as
well as in their proofs. So it is, passim, in the works of the Sceptical
Sextus — an example has already been quoted.
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So it was — or seems to have been — in the work of the Presocratic
Zeno, whom Aristotle is reported to have called the originator of
dialectic. For example:

If several things exist, it is necessary for them to be as many as they are,
and neither more nor fewer. But if they are as many as they are, they will be
limited in number. Again, if several things exist, the things which exist are
unlimited in number. For there are always others between the things which
exist, and again others between them. And thus the things which exist are
unlimited in number. (fragment B3)

Hence if several things exist, they are both limited and unlimited in
number. But that is impossible. Hence it is not the case that several
things exist.

The Aristotelian conception of a scientific philosophy was not
elaborated before Aristotle. But the general notion which underlies
it — the notion that a philosopher must offer rigorous proofs of his
theses — had been understood from at least the time of Parmenides;
and it is found again and again in ancient texts.

True, Galen thought that the notion was not sufficiently prized:
he liked to berate his contemporaries for being ‘slaves to their sects’,
for spurning proof and accepting on trust the doctrines of a Master
and a School. True, in the dying years of pagan philosophy, Greek
thinkers — and in particular Greek Platonists — are often supposed to
have surrendered reason to trust and proof to authority. Yet if there
were some intellectual slaves — and perhaps a few happy slaves —
slavery was not a common condition among philosophers.

Olympiodorus, who taught in Alexandria in the sixth century AD,
tells an anecdote about his teacher Ammonius:

Plato himself commands us not to trust him simply and at haphazard but
to seek out the truth. Thus the philosopher Ammonius says: ‘Perhaps I am
wrong, but when someone was giving a talk and said “Plato said so”, I said
to him: “He did not say so; and in any case — may Plato forgive me — even if
he did say so, I do not trust him unless there is a proof.”’

(On Plato’s Gorgias xli 9)

It is one thing to accept what Plato says, another to accept it on his
say-so. Ammonius saw the difference. There is no reason to think
that he was unusual.

Proof contrasts with trust (or with faith as the Greek word is
often translated). A modern — and an ancient — platitude contrasts
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the trust (or faith) of Christians with the reason of pagans. So, for
example, Galen — in one of the earliest pagan texts to take notice
of the Christian religion — reprobates his colleague Archigenes for
offering unproved assertions:

It would have been far better to have added something - if not a solid proof
then at least an adequate argument...so that you would not at the very
beginning — as though you had entered a school of Christ or of Moses — read
out unproved laws. .. (On Types of Pulse vit1 579)

Christians preferred trust to proof: every pagan opponent of the new
philosophy repeated the accusation.

The Christians vigorously rebutted the charge. Their philosophers
set things out in syllogisms; they used all the devices of pagan logic
in proof of orthodox doctrine — and in refutation of heresy and of
paganism. Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea in the early fourth century
AD, was a devotee of proof. Near the beginning of his vast Proof of
the Gospel he writes thus:

They say that we provide nothing by way of proof but require that those who
come to us rely on trust alone. Against this slander the present treatise may
be a not irrational reply. (Proof of the Gospel 1 1.12—-13)

The suggestion that Christianity is a philosophy of trust is a slander.

Eusebius was not the last Christian to vaunt his probative
prowess, nor the first. Justin, who was martyred under the Emperor
Hadrian, is his most remarkable predecessor. In the long Dialogue
with Trypho, in which Justin defends the Christian reading of the
Old Testament against Jewish objectors, the words ‘proof’ and ‘prove’
pepper the discussion —no ancient text makes more frequent or more
insistent use of them.

Reason, not custom or trust, is the instrument of philosophy: such
was the view of Presocratics and Postsocratics, of Platonists and
Peripatetics, of pagans and Christians. And after all, there is nothing
very remarkable about the view. Philosophy is not a matter of obedi-
ence to authority; nor is it an historical enterprise or a collecting of
empirical data. In that case, it can only be a rational venture; and if it
is a rational venture, then it is a matter of amassing proofs — and, at
bottom, of logic. And so it may come to seem that the Aristotelian
thesis which makes a science of philosophy is no more than the elab-
oration of a simple truth. That is the tapestry: it is time to unpick it.
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First, the discipline of logic had its ancient detractors. For every
Christian writer who pretended to good logical method there is a
Christian writer — often the same writer — who purported to despise
the quibbles of Chrysippus and the snares of Aristotle. In his diatribe
against the dead Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazianzus mocks the
pagan:

Give me your royal and sophistical syllogisms and your enthymemes, and
let us see how our fishermen and farmers speak. (Orations v 30.1)

His friend Gregory of Nyssa concurred:

As for confirming our doctrines by way of the dialectical art, through syllo-
gisms and analytical science, we abjure that form of discourse as rotten and
suspect with regard to the proof of the truth. (PG xL v1 52B)

Logic was an invention of the fallen angels — and a device of the
heretics. According to Jerome,

Eutychius and Eunomius...attempt with syllogisms — and with sophisms
and Liars and Sorites — to confirm the errors which others have invented.
(On Amos 1 1.4)

(For the ‘Liar’ and ‘Sorites’ paradoxes, see p. 169 below.) Such senti-
ments are a constant feature of Christian polemic from its earliest
days.

Nor are they limited to Christian texts. Some late Platonists left
the logical plains of Aristotle below them as their hot-air balloons
lifted them into the blue Platonic empyrean. Damascius, the last
head of the Platonic school of Athens in the early sixth century AD,
records in his diverting Life of Isidore that his hero, when he found a
particularly gifted pupil, would entice him away from the syllogisms
of Aristotle (fragment 338 Zintzen). For Isidore — again according to
Damascius —

did not want simply to compel himself and his companions by syllogisms to
follow an unseen truth, being driven by reason to travel down a single road
and following the right path like a blind man; rather, he always endeavoured
to persuade and to put insight in the soul - or better, to purify the insight
which it already contains. (Photius, Library cod. 242, 339a29-34)

Long before Isidore’s time, hard-nosed doctors of Galen’s acquain-
tance found that logic was a trivial pursuit. Galen lambasted them —
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They know nothing whatever of philosophy itself but consider it the most
useless of all studies, like drilling holes in millet seeds.
(On Prognosis X1v 606)

More generally, standard histories of philosophy reported that cer-
tain schools — not only the Pyrrhonist sceptics but the Cynics, the
Cyrenaics, the Epicureans, even some Stoics — ‘rejected logic’.

Much of the opposition to logic was bluster. Gregory of Nazianzus
fulminated against logic — and lauded Basil for his logical prowess
(Orations xrir 23). Jerome detested spiny syllogisms — and was
affronted when a pushy young man dared to criticize his own de-
ductions:

You say that...this dialectician, a pillar of your city and of the family of
the Plautii, has not even read the Categories of Aristotle, nor his De inter-
pretatione, nor the Analytics, nor indeed Cicero’s Topics; but in the circles
of the ignorant and at tea-parties of little women he weaves his unsyllo-
gistic syllogisms and by cunning argumentation unravels what he calls my
sophisms....In vain did I turn the pages of Alexander’s commentaries, in
vain did my learned teacher introduce me to logic by way of Porphyry’s
Introduction. .. (Letters 50.1)

Even when the objection to logic was more than puff and wind,
it did not necessarily touch the thesis that syllogizing is essential
to philosophical inquiry. Thus some denounced logic in the same
breath as rhetoric; and they were concerned with style rather than
with method. According to Eusebius’ contemporary Lactantius,

divine learning has no need for logic, since wisdom is not in the tongue but
in the heart, and it is of no account what style you use - it is things not
words which we seek. (Divine Institutes 111 13)

There are innumerable parallels. Many ancient authors who ‘reject
logic’ were against the vulgar parade of logical jargon: they were not
against the unostentatious application of logical expertise.

Again, some authors objected that formal arguments rarely have
much persuasive force, that they fail to grip the minds of their au-
dience. Seneca, the severe Stoic moralist who advised the Emperor
Nero, jeered at the little reasonings of the founder of his own school:

‘No evil is glorious. Death is glorious. Therefore death is not an evil.” —
Congratulations: I am free of the fear of death. Now I shall not hesitate to
stretch out my neck on the block. To tell the truth, it is not easy to say who is
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the more futile: someone who thinks that such an argument can extinguish
the fear of death, or someone who tries to refute the argument as though it
had some bearing on reality. (Letters 82.9)

Seneca claims that Zeno’s syllogisms do not move the mind to as-
sent. No doubt he is right, and perhaps his observation has some
importance for teachers of philosophy. But it has no interest for
philosophers —or for geometers. Euclid was not in the business of per-
suading the multitude that Pythagoras’ theorem is true: he wanted
to prove its truth. A Stoic philosopher had to prove the truths of
Stoicism — how those truths are best commended to the world is
another question.

There is more to the matter. Galen’s anti-logical contemporaries
might have asked him why he thought that without logical expertise
a scientist could get nowhere. Hippocrates, whom Galen himself
admired beyond measure, had made some progress in medical science
before logic had been invented. As for Euclid and his successors,
was their paradigmatic success really dependent on the work done
by Aristotle and Chrysippus? In short, concede that philosophy and
the other sciences are essentially deductive systems: why infer that
formal logic is of utility to them?

Two very different considerations are pertinent here. The first con-
cerns the state of the logical art in antiquity. Galen reports that

I put myself into the hands of all the reputable Stoics and Peripatetics of the
age. I learned a great many logical theorems which, when I later scrutinized
them, I found to be useless for proofs; and I learned very few which they
had usefully discovered and which might serve the goal I had set myself —
and even those were disputed among them, and some went contrary to our
natural notions. Indeed, as far as my teachers went, I would have fallen into
a Pyrrhonian puzzlement had I not taken a hold of geometry and arithmetic
and calculation.... (On My Own Books X1x 39-40)

The standard curriculum in logic, Galen claims, contained much
useless material — material which could not serve the needs of the
sciences; and what is more, it was collectively inadequate to those
needs.

Galen himself, reflecting on ‘geometry and arithmetic and calcu-
lation’, came to add ‘a third genus of syllogisms’ to the traditional
two:
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There is another, third, genus of syllogisms useful for proofs which I say
come about in respect of relational items — although the Aristotelians insist
on enumerating them among the categorical syllogisms.

(Introduction to Logic 16.1)

In the proof of his first theorem, Euclid uses an argument of this
form:

A is equal to B.
C is equal to B.
Therefore A is equal to C.

This is a formally valid deduction, according to Galen; but it is nei-
ther a categorical nor a hypothetical syllogism — it belongs to a third
genus of syllogisms, a genus of syllogisms the validity of which is
determined by the properties of certain relations.

Galen has been applauded for his insight. But he did little with his
relational syllogisms. He offers a ragbag of examples rather than a
theory. Still less did he try to unite all three sorts of syllogism into a
single system. In other words, formal logic, despite the achievements
of Aristotle, Chrysippus and Galen, was an imperfect science and
offered an imperfect instrument to the scientist. Alexander might
pretend that Euclidean proofs could be conducted within the con-
fines of Aristotelian syllogistic; but geometers knew better. And if
some scientists and philosophers were unimpressed by the claims of
formal logic to ground their work, then part of the reason might be
found in the imperfection of the discipline.

The second consideration is this. You might concede that sci-
ence and philosophy are essentially deductive systems, and that
any philosopher must therefore be capable of producing good argu-
ments and detecting bad. But, given that men argued rationally before
Aristotle discovered the syllogism, it is evident that an expertise in
logic is not a necessary condition for competent ratiocination. It is
equally evident that expert logicians do not always excel in argu-
ment: logical expertise is not a sufficient condition for competent
ratiocination. A philosopher who wants to make syllogisms has no
need for formal logic: he may rely on his natural faculties.

This view of logic was common in early modern philosophy. There
is an ancient affirmation of it in a text by Theodoretus:
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The Persians are extremely syllogistic — not because they have read the
mazes of Chrysippus and of Aristotle, nor because Socrates and Plato have
educated them in this area; for they have not been fed on rhetorical and
philosophical arguments — their only teacher is nature.

(The Cure of Greek Diseases v 72)

If someone is trained in logic, it does not follow that he will argue
well —nor even that he will argue better than someone not so trained.
If someone argues well, it does not follow that he has been trained
in logic. And — as the meetings of any Department of Philosophy
demonstrate — it is not true that, as a matter of fact, someone argues
better if and only if he has had some logical training.

All this is linked to a central fact about logic: the art is extraor-
dinarily easy to master. The Methodical school of medicine boasted
that it could teach the art of medicine in three months. Galen ex-
ploded with rage. But you could learn the art of logic in three days —
or in three hours, if you were quick witted. Aristotelian syllogistic,
once its modal parts are set aside (and all later logicians did set them
aside), reduces to some twenty valid forms. The whole system can
be set down in a few pages — and it is so set down later in this volume
(pp. 133-6). As Proclus put it,

The analytics of the Peripatos, and its culmination - the theory of proof —
are evident and easily grasped by anyone who is not utterly obfuscated or
drowning in the waters of Lethe. (On Plato’s Cratylus 2)

And the same holds of Stoic syllogistic.

Galen, it is true, more than once declares that long and arduous
training in the logical methods is essential. But he does not thereby
contradict the thesis that logic is quickly learned. The training is
needed, not in order to master the logical schemata, but in order
to apply them — to spot deductive structure in a piece of informal
reasoning, to see how a sequence of syllogisms may be concatenated
into a complex proof, and so on.

The simplicity of ancient syllogistic is not a sign of the primitive
state of the art. Modern logic, of the elementary kind which is all
that a scientist will ever need, is equally straight-forward. Gottlob
Frege, who invented the business in 1879, set it all out in twenty
pages; it consists of a couple of forms of deduction and half a dozen
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axioms; a few hours and it is understood. For logic — this elementary
part of logic — contains nothing esoteric. It is a matter of articulated
common sense. John Locke’s washerwoman, relying on her native
wit, had natural access to all the schemes of the logicians.

Thus a philosopher might ‘reject logic’ in the expectation that
nature and practice would meet all his deductive requirements.
Epicurus ‘rejected logic’ in this sense. He pooh-poohed syllogistic
theorizing, not syllogisms. The existence of empty space, for exam-
ple, is one of the pillars of Epicurean physics. It is not an evident fact
of experience — it had to be inferred:

Epicurus says that there is empty space (which is something unclear) and
justifies it by an evident fact, namely motion; for if there were no empty
space, there would be no movement.

(Sextus, Against the Professors vir 213)

In other words:

If there is no empty space, there is no movement.
There is movement.
Therefore: there is empty space.

This is a hypothetical syllogism of the sort which the Stoics called
a ‘second unproved’ (p. 168). Epicurus did not need a course in logic
in order to employ it.

Or did Epicurus use the second unproved? The question may be
approached obliquely.

It is a familiar observation that the theory of proof which Aristotle
develops in his Posterior Analytics finds little echo in his philo-
sophical and scientific treatises. Those works are not stuffed with
syllogisms; and in general they make little use of the logic of the
Analytics. Some scholars have urged that the treatises should be con-
sidered ‘dialectical’ rather than ‘analytical’, that their logical back-
ground is to be found in the Topics rather than in the Analytics. But
the suggestion does little to resolve the issue. To be sure, if you use
the term ‘dialectical’ in a sufficiently vague sense, Aristotle’s works
are dialectical — and so is everything else. Aristotelian dialectic, in
the sense of the Topics, is ‘a method by which we shall be able to
syllogize, on any subject which may be proposed, on the basis of rep-
utable propositions’ (Topics 100a18-20). The term ‘syllogism’ has its
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standard Aristotelian sense. So the treatises are dialectical to the
extent that they contain syllogisms; and they are not stuffed with
syllogisms.

Different and complementary explanations have been offered for
this fact. One of them runs like this. Not all arguments are formal
deductions; and although philosophy may be a science, and an argu-
mentative science, it does not follow that the syllogism is its main
instrument. There are arguments in Aristotle — and in every ancient
philosophical text. But in the general run of things, the arguments
which philosophers use are informal — not merely are a philosopher’s
premisses not invariably marked by geometrical necessity; in ad-
dition, and more importantly, the link between the premisses of a
philosophical argument and its conclusion is not invariably a formal
deductive link.

The existence of non-formal arguments was no secret. The Stoics
recognized a class of deductions which ‘conclude non-methodically’.
Among them is the following:

It is day.
You say that it is day.
Therefore: you speak the truth.

This is a valid deduction — if its premisses are true, then and for that
reason its conclusion must be true. But its validity does not depend
on its logical structure or on the sense of any formal particles which
it exploits; rather, its validity depends on the nature of its ‘matter’ —
on the sense of its constituent terms (and here, on the sense of the
term ‘true’). Formal logic has nothing to say about such non-formal
or material deductions; but material deduction is a common sort of
argument in philosophical texts.

Take the following passage from Plotinus — the leading Platonist
of the third century ap — which purports to show that the soul, the
item which perceives, is not corporeal:

If what perceives is a body, perception can only come about in the way in
which a seal is impressed on wax from a seal-ring — whether the objects
of perception are impressed on blood or on air. And if they are impressed
on liquid bodies (which is plausible) they will run together as though in
water and there will be no such thing as memory. If the impressions stay,
then either — since they occupy the place — it is not possible for others to be
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impressed, so that there will be no further perceptions, or else when others
come along the former impressions will perish, so that it will not be possible
to remember anything. (Enneads 1v 8.6.37-46)

Plotinus here produces no syllogisms. But he produces an argu-
ment, and his argument is deductive in intent — it involves ‘non-
methodical’ deductions which turn in particular on the concept of
an impression.

Non-methodical deductions are one sort of informal argument.
There are others — the ancient philosophers talked of inductions,
of sign-inferences, of paradigm-arguments. Such things are not de-
ductions at all; rather, they amass reasons, or evidence, or consid-
erations, in favour of a thesis. Parts of the passage from Plotinus
just cited seem to present non-deductive argumentation; and the
phenomenon is ubiquitous. Take Plato’s argument at Republic 353b
(above, p. 27). It might be set out — in the style of the ancient com-
mentators — like this:

Eyes have a function, and also an excellence.

Ears have a function, and also an excellence.

And so on.

Hence everything which has a function has an excellence.

Construed as a deduction, the argument is lamentable - for it
is evident that the premisses do not necessitate the conclusion.
But the argument is not to be construed as a deduction: it is an
induction — that is to say, it infers a general truth from a number of
individual cases. Whether it is a good or bad induction is a question.
But the question is not answered by observing that the argument is
not a deduction.

A dogged logician will not yet throw in the sponge. Although he
must acknowledge that real philosophy and real science are full of
non-syllogistic arguments, he will be quick to observe that non-
methodical deductions and non-deductive inferences can always
be transformed into syllogisms. Different transformations suggest
themselves for different arguments; but the universal thesis is read-
ily proved. Take any non-syllogistic argument whatsoever. It will
have a conclusion, and a certain number of premisses; so it can be
put in the following shape:

P,, P,,..., Py: therefore Q.
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Form the conjunction of the n premisses,
P, and P, and...and Py,

and then make a conditional proposition with this conjunction as an-
tecedent and the conclusion of the original argument as consequent:

If P, and P, and...and P, then Q.
The original argument can now be transformed into the inference:

If P, and P, and...and Py, then Q.
P, and P, and...and P,,.
Therefore, Q.

This is a syllogism — a Stoic ‘first unproved’. Moreover, the syllogism
will be a proof that Q if and only if the original argument is a proof
that Q.

Transformations of this sort have a purpose; but they do not show
that every informal argument may be reduced without remainder
to a syllogism. In the original argument, half the effort will go into
showing that each of the premisses is true and the other half into
showing that the premisses provide sufficient reason for accepting
the conclusion. In the syllogism, no work is needed to forge the link
between premisses and conclusion; rather, half the effort will go into
showing that the conjunctive premiss is true and the other half into
showing that the conditional premiss is true — and that second half
is neither more nor less than the effort of showing that the premisses
of the original argument provide a sufficient reason for accepting its
conclusion.

Epicurus argued roughly thus:

Things move.
So there is empty space.

You may transmogrify this into a second unproved — or into a first
unproved:

If things move, there is empty space.
Things move.
Therefore: there is empty space.

The problematical aspect of the informal argument, and the part of
the argument which Epicurus must strain every nerve to defend, is
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the link between its premiss and its conclusion. Does the fact that
things move provide a sufficient reason for postulating the existence
of empty space? If there is movement, is there therefore empty space?
The problematical aspect of the syllogized argument is its condi-
tional premiss. Is it true that if things move then there is empty
space? The transformation of Epicurus’ argument into a Stoic syllo-
gism resolves no problems — it displaces them.

There is a final step to be taken. Often enough, philosophy is not
only not a matter of deductive argument — it is not a matter of ar-
gument at all. A philosopher may want not to prove a theorem but
to describe a state of affairs, not to demonstrate how things must
be but to point out how they are. How this sort of activity is best
characterized I do not know. Some speak of analysis, some of phe-
nomenology, some of descriptive metaphysics, and I have heard the
phrase ‘conceptual hoovering’. Anyone who has read a few pages of
philosophy knows what I have in mind. Take, for example, the ac-
count of the ‘moral virtues’ in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. His
analysis of the virtue of magnificence begins like this:

It would seem to be appropriate next to discuss magnificence; for this too
seems to be a virtue concerned with money. But unlike generosity it does not
extend to all monetary dealings but only to expenditure — and here it exceeds
generosity in grandeur. For as its name hints, it is a fitting expenditure on a
grand scale. But grandeur is a relational matter. .. (T122218-24)

And so on. Aristotle’s account of his virtues is all description — even
if the descriptions are sometimes tricked out with reasons and gen-
erally aim at a certain coherence. It is hard to characterize what
Aristotle is up to. But he is plainly up to something which philoso-
phers are often up to; and he is plainly not tracking down long argu-
ments, or deducing theorems from axioms, or elaborating a deductive
system.

‘Philosophy is a science. A science is a series of proofs. Proofs
are deductive inferences. Deductive inferences are the province of
logic.” Such was the tapestry suggested by a passage in Aristotle’s
Metaphysics. It has its charms, but each aspect of it is less attractive
than at first it seems.

In order to understand deductive inferences you do not need to be
a logician: native wit is, in most actual cases, quite enough to decide
the validity of a philosopher’s deductions. Proofs are not, or need not
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be, deductive inferences: in the general run of things, a philosopher’s
proofs — that is to say, the reasons which he gives for his theses —
will not be syllogisms nor even deductions; and although they can
always be recast as deductively valid inferences, that fact is of little
significance. Sciences — let it be added — need not be conceived of
as essentially probative and axiomatizable: geography and palaeon-
tology, for example, are not like that. And finally, why think that
philosophy is a science?

Logic is an instrument of philosophy and of the sciences. But it is
an instrument which a scientist will rarely have occasion to use.

Logic — pace Alexander and Galen — is also a part of philosophy.
Indeed, it is the most respectable part of that rather louche discipline.
(And it is the part which ancient philosophers did most to develop.)
To that extent any half-decent philosopher will be a logician.

And what of the science of the things which exist insofar as they
exist? Aristotle says that ‘there is a science...’, but he means not
that the science was actually established, like geometry, but that
someone with sufficient flair and energy might develop it. He did
not develop it himself. (The Metaphysics, whatever else it may be, is
not a sample of the science which it announces.) Proclus’ Elements
is a splendid failure. Perhaps the project is absurd? As well teach
ravens to fly underwater. Well, the peculiar Aristotelian science is
not an absurdity. It is part of what is now called logic; and it was
established in 1879.

NOTE

1 Forthe forms of citations used in this chapter see: for Aristotle pp. 127-9,
for Plato pp. 99-103, for Galen p. 299 n.3, and for the commentators on
Aristotle p. 249. ‘PG’ refers to J. P. Migne, Patrologia Graeca (1857-66),
the ency- clopaedic compilation of Greek patristic writings.
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2. The Presocratics

INTRODUCTION. FROM FOSSILS TO PHILOSOPHY

Hippolytus, antipope in the early third century aAp, has this to tell
us in the course of the survey of pagan Greek philosophy he presents
in the first book of his Refutation of all Heresies (exhibit A):

Xenophanes thinks that a mixture of the land with the sea occurs, and that
in time the land is dissolved by wetness. He claims he has demonstrations of
the following kind: shells are found inland and in the mountains. Moreover
he says that in Syracuse an impression of a fish and of seaweed has been
found in the quarries; in Paros an impression of a bay-leaf in the depth of
the rock; and in Malta laminae of all marine life. These came into being, he
says, when everything was long ago covered with mud, and the impression
was dried in the mud. All mankind is destroyed when the land is carried
down into the sea and becomes mud. Subsequently the land starts again
on its genesis. And for all worlds genesis takes place through a process of
change. (KRS 184)*

You might think that Xenophanes’ heresy was to have been someone
who left God out of the creation story. But that does not seem to have
been a point Hippolytus was wanting to make. What leaps out of his
report is the picture it paints of Xenophanes as pioneer practitioner
of the scientific method. And although Hippolytus could not have
put it in these terms, I fancy that it was Xenophanes’ scientific imag-
ination that fascinated him too. Here is a bold conjecture — for which
he is the only source — about the history of the earth supported by
a body of empirical evidence, including fossil evidence from speci-
fied locations; a conjecture deployed in its turn to support a further
hypothesis about the conditions of creation in all worlds: what we
might call proto-science rather than philosophy.

42
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Xenophanes (c.570-c.475 BC) was a native of Colophon in what
is now western Asiatic Turkey, located not far from Miletus, the
maritime trading city which was home to the sixth-century thinkers
later Greeks from before Aristotle claimed as their first philosophers:
Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes. Colophon is a long way from
Elea, on the coast of Italy some distance south of the bay of Naples,
and the native city of Parmenides, who was active early in the fifth
century, and author of exhibit B — which is preserved only in com-
mentaries on Plato’s Timaeus and Aristotle’s Physics respectively by
two Athenian Neoplatonist philosophers even later than Hippolytus:
Proclus, head of the Academy in the fifth century Ap, and Simplicius,
who was working there in AD 529, the year the emperor Justinian is-
sued an edict ordering the closure of pagan philosophical schools.
Exhibit B is a vastly different specimen from exhibit A: A talks of
empirical proof, B works within a highly a priori framework and is
expressed as the deliverance of divine revelation. And although the
difference will not be apparent from the translation of B which fol-
lows, whereas A is in prose, B consists of seven and a bit lines of
hexameter verse:

Come now, and [ will tell you (and you must convey my account away once
you have heard it) the only ways of inquiry that are to be thought of. The
one, that a thing is and that it is impossible for it not to be, is the path of
Persuasion (for she attends upon Truth); the other, that a thing is not and
that there is a requirement that it should not be, this I declare to you is an
altogether indiscernible track — for you could not know what is not (that
cannot be done) nor point it out. (KRS 2971)

Exhibit A was proto-science. Exhibit B is unquestionably philosophy:
a dense and on first acquaintance mysterious exercise in epistemol-
ogy, employing something like logic (or more specifically the Law
of Excluded Middle) to enunciate the metaphysical conditions of all
successful inquiry — presumably including proto-scientific inquiry
of the kind Xenophanes was engaged in. Parmenides seems to be
proposing that with respect to any subject of inquiry whatever, there
are in principle two and only two logically exclusive assumptions
we can coherently make: either that it exists (is something or other),
or that it does not exist (is nothing at all). And he then presents an
argument for ruling out the second assumption: to make it is to be
committed to attempting to find out something where nothing can
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be found out. He will go on in subsequent fragments to argue fur-
ther that there are severe constraints on the interpretation of what is
compatible with saying of something that it exists. Anything which
exists must be uncreated and imperishable, changeless and perfect.
What emerges is a radical form of monism: it certainly transpires that
everything there is must have one and the same character; and it is
doubtful whether in fact anything could have that character except
reality as a whole. Readers have often been put in mind of Descartes’
‘T think, therefore I am’, and his attempt in the Meditations to find
in that proposition a secure foundation for knowledge immune to
the assualts of sceptical doubt.

Modern treatments of the Presocratics (or —as they might in a way
more appropriately be called — Preplatonics) unsurprisingly find lit-
tle reason to talk of Xenophanes and Parmenides in the same breath.
Xenophanes is often seen as fitting into the early Ionian tradition of
inquiry — heir to Thales and Anaximander, forerunner of the histo-
rians Hecataeus and Herodotus — whereas Parmenides figures as a
pre-eminent critic of that tradition, and above all of its assumption
that the natural world of birth, change and death is the real world.
Xenophanes has some things to say in a monistic vein about the true
conception of god which seem to find at least verbal echoes in some
of Parmenides’ verses about true reality; and the two thinkers share
a theoretical preoccupation with the limitations of ordinary human
understanding — ‘the opinions of mortals’ as Parmenides puts it. But
it is nowadays commonly supposed that Parmenides was a creative
genius not much in debt to anybody.

Yet Xenophanes spent much of his long life in Sicily and (very
likely) southern Italy, after expulsion from Colophon in early man-
hood. Diogenes Laertius (early third century Ap) reproduces the claim
that he composed a poem on the original settlement of the colony at
Elea; and although this is not apparent from Hippolytus’ report in ex-
hibit A, like Parmenides Xenophanes wrote his philosophy in verse
(to judge from what survives of his writing he was in fact a much
more versatile and prolific poet than Parmenides, and he may actu-
ally have earned his living as a rhapsode, i.e. performer of poetry).
All this makes it likely enough that Parmenides knew him and fell
under his influence. In any event, both Plato and Aristotle repre-
sent Xenophanes as a metaphysical monist precursor of Parmenides,
with Aristotle recording the suggestion that Parmenides was his
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pupil, and Plato making the Eleatic philosophical ‘family’ originate
with Xenophanes. Hippolytus’ survey in Book 1 of the Refutation in-
cludes Parmenides as well as Xenophanes, and evidently relies on a
source which put the two of them in one and the same philosophical
tradition.

There is something troubling here. In the assessment of the re-
lationship between two such major figures as Xenophanes and Par-
menides, modern scholarship — which knows these thinkers only
through fragments and later reports and paraphrases — is at odds
with the towering minds of Plato and Aristotle, who could read their
writings intact. Where antiquity saw intellectual traditions at work,
moderns invoke the idea of originality. Of course, even great thinkers
operate within those of the intellectual paradigms of their time and
culture which they do not seek to overturn. But so too — like the
critical anthropological observer — does the modern scholar.

The project of reconstructing Presocratic thought, whether in its
main lines of development or in detail, is therefore a precarious busi-
ness, as this introductory sketch has sought to emphasize. A cata-
logue of doubts would however be a pusillanimous response to the
undisputed boldness of Presocratic speculation. In the rest of this
chapter I shall forge ahead and offer an account which constitutes
not a brief history of Presocratic thought, but an attempt to etch
the different modes and focuses of inquiry which successive genera-
tions of thinkers made their distinctive concerns. And I shall not for
the most part comment further on the manifold complexities and
shortcomings of the evidence supporting the account, apart from in-
dicating what we can assert with relative confidence and what less
so. The figures with whom we shall be concerned are these:

Presocratic Birthplace | Date Key ideas Comment

Thales Miletus Early 6C Measurement Made water
as technique in | the origin of
astronomy things

Pherecydes | Syros Early/mid 6C | Rationalized Author of first
theological treatise ever
cosmogony written in

prose

(cont.)
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(cont.)
Presocratic Birthplace | Date Key ideas Comment
Anaximander | Miletus Early/mid 6C Symmetry; Pupil of
analogical and | Thales; author
indifference of a prose
reasoning treatise
Anaximenes | Miletus Mid 6C Material Pupil of
monism (air the | Anaximander;
sole basic also writes in
substance) prose
Xenophanes | Colophon Mid/late 6C Monotheism; Practises
epistemological | philosophy in
pessimism; South Italy;
fossil evidence | verse writer
Pythagoras Samos Later 6C Transmigration | Founds
of the soul; religious sect
number as key | in South Italy;
to cosmology writes nothing
Heraclitus Ephesus Turn of 6/5C Unity of Writes prose
opposites aphorisms
Parmenides Elea Turn of 6/5C Radical Author of a
metaphysical single poem in
monist hexameters
Zeno Elea Earlier 5C Paradoxes: Pupil of
Achilles, the Parmenides;
Arrow, etc. writes in prose
Anaxagoras Clazomenae | Earlier/mid §C | Mind as first Teaches in
cause in Athens, where
cosmology he is accused
of impiety; one
prose book
Empedocles | Acragas Earlier/mid 5C | Combines Two
Pythagorean hexameter
religion and poems: On
physical theory | Nature and
Purifications;

new papyrus
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Presocratic Birthplace Date Key ideas Comment
Melissus Samos Mid 5C Revises Admiral; one
Parmenidean prose book
monism
Archelaus Athens Mid 5C Revises Teacher of
Anaxagorean Socrates
cosmology
Leucippus (disputed) Mid 5C Invents
atomism
Philolaus Croton Mid/late sC | Develops First known
Pythagorean Pythagorean
cosmology book (in prose)
Diogenes Apollonia Late 5C Eclectic At least one
material monist | prose book
Metrodorus Lampsacus Late 5C Allegorist Associate of
Anaxagoras
Anon., the (unknown; Late 5C Cosmogony In the form of
Derveni scroll found allegorical
Papyrus near commentary
Thessaloniki) on an Orphic
hymn
Democritus | Abdera Late 5C-early | Develops Associate of
4C atomism Leucippus;
prolific prose
author

THE MILESIANS

It is as intellectual pioneers that the Presocratics in general — not
just Xenophanes and Parmenides — exert their fascination. All practi-
tioners of a pursuit, intellectual or otherwise, need their heroes. The
Presocratics are the heroes who set western science and philosophy
on their way: heroes not just to us but to the later Greeks, who were
no more immune than we are to curiosity about origins or admiration
for originators. Here for example is Diogenes Laertius on Thales:

Some think he was the first to do astronomy and to foretell eclipses of the
sun and solstices, as Eudemus says in his history of astronomy - hence
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the admiration he won from both Xenophanes and Herodotus. And both
Heraclitus and Democritus report favourably on him. (KRS 75)

And here is Proclus:

Thales, who had travelled to Egypt, was the first to introduce geometry
into Greece. He made many discoveries himself and taught his successors
the principles for many other discoveries, treating some things in a more
universal way, others more in terms of perception. (KRS 68)

As for Thales’ follower Anaximander, later geographical writers tell
us that:

Anaximander the Milesian, a disciple of Thales, was the first to venture
to draw the inhabited world on a tablet. After him Hecataeus, who trav-
elled a lot, made it more detailed, with the result that it became a focus of
wonder. (KRS 98)

How much of all this we should believe is disputable. Anaximan-
der’s production of a map is generally accepted, as is Thales’ employ-
ment — if not discovery — of some device or other for working out
the variable period of the solstices (Anaximander is specifically if
questionably credited with discovery of the gnomon, a vertical rod
used to work out e.g. the direction and height of the sun from the
shadow it casts). The prediction of a solar eclipse (datable to 585 BC)
which is imputed to him remains an issue of fierce disagreement,
between scholars who for various reasons judge such an accomplish-
ment impossible for a Greek of his time and place, and others who
regard it as feasible provided Thales had some contact with contem-
porary Babylonian astronomers. Whether Thales’ alleged discoveries
in geometry are any more than later retrojections, based on feats of
mensuration reinterpreted to create a suitably distinguished pedigree
for geometry, is likewise a matter of dispute.

What is hard to doubt is an explosion of energy and ingenuity
harnessed to the project of measuring the earth and the heavens —
although why it should have occurred when and where and as it did
in early sixth-century Miletus will doubtless always remain some-
thing of a mystery. When Anaximander could not measure, he specu-
lated about symmetries, as notably in his radically deconstructionist
account of the heavenly bodies:

The heavenly bodies come into being as circles of fire separated off from
the fire in the world, and enclosed by air. There are breathing-holes, certain
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pipe-like passages, at which the heavenly bodies show themselves. So when
the breathing-holes are blocked off eclipses occur. The moon is seen now
waxing, now waning, due to the blocking or opening of the passages. The
circle of the sun is 27 times the earth, that of the moon 18 times. The sun
is highest, the circles of the fixed stars lowest. (KRS 125)

The apparently chaotic variety of the heavens is here reduced to
the simplest scheme of geometrical and arithmetical relationships:
circles and multiples of the number 9. The scheme is as econom-
ical as it is simple. Circles account for the diurnal revolutions of
sun and moon and the alternation of day and night. Circles of fire
enveloped in air permit explanation of why they do not fall - they
are not in fact solid bodies. And by the subsidiary hypothesis of vari-
able orifices in the air Anaximander proposes a physics not just for
the light of the moon and the other heavenly bodies but for its phases
too and for eclipses of sun and moon. Even bolder was Anaximander’s
thoroughly geocentric attempt to understand the stability of a cylin-
drical earth (its depth three times its diameter), most authoritatively
described in Aristotle’s treatise On the Heavens:

There are some like Anaximander among the ancients who say that the earth
stays put because of likeness. For it is appropriate for something set firm at
the centre to have no more tendency to move up or down or sideways; but it
is impossible for it to make a motion in opposite directions; so of necessity
it stays put. (KRS 123)

In appealing to an indifference principle Anaximander appeals once
again to geometrical reasoning: by virtue solely of its equidistance
from everything else a thing so positioned can have no sufficient rea-
son to travel to one point that is not a sufficient reason for it to travel
to a point opposite. (For Anaximander’s theoretical speculations on
the basic stuff of the universe, ‘the indefinite’, see chapter 10, p. 272
below.)

There is not much in all this that anticipates the empiricist
spirit of Xenophanes’ exploitation of his collection of fossil evidence,
although Anaximander like him thought that the sea was currently
drying out, and engaged — perhaps connectedly — in some intriguing
speculations about the amphibious origins of human life (he thought
humans must have developed initially in embryonic form inside fish
or ‘creatures very like fish’). What Thales and Anaximander offer is
another kind of appeal to experience. Thales’ best attested contribu-
tion to cosmology is his proposal that the earth lies on water and
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‘stays in place because it is buoyant, like wood or something sim-
ilar’ (see further, chapter 10, p. 271 below). Anaximander’s guesses
about sun, moon and earth are likewise full of vivid analogies. He is
reported to have said that the shape of the earth resembled a stone
column (or perhaps column base); and he is on record as comparing
the largest of his celestial circles to a chariot wheel, its rim hol-
low and full of fire, and the orifice at which the light of the sun
appears to the nozzle of a bellows. His follower Anaximenes — last
and least of the Milesian triad — evidently disagreed with Anaxi-
mander’s conjectures on these topics. But he too had analogies to
hand: the stars have been fixed like nails into the sky, while the
sun and moon move not under the earth but round it, like a felt cap
turned about one’s head (see, for more examples, p. 272 below). On
the other hand Anaximenes seems to have accepted Anaximander’s
basic approach to the explanation of ‘meteorological’ phenomena
such as thunder and lightning, with or without modification. His
own most distinctive contribution was the addition of a compari-
son: the effect is rather like the flashing of the sea as it is cut up by
oars.

In our information about Anaximenes there is no trace of the
zest for measurement or geometrical reasoning attested for Thales
and Anaximander. Moreover his basic strategy for explaining phys-
ical change looks to have been quite different from Anaximander’s.
Anaximander sees the universe as a battleground on which in every
region war is being waged between great cosmic forces: ‘they pay
penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice’, he said,
‘according to the ordinance of time’. For example, at the very ori-
gins of our world the hot (in the form of flame) encases the cold (air)
‘like bark round a tree’, but air in due course breaks the casing and
encloses fire in what become the circles of sun, moon and stars. By
contrast Anaximenes is a monist: air is the one basic stuff, and its
transformations by the fundamental processes of compression and
expansion are the mechanisms he invokes to account for everything
else:

Through becoming denser or finer it has different appearances. When it is
dissolved into something finer it becomes fire, but winds by contrast are
air that is becoming condensed, and cloud is produced from air by felting.
When it is condensed still more, water is produced; and with yet further
condensing earth; and when condensed as far as possible stones. (KRS 141)
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This pattern of explanation seems to have been much admired by
later Ionian philosophers with monistic leanings such as Anaxagoras
(in the first half of the fifth century Bc) and Diogenes of Apollo-
nia (later fifth century) — but not perhaps by Xenophanes. At any
rate, when Xenophanes too couches virtually all his explanations of
astronomical and meteorological phenomena in terms not of air but
of cloud, it is tempting to diagnose parody, especially when we hear
specifically of ‘felting’ at work in his account of the moon and the
earth.

PYTHAGORAS

Anaximenes was in any event not the only butt of Xenophanes’
satire. Pythagoras is said to have been the target of a still surviv-
ing elegiac quatrain:

Once they say that he was passing by when a puppy was being whipped, and
he took pity and said: ‘Stop, do not beat it; for it is the soul of a friend that I
recognised when I heard it giving tongue.’ (KRS 260)

Xenophanes picks on the doctrine with which Pythagoras’ name is
most often associated in the earliest evidence about him: the trans-
migration of the soul (psyche), or more generally its survival after
death.

In Pythagoras’ preoccupation about the soul (or as we might say,
the self) we encounter a third mode of Presocratic theorizing: nei-
ther proto-science nor philosophy, but religious speculation and
indeed indoctrination. For to understand Pythagoras’ teaching on
the soul, conceived above all as source of life, we need to set it in
its religious context — the context of what Plato’s Socrates in the
Republic says was still called the Pythagorean way of life in his own
day (an indicative description: we never hear of an Anaximandrian
or a Xenophanean way of life). The geographical setting, as with
Xenophanes, is no longer the Ionian seaboard, for although the is-
land of Samos in the eastern Aegean was Pythagoras’ place of origin,
he emigrated around 525 BC to Croton in southern Italy. There and
subsequently in neighbouring cities his followers formed groups or
coteries dedicated to the practice of a morally and religiously austere
and exclusive life-style, and came to exercise considerable political
influence during the period s00-450 BC. We know something about
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their rituals and the form and content of their characteristic teach-
ings. And we can guess at something of the character of their venera-
tion for Pythagoras from the miracle stories which soon accumulated
about him:

Aristotle says that Pythagoras was called ‘the Hyperborean Apollo’ by the
people of Croton. The son of Nicomachus [i.e. Aristotle] adds that he was
once seen by many people on the same day and at the same hour in both
Metapontum and Croton; and that at Olympia, during the games, he got
up in the theatre and revealed that one of his thighs was golden. The same
writer says that while crossing the Cosas he was hailed by the river, and he
says many people heard this greeting. (KRS 273)

One clue to the distinctive focus of the Pythagorean way of life
is the fact that Herodotus associated it with the rites and writings
of Orphic religion. By the fifth century Bc the name of Orpheus
had become attached to the doctrine that the body is a prison in
which the soul serves out its punishment for sin, and to practices
designed to purify initiates and ensure their happiness before and
after death (these included renunciation of animal sacrifice). A simi-
lar belief as to why and how the soul must be purified if it is to achieve
ultimate escape from the cycle of reincarnation is what seems to
have animated Pythagoreanism. Much of its teaching was evidently
couched in the form of maxims (known as akusmata, ‘things heard’,
or symbola, ‘passwords’), which recruits would probably have been
required to memorize as a catechism and as testimony to their sta-
tus as initiates. Iamblichus, author of a late third century ap Life
of Pythagoras, preserves a classification of akusmata: ‘some of them
signify what a thing is, some what is the most such and such, some
what one must do or not do’. He gives as examples of the first cate-
gory: ‘What are the isles of the blessed? Sun and moon. What is the or-
acle at Delphi? The tetraktys: which is the attunement (harmonia) in
which the Sirens sing.’ Both these sayings sound as though they may
be very ancient, and both represent rationalizing explanations of con-
ceptions of traditional religious thought and discourse; in taking up
an eschatological theme the first discloses a preoccupation evidenced
elsewhere, e.g. in Aristotle’s observation (probably reflecting another
akusmal) that ‘if it thunders, then if what the Pythagoreans say is
true, that is to threaten those in Tartarus, so that they may be afraid’.
Iamblichus begins the list in his second category as follows: ‘What
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is the most just thing? To sacrifice. What is the wisest? Number.’
Most notorious of the Pythagorean akusmata, however, are some
of those in his third category, above all the injunction to abstain
from beans, whose rationale was much debated, conceivably even
among Pythagoreans themselves. Many sound like bits of prover-
bial wisdom, even if sometimes given a new moral or religious or
other interpretation by the Pythagoreans: e.g. ‘Don’t turn back on
a journey’ — don’t cling on to life when you’re dying; ‘Don’t break
a loaf into bits’ — here rival moral, eschatological and cosmological
explanations were mentioned by Aristotle.

The Pythagoras who inspired ideas and practices such as these
sounds as though he must have been more charismatic guru than
proto-scientist or the mathematical pioneer who was later in an-
tiquity to be credited anecdotally with the discovery of the famous
theorem about the square of the hypotenuse of a right-angled trian-
gle. Or is that a false dichotomy? An important if elusive piece of
evidence on this issue is supplied by the contemporary Presocratic
Heraclitus when he writes:

Pythagoras son of Mnesarchus pursued inquiry (historie)* further than any
other men - and selecting these ‘compositions’ (syngraphai) made up his
own wisdom: prolific learning (polymathié), craft of deceit. (KRS 256)3

In his opening clause Heraclitus talks as though adopting the wholly
unaccustomed mode of high praise. So we smell a rat; and the sec-
ond half of the saying confirms the rightness of our suspicions.
Pythagoras’ version of inquiry turns out to consist in nothing but
appropriating the contents of other thinkers’ writings, and turning
them into a plagiarized ‘wisdom’ of his own — a wisdom that is then
twice redescribed: first as polymathie, jackdaw accumulation of in-
formation; then as a craft — but only of deceit (I imagine Heraclitus
has his eye on the Pythagorean promise of a means of securing im-
mortal happiness). So Heraclitus represents Pythagoras as a charla-
tan. The question is: what sort of charlatan?

Two things in particular suggest that Heraclitus perceived or pre-
tended to perceive Pythagoras as someone who worked or pretended
to work in the Ionian tradition of inquiry illustrated in our previ-
ous two sections. First is the very use of the expression ‘inquiry’,
as the pursuit characteristic of ‘other men’. Second is the reference
to ‘compositions’, plundered by Pythagoras. A syngraphé seems to
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have been a very specific form of composition: a systematic com-
position in prose of a theoretical character — something still so new
and so rare that Heraclitus, writing at the end of the sixth century
BC, could expect his sneering but anonymous reference to ‘these
“compositions” ’ to be instantly intelligible. What he would have had
principally in his sights were the earlier sixth-century cosmological
treatises of Pherecydes (author of a revisionist theological account
of the universe and its origins), Anaximander and Anaximenes. We
can, I think, draw an inference. For Heraclitus’ critique to have had
any plausibility, it must be true that (a) Pythagoras was generally
believed to have had opinions on all manner of topics (not just the
soul), and more specifically (b) he was known to have engaged in
cosmological speculation in some way reminiscent of writers like
Pherecydes, Anaximander and Anaximenes. We need not suppose
Pythagoras himself wrote a book or books: the scholarly consensus
is that he did not — certainly if he did write anything it must have been
lost very soon. Nor need we suppose that his ‘prolific learning’ much
resembled e.g. Xenophanes’. In another saying dismissive of poly-
mathic learning Heraclitus couples Pythagoras with Hesiod, active
around 700 Bc, and author of two didactic poems on the moral basis of
society (Works and Days) and the theological history of the universe
(Theogony): which is intelligible enough if one thing Pythagoras at-
tempted was a comprehensive rationalization of the cosmological
dimension of traditional religion, something at least suggested by
what we are told — admittedly at second hand - of Aristotle’s reports
about him in this connection.

As it happens a cosmological system is precisely what Aristotle
ascribes to the early Pythagoreans. He is careful not to claim Pythago-
ras himself as its author — indeed he speaks of the ‘so-called’
Pythagoreans, as if to flag the need for caution about its relationship
to anything Pythagoras himself may have taught. The key which ac-
cording to these thinkers unlocked the secrets of the universe and
indeed of much else besides was number, particularly as it figures in
the expression of musical intervals as ratios:

Since of these principles [i.e. the principles of all things] numbers are by
nature the first, and in numbers they thought they saw many resemblances
to the things that exist and come into being — more than in fire and earth
and water (such and such a modification of numbers being justice, another
being soul and intellect, another being opportunity — and similarly almost
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all things being numerically expressible); since again they saw that the at-
tributes and the ratios of the attunements were expressible in numbers;
since, then, all other things in the whole of nature seemed to be modelled
after numbers, and numbers seemed to be the first things in the whole of
nature, they supposed the elements of numbers to be the elements of all
things, and the whole heaven to be an attunement and a number. And all
the properties of numbers and attunements they could show to agree with
the attributes and parts and the whole arrangement of the heavens, they
collected and fitted into their scheme; and if there was a gap anywhere, they
readily made additions so as to make their whole theory coherent. E.g. as
the number 10 is thought to be perfect and to comprise the whole nature of
numbers, they say that the bodies which move through the heavens are ten,
but as the visible bodies are only nine, to meet this they invent a tenth — the
counter-earth. (KRS 430)

The number 10 was accorded special significance by the Pythagore-
ans, as the last sentence in Aristotle’s account suggests, and as is
indicated also by the akusma about the tetraktys: i.e. the ‘foursome’
consisting of the first four natural numbers, which sum to ten and
are also those needed to express the fundamental musical ratios of
fourth (4 to 3), fifth (3 to 2) and octave (2 to 1). These ratios were
given astronomical significance in Pythagorean theory: ‘the attune-
ment in which the Sirens sing’ was identified as ‘the music of the
spheres’ — it was proposed that the relative speeds of the move-
ments of the heavenly bodies stood in the same ratios as musical
concords.

No doubt the detailed and systematic working out of explana-
tions of things in terms of number and the musical ratios is some-
thing more plausibly ascribed to his followers than to Pythagoras
himself. The astronomical scheme is in fact explicitly ascribed else-
where to Philolaus of Croton, a Pythagorean active in the second
half of the fifth century Bc, and author of some important surviv-
ing fragments (see further, p. 278 below). Yet it is likely enough
that Pythagoras conceived the basic idea of interpreting the universe
on this model. If so, Heraclitus might understandably have thought
he saw here only something derivative: an unacknowledged reflec-
tion of Anaximander’s symbolic use of numbers in his astronomical
scheme. Pythagorean speculation on origins of the universe is simi-
larly reminiscent of what he would have found in the syngraphai. A
report ultimately dependent on Aristotle tells us that according to
the Pythagoreans ‘from the unlimited there are drawn in time, breath
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and the void’. This again sounds like adaptation of Anaximander,
though the elemental roles in cosmology it assigns to time and breath
make one think also of Pherecydes and Anaximenes respectively.
(On Pythagorean mathematical science, see further, chapter 10,
pPp. 278-9 below.)

Ancient authors represent Pythagoras as someone who introduced
the Greeks to mysterious oriental ideas. Herodotus in the fifth cen-
tury BC speaks of ‘Egyptian and Pythagorean’ practices in a single
phrase; according to Aristotle in the fourth the people of Croton
called Pythagoras ‘the Hyperborean Apollo’ - i.e. from beyond the
northern limits of the civilized world; Hippolytus in the third cen-
tury AD suggests that he derived elements of his teaching on the soul
and his prohibition on eating beans from ‘Zaratas the Chaldaean’, i.e.
Zoroaster/Zarathustra. It is certainly tempting to see in Pythagore-
anism an attempt to harness the purely theoretical speculation
characteristic of the Milesians to a broader agenda in which the
practical concerns of religion and particularly eschatology become
uppermost —a religion moreover dominated by an intense preoccupa-
tion with sin and its consequences in reincarnation which has orien-
tal parallels but no Greek antecedents. There are clearly larger issues
here of the whole relationship between ancient Greek culture and the
civilizations of the Near East, and of ‘western’ and ‘eastern’ concep-
tions of what should count as philosophy or science. Pythagoreanism
shows no detectable interest in measurement or the use of evidence
or experience in painting its picture of the universe. But by applica-
tion of the idea of numerical ratio it would doubtless have claimed
to have discovered much more rationality than did the Ionians, not
just in nature but in the whole framework of human life and death.

METAPHYSICS, ARGUMENT AND THE REFLEXIVE TURN

Xenophanes. Xenophanes did not restrict his penchant for criticism
to philosophical targets. His most remarkable surviving verses attack
anthropomorphic conceptions of the gods, particularly as evidenced
in Homer and Hesiod, whom he accused of attributing all manner of
human faults to them (KRS 166, quoted below, pp. 309-10). Self-
projection — as he comments elsewhere — is what shapes human
constructions of deity. Xenophanes supports the charge with ethno-
graphic observation — ‘The Ethiopians say that their gods are snub-
nosed and black, the Thracians that theirs have light-blue eyes and
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red hair’ (KRS 168) — and with counterfactual ingenuity: if non-
human animals could depict gods of their own, these would come
out resembling them in form (KRS 169, quoted p. 306 below).

But in Xenophanes as in Heraclitus and Parmenides after him cri-
tique of a common human propensity to self-deception is coupled
with metaphysical assertion of how things really are:

One god, greatest among men and gods, not like mortals either in body or
thought. (KRS 170)

All of him sees, all thinks, and all hears. (KRS 172)

Always he remains in the same place, moving not at all; nor is it fitting for
him to go to different places at different times, but without toil he shakes
all things by the thought of his mind. (KRS 171)

What status Xenophanes ascribed to these claims we do not know. It
seems unlikely that he thought their superior rationality conferred
on them any kind of certainty. For we possess some further verses
of his which reflect soberly on the limitations intrinsic to human
understanding:

No man knows, or ever will know, the clear truth about the gods and what
I say about all things. For even if someone surpassed himself by happening
to say it complete, still he himself does not know that: opinion is what gets
constructed over all things. (KRS 186)

Later writers interpreted these lines as a programmatic declaration of
philosophical scepticism. But elsewhere we catch Xenophanes say-
ing optimistically that ‘the gods have not revealed all things to moz-
tals from the beginning, but by inquiring they find out better over
time’ (KRS 188). And closely examined KRS 186 does not deny the
possibility of knowledge or true belief, but only that we could ever
know that we know, or achieve a direct or unfailingly reliable grasp
of the truth about gods and the causes of natural phenomena.

Heraclitus. Xenophanes was dismissed by Heraclitus as just one
more polymath. But in some ways Heraclitus looks like nothing
so much as Xenophanes’ most attentive student (it is worth noting
that he was from Ephesus, only a few miles southeast of Colophon).
Heraclitus shares Xenophanes’ taste for polemic, not least against
Homer and Hesiod. Like him he implicitly rejects a good deal of
Milesian cosmology in both substance and method, with a similar
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penchant for naive or faux-naive physical explanations, such as the
idea — advanced by both thinkers — that the sun is new every day; and
like Xenophanes he issues ethical and political imperatives, some-
thing not attested for the Milesians. Heraclitus too takes a gloomy
view of ordinary human understanding of things, as imprisoned
within its own perspective, and he too offers an alternative vision.
As in Xenophanes, the understanding he promises has a monistic and
theological cast: ‘listening not to me but to the account it is wise to
agree that all things are one’.

The multiple reflexivity of Heraclitus’ riddling and paradoxical
style is aggressively communicated in the opening sentences of his
book of prose aphorisms:

Although this account holds for ever, humans forever prove to be uncom-
prehending — both before they hear it and when first they have heard it.
For although all things happen in accordance with this account, it is as if
they have never experienced them before when they have a go at words and
practices such as those I am explaining, as I distinguish each according to
its nature and indicate how it is. Other people are as unaware of what they
are doing when they are awake as they are forgetful of what they do in their
sleep. (KRS 194)

Heraclitus does not begin by announcing the principal truths which
constitute his account (logos) of things. He refers instead to the
status of the account. That might lead one to expect that epis-
temological or metaphysical or methodological reflections on this
second-order topic will be a major preoccupation — and such indeed
proves to be the case. But the reference to the account is confined
here to a subordinate clause (as also in the second sentence), which
helps to thrust the emphasis on to something else again: the third-
order contrast between the incomprehension of ordinary humanity
and the universal applicability of the account as it is articulated by
Heraclitus. This third-order theme is what Heraclitus develops in the
fragment. On the one hand, the account explains ‘words and prac-
tices’ — presumably Heraclitus means by that the nature of language
and of human behaviour. But on the other, a failure in reflectiveness
prevents people from understanding these phenomena. People in gen-
eral have no awareness of their own linguistic and non-linguistic be-
haviour, of what they themselves are doing. ‘Although the account
is common property’, as Heraclitus says in another fragment, ‘most
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people live as though understanding were something private to them’
(KRS 195).

Perhaps Heraclitus’ most famous illustration of the account and
(by implication) of human deafness to it is his aphorism about rivers:

You would not step twice into the same river. (KRS 215)
Or in what is probably the more authentic formulation:

Over those who step into the same rivers the waters that flow are different
and again different. (KRS 214)

This remark was very early taken as a metaphor for the truth about
reality in general, with Heracliteanism being construed in Plato as
the doctrine that all things are in flux. But the point is rather one
about the unity and diversity of things as we encounter them in our
behaviour. Our experience is of diversity: the water flowing over us
at one moment is different from that flowing over us at the next. But
that diversity is really a function of a more fundamental identity: the
dynamic form of unity constituted by a river. No doubt people usu-
ally assume that difference and contrariety preclude unity. To stir us
from our dogmatic slumbers, Heraclitus presents example after ex-
ample designed to get us to see that once we engage in metaphysical
reflection, we recognize that — contrary to the popular incomprehen-
sion — they don’t and we don’t actually think they do. Here are just
two sample aphorisms:

They do not understand how in differing with itself it agrees with itself: a
backward-turning structure of attunement, like that of bow and lyre.
(KRS 209)

Most people accept Hesiod as their teacher. Their understanding is that he
knows more than anyone — someone who did not recognise day and night:
for they are one. (fr. 57 Diels-Kranz)*

Elsewhere Heraclitus stresses that the likes of Hesiod go wrong not
in trusting their senses (‘whatever comes from sight, hearing, expe-
rience, this I privilege’ (KRS 197]), but in misinterpreting them: ‘Bad
witnesses are eyes and ears for humans whose souls do not under-
stand their language’ (KRS 198).

Even where Heraclitus is not explicitly attacking assumptions
made by other writers and thinkers or by people at large, there may
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be an implicit critique, as in his principal surviving aphorism on the
nature of the universe:

The world-order (kosmos) — the same for all — no god or human made it. Al-
ways it was and is and will be, an everliving fire, catching alight in measures
and being extinguished in measures. (KRS 217)

‘The same for all’ hints once again at the contrast between the univer-
sal objectivity of the truth expressed by ‘the account’ and the private
unreal worlds inhabited by the unenlightened; denial that there was
a creation contradicts not just the theology of Hesiod’s Theogony but
the proto-scientific speculation of an Anaximander. The meaning of
the assertion about fire is harder to decode, but I take it that the frag-
ment as a whole draws attention once again to the unity of a dynamic
process as what governs the pattern of diversity and change on the
cosmic scale, and more specifically to the regulation of night and day
and the seasons by the heavenly bodies, and above all by the sun as it
rises (‘catches light’) and sets (‘is extinguished’). Aristotle represents
him as treating fire — like Anaximenes’ air — as the material stuff
underlying all else. Other sayings about the ‘turnings’ of fire into sea
and earth and back again make this an unlikely interpretation, as
does his remark:

For fire all things are an exchange and fire for all things — as for gold are
goods and goods for gold. (KRS 219)

This sounds like an attempt to characterize physical processes in
terms of transformation of energy rather than of the expansion or
compression of gases.

An analogous story is intimated in Heraclitus’ quite numerous
aphorisms on life and death. The thought that life and death are in
some sense the same is explicated in the following saying:

The same: living and dead, what is awake and what sleeps, young and old -
for these changed around are those, and those changed around are these.
(KRS 202)

These opposites count as the same because they share the same
form of change: each member of each pair changes into the other.
The sleeper wakes up, and subsequently goes to sleep again; the
younger generation not only becomes old in due course, but itself
took the place of the older generation before it; as his grandfather

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



The Presocratics 61

dies a grandson is born to take his place in the family, destined to
die himself in due course. In all three cases the significant thing is
the dynamic process: the polarities make no sense except as inter-
changeable phases within it. The deepest of all Heraclitus’ sayings
about life and death has been called ‘the most perfectly symmetrical
of all the fragments’:

Immortals mortals, mortals immortals, living their death and dying their
life. (KRS 239)

Whatever else should be said about this fragment, its main point —
conveyed by the multiple ambiguities of its syntax — must be its sug-
gestion that the very categories of mortality and immortality, life
and death, collapse into each other. It threatens both traditional re-
ligion, with its confident separation of mortals and immortals, and
Pythagoreanism, with its consoling promise that there is really no
such thing as mortality, merely different forms or phases of immor-
tality.

In this last aphorism Heraclitus gestures towards a transcendent
perspective which he sometimes identifies as the vantage point of
wisdom or the divine (‘the wise is one thing alone, unwilling and
willing to be spoken of by the name of Zeus’ (KRS 228)). God is
where all polarities can exist and be understood simultaneously:

The god: day and night, winter and summer, war and peace, plenty and
famine. (KRS 204)

Parmenides. In Parmenides a comparable conception of the tran-
scendent perspective is presented in dramatized form. The philoso-
pher poet makes a mystical journey through and beyond the realm
of day and night, to be greeted by a goddess who then explains that
he must ‘learn all things: both the unshaken heart of well-rounded
truth, and the opinions of mortals in which there is no true reliance’
(KRS 288.28-30). The goddess represents a logical space in which
it is possible to articulate and reflect upon other radically differing
perspectives: that of rationality, and that of ordinary human belief.
On Parmenides’ finding the key strength of the one and the cardinal
weakness of the other turn on a single consideration.

Parmenidean reason takes the starting point that inquiry must
presuppose either the existence or the non-existence of whatever it
proposes to investigate, and that a decision between the two needs to
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be made. On the grounds (quoted on p. 43 above) that what is not can-
not be known or successfully referred to, the second option is ruled
out as an ‘altogether indiscernible track’. ‘Is’ is the only remaining
option, and reason is left with the task of working out what is in-
volved in commitment to choice of that path. Where does ‘mortal
opinion’ stand on this same decision? According to Parmenides,
most humans never articulate the decision as a decision at all. In
a daze they drift ‘two-headed’ between thinking and saying things
that imply existence or being and things that imply non-existence or
not-being. It is sometimes suggested that on Parmenides’ diagnosis
where people go wrong is in trusting not reason but the senses. But
what Parmenides criticizes is use of an ‘aimless eye’ and ‘hearing
and tongue full of noise’ — which is represented as the inevitable
consequence of letting habit not rational decision govern talk and
thought.

The role of the decision between ‘is’ and ‘is not’ in Parmenides’
philosophy is what gives his metaphysical monism a distinctive
character very different from Heraclitus’ version of monism, despite
striking similarities in the overall epistemological structure of their
two intellectual projects. While both thinkers reject ‘mortal opin-
ion’ as uncritical and unreflective, Parmenidean monism is the out-
come of exclusion (hence the stress on decision), whereas Heraclitus
makes ultimate unity a function of difference and contrariety and
conflict (so what is required is not a decision between alternatives
but a more inclusive understanding of why alternatives are not in
the end alternatives). The basis for the possibility of saying and
thinking ‘is not’ is argument; and Parmenides’ pervasive use of de-
ductive argument as the instrument of rational decision and of con-
sequential metaphysical exploration is quite different from anything
in Heraclitus, whose resort to paradox, riddle and the like is what
is more appropriate to his very different conception of philosophical
understanding.

At the beginning of a long passage from his poem excerpted by
the sixth-century ADp Aristotle commentator Simplicius, Parmenides
announces a number of ‘signs’ that mark the path ‘is’: what is is un-
generated and imperishable, wholly and uniformly itself, unchange-
able, and perfect (KRS 295). The greater part of the rest of this
fragment (KRS 296—9) is then taken up with a series of proofs of each
of these properties in turn. Some at least of the subsequent proofs
assume the results of their predecessors, but the mainspring of each
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is the original decision for a conception of being which excludes
non-existence at any point in time or space. It will suffice to quote
from the first and last of these deductions. The key lines of the first
run as follows:

For what birth will you seek for it? How and whence did it grow? I shall
not allow you to say nor to think from not being: for it is not to be said or
thought that it is not; and what would have driven it to grow later rather
than earlier, beginning from nothing? Thus it must either be completely or
not at all. (KRS 296)

Parmenides assumes that the only reasonable answer to ‘whence?’
could be: “from not existing’, which he rejects as already excluded by
his argument against ‘is not’. In his treatment of ‘how?’ he appeals
to the principle of sufficient reason. Suppose we waive the objection
to speaking of what is not. Why should something which does not
exist start its journey into existence sooner rather than later?

In the lines that follow Parmenides enunciates the reflection that
‘justice has never loosed her fetters to allow it [i.e. what exists] to
come to be or to perish, but holds it fast’. The talk of fetters — or
(elsewhere in the fragment) binding limits — is his way of expressing
the further inference that what exists does so necessarily and de-
terminately. This conclusion then some sections later becomes the
premiss of his proof of perfection:

But since there is a furthest limit, it is perfected, like the bulk of a ball
well-rounded on every side, equally balanced in every direction from the
centre. For it cannot be bigger or smaller here or there. For neither is it non-
existent, which would stop it from reaching its like, nor is it existent in
such a way that there would be more being here, less there, since it is all
inviolate: for being equal to itself on every side, it lies uniformly within its
limits. (KRS 299)

There is a good deal that is puzzling in this train of thought, no-
tably the assumption that the metaphysical constraint ensuring that
what exists must exist is also to be conceived as a spatial boundary
making all reality a finite sphere. What is clear is its overall logical
structure, pointed up by the iteration of the inferential conjunctions
‘since’ and ‘for’: first the conclusion: ‘it is perfected’; then the pre-
miss from which the conclusion is derived; then the considerations
which underpin the truth of the premiss — here Parmenides lays par-
ticular stress on the way what exists lies ‘inviolate’ within its limits,
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as anticipated in the very first words of the section (‘since there is a
furthest limit’).

Parmenides’ idea that reason discloses true reality as something
eternal, homogeneous and changeless was the key factor shaping
both the atomism of Leucippus and Democritus and Plato’s meta-
physics of the Forms (and thereby indirectly much of Greek philoso-
phy thereafter); and it surely helped to give these thinkers some of the
confidence they will have needed to propose first principles far re-
moved from the phenomena of experience. Nor did Parmenides lack
adherents more or less faithful to his distinctive monistic vision. We
possess fragments and other information relating to two mid-fifth
century ‘Eleatic’ philosophers in particular: Melissus of Samos, who
commanded the island’s fleet in a victory over the Athenians in 441
BC, and Parmenides’ younger companion Zeno, like Parmenides from
Elea in South Italy, where he was said to have shown courage under
torture after an abortive coup against the tyrannical regime of the
city’s ruler. Neither emulated Parmenides’ choice of verse as vehicle
of communication.

Melissus. Melissus was evidently troubled by Parmenides’ concep-
tion of reality as finite. He began his own sustained deduction of the
properties of reality with a proof that if it is without beginning and
end in time (as he argued on grounds not specifically Parmenidean),
then it can have no spatial beginning or end either — it must be infi-
nite. Aristotle thought this argument crassly fallacious, but it can be
understood more charitably and persuasively as designed merely to
remove a possible objection (that temporal stops and starts imply spa-
tial analogues) to the idea of infinite extension: an idea Ionian readers
might well have been prepared to grant as the default position in cos-
mology. Melissus’ subsequent proofs cover much the same ground as
Parmenides’, but generally a lot more lucidly and sometimes expan-
sively. The highlight is probably his argument — influential by virtue
of its premiss about motion and void — that what exists cannot move,
because void is a precondition of motion, and if what exists is ‘full’
there can be no void.

Zeno. Zeno's contribution to Eleaticism was altogether more quiz-

zical. In fact so far as we can see, it consisted of nothing but
puzzles — including one of the most famous philosophical puzzles
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ever constructed: the paradox of Achilles and the tortoise (as later
writers report it). Achilles decides to race against a tortoise, but
gives it a head start. The consequence, so Zeno argues, is that he
can never catch it. For although he runs a lot faster than it does,
when he reaches the point at which the tortoise began moving, the
tortoise has moved on to a further point. When he reaches that in
turn, the tortoise has moved ahead yet again. And so ad infinitum.
Zeno has articulated a powerful problem about the application of
the notion of infinity to the physical world: to complete a journey
someone both must and cannot complete an infinite series of sub-
journeys. Another notable puzzle was the Arrow. Right now — and
indeed at every moment in its flight — a flying arrow must be at rest.
For right now it will be occupying a space exactly equal to its own
length, which gives it no room to move. This paradox poses an inci-
sive challenge to the idea that motion must occur in the present. It
trades on two incompatible conceptions of the present: the notion of
a present duration (when motion is occurring), and the notion of an
indivisible instant (indivisibility excludes the possibility of anything
divisible — such as movement — actually going on in such an instant).

Plato construed Zeno’s paradoxes as an indirect defence of
Parmenidean monism. No better conjecture about their purpose has
ever been proposed. But it leaves a good deal of scope for further de-
bate. Was Zeno a doctrinal Parmenidean, intent on proving that the
alternative to monism —belief in a world of plurality and change - was
riddled with contradictions more lethal than might be suggested by
Parmenides’ rather swift and compressed strictures on ‘mortal opin-
ion’? Or are the paradoxes conceived less as demonstrations than
as proto-sceptical questions? Whatever the objections to the Eleatic
one, is the hypothesis of plurality and change any less objectionable?
Indeed, for all its apparent validation by experience, is it any less of
a hypothesis, any less in need of rational defence, than Parmenides’
conception of reality?

SOME FIFTH-CENTURY COSMOLOGISTS

The atomists. It is Aristotle who is our main authority for the
claim that Eleatic metaphysics was a major shaping influence on
Presocratic atomism — and indeed, given the non-survival of any
substantial fragments of Leucippus’ or Democritus’ writings on
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physics, heis the principal source of our knowledge of the chief tenets
of their system. Neither he nor any other ancient reporter uses the
designation ‘atomist’ conventional in modern presentations of these
thinkers, nor do they characterize the system primarily in terms of
the atomistic hypothesis. For Aristotle, Leucippus and Democritus
were dualists, whose dualism was an in-house rebellion against
Eleatic monism. They accept the Eleatic idea that what is real is
not subject to birth or death and is complete and unchangeable in its
reality. Their radical move is to posit the existence of something else:
unreality, characterized as empty or (as we say) void, and as ‘rare’ or
permeable. Unreality or void separates one real being from another,
and is what makes locomotion possible. This way, says Aristotle,
Leucippus found a means of ‘agreeing with the appearances’, i.e. of
explaining how contrary to Eleatic metaphysics there could be birth
and death, and a plurality of real beings in motion.

Having proposed the existence of void, Leucippus and Democri-
tus then go on to posit an infinite number of separated indestructible
Eleatic beings moving in it. When these beings come together in such
a way as to get intertwined into a compound (on account of salient
differences in their shapes), they create larger bodies — which, how-
ever, can be dissolved and destroyed if penetrated by further solid or
non-permeable beings. Diogenes Laertius preserves an elaborate ac-
count of how the innumerable worlds postulated by Leucippus and
Democritus come to be created as perishable compounds of just such
a kind, through the operation of a vortex which produces a spherical
structure or ‘membrane’ made up of entangled primary beings. These
primary indestructible beings were indeed described by Democritus
at any rate as ‘atoms’, i.e. indivisibles, invisible — in our world, at
least — to the naked eye. Aristotle saw the idea of the atom as a
further sign of Eleatic influence: Zeno’s arguments in particular had
been designed to exhibit the logical incoherences implicit in the view
that magnitudes are divisible, whether ad finitum or otherwise; so
Leucippus and Democritus simply ruled that their primary beings
were indivisible (although why and how they could be so is some-
thing given different explanations in presentations of their system
in later accounts, and remains a subject of scholarly disagreement).

It is generally accepted that while it was Leucippus who worked
out the basics of this theory, his younger associate Democritus
(born c.460 BC at Abdera in northern Greece), a prolific author,
developed particular dimensions of it, such as the exploration of
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epistemological issues and a detailed account of sense perception
(a topic extensively discussed by all the major thinkers considered
in this section — their speculations on human physiology bear com-
parison also with ideas in contemporary medical writings preserved
in the Hippocratic corpus).

By convention (nomos) sweet, by convention bitter, by convention hot, by
convention cold, by convention colour; but in reality atoms and void.
(KRS 549)

On Democritus’ finding, the senses tell us very few truths about the
world (see further chapter 10, p. 274 below). But they ‘confirm’ the
theory of atoms and void. For example, if one and the same wind
feels hot to you but cold to me, so far from presenting us with a trou-
bling contradiction that effect is just what the theory would lead
one to expect. It is readily explained by the supposition that there
are subtle variations in the atomic structure both in the wind and
in different individuals’ sensory equipment (after all, Democritus re-
marked, tragedies and comedies are composed from the same alpha-
bet). He was particularly intrigued by the prospects for application
of what is sometimes called indifference reasoning. Why, for exam-
ple, should bodies or worlds exist in one area of the void rather than
some other? On this basis he argued for the existence of an infinite
number of worlds. Hippolytus for one was evidently captivated by
Democritus’ elaborations of this theme

He said that there are innumerable worlds differing in size. In some there
is no sun or moon, in others they are larger than those in our world, in
others more numerous. The intervals between the worlds are unequal - in
some parts there are more worlds, in others fewer. Some are growing, some
are at their peak, others are declining. In some parts they are coming into
existence, in others they are failing. They are destroyed through colliding
into each other. There are some worlds devoid of living creatures or plants
or any moisture. (KRS 565)

Plato never mentions the names of Leucippus and Democritus,
nor is there much sign in his dialogues of reference to their doctrines.
Yet their influence lived on through a succession of fourth-century
thinkers, culminating in Epicurus and his major restatement of
atomist physics (see chapter 6).

Anaxagoras. Plato gives the impression that the figure who domina-
ted fifth-century cosmology was the Ionian Anaxagoras (500-428 BC),
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from Clazomenae near Colophon, but the first major thinker to take
up residence in Athens until he left in the 430s to avoid an impiety
trial. Anaxagoras’ detailed account of the structure and contents of
the universe (mostly known from Hippolytus and other late reports)
and of the processes which brought them into being shows him to
have been a theorist working squarely within the Milesian tradition.
The interest of his work lies more in the novel categories of expla-
nation and analysis he applied to the conduct of what was by now a
traditional project.

Plato’s Socrates simultaneously applauds and deplores what he
represents as Anaxagoras’ major achievement: the decision to postu-
late mind as the first cause of cosmic order is saluted as a potentially
decisive advance, but it was evidently not supported by the detailed
demonstrations of why things are for the best which Socrates says
he had hoped for. The sustained passage of elevated prose in which
Anaxagoras set out his thesis about mind is preserved by Simplicius,
as are the famous opening words of his book:

All things were together, infinite in respect of both number and smallness;
for the small too was infinite. And all being together, nothing was manifest
on account of smallness. For air and aether enveloped and dominated all
things, both of them being infinite — for these are the greatest in the sum of
things, both in number and in magnitude. (KRS 467)

Anaxagoras’ conception of the original condition of matter contrasts
with the atomists’ at every point. It constitutes a single inert in-
finitely divisible mixture, made up of all the stuffs and powers
which will eventually become apparent in the single differentiated
world that mind’s separating activity is to create. For Anaxagoras
sweet, bitter, hot, cold, colour are not mere conventions, but part
of the basic furniture of the universe: anything which subsequently
emerges must have been latent all along (‘in everything a portion of
everything’, as his slogan puts it).

The legacy of Anaxagoras. We can document Anaxagoras’ influ-
ence on subsequent fifth-century thinkers. Socrates is said to have
sat at the feet of Anaxagoras’ follower Archelaus (like Socrates
an Athenian) in his youth; and Hippolytus presents an extended
account of his highly derivative theories. A more impressive figure
is Diogenes of Apollonia, active some time in the latter half of the
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fifth century; his idea that air is the divine first principle is mocked
by Aristophanes in the Clouds (423 BC). A number of fragments are
preserved (mostly by Simplicius). Diogenes argued the monist the-
sis that things could not interact with each other unless all were
differentiated out of the same basic substance. That does not sound
particularly Anaxagorean, but in having air permeate all other things
Diogenes made it organize and control them, and he argued that its
optimal disposition of day and night and the seasons reveals its in-
telligence, as also does its role in sustaining animal life, which he
worked out in a detailed psychology and physiology that thanks to
Aristotle and Theophrastus is still largely accessible to us. In other
words, Diogenes accepted from Anaxagoras that cosmic order and
the phenomena of life require explanation in terms of mind, but he
construed mind as a predicate, not an independent substance.

A third and very different writer who appropriates Anaxagoras’
hypothesis of a dominant cosmic role for mind is the author of the
Derveni papyrus. This extraordinary document, discovered as re-
cently as 1962 in the remains of a funeral pyre at an ancient tomb
complex near Thessaloniki in northern Greece, contains in fragmen-
tary form an allegorical commentary on an Orphic hymn about the
origins of the universe, probably composed around the end of the
fifth century. There is much debate about its religious and intellec-
tual purpose, but what is undeniable is the author’s absorption in
Presocratic physics, as well as his use of a range of etymological and
other similarly questionable philological techniques to decode the
Orphic verses as cryptic expressions of cosmological theory. In this
respect the exegetical ambitions of the commentator resemble those
attested for Metrodorus of Lampsacus (in the Dardanelles), said to
have been close to Anaxagoras, who reportedly ended his days at
Lampsacus in high public esteem.

Empedocles. The most celebrated modern discovery of Presocratic
material is even more recent. In 1994 the Belgian scholar Alain
Martin announced the identification of over seventy lines or part
lines of Empedocles — many previously unknown - in fragments
of a papyrus roll (from Egypt, but since 1905 in the university
library at Strasbourg) which once formed a stiff strip with copper
pasted on, and apparently intended to function as a coronet for a de-
ceased person. Empedocles, born c.495 in the Sicilian city of Acragas
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(modern Agrigento), wrote at least two poems in epic hexameter
verse known to later antiquity as On Nature and Purifications.
Numerous fragments survive (greater in bulk than for any other
Presocratic), but many key issues of interpretation are still vigor-
ously disputed. Scholars have been hoping that the new evidence,
now presented in a magnificent edition by Martin and his German
colleague Oliver Primavesi, might help settle some of them, e.g. the
relation of religion to philosophy in Empedocles’ thought. For while
a good deal of Empedoclean theory — e.g. his ideas about the forma-
tion of the heavenly bodies, or his account of sense perception — is
comparable with atomist and Anaxagorean treatment of such top-
ics, Pythagorean preoccupations with the soul and its reincarnation
also much engage him. The scholarship of the last few decades has
made it increasingly unlikely that the physics of On Nature is insu-
lated from Empedocles’ religious convictions; and there is much less
confidence than once there was that all the fragments pertaining to
reincarnation are to be assigned to Purifications.

On the reasonable (but not universally accepted) assumption that
the newly reconstructed verses all belong to the same poem, there
is indeed further confirmation that On Nature had an overarching
religious purpose: to situate the soul and its fate within a cosmic
history, a cycle of alternate harmonization of elemental powers into
unity followed by their dissolution into plurality, endlessly repeated.
One of the new passages is concerned with the fall of the soul, or the
daimon, as Empedocles prefers to say — and incidentally includes re-
mains of two lines which enable us to establish an improved text
of the already existing two-line fragment KRS 416 (quoted by the
Neoplatonist Porphyry). But the other three passages which can be re-
constituted all overlap with existing fragments of Empedocles’ philo-
sophical poem On Nature. There is therefore a probability that the
passage on the soul too belongs to the same part of On Nature, not to
the religious poem Purifications to which Diels assigned KRS 416.
In which case we can infer that On Nature combined the concerns
of a nature theorist with those of Pythagorean religion, as many have
already suspected.

Something of the unique intensity of Empedocles’ vision of the
world is conveyed in the best preserved linesS in the Strasbourg
papyrus, a passage previously unknown to us:

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



The Presocratics 71

But when Strife reaches transgressively the depths of the vortex, and Love
comes to be at the middle of the whirlpool, then under her [i.e. Love] do all
these things [i.e. elements] come together to be only one. Exert yourself —
so that the account reach not only your ears — and as you listen look upon
the unerring evidences that are around you. I will show your eyes, too, where
things [i.e. elements] find a larger body: first the coming together and un-
folding [i.e. proliferation] that breeding consists in, and all the variety that is
now still left in this phase of generation, whether among the wild species of
mountain roaming beasts, or with the twin offspring of humans [i.e. the two
sexes|, or with the progeny of root-bearing fields and the cluster of grapes
mounting upon the vine. From these accounts convey to your mind un-
deceitful proofs: for you will see the coming together and unfolding that
breeding consists in. (a(ii) 18-30, Martin and Primavesi edition)

Empedocles posits as his framing idea a Heraclitean clash between
the great cosmic forces of Strife and Love, operating between poles
of unity and plurality in their effects on the four elements he made
canonical: fire, air, water, earth. What he seeks to capture in these
verses is Love’s creative energy at work in the world as it is now,
following a decisive moment in the conflict. In diction sometimes
reminiscent of Parmenides he promises a proof which will be based
on the evidence of our very eyes: we shall see union bringing prolif-
eration about, and the earth in consequence fruitful and multiply-
ing. On one reading, Empedocles here devotes himself to confirming
theory with sensory evidence. On another, his tactic is at once more
cunning and more intuitive: so to picture the world as to render us
incapable of seeing it except as exemplifying the rhythms of Love and
Strife his theory postulates. Perhaps we should not be surprised that
his most notable student was Gorgias of Leontini, the celebrated
fifth-century rhetorician whose dazzling artificial display orations
Palamedes and the Praise of Helen still survive, and who will be
among the principal figures featured in the next chapter.
Empedocles’ most memorable contribution to speculation about
nature was his theory of the origin of species. He posited a sequence
of stages (much debated by scholars) in the emergence of animal
forms, starting at a point when Strife was even more dominant than
it is now. First came a phase when ‘many faces sprang up with-
out necks, arms wandered without shoulders, unattached, and eyes
strayed alone, in need of foreheads’ (KRS 376). This was followed
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by a generation of monsters, such as bulls with human faces and
‘ox-headed offspring of man’. After that the picture is less clear. What
is well attested is Empedocles’ frequent appeal to chance in spelling
the theory out; and Aristotle suggests that he proposed an idea of
the survival of the fittest: from amongst the monsters of the second
generation, only those that happened to be biologically viable sur-
vived and reproduced their kind. Aristotle had greater admiration for
Empedocles’ perception of homologous functions in the living beings
of our present zoological phase (‘the same things are hair and leaves
and the close-packed feathers of birds and the scales which come to be
on sturdy limbs’ (KRS 383)). He quotes quite sustained Empedoclean
passages on vision and respiration. And on the last page of his prin-
cipal discussion of the Presocratics he implies that in Empedocles’
account of the constitution of bone there is a closer approximation
than in any other of his predecessors to an understanding of the role
of form and essence in physical explanation. On this upbeat note we
too may appropriately take our leave of the Presocratics.

NOTES

1 All citations are by KRS number where available (i.e. as in Kirk, Raven
and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers; see Bibliography [10]),
whose version of the Greek text is followed except where specifi-
cally noted otherwise; translations, however, sometimes diverge from
those in KRS, as in the present case. The text of this passage (Hipp.
Ref. 1.14.5-6) is corrupt or doubtful at various points. I translate the
KRS version, except for the final word where for the MSS kataballein 1
propose kata to metaballein.

2 Historié in due course becomes our ‘history’, but originally history was
only one among several forms of historié.

3 I translate the text given in the manuscripts, restoring the words tas
syngraphas excised in KRS.

4 This fragment, not included in KRS, is cited from Diels-Kranz, Die
Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (ed. 6, 1952), the fundamental modern
collection (original texts with German translation of fragments but not
testimonia).

5 Line endings are mostly missing: restorations largely speculative.
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3  The Sophists and Socrates

THE SOPHISTS

The fifth-century sophists were the first exponents of higher ed-
ucation in the West. ‘Sophist’ means ‘professional practitioner of
wisdom (sophia)’. To call someone ‘wise’ (sophos) without qualifi-
cation was to ascribe the highest, most desirable, expertise. And in
the relentlessly political atmosphere of the fifth-century Greek city-
states, the expertise most at a premium was skill in civic speech:
debate, exhortation, pleading, formal eulogy. Whether the context
was council-chamber or law-court, democratic assembly or a prince’s
cabinet, mediation at home or diplomacy abroad, success hinged on
excellent communication. In this climate the sophists emerged and
flourished.

Since most of what they wrote is lost, and since in any case
much of their work consisted in teaching, not writing, our picture
of the sophists is necessarily fragmentary and speculative. Fortu-
nately, however, enough actual sophistic rhetoric survives to give a
rich impression of the skills these men — and those who paid them —
held dear. From Gorgias of Leontini we have some highly artificial
speeches composed for demonstration; from Antiphon of Rhamnous
near Athens we have speeches written for real-life protagonists in
the law-courts, as well as some demonstration-speeches. There are
also the speeches which the contemporary historian Thucydides as-
signs to historical agents in his account of the Peloponnesian War.
Thucydides was not a sophist (a paid professional) himself, but we
know he created his speeches not merely to explain motives and de-
cisions that affected that particular war, but as models of political
and strategic thinking that would be useful in future situations.

73
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If one came to sophists like Gorgias and Antiphon as an intelligent
aspirant to the skills they taught, what would one learn? Study of
their speeches shows that one would learn to marshal thoughts so as
to reach conclusions logically from fairly obvious premisses; to make
clear transitions from each point to the next; to frame analogies; to
split a subject into categories and deal with them effectively one by
one: e.g. a defendant argues that even if he had wanted to commit
the crime, (a) he could not, and (b) even if he could he would not have
wanted to. Under (a) he might make a division between lack of means
and lack of opportunity, and under (b) between possible motives, each
of which he shows was absent. The student would learn to bring a
subject under control with a set of questions applicable to just about
anything: ‘Where?’, “‘When?’, ‘For how long?’, ‘Who?’, ‘How many?’,
‘By what means?’, and so on. In short, one would learn to master a
range of formal devices. These were not, mainly, the aesthetic for-
malities of word-music — rhythm, alliteration, assonance — although,
studying Gorgias in particular, a newcomer to rhetoric might have
been surprised, and at first delighted, at how those ornamentations
of poetry can make prose magnificent too.

One would learn that a case can usually be forged on both sides of a
question, since if the matter were obvious there would be no need to
persuade through skilful speech. One would therefore learn to antici-
pate opposing arguments. One would learn that precision and logical
tightness not only can be elegant, but make the discourse both imper-
meable and transparent. One would learn to distinguish observation
and conjecture, certainty and probability; and to compare probabil-
ities of alternatives. One would begin to engage conceptual issues,
such as the difference in legal cases between determining facts and
determining guilt, and problems of deciding who, or what, initiated
the important event. One would absorb generalizations about how
different kinds of person act in various situations, and one would
learn that there are exceptions. These assumptions about human
psychology would help one adjust a speech to a given audience’s
probable reactions, and present plausible accounts of how a plain-
tiff or defendant, a political ally or enemy, or oneself in any of these
roles, might have acted or be expected to act.

The sophists’ staple, then, was the study and teaching of
communication-skills for exercise in various fairly well defined
civic situations. But they also stand for something larger and more
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nebulous, and their originality far outran innovations immediately
relevant to producing good speakers for existing contexts. The
sophists were pioneers of systematic reflection on the nature of
human Jogos (which variously means ‘speech’, ‘language’, ‘argu-
ment’, ‘reason’). They worked for control of the power of logos in
the interest of familiar objectives, but they also rode with it into
an entire new space of intellectual possibility. The key element of
this brave new world was awareness of human mentality as a force
with its own nature and laws of development, which moulds itself
by means of its products, namely culture and institutions. Paradoxi-
cally, these realities exist only because we believe in them, yet they
shape and fashion us every bit as much as do the forces of non-human
nature. But we need not be at their mercy. These forces too can be
harnessed, and inventions and improvements brought to birth. This
dual realization, of our power over Iogos and its power over us, was
the fundamental insight of the sophists.

Many contemporaries viewed the sophists as exploiters, whose
defining interest lay in tapping or teaching how to tap the power of
logos for material advantage. The impression was fed by the fact that
they charged for their courses in rhetoric - in some cases very high
fees. This was a constant theme of their early detractors, who in-
cluded not only ordinary people suspicious of intellectuals and new
thinking, and fearful — not unreasonably - that sophistic education
drove a wedge between the youth and parental authority, but also
Plato, a revolutionary thinker himself. Again and again in his dia-
logues Plato endorsed the vulgar image of the ‘sophist’, and it was
his authority that stamped that word with its connotation of shallow
and mercenary trickster.” For instance, he ends his dialogue Sophist
with this characterization of sophistic activity:

Imitation of the contrary-speech-producing, insincere and unknowing sort,
of the appearance-making kind of copy-making, the word-juggling part of
production that’s marked off as human and not divine. Anyone who says
the sophist is of this ‘blood and family’ will be saying, it seems, the absolute
truth. (Trans. N. P. White)

Even so, Plato’s portraits of individual sophists are not all negative
caricatures. His portrayal of Protagoras of Abdera makes clear even
while poking fun that this great sophist was not only accomplished,
but high-minded and serious. In reality, the sophists, far from simply
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being mercenaries, represented love of intellectual accomplishment
for its own sake. The perfectionism and sense of vocation shown in
Plato’s picture of Protagoras, and in some of Gorgias’ surviving work,
suggest that these men and their associates were connoisseurs of the
intellect to whom the civic needs which their craft subserved were
less opportunities for gain than occasions for engaging in a splendid
human activity. And in any case, the sophists were much more than
professional teachers of rhetoric. They were free-ranging inquirers,
deeply and productively fascinated by the human condition. Curious,
creative, thought-provoking, they wondered, speculated, and wrote
(in numerous works, of which only fragments now survive) about
the natures and origins of society, law, religion and values; about
language, truth, belief or opinion (doxa), illusion, the imagination,
and human agency; and in some cases about physics. In short, by any
modern standard they were, among other things, philosophers.

GORGIAS

Let us illustrate first from two displays of logical craft by Gorgias,
Praise of Helen and On What Is Not. Both prove the power of logos
by demonstrating paradoxes. In On What Is Not Gorgias argues:

(1) ‘Nothing is’;

(2) “Even if 1 is false, what is is not an object for our grasping’;

(3) ‘Even if 1 and 2 are false, what is cannot be conveyed by logos
to others’.

(Here (2) is logical rather than epistemological. It opposes not the
assumption that cognition is possible, for Gorgias allows for percep-
tual cognition, but Parmenides’ insistence that only ‘what is’ can
be an object of thought, on which see above pp. 61-2.) Evidently
Gorgias means to show that his own reasoning is as powerful as that
of Parmenides and Melissus in favour of ‘what is’ (above, pp. 61—4).
We do not know whether Gorgias means to refute those philoso-
phers, or just to make the contrary case so as to show how logos can
compel the mind in opposite directions.

The Praise of Helen is less praise than exoneration. Tradition
blamed Helen for the Trojan War, which was started by her adul-
terous elopement with Paris to Troy. Gorgias argues that Helen’s be-
haviour was due to one of four causes: divine decree or fate, physical
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overpowerment, persuasion by logos, or erotic passion; but in each
case Helen was a victim and did nothing shameful. Gorgias assumes
that all the causes are kinds of necessitation, and that necessitation
nullifies responsibility. It is noteworthy that he exonerates agents
driven by divine decree. Not uncommonly in Homer and ancient
tragedy, an action for which a human is responsible is also the work
of gods furthering their own agenda. It was not clear cut that being a
pawn of the gods negates responsibility any more than it is clear to
us today that being psychologically damaged negates it. But Gorgias
draws a sharp line: if the gods were responsible, Helen was not. Surely
he meant the contrapositive too: if Helen was responsible, the gods
were not. That is: if man is a cause, this cause is as autonomous
and ultimate for explanation as the gods. And man is a cause, never
more distinctively so than when persuading by Iogos. This, then, in
Gorgias’ division stands co-ordinate with divine decree.

Accordingly, Gorgias signalled his distance from the philosopher-
poets Parmenides and Empedocles (the latter of whom had been his
teacher) by advertising his own human autonomy. Parmenides was
guided by goddesses to the Way of Truth, and Empedocles began
On Nature by praying to the Muse for assistance. But Gorgias starts
On What Is Not with himself, declaring in short order that he ‘will
establish’ the first of his conclusions, ‘will make clear’ the second,
and ‘will teach’ the third. At the beginning of Helen, too, it is he
himself who by introducing reasoning (logismos) into his Iogos will
simultaneously rescue Helen from universal infamy (a level of chal-
lenge apt, with Socrates or Plato, to elicit a prayer for divine as-
sistance), and her detractors from their ignorance. He ends Helen,
too, on himself, asserting that this logos designed to rehabilitate a
heroine and re-educate the Greeks has been ‘Helen’s praise and my
diversion’. Scholars have understood ‘diversion’ as a warning to take
the logos playfully. More plausibly, perhaps, Gorgias is explaining
what he gets out of creating it: not rehabilitation nor re-education,
but pleasure. He has made and presented it for its own sake, not in
hope of blessings from the spirit of Helen, or favour from her descen-
dants, or release from a curse. (The seventh- to sixth-century poet
Stesichorus was said to have gone blind after telling the traditional
Helen story, and to have regained his sight on recanting it.)

One Gorgianic innovation, then, is to celebrate the autonomy of
human logos, which is its own kind of cause and in its more exquisite
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manifestations an end in itself for its human author. The contrast
has been with divine causation, and with human creation of beautiful
things as offerings to the gods. But Gorgias also brings out the sui
generis nature of logos by a contrast with the corporeal. Let us ap-
proach this via another innovation, his scrapping of the traditional
contrast between persuasion by logos and compulsion (ananke). This
opposition hinges on the thought that compelled I go willy nilly,
persuaded I go voluntarily, the difference being between acting from
oneself and being forced from outside. It is assumed that ‘voluntary’
implies that even if I was persuaded, the persuader secured my own
agreement to the action, an agreement flowing from some attitude
already in me all along, which the persuader activated or turned to-
wards a new situation. To the extent that my antecedent attitude is
cause of the action, I cannot be excused responsibility on grounds
that someone else persuaded me. But when Gorgias maintains that
being persuaded exonerates, he implies that foreign persuasion takes
the soul over, planting in it new springs of action that do the per-
suader’s will. He compares the effect of logos on the soul to that
of medications on the body, and says that although persuasion does
not have the form or appearance of compulsion (compulsion being
paradigmatically equated here with physical force (bia)), it is equally
powerful.> As for the difference in form, he explains this by a new
opposition between corporeal and incorporeal. The power of logos
stands in no proportion to physical magnitude, say volume of breath
exhaled in speech or size of written characters. In a related thought
in On What Is Not, Gorgias asserts that grasp of Iogos has its own
‘organ’; logos cannot be taken in by the organs that take in objects
of sense any more than vision can take in sounds.

Gorgias is pondering how linguistic meaning and our understand-
ing of it relate to the physical and our cognition of the physical, and he
isreaching towards the contrast of ‘sensible’ with ‘intelligible’ which
will be central for Plato. But whereas Plato postulated extra-mental
incorporeal realities to be what logos essentially reveals, Gorgias as-
sumes that the only realities (apart from logos itself] are corporeal
and perceptible. So even though sense perception stirs up in us Iogoi
for sensible things, these logoi, being utterly different in nature from
their referents, cannot transmit to anyone the characters of the latter.
If we put together these findings of Praise of Helen and On What Is
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Not, we seem to have the result that when Iogos constrains and deter-
mines the soul, it does so not as a medium through which metaphys-
ically prior determining realities make themselves present to us, but
in its own right by uninherited authority. As Gorgias says, ‘Logos is
a powerful lord’ (Helen, 8). Even so, he allows that it can be true or
false, for he means to teach the truth and remove falsehood about
Helen. However, he does not explain what truth of a logos consists
in. But plainly the truth-making realities do not reach out and grab us
by means of their logos so that in accepting it we receive them; for if
s0, a false logos could have no power over us. At times Gorgias seems
to write as if persuasion is essentially false. But he surely means not
that its message is necessarily false, but that it works by deceiving us
into accepting the message not as unstable, obscure, opinion (doxa)
which is the most it can be, but as solid, clear, self-presentation of
the opined realities themselves, so that they affect us as if they were
actually there. And this is not necessarily a bad thing or a symp-
tom of our weakness. In one context, at least, as Gorgias observed,
the following paradox is true: ‘Deluder excels non-deluder in justice,
and deluded non-deluded in wisdom.” The context is that of tragic
drama, where the good producer does his just duty of deluding, and
the good audience are not so stupid as to be impervious to tragic
illusion.

Philosophers of mind and language today are still not free of the
puzzling that began with these Gorgianic insights: that logos is not
something we grasp as we grasp objects of sense; that logos cannot
literally transmit such objects to us; that what instead it can do, in
persuasion, is make us not notice its own role in persuading us, so
that we open ourselves up (so we think) directly to the objects it
is ‘about’; and that this is exactly what ought to happen if logos, a
human contrivance, were really what in persuasion it works by pre-
tending to be: a natural transparent medium through which realities
naturally appear.

PROTAGORAS

Let us turn now to Protagoras, chronologically first of the sophists
and generally considered the greatest. According to ancient sources,
his was a mind of astonishing originality. Among the innovations
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attributed to him were: teaching that there is a pair of opposed argu-
ments on every question; asserting that contradiction is impossible
(presumably because the two sides are really talking about differ-
ent things); arguing by questions (the method later made famous
by Socrates); distinguishing the tenses of the verb; dividing logos
into basic types of speech-act such as entreaty, question, answer,
command. Of his writings almost nothing survives apart from two
memorable opening sentences, one from his work called Truth or
Refutations, the other from On Gods. The latter starts: ‘Concerning
the gods, I cannot know either that they exist or that they do not
exist or what form they might have, for there is much to prevent
one’s knowing: the obscurity of the subject [or possibly: their [sc. the
gods’] imperceptibility] and the shortness of man’s life.” From this de-
cisively agnostic beginning, it would seem that the bulk of On Gods
must have been about human religion, rather than about divinities
themselves. It was a work of anthropology, not theology. Protagoras
may have surveyed beliefs and cultic practices; he may have exam-
ined the psychological and social effects of belief and disbelief in
gods; he may have speculated on the origin of religion. One thing is
clear: since it would have been obvious to him that belief in gods is
all but universal, his own agnosticism would have told him that a
belief that is humanly irrepressible, even partly definitive of human
nature, may simply not be true — if by ‘true’ we mean made so by
an independently existing reality to which it conforms. Protagoras
would have seen that religious belief makes exactly the same dif-
ference to the world, in and through lives of believers, whether it
is true or not in the above sense. And since, if external gods do
not exist, we must somehow have generated entirely by ourselves
the belief in them, it is reasonable to suppose that if, instead, ex-
ternal gods do exist, it is not on account of that (human nature it-
self being the same) that men believe, but, as before, because it is
human nature to fashion this belief for itself. Just as for Gorgias
sheer logos is the ‘powerful lord’ - becoming no more powerful over
men when truth is added to it — so for Protagoras with belief and
imagination.

However, Protagoras seems to have thought that ‘truth’ (alétheia)
should mean not undetectable correspondence with something
whose non-existence could make no difference, but a desirable state,
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one in which the soul is, so to speak, properly switched on to what
concerns it. If so, and if he adhered to the logical point that truth re-
presents things as they are whether positive or negative, then since
what concerns us does so because of our nature, not purely through
its own, for him it follows that what counts as being and what counts
as not being are not, as we may once have assumed, controlled by a
set of wholly independently present or absent realities, but are a func-
tion of the way we are. As Protagoras declares in the first sentence of
his Truth: ‘Of all things the measure is man, of things that are that
[or ‘how’] they are, and of things that are not that [or ‘how’] they are
not.’

According to Plato’s presentation of this Protagorean dictum
(Theaetetus 151e ff.), it summarizes the theory that for each indi-
vidual things are/are not as he or she at that moment takes them to
be/not be. Plato, however, is not writing scientific history of philos-
ophy, but using ‘Protagoras’ to represent a doctrine he will refute;
and it is difficult to believe that the highly respected and practical
Protagoras based his teaching on the view that any answer thrown
out to any question was automatically on target, factually speaking.
More likely he was concerned with human affairs, and with areas in
which there is practical disagreement or divergence because people
(1) are struck by different features of a complex situation owing to
their different material needs and interests, or (2) see something in
different lights owing to their different cultural values. Protagoras
may not have distinguished these scenarios. The first can be con-
vincingly dealt with by saying that each party grasps as much of the
real state of affairs as is possible from their particular perspective,
whereas for the second it may seem more reasonable to say that
there is no objective fact of the matter, for instance as to whether
the dead should be buried or cremated.

But then doesn’t ‘Man the measure’ imply that no one is ever wiser
than another — can give no better advice? This would make nonsense
of Protagoras’ life. He was a long-time friend of the great Athenian
leader Pericles, who showed his trust in Protagoras’ wisdom and
judgement by assigning him the task of framing laws for Thurii, an
important new colony. And of course as teacher Protagoras promised
improvement. He would assure the prospective pupil that he would
learn from Protagoras
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good judgement (euboulia) in his own affairs, so that he may manage his own
household in the best way, and good judgement in the affairs of the city, so
that he may be most capable in action and in speech in matters concerning
the city. (Plato, Protagoras 318a—d, trans. S. Lombardo and K. Bell)

Elsewhere Plato makes Protagoras explain that although what ap-
pears to each person is true enough, as it answers to the condition
the subject is in, some appearances are more beneficial than others;
and Protagoras’ skill, which he professes to teach, is in seeing better
than most people which appearances would be beneficial in a given
case, and in persuading men to let go of unhelpful appearances and
take on helpful ones.

Probably Protagoras had a common-sense understanding of ‘more/
less beneficial’. There are fundamental human needs and desires, say
for health, security, livelihood, the company of loved ones, pleasure;
and focusing on a given aspect of a situation, or following a given set
of mores, may for individual or group be more or less conducive to
these desiderata. One who is skilful at improving (by this standard)
the way people look at things must be highly experienced and in-
telligent so as to identify and understand different perspectives, and
highly articulate so as to formulate explanations that make it easier
for people to move to initially unacceptable positions.

In offering to teach this kind of good judgement, Protagoras surely
did not pretend to make an exact science of it. True, the enthusiasm
he aroused in students and would-be students like young Hippocrates
in Plato’s Protagoras might lead us to think that what the sophist
claimed to deliver was a cut and dried package of ingenious princi-
ples offering miraculously sure and easy, though of course illusory,
quick fixes on every social and civic question. For, we might wonder,
what could all the excitement have been about if not about promises
to teach some kind of superhuman method whose nature one can
only fantasize? No doubt some of Protagoras’ young followers were
so inexperienced as to expect that it would all be as easy as magic;
but the main cause of excitement, and source of the sophists’ glam-
our, was something we today might fail to appreciate, positioned as
we are to take for granted the reality of higher education in poli-
tics, economics, law, sociology, government, business management,
and so on: it was the shattering newness, when Protagoras began his
career, of the very idea that education by professionals can develop
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the potential for leadership. Before, it had simply been assumed that
the qualities of a leader were a sort of hereditary endowment natu-
rally developed through imitative osmosis from elders and betters in
and round the family: rich sources of practice and precept, but not of
explanation and analysis.

Although in the first scene of Plato’s Protagoras Hippocrates
is almost beside himself with rapture at the thought of learning
mighty new things from the sophist, the body of the dialogue shows
Protagoras at pains to present his teaching as continuous with
familiar, traditional, elements of the culture. He describes himself
as carrying forward the role of the poets, who were standardly used
as sources of instruction on how to live. And he argues that his and
his students’ teaching and learning of civic excellence is not a new-
fangled, revolutionary, activity, but an extension of what in families
and communities has always gone on under the heading of bringing
up children ever since civil society began. To the challenge that if
excellence can be taught, paragons like Pericles would have taught
or had it taught to their sons, who in fact were not outstanding,
the Protagorean response was to compare man socialized with man
as he would be without socialization. From this point of view it is
clear that every member of society, even though some are better
than others, has absorbed a large measure of ‘justice’ and ‘respect’,
the twin elements of civic decency; and that this has come about
through teaching and learning, since individuals do not acquire these
qualities left to themselves.

This argument, while obviously meant to allay traditionalist sus-
picions about sophistic education, also reflects solid thinking about
human nature and the origins of society. We know that the histori-
cal Protagoras wrote a work On Government (Peri politeas; the same
noun recurs as the title of Plato’s Republic), and one On the Original
State of Things (that is, of human affairs); and an ancient source
accuses Plato of having plagiarized the ideas of his Republic from
Protagoras. Certainly Plato in the Republic completely concurred
with and may have been inspired by Protagoras’ vision of the human
soul as not merely persuadable by logos to do, think, or feel, this or
that particular thing, but as educable in respect of those underlying
moral and intellectual dispositions that come to be ‘second nature’,
in that they determine our particular actions, thoughts, feelings, and
responses to persuasion. The Republic works out in monumental
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breadth and penetrating detail the Protagorean insight that human
individuals are shaped through and through by the institutions of
their society.

LANGUAGE

Much sophistic debate over the meaning and authority of human in-
stitutions was framed in terms of the contrast of physis (nature) with
nomos (law, custom, convention, established practice). For example,
language is clearly natural to human beings; human beings are part
of the natural world, biological organisms in a physical environment;
and words of language relate referentially to objects in nature. Hence
some thinkers theorized that there is or is recoverable a natural ‘cor-
rectness of names’ whereby characteristics of words reflect in non-
arbitrary fashion the characteristics of things. Words may have been
thought of by analogy with sense impressions, on a naive realist view:
objects somehow cause us to frame words that non-arbitrarily rep-
resent them. At any rate, Protagoras apparently held that objects in
general have genders (because all nouns do in Greek), which we can
identify independently of actual words for them and which words
should be made to reflect. (Thus he held that the standardly fem-
inine word meénis, meaning ‘wrath’ and notable as the first word
of the Iliad, should be masculine, presumably because the emotion
is a masculine thing.) The sophist Prodicus of Ceos was a butt of
humour for distinguishing between synonyms and near-synonyms
such as ‘debate’ and ‘dispute’, ‘doing’ and ‘working’. He may have
theorized that language is naturally tailored to its function, and that
it therefore would not provide different words unless there were sig-
nificant differences in meaning. Like Protagoras he proposed revi-
sions of standard usage, refusing to call phlegm (a cold ‘humour’)
by that name as the etymology implies having been heated. The
sophistic thinker Cratylus of Athens apparently held that the funda-
mental words phonetically mimic fundamental natural movements
and forces. On the other side, of course, were those who held that
correctness of names depends on human convention and agreement.
With logic in its infancy, this view, obvious to us, was not necessarily
easy to defend. By convention a certain Greek word, considered as a
set of phonemes, means ‘dog’, while a statement in Greek that dogs
are carnivorous is true because of canine nature. But not only was
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the distinction as yet undiscovered between meaning and reference;
none had even been clearly drawn between statements and words.
In fact, a statement could seem to be a complex name. In this state
of things, the commonsensical premiss that correctness of names
is a matter of arbitrary human convention could seem to carry the
shocking consequence that the truth of statements is arbitrary too.

The debate over natural correctness of names may have focused
first on etymology and onomatopoeia. The anti-naturalist could
point out that onomatopoeia cannot be the principle of natural cor-
rectness since so few words are onomatopoeic, and that etymology
cannot be the principle either since so many mean something differ-
ent from what etymology suggests. There was, however, potential
for taking the debate to a new level, that of categories or forms.
The author of the Hippocratic treatise On Expertise, probably writ-
ten near the end of the fifth century, held that although names are
imposed by human nomos, the different branches of knowledge cap-
ture the forms (eidé) of things, and these are ‘offspring of nature’. So
if knowledge is couched in language, its linguistic expression might
be expected to reflect natural structures in the subject-matter. For
example, the entailment by ‘fire’ of ‘hot’ (a connection not restricted
to any given language, and not dependent on phonetics or etymology)
might seem a manifestation in Iogos of a connection in the world of
nature. Hence perhaps by studying indubitable linguistic truths, we
can find out about extra-linguistic reality.3 But in light of Gorgias’
sweeping denial of the ability of Iogos to convey reality, someone
was bound to come forward with the opposing view that linguistic
forms are wholly internal to language: they do not reflect the natures
of things. Such a view could limit itself to warning that the study of
linguistic and logical form cannot of itself increase our knowledge
about things in nature, while allowing that the senses afford us cog-
nition.This may have been the view of the sophist Antiphon,* who
said, for instance, that time is only a thought or a measurement.
(In light of Protagoras’ work on tense, it would have been natural
to wonder whether time, as tense, is a trick of language.) Antiphon
too wrote a work called Truth, where he declared it barbaric to con-
trast Greeks with barbarians, patricians with plebeians: these human
concepts do not reflect natural kinds.

One could, however, progress to the extreme position that nothing
extra-linguistic has anything remotely resembling the stability and
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definiteness of linguistic and logical structures — which seems to
put the extra-linguistic world completely beyond human compre-
hension. Its seeming comprehensibility will then be an illusion gen-
erated by logos, just as to Gorgias the seeming presence to us of things
through Iogos was another illusion from the same source.

JUSTICE

The fact that custom and law, like language, differ for different so-
cieties, together with the assumption that what is lawful is what is
right, suggested to some that right and wrong, just and unjust, are rel-
ative to the society, while to others it suggested that there is a natural
justice and injustice over and above the man-made systems. Accord-
ing to an old and popular view, which was endorsed by the sophist
Hippias of Elis, there is natural justice in the sense of a set of moral
principles valid for all nations. Plato would develop this into the doc-
trine that natural justice is an eternal essence which human justice
‘imitates’ (cf. pp. 104—-5). According to a very different interpretation,
natural justice is exploitation of weaker by stronger. This is what we
see throughout the animal kingdom; and on some views it ought to
be the law of human life as well. Such is the position of the char-
acter (probably fictional) of Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias. Elements of
this view surface in the Republic too, voiced by Thrasymachus (an
historical sophist, from Chalcedon), and by Plato’s brother Glaucon.
According to this sort of view, an individual who is strong and clever
enough to take advantage of his neighbours’ weakness but refrains
out of justice and respect, betrays his own nature and natural inher-
itance. In fact he has been made artificially weak by the naturally
weak many (hoi polloi), who for self-protection have conditioned
men into accepting the myth that true justice requires individuals
to sacrifice their own well-being for others.

This myth of morality, as these thinkers saw it, has been bolstered
by further artifices: punitive state sanctions and fictitious threats of
divine punishment. Several maintained that the gods themselves are
a fiction. There were, however, important variations in this view.
Prodicus, for instance, held that men naturally and spontaneously
worship, as beneficent deities, the natural forces that sustain life,
such as earth and sun. It was also suggested, however, that righteous
gods are humanly crafted propaganda devised by some individuals in
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order to subjugate others. An extreme but logical version of this is
voiced by a character in the lost play Sisyphus (variously attributed
to Euripides and to the Athenian politician Critias), who declares
the fiction of righteous gods to be the single-handed invention of a
brilliant human despot. (The less logical alternative would be that
the feeble-minded many successfully deceive the super-intelligent
few as well as — somehow — each other.)

The sort of doctrine favoured by Callicles and Thrasymachus,
while sharing roots with theories of Protagoras, moves in a very dif-
ferent direction. For Protagoras, human nature is perfected through
social institutions, even if no one set of institutions is objectively the
best. But according to Callicles and Thrasymachus, society represses
the best natures, fostering the weak without improving them indi-
vidually, and encouraging the cult of mediocrity. Different again, it
seems, was the view of Antiphon. Like Callicles and Thrasymachus,
Antiphon sharply contrasts the humanly lawful with the naturally
advantageous, but unlike them he seems in some sense to accept the
rule of man-made law. In his Truth, he declares that a man profits by
conforming to nomos only when witnesses are present; the causal
connection between, for example, crime and punishment depends
on whether, and how, the deed appears to others. By contrast, the
effects on one of going against nature are the same whether any-
body else notices it or not; this causal nexus is a matter of ‘truth’,
i.e. opinion-independent reality. What nomos forbids and what it
permits are equally natural actions. It was Antiphon, not Rousseau,
who first spoke of custom and law as ‘fetters’ on natural human free-
dom. On the other hand, Antiphon does not go along with Callicles
and Thrasymachus in their rhapsodizing on unfettered despotism
as the ideal of human happiness. Presumably Antiphon sees unfet-
tered despotism as fantasy. He asserts that only a fool imagines he
can wrong another without retaliation. Antiphon is also more pes-
simistic and realistic than Callicles and Glaucon about the degree
to which law protects the weak, pointing out that an injured party
has no guarantee that he will convince the jury. And Antiphon sees
injustice, and therefore self-contradiction, in the legal enforcement
of justice. A can be punished for/ deterred from wronging B only if
an uninvolved party, C, can/ would testify against A; but this re-
quires C to commit against A the injustice of deliberately harming
someone who has not harmed him. By the same token, and even
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more paradoxically, disinterested judges and arbitrators are neces-
sarily unjust, since their rulings must harm one who never harmed
them, i.e. the losing party in the case.

SOCRATES

Let us turn now to Socrates, surely the best-known figure in ancient
Greek philosophy.

Both Plato and Xenophon wrote Socratic dialogues, and so did sev-
eral of their contemporaries. The ‘Socratic dialogue’ became a recog-
nized genre. But except for a few fragments only those of Plato and
Xenophon survive. From the pages of Plato, and to a lesser extent
from the pages of Xenophon, Socrates leaps out at us. We are even
shown his appearance: his broad face, snub nose, and protruding eyes;
and his going about barefoot wearing a skimpy old cloak winter and
summer. We are shown his extraordinary personality: his utter faith
in the power of reason to save men’s souls, his conviction that he
must get his fellow citizens to join him in this faith, his addiction
to step-by-step puzzling over the deepest questions in the plainest
words using no device or ornament but close logic and homespun
analogies. Alongside this profound rationalism of his, we also learn
of something quite peculiar and mysterious but of the utmost im-
portance to him and about him: namely, his visitation (quite often,
it seems) by a ‘divine sign’ which only ever told him to refrain from
something he was about to do, and which he obeyed without ques-
tion. Our composite portrait also affords many glimpses of Socrates’
legendary self-control and courage, and of his affection and steady
concern for the young men round him. It shows the mesmerizing
effect he had on those who were drawn in by him, and how he was
adored by some of the most brilliant, beautiful and aristocratic fig-
ures of his time. It shows him displaying a dazzling range of intel-
lectual and verbal skills in jousts with such sophists as Protagoras,
Gorgias and Hippias. We also see Socrates framed by certain defini-
tive events: the Delphic oracle’s pronouncement that no one was
wiser than he; his trial on trumped up charges of impiety and cor-
rupting the young; his refusal, when the verdict went against him,
to beg to be spared the death sentence (since in his view he deserved
honour, not leniency); his refusal to escape from prison when it was
possible; his philosophizing among his friends up to the last; his
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final calm downing of the hemlock drink by which he was executed.
All in all, Socrates is the best known of the ancient Greek philoso-
phers because, beginning with Plato and Xenophon, generation after
generation has seen in him the model of the philosophical life. And
philosophers of many different stripes have made Socrates their tute-
lary figure: Platonists, sceptics, Stoics and still others.

So it is not for nothing that we feel a familiarity with the uniquely
seminal Socrates. But we must be wary. Socrates wrote nothing him-
self, and almost everything we know about him comes to us through
the lenses of his younger associates, Plato and Xenophon. (Another,
highly distorting, lens is that of the comedian Aristophanes, Socrates’
contemporary, who caricatured him in his Clouds.) Neither Plato nor
Xenophon was trying to write historical biography, and each had an
other than strictly historical agenda. They were trying, rather, to
present what they thought Socrates stood for, and to make him an
exemplar and inspiration for ‘cultivation of the soul’.

Apparently as a young man Socrates was interested in natural sci-
ence; but his great contribution was to ethical thought. He fastened
on the fact that the fundamental assumptions of practical life lie
almost completely unexamined by all of us, even though nothing
should matter to us more than that these assumptions be true and
the guidance they give us be right. These are the assumptions which
begin to be revealed if we start to ask questions like ‘How should
we live?’, “What things are really worth caring about?’, “‘What is wis-
dom, what is virtue?’, and ‘How are those qualities to be attained?’
Socrates saw that these questions can be discussed logically and sys-
tematically, and that such discussion can yield progress. For even
if positive answers cannot be established beyond doubt, discussion
can help one shed false views. It seems that Socrates assumed that
if we are right-minded and really care about living well ourselves,
then once we realize that this sort of inquiry is possible, we shall be
eager to have it scrutinize the principles underlying our own prac-
tice. Thus by his own light Socrates was doing himself and others
a great favour when he engaged them in these discussions. In con-
versation after conversation he would put his questions step by step.
Again and again not merely his interlocutors, but often also a ring of
fascinated silent listeners, were confronted with their own inability
to give clear, consistent, answers to Socrates’ questioning. In many
cases the interlocutors became embarrassed and even angry at being
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shown up by Socrates. But their predicament of ignorance was one
which Socrates loved to confess he shared. People often could not
believe he was sincere in his protestation of not being in the know
about the answers to his own questions. They thought it was a trick
he played in order to fool them and thereby steal the advantage in
debate. This was probably because the pattern of the sophists had led
many to assume that the point of engaging in systematic discourse
was to demonstrate one’s superior expertise on the topics in ques-
tion. It was an extraordinary novelty, Socrates’ insistence that if he
was wiser than others this was only because, on the most important
matters in life, he unlike others knew that he did not know.

Socrates and sophists in conversation

This table shows a selection of Socrates’ conversations — the majority of
them with sophists, and all of them bearing on issues considered in this
chapter — as portrayed, reconstructed, or imagined by Plato and Xenophon.
In the final column, names in quotation marks indicate people
represented in the conversation but not present at it.’

Author Work Topic Participants include
Plato Charmides What is Socrates, Critias
temperance?
Plato Cratylus Correctness of Socrates, Hermogenes,
names Cratylus
Plato Crito Should obedience Socrates, Crito, ‘the
to the law be laws’
absolute?
Plato Euthydemus Displays of Socrates, Euthydemus,
sophistic argument | Dionysodorus
Plato Euthyphro What is piety? Socrates, Euthyphro
Plato Gorgias What is rhetoric Socrates, Gorgias,
for? Natural vs Callicles, Polus
artificial justice
Plato Greater Hippias | What is the fine Socrates, Hippias
(or beautiful)?
Plato Laches What is courage? Socrates, the two
generals Laches and
Nicias
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Author Work Topic Participants include

Plato Lesser Hippias Is wisdom a Socrates, Hippias
two-way power?

Plato Protagoras Virtue and Socrates, Protagoras,
wisdom,; is virtue Hippias, Prodicus,
teachable? ‘the many’

Plato Republic1 Might is right Socrates,

Thrasymachus

Plato Theaetetus What is Socrates, ‘Protagoras’
knowledge?

Xenophon | Memoirs 1 5-6 Socrates on his Socrates, Antiphon
own life and work

Xenophon | Memoirs 11 1 Self-control Socrates, Aristippus,

‘Prodicus’

Xenophon | Memoirs 111 8 The good and the Socrates, Aristippus
fine

Xenophon | Memoirs 1v 3—4 | Justice and Socrates, Hippias
lawfulness

According to Plato’s Apology (i.e. Defence) of Socrates, Socrates
approached first the political figures in Athens, then the poets, fi-
nally the various craftsmen, and subjected them to his questioning.
It is a pity if these facts have become too familiar to us to seem sur-
prising. For surely it is remarkable that Socrates managed to engage
enough interlocutors up and down the city on enough occasions over
many years to make it a notorious life-style for himself. His doing so
tells us not just something about Socrates — about the power of his
personality — but something about the extent to which contemporary
Athens had become intellectualized by the sophists. For why did so
many of those approached by Socrates ‘abide the question’ in the first
place, and accept the burden of answering? Out of self-respect. But
why was that? Why didn’t most of these good burghers simply brush
him off, confident of being as wise as they needed to be, whether or
not they could talk back well Socratically - talk of this kind being
a waste of time anyway? That significantly many of them did not
react like that is a measure of the spread of sophistication (in the
original sense) in Athens in the mid to late fifth century.
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And it was natural for Socrates’ contemporaries to think of him too
as a sophist. Like the sophists, he assumed that the highest form of
self-improvement is a training in and by means of subtly constructed
Iogoi. For him too the purpose was to inculcate virtue (areté) and
wisdom, terms which for him and the (other) sophists were all but
synonymous. Like the sophists, he saw this virtue and wisdom as
a kind of intellectual mastery that could not automatically develop
just through common sense, ordinary experience and traditional in-
tuitions. Socrates too was a sort of professional educator, even though
he flatly denied being a ‘teacher’ in the sense of someone possessed
of authoritative answers. He made it his vocation to introduce into
Athens his own kind of intellectual discipline. He was contemptu-
ous of demanding fees (as if the paid sophists were concerned with
their students only as a source of income), but his main business was
disseminating his kind of cultivation, and he went about it in a fo-
cused and purposeful way for a considerable part of his fairly long life,
apparently neglecting his private affairs. Because of the strangeness
of what he was doing and the enthusiasm he aroused in his followers,
Socrates no less than the sophists was a target of anxiety on the part
of traditional-minded parents and mentors.

This fact no doubt helped to create the atmosphere in which he
was charged with impiety and corrupting the young. But the main
motive for bringing the charges was surely political. Though neither
rich nor aristocratic himself, Socrates had friends, admirers and dis-
ciples from amongst leading Athenian families. There was perennial
discord in Athens between democrats and supporters of oligarchic
government, and this trouble came to a particularly ugly head near
the end of the fifth century. In 404, when Athens had suffered final
defeat in the Peloponnesian War, the democracy was suspended and
power passed to a group known as the ‘Thirty Tyrants’. In less than
a year they were violently overthrown and democracy restored, but
not before they had killed or exiled thousands of citizens. Socrates
had prominent adherents, and therefore prominent enemies too, on
both sides of the political divide. His trial, conviction and death came
in 399.

But for all his intellectual innovation and the apparent subver-
siveness of his questioning, Socrates also stood forth as a champion,
in a way, of traditional values. Not only was he himself a person
of exceptional moral integrity, proved through a variety of testing
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moments in his life, but in his pedagogy he never departed from
the assumption that the all-important excellence which he was ded-
icated to cultivating comprised justice and respect for law, along
with piety, courage, good sense and moderation. He saw the excel-
lence to which he was dedicated as somehow, in the limit, consisting
in a kind of intellectual clarity on ethical questions: an intellectual
clarity that somehow subsumed and united in itself the traditional
practical virtues.

Along with this intellectualism Socrates introduced a new inter-
pretation of the value of upright conduct. The tradition, of course,
preached uncompromising rejection of wrongdoing as shameful; and
Socrates left this unquestioned. But he took a momentous further
step in insisting that wrongdoing is not only shameful, but extremely
harmful, to the doer. One is worse off doing wrong than suffering
it. Thus Socrates rejected common sense’s multi-focused aware-
ness of two kinds of practical claim, the claim of morality and the
claim of personal well-being, whose radical disparity allows for soul-
destroying dilemmas in which the agent will do what is right only
at terrible cost to himself. The point here is not that Socrates saw
the claim of morality as supreme — for this does not set him apart
from common sense - but that he refused to see possible conflict be-
tween morality and well-being, on the ground that nothing is as truly
advantageous and beneficial to the agent as upright conduct what-
ever the circumstances. In effect, then, Socrates rejected Antiphon’s
view that the link between wrongdoing and harm to the doer depends
on the contingencies of human witnesses and the non-miscarriage of
man-made law. Or, rather, Socrates implied that whereas Antiphon’s
view may be true of empirically recognizable harms such as execu-
tion, prison, fines, exile, hostility of neighbours etc., it fails in face
of an incomparably worse kind of harm — a kind undreamt of in
Antiphon’s philosophy. To commit wrong is to do to oneself the
greatest conceivable damage.

Socrates’ conviction that this is so seems not to have led him to
speculate at any length on how it can be so. It was already clear from
Antiphon’s arguments that if there is such a necessary connection
between wrongdoing and harm to the agent, it is not a physical or
natural tie, nor yet a man-made one. Socrates was a devout man, but
he seems to have been agnostic about a life after death in which the
harm would be dealt out by god as punishment. It was left to Plato to
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bring out the implications of Socrates’ faith that the wrongdoer does
himself a terrible harm: for instance, the implication that the soul is
(as we would put it) a metaphysical entity, locus of a non-empirical
and supremely important kind of well-being and harm; and the im-
plication that since the connection does not emanate from nature
nor from human contrivance, it must be grounded in a divine super-
reality: a reality such that the natural world now looks as insubstan-
tial and adventitious by comparison with it as human institutions
looked to certain sophists by comparison with the natural world.
Let us return to the uniquely Socratic synthesis of intellectual
discipline with excellence as it was traditionally understood. It is
instructive to see how, in the ambiguous light of this proposed com-
bination, one and the same view can shift between seeming an obvi-
ous truth and seeming an outrageous paradox. Take, for example,
Socrates’ famous assertion that ‘No one goes wrong willingly.” If
‘going wrong’ is understood to mean an intellectual failure like a
slip in geometrical reasoning, or, for that matter, in Socratic inquiry,
then the view seems clearly true and unsurprising. We make wrong
intellectual moves just because we fail to realize that they are mis-
takes. We avoid such error if we realize in time. Thus on this level
we go wrong only through ignorance of our going wrong, which im-
plies we do not go wrong ‘willingly’. But if Socrates’ dictum applies
to moral wrong-doing, i.e. failure to live up to the standards defining
traditional excellence, it seems so obviously false as to be absurd. For
(from a commonsense perspective) one sometimes knows perfectly
well that a given action is wrong — unjust, cowardly or greedy —
yet one does it freely all the same. Thus in such a case an agent’s
clearheaded knowledge (as we might normally call it) of a particu-
lar error does not save him from committing it. And it may seem
more obvious still that the kind of knowledge Socrates was after,
namely the ability to give well-grounded answers to universal eth-
ical questions, is compatible with wrongdoing; for its abstractness,
universality, and logical strength would seem to make it a theoretical
sort of knowledge, and how can that of itself preserve one from moral
wrongdoing? Of course, no one has yet attained such knowledge, in
Socrates’ view, but this does not make it easier to understand how we
would be morally better if we had it. Even Socrates himself was some-
times inclined to admit that mere ‘true opinion (doxa)’ is sufficient
for moral goodness, ‘true opinion’ being the set of unsystematized
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decent attitudes that ordinary good upbringing is meant to incul-
cate. In fact this is simply a return to common sense — except that
common sense would not have described the goal of good upbringing
as ‘true opinion’, a phrase which gets its point by contrast with the
ideal of a scientific knowledge of values.

But now Socrates’ intellectual, discursive, approach hardly seems
even a necessary condition for attaining the excellence that typifies
the upright person. What, then, was the value of Socrates’ method?
Was it just a quixotic dream, his extraordinary faith that upright-
ness is somehow intimately dependent on systematic reflection on
values? Not at all. True, if we simply consider individual cases, and
abstract from historical context, it is obvious that uprightness may
flourish in the absence of Socratic questioning. It is also fairly obvi-
ous, as several of Plato’s dialogues seem meant among other things to
demonstrate, that Socratic probing which confronts the interlocutor
with his own ignorance is powerless on its own to change dyed-in-
the-wool moral foolishness into moral wisdom. It might seem from
this that what Socrates was doing was rather pointless, however in-
teresting it may be to read about it. To see why this is not so, we
must look at him in historical context. We must consider the effect
of sophistic influence on the general moral climate.

THE SOPHISTIC CONTEXT

There was reason to be nervous about this influence: not because
it was new, not because it dealt in Iogoi, not because the sophists
were bad men individually (there is no particular ground for believ-
ing that); but because sophistic training in rhetoric brought power
without responsibility or direction, and was delivered and received
in an atmosphere of uncritical admiration for rhetorical skill as such.
This enthusiasm was entirely natural given that rhetorical art was
necessary equipment for the all-important world of contemporary
politics. It was also entirely natural given the absence then of any
other intellectual discipline of comparable appeal. In effect, there ex-
isted an intellectual vacuum wherein could flourish the illusion that
what the sophists taught was not merely useful, even indispensable,
preparation for the civic scene, but the peak of mental accomplish-
ment and the sovereign art of political life.® This self-inflation is
understandable as a phenomenon, but it had perilous implications.
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For if rhetoric is the supreme expertise, it must be its own highest
authority, not subservient to any prior expertise. But rhetorical skill
is skill in persuasion — in getting people to accept one set of appear-
ances rather than another. It is not expertise in discovering realities
behind the appearances. Suppose there were such an expertise, one
for discovering realities in those areas where it matters most to be
able to persuade, i.e. in the big questions of life: such an expertise
would or ought to be sovereign over rhetoric, directing rhetoric’s cre-
ation of appearances so that they reflect the higher expert’s knowl-
edge of ethical and political realities. Hence if rhetoric is sovereign,
there can be no such expertise about the realities.

Now if no such expertise about realities is available, this could be
for one of two reasons. According to one, knowledge of the realities
is so easy to come by and to hold on to that possessing it cannot be
considered an expertise. In that case, although that knowledge ought
surely to guide our use of rhetoric, it will not supplant rhetoric as the
highest expertise. According to the other, in these areas there simply
are no realities to be objects of knowledge or expertise.

The sophists could hardly embrace the first alternative. If knowl-
edge of the most important things is so easily available to everyone,
why is there so much dissension? And what need after all can there
be for the sophists’ art of persuasion? One who already knows does
not require to be persuaded of the truth, and cannot be persuaded
into believing anything different. So for those who idolized rhetoric,
the second alternative was the only way to go, whether they fully re-
alized it or not. Their hyperbolic devotion makes sense only if there
are no realities beyond the appearances of good and bad, right and
wrong, and any appearance is as true as any other. This was the view
to which the intellectual authorities of the day were committed — if
sophists were rightly considered the intellectual authorities.

These implications of the sophistic movement are displayed with
brilliant sharpness in Plato’s dialogues. It may even have been Plato
rather than Socrates who first saw clearly the full comprehensive
import of the craze for rhetoric, constructing his ‘Socrates’ character
as vehicle for a critique he elaborated himself after his master’s death.
But even if the worked out critique came from Plato, we can be
certain that it came because of the impact on him of the life and
death of the actual Socrates. The actual Socrates, with his firmness
about the real difference between good and bad, his insistence that
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one think things out for oneself, and his stubborn systematic ethical
questioning, stood for the contrary of the sophists according to the
sketch just given; and the contrast brought both sides out into the
open. Socrates’ life made sense only if the human intellect can reach
ethical answers in a scientific way, answers which are objectively
more adequate than others (even if infallible answers remain elusive).
But once this is allowed, we see that rhetoric’s place is only ancillary,
and that the human intellect, especially on the profoundest questions
of life, must not be satisfied with appearances.

NOTES

1 See Plato, Sophist 218b-233c for a series of divisions resulting in
unflattering definitions of the sophist. See also 267e¢-268d. However,
226d-231b defines the ‘noble sophistry’ represented by Socrates.

2 This follows Diels’ reconstruction of the text.

3 See Plato, Phaedo 99d-1003; cf. 103c—€.

According to one tradition he was a different person from Antiphon of
Rhamnous, the rhetorician (see above, p. 0oo), but today many scholars
identify them as one and the same.

s See also Plato, Symposium 214e ff., which gives us, not a Socratic con-
versation, but Alcibiades’ ‘encomium’ of Socrates.

6 SeePlato’s declaration at Sophist 216b-217c¢ that, confusing appearances
notwithstanding, the sophist, the statesman and the philosopher are
three distinct kinds. (The word ‘philosophy’ at this time meant noth-
ing much more precise than ‘the highest intellectual activity’. It was
Socrates’ and Plato’s view about ‘philosophy’ in this broad sense that led
to its being understood more narrowly, in terms of the rational search
for objective truth.)
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4  Plato

THE PLATONIC CORPUS

From any perspective, Plato’s dialogues are extraordinary. Others
have tried to write philosophical dialogues, frequently in imitation
of his. Indeed other associates of Socrates had already used the genre
before Plato adopted it; bits and pieces, along with titles, remain.
But the Platonic dialogues remain essentially sui generis, whether
taken singly or as a whole. There are somewhere between twenty-
five and thirty-five genuine works which, while always returning
to ethics and politics, between them cover a vast range of topics,
and cover them in often startlingly different ways; always, however,
using a cast of characters that excludes the author, even in disguise. A
main feature is that they define — and would later be taken as having
defined — what philosophy itself is, not just in terms of its subject-
matter but in terms of method and attitude or approach. This they do
chiefly by exhibiting philosophy in action; or rather, typically, by ex-
hibiting a philosopher — usually Socrates — going about his business,
often in confrontation with others (teachers of rhetoric, sophists,
politicians, poets) who dealt with the same subject-matter but in
different, non-philosophical ways.

Quite what this thing ‘philosophy’ is, on Plato’s account, will
emerge in due course. First, it will be helpful to review the extent
of the corpus, the parts of which are laid out below in an ancient or-
dering. (The ordering — at least of the first thirty-six items, arranged
in nine ‘tetralogies’ — is probably due to the Platonist Thrasyllus of
Alexandria in the first century AD.)
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Diagram A: The contents of the Platonic corpus

Approximate lengths are given in ‘Stephanus’ pages. These are the
page numbers of the several volumes of Henri Estienne’s 1574 edi-
tion of Plato, used by all modern editions and translations to provide
a standard referencing system. (Each Stephanus page — see p. 17 — is
divided into five sections, a—e; however, line numbers within sec-
tions are frequently specific to particular editions, so may vary.) One
Stephanus page typically contains around 530 words, slightly more
than the equivalent of one page of this book. Alternative titles, and
some obscurer but regularly used abbreviations are given in square
brackets.

Diagram A
Title Topic Main speaker(s) | Pages
1 Euthyphro On piety Socrates 14
2 Apology Defence speeches at Socrates 25
trial, re-created (not a
dialogue)
3 Crito On the citizen and the | Socrates 12
law
4 Phaedo On the soul: does it Socrates 61
(Phd., Phdo) survive death?
s Cratylus On the relationship of | Socrates 58
language to reality
6 Theaetetus (Tht.) | Three formally Socrates 69
unsuccessful attempts
to define knowledge
7 Sophist (Sequel to Theaetetus.) | Visitor from 53
What is a sophist? Elea
Falsity, not-being
8 Statesman (Sequel to Sophist.) Visitor from 55
(Politicus, Pol., What is it to be a Elea
Plt.) statesman?
(cont.)
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(cont.)
Title Topic Main speaker(s) | Pages
9 Parmenides On ‘Forms’; with Parmenides 41
philosophical training | (from Elea),
exercises Socrates
10 Philebus (Phlb.) | On pleasure and the Socrates 57
good; method
11 Symposium On erds (passionate Aristophanes, 52
love); speeches at a Agathon,
drinking party held at Socrates,
Agathon’s house Alcibiades
et al.
12 Phaedrus On eros (passionate Socrates 53
(Phdr.) love) and the art of
logoi (speaking and
writing)
13 Alcibiades A kind of introduction | Socrates 32
(First Alcibiades, to Platonic
Alc. I philosophy?
14 Second A miniature version of | Socrates 14
Alcibiades (Alc. II) | Alcibiades?
15 Hipparchus On greed Socrates 8
16 (Rival) Lovers On knowledge and Socrates 7
authority
17 Theages On Socrates and his Socrates 10
‘divine sign’
18 Charmides On sophrosyne Socrates 24
(‘self-control’?)
19 Laches On courage Socrates 23
20 Lysis On ‘love’ (or Socrates 20
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Title Topic Main speaker(s) | Pages
21 Euthydemus Philosophy meets Socrates 37
(Euthyd., Eud.) ‘eristic’ sophistry
22 Protagoras On knowledge and Socrates, 53
excellence/virtue: Protagoras
philosopher meets
sophist
23 Gorgias On rhetoric: Socrates 81
philosopher meets
sophist (Gorgias) and
pupils
24 Meno On excellence/virtue, Socrates 30
and whether it can be
taught
25 Greater On beauty/fineness: Socrates 24
Hippias (Hippias philosopher meets
Major, Hi. Ma.) sophist
26 Lesser Hippias Better to go wrong Socrates 14
(Hippias Minor, deliberately or without
Hi. Mi.) meaning to?
27 lon On poets, poetry, Socrates 12
knowledge:
philosopher meets
rhapsode (performer of
epic)
28 Menexenus A funeral oration (said | Socrates 16
(Mx.) to come from Aspasia,
Pericles’ mistress)
29 Clitopho On Socrates’ Clitopho S
shortcomings as
teacher
30 Republic (Rep., | On whether justice Socrates 295
Resp.) pays; construction of (int1o
an idealized city; books)
tripartite soul; theory
of education
(cont.)
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(cont.)

Title Topic Main speaker(s) Pages

31 Timaeus An early Athenian Timaeus 76
‘history’; the cosmos (mostly a
and the origins of monologue)
mankind

32 Critias (Fragment, continuing | Critias 16
Timaeus.) Ancient
Athens’ defeat of
Atlantis

33 Minos On the nature of law Socrates 9

34 Laws (Leges, An imaginary city An Athenian 345

Leg., Lg.) constructed, with legal | visitor to Crete (in 12
system and theory; books)
extended theological
excursus in book x

35 Epinomis (Appendix to Laws.) The Athenian 20
On wisdom, and how visitor (as in
it is to be achieved by | Laws)
the governing council
of the city

36 Letters [Ranging from one Plato 55(13

(Epist., Ep.) fifth of a page to 28 (alleged author) letters)
pages]

37 Definitions Some Academic 6
definitions of
philosophically
important items

38 On Justice Various questions Socrates 3
about justice

39 On Virtue Can virtue be taught? Socrates 4

40 Demodocus A small collection of Socrates 7
Academic discussions?

41 Sisyphus On knowledge and Socrates 5

deliberation
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Title Topic Main speaker(s) | Pages

42 Halcyon Interpretation of a Socrates [2]
myth

43 Eryxias Is money a good thing? | Socrates 14

44 Axiochus On the prospect of Socrates 8
death

With probably or certainly spurious items removed, the list looks
like this, in a fairly standard modern ordering:

Diagram B: A standard modern ordering of the
undoubtedly genuine Platonic works

Diagram B

Early (alphabetical order)

Apology, Charmides, Crito, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Lesser Hippias,
Ion, Laches, Protagoras, Republic (Book 1); plus (‘transitional’?)
Euthydemus, Greater Hippias, Lysis, Menexenus, Meno

Middle (suggested chronological order)
Cratylus, Phaedo, Symposium, Republic (Books 11-x), Phaedrus,
Parmenides, Theaetetus

Late (suggested chronological order)
Timaeus—Critias, Sophist, Statesman, Philebus, Laws

Or, in the ordering given by mainly nineteenth-century studies of
Plato’s style (‘stylometry’), which begin from the reasonably firmly
established fact that Laws was written last:

Diagram C: The undoubtedly genuine Platonic works as
grouped according to purely stylistic criteria

Each group, until the last-placed Laws, is in alphabetical order.
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Diagram C

Group 1 (presumed earlier)

Apology, Charmides, Cratylus, Crito, Euthydemus, Euthyphro,
Gorgias, Greater Hippias, Lesser Hippias, Ion, Laches, Lysis,
Menexenus, Meno, Phaedo, Protagoras, Symposium

Group 11 (presumed transitional to later dialogues)
Phaedrus, Parmenides, Republic, Theaetetus

Group 111 (later):
Philebus, Sophist, Statesman, Timaeus—Critias, Laws

PLATO’S LIFE

Diagram B makes more ambitious claims than Diagram C about the
shape of the corpus, by connecting it with a particular view about
the way Plato’s thought developed; that is, by ordering the dialogues
at least partly according to ‘doctrinal’ content. Two theses in partic-
ular have been seen by modern scholars as relevant to establishing
relative dates of composition. One is the thesis that the soul has
three parts or aspects, the relevance and importance of which for is-
sues of dating will be discussed on pp. 120-2 below. The other thesis
is about the existence of a special set of entities collectively called
‘Forms’ (eide) or ‘Ideas’ (ideai) that lie beyond ordinary phenomenal
existence. This thesis is so fundamental to any reading of Plato that it
requires immediate introduction; but in any case a basic understand-
ing of the concept of a Platonic ‘Form’ is needed for the argument of
the present section.

What, then, are Platonic Forms? This is not an easy question to
answer. One reason is that Plato never presents us with a single,
comprehensive account of the ‘theory’ (as scholars frequently call
it) — that is not his style (see especially p. 108 below). Another is
that he may perhaps not have anything stable enough to be called a
‘theory’ at all (pp. 113-19 below). But this much one can say. Forms
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are, first of all, those things that the philosopher aims to grasp when
he or she attempts to understand anything important, whether good-
ness, or beauty, or justice (i.e. what it is to be good, beautiful, or just),
or the cosmos as a whole (see p. 109 below). Secondly, each Form is
what explains, is even cause of, those particular things at the phe-
nomenal level that share its name, and ‘participate in’ or ‘resemble’
it. But, thirdly, Forms exist independently, not only of particular,
phenomenal things but also of minds, whether human or divine.
They can be pictured as located in some region beyond the reach of
the senses, although in fact they are non-spatial and non-temporal, as
well as non-corporeal. Insofar as they are eternal, they are themselves
divine; and unlike phenomenal objects, which change and come into
and pass out of existence, they are and remain exactly what they are,
thus representing an appropriately stable set of objects for knowl-
edge. Aristotle, looking back from the perspective of his own views,
tends to treat Platonic Forms simply as objects of definition, uni-
versals, that have been mistakenly ‘separated’ from particulars, but
the true picture will certainly have been more complicated. In dif-
ferent contexts in Plato, Forms have different faces: sometimes they
do indeed look like universals, but perhaps more often they look like
ideal paradigms or limiting cases (as e.g. when particulars are said to
‘resemble’ them); sometimes they may plausibly be interpreted as an
underlying ordered structure resembling a set of physical laws (see
p. 110 below).

For present purposes, however, what matters is that it is the per-
ceived moment, or process, of the introduction of Forms as clearly
independent of, and prior to, particulars that primarily determines
the shape and membership of the group of dialogues called ‘middle’
in Diagram B. On the view that this diagram represents (a view
which by contrast generally downplays the importance, in this or
any other context, of the introduction of the tripartite soul), the early
or ‘Socratic’ dialogues make no significant metaphysical commit-
ments. But then, in the ‘middle’ dialogues, Plato moves decisively
away from his teacher, to develop — among other things — the hall-
mark, ‘classical’, theory of Forms. The shift from ‘middle’ to ‘late’,
too, has frequently been seen as an extension of the same story:
now Plato allegedly starts to have doubts about, or even rejects, the
‘classical’ idea of Forms (see pp. 115, 116 below, on the Parmenides),
along with other constructions of the ‘middle’ period.
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This reading is undoubtedly psychologically plausible, but is
rather weakly supported. For example, while Diagram C is compati-
ble with Diagram B, it falls short of corroborating it: three of the main
‘middle’ dialogues, Cratylus, Phaedo and Symposium, actually be-
long to the first stylistic group. A second and perhaps more serious
consideration is that we have hardly any reliable and independent
evidence about the way Plato’s life and thinking developed; and to
infer — in the way the proposed reading does, almost entirely — from
the dialogues’ content to the history of the creative mind behind it
comes dangerously close to the methods of the ancient biographers,
who with hard facts unavailable tended to fill out anecdotal evidence
with whatever it seemed plausible to derive from the corpus.

Nonetheless, as we shall see (pp. 11922 below), a modified evolu-
tionary or ‘developmental’ model of interpretation remains a useful —
perhaps even necessary — alternative to the opposite, or ‘unitarian’,
pole of interpretation, even granted that the latter would in itself
be perfectly compatible with the stylometrists’ discoveries (Diagram
C). The unitarian tendency, treating the corpus as a more or less
static unity, was in fact the norm until the modern period, which in
terms of the interpretation of Plato begins in the nineteenth century.
Despite this, ‘developmentalism’ too has historical roots of a sort (in
Aristotle), and in any case it would surely be surprising if someone
who lived and thought — philosophically — until the age of about
eighty did not sometimes find it necessary to change his views.

The important things we know for sure about the author of the
works collected under the name ‘Plato’ are roughly these: that he
was born in the early 420s BC to a wealthy father by the name of
Ariston (his mother’s name is in some doubt); that he had a close
relationship, at least on an intellectual level, with Socrates; that he
spent the larger part of his life in Athens, without interference from
the authorities despite the profoundly anti-democratic nature of his
extensive political writing; that he founded a philosophical ‘school’,
the Academy, which was to survive as an institution for research and
reflection, and for teaching, for at least three centuries; that from 367
until his death, he had Aristotle with him in the Academy; and that
he died in 347.' Later chapters in this volume will deal with the
fortunes of Platonism in its various forms, and, most immediately,
with Aristotle, who was in many ways the most faithful Platonist
of them all, despite some central points of disagreement. However
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elusive Plato may be, and have been, from a biographer’s point of
view, there is no doubting the difference he made, as a single indi-
vidual, to the history of philosophy. Even Stoicism, that great rival of
Platonism in the early days of both, can be detected rifling Platonic
dialogues to provide material for its own systematic constructions.

FORMS, THE PHENOMENAL WORLD, AND
PHILOSOPHY'S SEARCH FOR THE GOOD: SOME
CENTRAL PLATONIC IDEAS

Astonishingly, we appear to have all the works that Plato ever wrote
and wanted read. The dialogues are also the first complete philo-
sophical works that we possess from the ancient world; practically
everything from before then, and much of what comes after, we have
only in the form of fragments. In terms of preservation Plato fared
much better even than the three canonical Athenian tragedians, only
a selection of whose work survived (Aristotle did better in terms of
volume, but only because he wrote more). This by itself is testimony
to Plato’s importance for later generations. Even those works that our
evidence tells us were less read than others survived along with the
rest, and new works — more or less Platonic, but not by Plato — went
on being added until the first century BC.

That Plato’s texts survived so well is a reflection not only of his
status, but of the nature of the corpus itself. Firstly, its parts seem
to have been designed to be circulated, some widely, some perhaps
less widely. Secondly, whatever it is that Plato stands for, it is not
easily to be got from any single dialogue or set of dialogues (indeed,
because of the kind of writing these represent, it is not easily to
be got at all: see below). No two dialogues cover exactly the same
ground, and as Diagram A will confirm (pp. 99-102 above), not many
either significantly overlap or even refer to each other. In this sense
knowing Plato means reading him all. Every dialogue tends to be
surprisingly different from every other, except in the sense that each
puts the same heavy demands on readers. To put it another way, it is
hard to know what to discard; and presumably all the harder if you
are inclined, as many readers of Plato have been, to suppose that the
corpus as a whole contains a systematic world view.

Such a reading is encouraged by both the range and the nature of
Plato’s coverage. His topics, or those of his characters, stretch from
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the macrocosm, the cosmos itself, down to the microcosm of the
individual human soul; and any index to the Platonic corpus will
include substantial reference to any serious subject that would have
been familiar to an educated ancient audience, as well as many that
would not. At the same time the treatment of each of those subjects
will tend to be connected, somehow, to that of others. When the
eponymous main speaker of the Timaeus claims that the world is as
‘good’ asit can be, what he means is essentially that its parts compose
an ordered system, and this pair of associations, of things in the
world with ‘goodness’ and of ‘goodness’ with order, is fundamental
to the Platonic project as a whole. What that project seems to promise
above all is a synoptic account of everything — something far more
ambitious even than any search, in modern science, for a unified
field theory, insofar as the aim was to explain individual and society
in the same breath as the cosmos itself, and using the same or similar
principles.

At the same time the parts of the Platonic corpus themselves are
strikingly unsystematic. The extended, continuous account of the
physical world in the Timaeus is practically unparalleled; for the rest,
readers must put things together for themselves from conversations
or snatches of conversation here and there. Thus if the corpus does
contain a worked-out system, it has an odd way of showing it. Indeed
main speakers, and especially Socrates, typically qualify whatever
positive ideas they may advance as provisional and lacking author-
ity. It is an enduring characteristic of Plato’s Socrates that he claims
to know nothing, and to have got anything substantial from some-
where else; even Timaeus’ account is only a ‘likely story’, or ‘likely
account’ (see below, p. 110), even if we are told to ‘look for noth-
ing further’ (Timaeus 29d). It is perhaps the main challenge for the
interpreter of Plato to explain this paradox of a promise of system
combined with a form of exposition that seems almost designed to
exclude it.

That, however, is a topic for other sections (pp. 116-22 below).
For now, it is sufficient to note that there are explanations available,
the oldest of which exploits the nature of Socratic teaching as por-
trayed in the dialogues: a kind of teaching that helps the recipient to
find his own way, first or simultaneously purifying him of his mis-
taken conceptions. So too, the claim is, Plato intends his readers to
do the hard work for themselves. This, we may note, will also pro-
vide a ‘unitarian’-style explanation of the mixture in the corpus of
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so-called ‘Socratic’ dialogues, often apparently negative in outcome,
with more positive works like the Timaeus. Interpreters who take
this sort of line, as most did for two millennia, can then safely get
on with looking for Platonic ‘doctrines’. (What follows is merely one
perspective on such ‘doctrines’; there is no implication that this is
how the Platonic interpreters in question saw them.)

The world, then, makes sense in terms of system, order, har-
mony. From here the trail leads in several directions. Firstly there
is a strong mathematizing strand in Plato, which expresses itself es-
pecially in talk about principles, appropriated from Pythagoreanism:
Limit, or the One, and the Unlimited (also, or later, called the ‘Indefi-
nite Dyad’), with countable plurality emerging from the ‘imposition’
of the former upon the latter. This is the kind of talk found in the
Philebus (16¢ ff.), and according to Aristotle’s and other evidence
was much in vogue in the Academy after Plato’s death. The Timaeus
also provides mathematical accounts of the structure of the rational
World Soul and of the elements and their relationships (see below,
chapter 10, p. 279).

But parallel with this mathematical approach, and perhaps in prin-
ciple or aspiration ultimately reducible to it, are two others. The
Form of the Good, described in the Republic as ‘beyond being, in
authority and in power’ (vi, sogb: perhaps because explaining the
existence of other things?),> is compared in the same context to the
sun, giving rise to everything intelligible as the sun gives rise to
everything that comes-to-be in the physical realm; at the same time it
is Forms — once these, or rather ‘copies’ of them, have been ‘received’
by the Receptacle, the obscure ‘place’ that allows them to acquire
physical location (Timaeus 48e-53c) — that somehow explain the
particular phenomenal objects which share their names with them.
The emergence of the physical universe can then also be described,
again in the Timaeus, as a process of the co-operation of reason
and necessity, with reason as a divine and provident Craftsman or
‘Demiurge’ imposing a pattern (the Forms) on recalcitrant materi-
als (27¢ ff., 47¢ ff,; cf. chapter 10, p. 279). ‘Necessity’ is represented
both by the fact that the realization of the Creator’s intentions fre-
quently requires purely instrumental and in themselves undesirable
means, and, secondly, by the inherent instability of the ‘Receptacle’,
which the Creator took over already containing ‘traces’ of the ele-
ments in disordered motion (52d—53b: he imposes the mathematical
structures).
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If this is still only a ‘likely story’, what it describes will never-
theless be something like the truth, at the level of ultimate reality.
Forms in the Timaeus are represented centrally by the Form of Living
Creature, the model for the cosmos, itself a living creature animated
by a rational soul, whose motions are made visible by the heavenly
bodies. The Form of Living Creature encapsulates the structured rela-
tionships that are assumed to exist between Forms, and are mirrored
in the relationships between things in the phenomenal world. Being
an image, or a likeness, of this Form, the world is capable of revealing
something of the nature of the Form; all the same, a likeness is not
the same as its original, and an account based exclusively on a like-
ness will similarly fall short of one based on the corresponding orig-
inal (it will be merely ‘likely’).3 When Socrates bans observational
astronomy from the higher mathematical education of the future
philosopher-rulers in the Republic, in favour of a study of ‘real move-
ments’, ‘true number’ and ‘true figures’ (vi1, 529c—d), he is perhaps
relying on the same distinction between embodied structures and
relationships and the same structures and relationships considered
in isolation from such embodiment, and so in purely mathematical
terms. This is the context of Plato’s challenge — or of the story of
his challenge — to the mathematicians to find a model that would
account for the actual movements of the heavens (see chapter 10,
p. 291).

The individual, as a compound of body and soul, is an organic
part of the physical universe. At the same time the soul, in its best
state, will mirror the order of that universe, with the movements of
its rational part mimicking the movements of the World Soul. Souls
inhabit bodies, but are themselves incorporeal; divine souls move
the heavenly bodies. All of this gives a literal sense to the ideal of
‘becoming like god’ (homoiosis thedi), most eloquently expressed in
the Theaetetus (176a-177a). Interpreted more generally, ‘becoming
like god’ means becoming as rational as possible, gods being purely
rational entities.

The analogy can also go the other way, as it does in the myth —
fantasy — of the reversal of the world in the Statesman (268d-274e).
In the middle of the long series of divisions (on the method see
pp. 115-16 below) that will ultimately lead to a definition of the true
statesman, the Visitor from Elea embarks on a story which, he ad-
mits, is out of proportion to the job it is introduced to do (illustrating
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a wrong turning in the divisions). “You remember those old stories’,
he says to Socrates’ younger namesake, ‘about the portent that ap-
peared during the dispute about the kingship between Atreus and
Thyestes — the reversal of the movements of the heavenly bodies?
Well, the truth about this has never been told...” There are, it seems,
two recurring eras in world history, one golden, belonging to Cronus,
and one belonging to Zeus, in which we ourselves live; and these two
eras are separated by a shorter period of reversal,4 when the deity has
‘let go of the steering oars of the universe’, at the appointed time.
In this period, which begins and ends with great destruction, dead
bodies come back to life from the earth, and get smaller as time
goes by, until they disappear altogether. What causes the reversal?
We are given two explanations: firstly, we are told that the cause is
the bodily nature of the whole — nothing bodily can remain in the
same condition for ever. This explanation fits well enough with the
Timaeus. But the second seems rather different. The reversal is now
attributed to the ‘innate desire’ of the physical universe (272¢€), pent
up during the time the guiding deity has been in control; ultimately,
however, the universe remembers the teaching of its ‘craftsman and
father’, ‘the one who put it together’ (273b), and returns to its proper
course. This second explanation recalls a common image in Plato, of
a divided soul in which the natural rule of the rational part is perma-
nently under threat from the desires of the irrational part or parts.’
In the Statesman myth, the world is not just a living creature, as in
the Timaeus, but like a human creature, its instability caused not
by ‘necessity’ and the imperfection of a craftsman’s materials, but
by its own desire, which takes it in the direction opposite to the one
favoured by reason. However the metaphor of the Statesman, which
treats the cosmos as if it were a human agent, is natural enough if we
take into account that according to the Timaeus the lower parts of
the soul are themselves a product of necessity (that is, specifically, a
by-product of the insertion of reason into a body), and that irrational
desires can be treated — as they are in the Phaedo — as the desires of
the body.

Society too can be analysed along the same lines. The great
thought-experiment of the Republic, in which Socrates designs a city
or polis from the ground up, establishes a direct analogy between city
and individual souls (Books 11—1v). City and soul each consist of three
parts, rational, ‘spirited’ and appetitive: the city naturally consists of

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



I12 GREEK AND ROMAN PHILOSOPHY

wise rulers, brave soldiers, effective producers, while internal con-
flicts in the soul show it to contain three separate kinds of desires
with separate sorts of objects,® the rational kind of desires being nat-
urally dominant over the other two.” Allow either of the two lower
parts — but especially the appetitive — to get out of hand and usurp
the ruling function of reason, and the result will be a diseased city®
and a diseased individual. Since many individuals’ own reason is too
weak to exercise its natural rule, reason’s rule must be established
over them from outside; and that will mean philosophical rule, exer-
cised by those who have successfully emerged from the cave in which
the rest of humanity finds itself, into the light of truth, and of the
Good.?

The universe, then, of which we are parts, is structured; it is as
the Socrates of the Phaedo hoped to find it, ‘bound together by the
good’ (99c—d). And the good that binds the whole is the same good
that we all seek in our lives, insofar as we are rational. Nor is this a
mere question of coincidence of structures. A series of arguments in
different dialogues attempt to show that our souls will survive our
deaths, and indeed will last for ever, passing on from one incarna-
tion to another (for the Pythagorean origins of this doctrine, cf. p. 51
above). Insofar as ‘we’ are identical with our souls, we are no mere
ephemeral creatures, but permanent parts of the universe. What
is more, when freed from the body the soul can either take flight
through the heavens or plumb the depths of the earth, depending on
the quality of its conduct in its previous incarnations. The eschato-
logical myths in Gorgias, Phaedo, Republic and Phaedrus depict a
cosmos which might have been designed to provide for the appro-
priate reward and punishment of human beings. They are, of course,
myths, and we should expect myths not to tell us literal truths (the
Statesman myth is a case in point). Moreover, they differ in tone,
in register, and in the degree to which they borrow motifs from tra-
ditional myths. All the same, as Socrates suggests in the context of
the Phaedo myth, the truth will be that or something like that,*
and indeed in the Platonic universe there is nowhere much else for
discarnate souls to go except up or down.™ What such stories sug-
gest, without their having to establish it, is the idea of a universe
whose structure somehow exhibits the goodness, justice and beauty
that — as Plato’s Socrates urges — should be exhibited in human lives;
and exhibits them even (perhaps) to the extent of providing, through
its geography or in other ways, those rewards and punishments
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that human institutions may fail to provide for lives well or badly
lived.

Thus even if man is not the highest thing in the world, neverthe-
less on Plato’s account he has a central role in it. Thanks to his dual
nature, he can become like god, remain merely human, or even be-
come an animal. What makes the difference between a first-grade
life and a less successful one is philosophy, which is both what
enables one to see what a good life actually is, and the main con-
stituent of such a life. (The irrational parts will function mean-
while, but tamed in the way that the state education system of
the ‘beautiful city’ of the Republic is envisaged as taming its citi-
zens; similarly in the Magnesia of the Laws.) Philosophy makes the
difference, for even granted everything that is claimed by Socrates
and others about the way things are in the universe, that will
provide no more than a rough framework for deciding how ex-
actly we are to live our lives from day to day. Being told that one
should live a good/structured/harmonious/rational life, in imitation
of god/nature, is all well and fine; but what exactly is to count as
that kind of life, and how do I ensure that the particular decisions I
take from day to day will contribute to it? No wonder Socrates goes
on refusing to claim any knowledge, and insisting on the need for
further thought. No wonder, either, that the importance of philoso-
phy is the central theme of the Platonic corpus as a whole. We may
identify as many other ‘doctrines’ in Plato as we like, but to miss
this one is to miss the main point.

PHILOSOPHY AND TRUTH

Discovering the good will require systematic rational inquiry, and
this is what the dialogues above all illustrate and promote. Such
inquiry is nearly always in Plato treated as involving face-to-face
discussion — conversation — with others; indeed expertise in ratio-
nal inquiry is just the ‘art of conversation’, or ‘dialectic’ (dialektike
techné), and even internal thought takes the form of posing and an-
swering questions (see chapter 1, p. 27). What the philosopher wants
is to know the truth; since he doesn’t have it, he must go looking
for it; and where better than in other people? But he can’t assume
they have it either. He will test and challenge them as closely as he
tests and challenges himself, and will allow them to do the same to
him.™
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Given this emphasis on the importance of talking to others, there
might be a temptation to attribute some kind of intersubjective no-
tion of truth to Plato; and all the more so in that he seems to reserve
real wisdom for gods alone. If a ‘god’s-eye view’ is forever beyond
us, then perhaps we shall have to settle for what we, as sharing at
least in a part of the gods’ rationality, may agree (rationally) with
each other to be the case. Yet in the end this looks an unlikely diag-
nosis of Plato’s position, given his evident commitment to Forms as
the ultimate objects of knowledge: the Good Itself, Beauty Itself, the
Just Itself, and so on. Plato is a ‘platonist’, who believes in objective
truths.

How then do we acquire access to these, if at all? It cannot be
just by talking to people, because others, like the sophist brothers
Euthydemus and Dionysodorus whom Socrates encounters in the
Euthydemus, also spend their time in conversation. What matters
is the kind of conversation one has. The brothers are mere experts
in the ‘eristic’ branch of sophistry, the art of verbal dispute, and the
Euthydemus shows at some length what the difference is between
this and real dialectic: most importantly, the real dialectician, the
philosopher, will be interested in making distinctions where the
‘eristic’ deliberately avoids making them - even if he understands
them - because all he wants is to win the debate.

In short, the philosopher argues philosophically, that is, with the
aim of finding the truth (the philosophos is, literally, the ‘lover of
truth’), whereas the eristic argues to win. What Plato’s Socrates is
after is arguments that would convince any rational person, just by
virtue of that person’s being rational. Given that there are only people
to try arguments out on, and that human capacities are limited, no
agreement between particular individuals that a point has been won
can be counted as final. Nor does the fact that a conclusion has not
so far been refuted mean that it will not be refuted in the future.
Socrates’ habit of ‘examining myself and others’ (Apology 38a) is
often treated by moderns as if it were a kind of therapy; but purifi-
cation from false belief is only a condition, and side-product, of the
search for truth. The question Socrates puts to himself and others is
‘Do we have reason for believing that?’ And there can be no better
standard than what reason has so far demonstrated (Crito, e.g. 46b),
the strongest conclusions so far reached (Phaedo 100a). It is consis-
tent with this that about the only figures recognized unqualifiedly as
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philosophers in Plato apart from Socrates are Parmenides and a visi-
tor from Parmenides’ home city of Elea (modern Velia). Parmenides
stands out for the austere rigour of his argument, even though Plato
thought his conclusions wrong, and spent a significant chunk of
the Sophist letting the visitor from Elea show why (namely that a
proper handling of being and difference will offer a way in which
‘what is not’ can be — something that Parmenides had denied).™3
In the dialogue named after him, Parmenides becomes the critic of
Socrates’ handling of Forms, while admitting that they are a neces-
sary condition of thinking and speaking. The second and larger part
of the dialogue consists in what is announced as a training exercise
(135d-1364a) in deduction, starting from certain hypotheses (‘if (the)
oneis...;‘if (the)oneis not...’); only Parmenides could give Socrates
such lessons in argument. Protagoras is treated with some respect,
especially in the Theaetetus, but practically every other available
figure with any intellectual pretensions tends to be dispatched -
along with, and because of, their methods and/or aims — with the
full force of Socratic irony. The second part of the Phaedrus intro-
duces a theory of philosophically based rhetoric that will allow the
truly expert speaker to cater for different kinds of audiences (as Plato
does, implicitly, himself?); story-telling, not teaching, is said in the
Statesman to be appropriate for the masses (304c-d); and the Laws
advocates that the laws themselves be accompanied by persuasive
preludes, the given examples of which surely fall short of the kind of
hard argument associated with the philosophical enterprise in other
dialogues. But otherwise that hard argument is treated as the re-
quirement, however elusive really definitive arguments may seem
to be.™

If the philosopher/dialectician will evidently always employ
question-and-answer, question-and-answer can employ different
types of systematic method: one or more kinds of hypothetical
method (Meno, Phaedo, Republic), and the method of ‘collection and
division’ that Phaedrus and — more allusively — Philebus describe
and Sophist and Statesman employ. The latter method is one of def-
inition: ‘collection’ is a matter of trying to identify the most general
item under which the definiendum falls, while division breaks down
that item in successive stages until the definiendum is reached, the
definition consisting of whatever it is in each division that is kept
for further division. But of course ‘below’ the definiendum, which
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will itself be a general item, will be the indeterminate plurality of
particular instances of it. The method clearly presupposes a stable
and structured reality, to provide the material for division; there is
layer upon connected layer stretching down from the highest unity
to (what we might call) the infima species, which — as Socrates puts
it in the Philebus — it is our task as philosophers to uncover before
‘abandoning unity to infinity’ (16e), i.e. the phenomenal world that
results from the imposition of limit or unity, in its various forms, on
the unlimited.

But dialectic is still a matter of talk, of using language, and nei-
ther language nor the mind that uses it obviously possess any natural
or necessary connection with the things to which they purport to
refer. This problem Plato had inherited.’S One solution, appearing
in Meno, Phaedo and Phaedrus, is that our souls have ‘seen’ the
objects of knowledge before being born into bodies but forgotten
them at birth, so that ‘learning’ about them is really a matter of
recollection (anamneésis): a kind of theory of innate ideas. The pro-
posal immediately defuses any problem of separation between lan-
guage and Forms, or between human souls/minds and Forms. If such
a theory is hardly visible outside Meno, Phaedo and Phaedrus, that
may be because Plato elsewhere does not have in mind the kind of
radical separation between Forms and particulars which the theory
was designed to overcome — and which Parmenides criticizes in the
Parmenides. Here is one case, at least, where there may be an advan-
tage in not attributing ‘doctrines’ to Plato. Philosophers more than
anyone should surely be allowed not only to change their minds, but
to entertain doubts, as Plato’s own philosopher — Socrates — always
does.

READING PLATO

None of the above, however, gives much of an idea of what it is
actually like to read Plato. An external description of a Platonic di-
alogue must be as far from the real thing as, say, a prose paraphrase
of a poem. Among the things inevitably missed is the indirectness
of Plato’s technique. If the author never appears (he is twice referred
to, fleetingly), by and large it is not difficult to locate the authorial
voice, usually behind the main speaker. But this does not mean that
one can read through the text to the authorial mind. The strategies
of the character Socrates are often less than straightforward; at least
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in the shorter dialogues they are typically responses to particular
interlocutors in particular contexts, and reading off more general
outcomes can be a ticklish matter. The longer dialogues can appear
more transparent, and perhaps they are, but then their sheer variety,
combined with the fact that most are formally independent of each
other, makes life hardly any easier for the interpreter. And then, on
top of this, there is the way in which they tend to mimic — or pretend
to mimic - the unpredictability of ordinary conversations. All of this
illustrates the point made earlier about the unsystematic nature of
the corpus, its essential messiness. That does not necessarily mean
that the thought behind it is messy (though it might be), but it is as
well to be aware of the appearance of the original material.

Consider now, by way of example, three shorter dialogues and two
longer:

(a) Euthyphro. Euthyphro and Socrates are both involved with the
Athenian legal authorities: Euthyphro is prosecuting his own father
for homicide, while Socrates will soon be in court on trial for his life.
Euthyphro is something of a religious expert, just the sort of person
to discuss the nature of hosiotés (piety/propriety?) with Socrates.
Asked what hosioteés is, a typical form of question in the shorter di-
alogues (though also asked in longer ones, such as Theaetetus), he
begins with the proposal that it’s what he’s doing now, prosecuting
his father. When this fails, he comes up with other proposals, mostly
prompted by Socrates, but none stands up to scrutiny, and at the end
the conversation comes full circle; Socrates suggests they need to
start all over again, but Euthyphro has urgent business elsewhere. In
fact, several philosophical points have been made along the way, and
near the end Socrates suggests, without explaining, that Euthyphro
was almost there. Questions: (1) Does he mean it? (2) If he does,
which bit was almost right? And (3) why does Plato allow the con-
versation to stop there?

(b) Crito. Socrates is in prison awaiting execution, and his close
associate Crito comes to urge him to escape. Socrates instead takes
the opportunity to do some philosophy: are Crito’s reasons for his
escaping any good, and do they trump the rational conclusions they’d
reached in previous discussions? It’s never good to harm anyone,
even in return for harm, and breaking agreements with people does
harm to them; his escaping when condemned by due process would
break an agreement with, and harm, the laws (he imagines them
addressing him); so it won’t be a good thing for him to escape, even if
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he was condemned unjustly. And the reader knows that he is in fact
executed. Modern liberal-minded readers, wanting to take Socrates as
amodel, often find themselves embarrassed by what appears to be an
implied blanket argument against resistance to the state even when
the state is wrong. The laws’ arguments do not obviously look strong,
yet Socrates’ says that they are ‘buzzing in his ears’, and preventing
him from hearing anything else. So did he die unnecessarily? Or is
Plato’s own real point a different one?

(c) Lysis. Socrates finds himself in a new gymnasium, where he
meets Hippothales, lover of the boy Lysis, then Lysis and Lysis’ friend
Menexenus. Socrates starts by teaching Hippothales a lesson about
how to talk to a beloved, i.e. by humbling him. Socrates, Lysis and
Menexenus then discuss what it is that loves and what is loved. What
we love is evidently that for which we say we love other things,
the ‘first friend’, something good not loved for the sake of some-
thing else; what loves is the neither good (knowledgeable) nor bad
(wholly ignorant). The final conclusion of the main argument is that
the true lover, sc. the one who truly loves what he says he loves,
must necessarily be loved by the beloved (222a) — and after all, who
would not love someone who loves them and knows what is truly
lovable? (Hippothales, understanding nothing, is delighted.) But now
the participants reach an impasse, apparently because the two boys
ultimately cannot accept the paradoxical results of the argument.
Readers, too, are faced with the choice: accept the argument, or go
with the boys and say what’s wrong with the argument.

(d) Phaedrus. Socrates meets Phaedrus, in an idyllic setting out-
side the city-walls; Phaedrus, a devotee of the orator Lysias, has a
speech of Lysias’ tucked under his clothes. After reading the speech,
on ‘Why a beloved should give in to someone who doesn’t love him
rather than someone who does’, Socrates responds with two speeches
of his own, one for the thesis and one — an inspired speech — against
it. The second speech first argues for the soul’s immortality, and
then in mythical mode compares the tripartite soul to a charioteer
and his pair of horses, white and black, promising at least tempo-
rary escape from incarnation for the true lover, the soul that has
lived three successive philosophical lives with no concessions to the
black horse of appetite. Such a soul will soar through the heavens
with the gods, and will hope to get another sight of the Forms, be-
yond the heavens, at the ten-thousand-yearly feast the gods enjoy.
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After this speech, Socrates discusses with Phaedrus what makes for
good and bad writing and speaking, developing a theory of philosoph-
ical rhetoric, and finally devaluing writing by comparison with living
dialectic and its capacity to collect and divide: the expert dialectician
is the true sower of immortal seed in others’ souls.

(e) Philebus. The eponymous Philebus supports pleasure as the
candidate for what constitutes the Good in the good life; Socrates
supports knowledge. The dialogue begins with these protagonists
at loggerheads, and with one Protarchus taking over Philebus’ case.
The conversation ends, however, with the conclusion that, although
knowledge ranks ahead of pleasure, the Good itself is neither of these
but the combination of beauty, measure and truth that regulates their
mixture. The dialogue mostly consists in a detailed analysis of plea-
sure and pleasures, preceded by a — dialogical — excursus on method
and its metaphysical presuppositions: the passage on Limit and the
Unlimited (see above, pp. 109, 115-16), which also have a product
and a cause. The excursus seems to go considerably beyond what
is required for the discussion that follows, and in many respects is
more suggestive than explicit. Is this because Plato has more up his
sleeve than he is telling us, or because he hasn’t?

ALTERNATIVE READINGS

The lack of determinacy in the Platonic texts, and their variety
and complexity, have unsurprisingly spawned numerous interpre-
tative strategies. Of these, the oldest and most general may be
labelled respectively the ‘dogmatic’ (or “doctrinal’) and the ‘sceptical’
tendencies. Plato’s immediate successors in the Academy contin-
ued with the kind of ambitious metaphysical schemes hinted at in
the Philebus; but not so long afterwards the ‘New’ Academy (see
chapter 6) was treating Plato as a sceptic — an approach which, like
its opposite, can easily be justified by privileging some parts of the
corpus and downplaying others. ‘Dogmatic’ types of interpretation
then regained the ascendancy, giving rise to what we label as the
‘Middle Platonists’ and the Neoplatonists, whose idea of Platonism
remained the one most widely accepted until the modern period.
Both ‘dogmatic’ and ‘sceptical’ modes of interpretation have their
modern analogues: the former, for example, in the ‘esoteric’ read-
ing of Plato, or in the Straussian, the latter in what may broadly be
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termed the ‘analytical’ reading, which probably still dominates in
the English-speaking world. ‘Esoteric’ interpreters find the core of
Plato in his oral teaching, what Aristotle calls, and documents as,
the ‘unwritten doctrines’; the dialogues are more or less explicit in-
vitations to the dance. For the ‘Straussians’ (followers of the Platonic
scholar and political philosopher Leo Strauss), Plato’s indirectness is
concealment: the real, subversive meaning of the philosopher — who
must always stand in fear of suffering the fate of a Socrates — needs
to be looked for, by the trained reader, under the surface.

A caricature of an ‘analytical’ interpreter would identify him as
one who formalizes whatever can be formalized and discards the
rest; or who sees no difference between a dialogical argument and
its monological counterpart. The extreme form of self-consciously
‘literary’ interpretations will, by contrast, tend to treat the arguments
of the dialogues as secondary.

It is the analytical interpreters who have probably most enthusias-
tically embraced the ‘developmental’ model referred to at pp. 104—-6
above, partly because of a fundamental commitment to the idea of
progress in philosophy: development in this case implies improve-
ment, and correction of mistakes, perhaps even the abandonment
of metaphysics; and in any case for the analytical Plato it is finally
argument that matters, not grand conclusions.

Esoterists, Straussians and others are essentially ‘unitarian’ in ten-
dency - as, again, all the ancients were. That in itself may seem an
impressive fact, though of course the ancients in question were com-
mitted Platonists, with their own axes to grind, in a way that most
modernreaders have not been. (Nor had ancient interpreters invented
stylometry, for what that is worth.)

There is, however, what looks like a major obstacle to any unitar-
ian interpretation: the presence, and active deployment, in a number
of dialogues of a philosophical theory that is inconsistent with a sig-
nificant proportion of the ideas described as ‘Platonic’ at pp. 109-13
above. In this group of works — which happens more or less to
coincide with Group 1 in Diagram C (p. 104) — the starting-point,
or the end-point, is a view of human motivation which either ex-
plicitly or implicitly denies that we can be ‘overcome by (irrational)
desire’; we cannot ‘willingly go wrong’."® So most directly in the
Protagoras (351b ff.), but also in the Lysis, which argues that even
the most basic, physiological desires are directed to what is truly
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good for us; also in the Symposium, where Diotima the priestess and
Socrates’ teacher sponsors a similar argument, and in the ‘dialogues
of definition’, which tend consistently to assimilate the ‘virtues’ (ex-
cellences) to knowledge (the Charmides treats even sophrosyné like
this, an excellence typically understood, and treated in Republic 1v,
as ‘self-control’ — a notion for which there will in fact be no room, if
there is none for ‘weakness of will’). On this theory, what motivates
every action we perform, except under external compulsion, is our
desire for what is, overall, good for us; and the only relevant differ-
ence between us as individuals is what we happen to believe will
contribute to that good. (We shall also probably be attracted by other
things, but will not go for them unless we think that best. The qual-
ity of our actions, then, is determined by the quality of our beliefs;
hence the name given to the theory, ‘intellectualism’.)

To be human, in this case, will be simply to be rational: there is no
beast in us, to be whipped, cajoled or conditioned into quietness, and
the only way of changing people’s behaviour will be to talk to them,
to give them reasons for changing. This is the position against which
Plato’s Socrates appears to be arguing in Book 1v of the Republic,
when he introduces the tripartite soul, one third rational and two
thirds irrational;*7 for he specifically argues both that the desires of
the irrational ‘parts’ have their own, non-rational, objects, and that
they are capable of overcoming our rational, good-directed desires.
(So now there will be a need for irrational modes of control. The
political dimension in Plato, and indeed many other aspects of his
thinking, seem vitally dependent on the argument of Republic 1v.
The intellectualist Socrates is no political theorist; nor, as it happens,
does he have much interest in science, or in the idea of an immortal
soul.)

Aristotle is familiar with this kind of theory, which he consis-
tently attributes to the real Socrates. But, like many moderns, he
does not think much of it, discovering the real difference between
Socrates and Plato in the latter’s ‘separation’ of Forms (see pp. 104-5,
109-10 above). Here too Aristotle’s judgement has been influen-
tial, for the distinction between ‘early’ and ‘middle’ in Diagram B
(p. 103 above) is essentially based on this point of his (i.e. about
‘separation’). Socratic intellectualism, for its part, is nowadays fre-
quently held to be easily falsifiable and therefore uninteresting. Yet
Plato evidently did not easily dismiss the Socratic theory — partly,
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perhaps, because he understood it better. Aristotle complains, among
other things (and moderns have again taken up the refrain), that it
leaves out the factor of motivation and/or emotion, which — as Plato
works it out — it plainly does not: what drives us, on the theory in
question, is precisely desire for the good. It may even be that Plato
thought he was improving on Socrates in Republic 1v, not aban-
doning him, insofar as his substantive views on the nature of the
good life remained unaltered. Again, even if he thought — or came to
think — that not all desires were for the good, he nevertheless still
thought that every soul, every person, desires the good, qua rational
(the idea of desire for the merely apparent good is an Aristotelian
invention). But the consequences of the shift in other respects
are considerable — and much greater than those of metaphysical
‘separation’ (from Aristotle’s point of view, ‘separated’ Forms rep-
resent a massive philosophical mistake, but there seem to be few
implications for ethics).

If Plato thought there was continuity even here between him-
self and Socrates, then perhaps honours will yet be even between
developmentalists and unitarians. However the more important
point, in the present context, is that Plato himself seems finally to
have decided against the ‘intellectualist’ view. It is of course conceiv-
able that he started with the anti-intellectualist, irrationalist, model
of the human mind, and later moved into what Aristotle firmly
identifies as the Socratic camp; but if stylometry shows anything, it
seems consistently to show that Plato’s interest in the intellectualist
position came earlier rather than later. And it is the general theme of
a conflict between reason and unreason that dominates works like
Republic, Phaedrus, Statesman, Timaeus—Critias and Laws — and
through them, the corpus as a whole. This, together with the belief
in philosophy and the difference it makes to life (because contribut-
ing to the victory of reason over unreason, of order over disorder) has
every claim to be called properly ‘Platonic’.

NOTES

1 The Seventh Letter, even if not genuine, will probably add to this scant
list of biographical items three visits to Syracuse in Sicily and some sort
of political involvement there. The author of the letter echoes Socrates’
famous declaration in the Republic that ‘until philosophers rule as kings
or those presently called kings...philosophize...cities will have no
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respite from evils’ (473c-d), and has Plato unsuccessfully attempting
to turn the young Syracusan tyrant Dionysius II into a philosopher (cf.
pp. 107-13 below, and Republic v, especially 502a-b). Maybe it was on
his Italian travels that Plato encountered Pythagoreanism (though there
were also Pythagoreans visiting and resident in mainland Greece) For
other more certainly fictional travels attributed to Plato, see chapter 9,
pp. 251-2.

Cf. Hankinson, p. 282 this volume, for a contrast of such teleological
explanation with mere ‘mechanistic causes’. These latter, on the Pla-
tonic account, will belong to the sphere of ‘necessity’, on which see
p. 109.

To the extent that the existence of the Demiurge is inferred from the
‘goodness’ of the phenomenal world, it too will be subject to the same
caveat, i.e. likely’ but not certain; and in fact the gods are one of only two
examples Timaeus uses in spelling out his point about the mere ‘like-
liness’ of the following account (‘so in many cases about many things,
about gods and the coming-into-being of the all’: 29c¢). So the evidence
is that there was a creation, and a Creator, but the evidence is not that
good.

A more usual interpretation of the myth has just two stages in each
cycle, with the world — puzzlingly — in reverse for the whole of the
(ideal?) age of Cronus.

‘Trrationality’ here is defined by opposition to the dictates of reason.
Reason is naturally directed towards the good; ‘appetitive’ desires are for
food, drink, sex, and so on, without reference to whether these objects
are good or not. See further below, and p. 121.

The second, ‘spirited’, part, though the natural ally of reason, is also ir-
rational and also has projects of its own: the maintenance of self-esteem,
winning, and so on.

The extended argument to this effect in Book 1v of the Republic has a
good claim to being one of the most important in Plato. See pp. 120-2
below, and p. 25 above, where part of the argument is cited.

A ‘healthy’ city will be a wise one, ruled by wisdom and reason in its
rulers; it will in fact be one where all three constituent groups, rulers,
soldiers and producers, do ‘what belongs to them’ — and so will also be
‘just’, ‘justice’ being defined as ‘doing one’s own’. Courage it will have
from its properly trained — and obedient — soldiers, and ‘self-control’
from the agreement of all three groups about who should rule. All the
‘political’ virtues thus relate essentially to the single factor of the rule
of wisdom.

The ‘Cave’ reference is to the great simile (514a-518d) that rounds off
the group of three in Republic vi-vir. If the gap between rulers and
ruled is much narrower in Plato’s other imaginary city, in the Laws,
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this evidently has as much to do with the exclusion of ordinary people
from the citizen-body as with any relaxation in the requirements for
rulership (as laid out in their most extreme form in the Statesman).
Phaedo 114d. This is rather different from the ‘likelihood’ of the
Timaeus’ cosmology: there the account was (only) ‘likely’ because of
problems with the evidence, whereas here the problem is that there
is no evidence at all — which is one reason for moving into ‘mythical’
mode.

The universe for Plato is a sphere of limited size (its boundary being
marked by the fixed stars), and there is no other dimension for things
to enter; souls must evidently always be located somewhere within
the universe itself. From this point of view, once given that souls are
immortal, the Pythagorean theory of their ‘transmigration’ from body
to body looks economical enough.

‘Testing’, ‘examining’, and ‘refuting’ all fall within the scope of the cen-
tral Greek root in this area: elench-, as in the verb elenchein, and the
noun elenchos.

Being and difference, along with sameness, motion and rest, constitute
the five ‘greatest kinds’ (megista gené) on whose complex interrelation
the Sophist relies for its solution to the problem of how false statement
is possible.

The Phaedo neatly illustrates the essential points: four arguments
(roughly) for immortality, each successive argument designed to im-
prove on its predecessor(s), and a final one that — Socrates promises
(to7b) — will deliver the goods, with some further work.

See especially Cratylus. Contrast also the frequent talk of ‘seeing’ the
objects of knowledge in Books vi—vi of the Republic with the subse-
quent description in Book vir of what dialectic can actually achieve: a
grasp that consists of statements not so far refuted (534b—c).

See chapter 3, p. 94 above. How much of the working-out of the theory
we find in Plato had already been done by Socrates is impossible to
tell; if it was mostly done by Plato, still it is evidently what the original
Socratic position required, and so may to that extent count as genuinely
Socratic.

Tripartition in Plato sometimes gives way to bipartition, as e.g. in
the Laws, where he shows less interest in treating the aggressive/
competitive as a distinct aspect of humanity’s irrational side.
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5 Aristotle

LIFE

Aristotle (384-322 Bc) was a wealthy native of Stagira, a Greek
coastal city on the Chalcidice peninsula of Macedonia, not far from
modern Thessaloniki. His father, who died in Aristotle’s childhood,
was physician to the Macedonian king. In 367 Aristotle was sent to
Athens, at the age of seventeen, to complete his education at Plato’s
school, the Academy. Instead, he remained there until Plato’s death
in 347, studying, writing and lecturing over a wide range of philo-
sophical subjects having roots in Plato’s own work — the theory of
rhetorical argument and persuasion, logical theory, ethics, and ques-
tions of metaphysics, among others. At Plato’s death he, together
with Xenocrates, another of the leading members of the school, left
Athens for the north-western coast of Asia Minor, where the local
ruler Hermias (whose daughter Aristotle married — later the mother
of his two children) established them at the town of Assos. Aristotle
continued his work there, and afterwards for a time at Mytilene on
the nearby island of Lesbos, where he apparently first collaborated
with the younger philosopher Theophrastus: it appears that his most
important researches on sea animals date from this period. In 343
King Philip IT of Macedon called him (accompanied by Theophrastus
and others) to the royal court to become tutor to his son Alexander
(‘the Great’). Aristotle seems to have stayed in Macedon until 335, by
which time Alexander, who had succeeded to the throne in 336, had
secured Macedonian hegemony over Athens and the rest of Greece.
Aristotle returned to Athens as a resident alien, opening his own
school in the exercise-grounds of the Lyceum just outside the city-
walls — rather than rejoining his former colleagues at the Academy

125

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



126 GREEK AND ROMAN PHILOSOPHY

on the opposite side of the city. For the next thirteen years he wrote
and lectured in the Lyceum, until in the summer of 323 word reached
Athens of Alexander’s death in Babylon. With anti-Macedonian sen-
timent high at Athens and the threat of a rebellion, he withdrew to
family estates at Chalcis on Euboea off the northeast coast of Attica,
where he himself died the next year, at the age of 63.

WORKS

Ancient sources tell us of dialogues by Aristotle, in the tradition
of Plato, and of other more widely accessible (‘exoteric’) works,
from which however only isolated quotations have survived. All
Aristotle’s surviving works are ‘esoteric’ texts of professional philos-
ophy and science, written in an unadorned prose replete with philo-
sophical technicalities and for the most part presupposing familiar-
ity with philosophy and its prior history. They are for specialists, or
advanced students. They may derive ultimately, as scholars have tra-
ditionally thought, from the collection of Aristotle’s works prepared
at Athens (or perhaps it was at Rome) by Andronicus of Rhodes at
some undetermined time in the mid-first century Bc; but Androni-
cus’ role in establishing Aristotle’s ‘esoteric’ texts has recently been
the subject of controversy. At any rate, the titles of the works to-
gether with the number and grouping of their constituent books that
we find in our manuscripts differ greatly from what is reported in
the surviving ancient lists of Aristotle’s works — the latter seem to
antedate Andronicus’ work or at any rate to be based on library col-
lections organized independently of it, if the traditional view of his
role in establishing our text of Aristotle is correct. However that
may be, the arrangement of the Corpus Aristotelicum (the ‘body’ of
Aristotle’s works) as we know it today derives only from the edition
of Aristotle’s works by I. Bekker (Berlin 1831).

Aristotle’s longer works, in common with other longer ancient
writings, were divided by early editors into ‘books’ (the length of
a book being roughly determined by the standard length of one
of the rolled-up papyrus scrolls on which literary and other works
were written) — something like fifteen to twenty pages of a densely
printed modern book. These books were later themselves divided
into ‘chapters’.
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The Corpus begins with an ‘Organon’ or ‘instrument’ for philo-
sophical inquiry consisting of six works devoted to logical studies
(15 books in toto), followed by twenty-nine works on nature and
natural philosophy, including the study of animals and plants (more
than 8o books or the equivalent), then by the Metaphysics (the
title literally means ‘After the physical writings’) in 14 books, three
ethical treatises (17 books) together with a short spurious work On
Virtues and Vices, and the works on politics, household or estate
management (‘economics’), rhetoric, and poetics (16 books); in mod-
ern editions the Constitution of the Athenians, recovered in papyrus
only at the end of the nineteenth century, is included in this last sec-
tion. Thus, even after spurious works are excluded, by far the largest
portion of the Aristotelian Corpus is devoted to studies in natural
science and the philosophy of nature.

Below, in tabular form, are the titles of Aristotle’s surviving works,
together with their most commonly encountered Latinizations and
the abbreviations of these. A single asterisk indicates a work of
doubtful authenticity, a double one a work universally agreed not
to be by Aristotle.

Organon

Categories (Cat.)

De interpretatione (Int.)

Prior Analytics (1, 11) (An. Pr., Pr. An.)
Posterior Analytics (1, 11) (An. Post., Post. An.)
Topics (1—vi11) (Top.)

Sophistical Refutations® (SE, Soph. EL)

Physics

Physics (1—vii1) (Phys.)

On the Heavens (De caelo) (1-1v) (Cael.)

On Coming-to-be and Passing Away (De generatione et
corruptione) (1, 11) (GC)

Meteorology (1-1v) (Meteor.)

**QOn the Universe (Mund.)

On the Soul (De animal) (1-111) (DA, de An.)
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On Sensation and the Objects of the Senses (Sens.)

On Memory (Mem.)

On Sleep (Somn.)

On Dreams (Insomn.)

On Divination in Sleep (Div. Somn.)

On Length and Shortness of Life (Long. vit.)

On Youth, Old Age, Life and Death, and Respiration
(Juv. and Resp.)

**On Breath (Spir.)

Zoology

History of Animals (Historia animalium) (1-x)* (HA)

Parts of Animals (De partibus animalium) (1-1v) (PA)

On the Movement of Animals (De motu animalium) (MA,
de Motu)

On Progression of Animals (De incessu animalium) (IA)

Generation of Animals (1-v) (GA)

Miscellaneous physical treatises (mainly inauthentic)

**On Colours (Col.)

**On the Objects of Hearing (Aud.)
**Physiognomonics (Physiog.)

**On Plants (1, 11) (Plant.)

**On Marvellous Things Heard (Mir.)
**Mechanics (Mech.)

*Physical Problems (1—xxxvii1)? (Prob.)

**On Indivisible Lines (Lin. insec.)

**The Situations and Names of Winds (Vent.)
**On Melissus, Xenophanes, and Gorgias (MXG)

Metaphysics
Metaphysics (1-x1v) (Metaph.)

Ethics, politics, aesthetics

Nicomachean Ethics (1-x)* (EN, NE)
*Magna moralia (1, 11)5 (MM)
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Eudemian Ethics (1-vi11) (EE)

**QOn Virtues and Vices (VV)

Politics (1—vr1) (Pol.)

*Economics (1-111) (Ec.)

Rhetoric (1-111) (Rhet.)

**Rhetoric to Alexander (Rhet. Al)
Poetics (Poet.)

Constitution of the Athenians® (Ath. pol.)

In scholarly writings these works, with the exception of the last,
are standardly cited by the pages, columns (a and b), and lines of
Bekker’s edition, where they are printed in the order given above;
the Bekker numeration is printed in the margins of all subsequent
editions of the Greek texts of Aristotle’s works, and in translations as
well. The traditional division into books (usually Roman numerals)
and chapters (usually arabic numerals) is regularly used alongside
this system of more exact citation. Thus a full citation might read
‘Aristotle, NE x 7, 1177b33’: that is, Nicomachean Ethics book x
chapter 7, Bekker page 1177, column b line 33.

Among the lost works the most important that have significant
fragmentary remains (generally held to be early works) are the dia-
logue Eudemus or On the Soul, the works in uncertain format On
Philosophy (three books) and Protrepticus (an invitation and encour-
agement to philosophy and the philosophical life), and the treatises
On the Good (three books, a report and discussion of Plato’s late
metaphysical doctrines) and On Ideas (containing arguments against
Plato’s theory of Forms).”

INFLUENCE IN ANTIQUITY

Except for the lost ‘exoteric’ works, Aristotle’s writings were not,
as all of Plato’s were, copied and circulated by booksellers during
and immediately after his lifetime. His own school in the Lyceum,
headed after his death by Theophrastus and from that time onwards
called the ‘Peripatos’ (named after the covered walkway on the
grounds of the school), preserved copies. In addition, in the period
immediately following his death and thereafter, copies of at least
some of his works were found in other centres of philosophical
teaching and research, such as at Rhodes and in Alexandria. It is
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unclear, however, to what extent leading philosophers of the next
generations who were not Peripatetics, such as Epicurus and the
early Stoics (most notably Zeno and Chrysippus), were familiar with
them. Since these philosophers all lived and taught in Athens, and
there was ample interchange among the schools of philosophy, they
certainly could have had access to Aristotle’s works. It has been ar-
gued that in developing his theory of atomism Epicurus was taking
account of and responding to arguments Aristotle had advanced in
his Physics against Democritus’ atomism; and that Epicurus’ views
on moral responsibility owe a great deal to Aristotle’s own theo-
ries in the Ethics about moral character and its role in responsibil-
ity. But in his extant writings Epicurus does not cite Aristotle. And
it has been plausibly maintained that the many features of early
Stoic logic, metaphysics, physics and ethical theory that might in-
vite comparison (or contrast) with Aristotle’s derive not from read-
ing his works but (at best) from reading Plato’s and from associat-
ing with those in the Academy who carried forward in their own
way the same Platonic theories to which Aristotle was heir in the
development of his own. (We do not hear of specific mentions of
Aristotle’s writings or philosophical opinions by any of the early
Stoics, though we do hear of discussions of and disagreements with
Plato’s views.) The Peripatetics Theophrastus (died 287) and (to a
lesser extent) his successor as head of the school Strato (died 269)
did continue to do original work within an Aristotelian framework
in logic, the investigation of the natural world, metaphysics, ethics,
and the theory of rhetoric, but the then-dominant philosophical sys-
tems of Epicurus and the Stoics were largely constructed on new
foundations owing little to Aristotle’s work. After Theophrastus,
Peripateticism was a minor player in the world of Hellenistic
philosophy.

It was only towards the end of the second century Bc that philoso-
phers began again to read Aristotle’s ‘esoteric’ works and to take ac-
count of his views and arguments in developing their own ideas. The
Stoic philosophers Panaetius and his pupil Posidonius (see below,
p. 165), whose school was in Rhodes, began to treat Aristotle, as
well as Plato, as authoritative thinkers — divine, inspired. They soft-
ened and adjusted traditional Stoic teaching in various ways to ac-
commodate the ‘truth’ to be found in these classical, more ancient
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predecessors of the earliest Stoics. We hear of full-fledged commen-
taries on works of Aristotle beginning already during Posidonius’
lifetime, in the middle of the first century Bc — further indication
of the authoritative status being accorded during that time to his
works. Gradually over the next centuries increasing numbers of
philosophers made the study and explication of texts of Aristotle (and
Plato) integral, central elements in the practice of philosophy and
in the formation and development of their own philosophical ideas.
Towards the end of the second century AD and into the third the great
Aristotelian philosopher Alexander of Aphrodisias (see pp. 2434
below) wrote vast, detailed, paragraph-by-paragraph and sentence-
by-sentence, enormously acute commentaries (many of which still
survive) on Aristotle’s De interpretatione (lost), Topics, Sophistical
Refutations, Prior Analytics 1, Posterior Analytics, Physics (lost), On
the Heavens (lost), Meteorology, On Sensation, and Metaphysics (the
first five books survive), together with independent works On Fate,
On the Soul, On Mixture, and various Problems and Questions, all
aimed at establishing the views of Aristotle, updated as needed to
take account of Stoic and other alternatives, as the best and most
defensible current (second to third centuries Ap) ideas on their sub-
jects. For Alexander, the inspired genius of Aristotle’s writings was
a sufficient basis, if they were properly interpreted, explicated, and
fleshed out, to resolve with complete satisfaction all the questions
debated among philosophers of varying schools in his own time.
However, in Alexander’s time and in the previous several gen-
erations, a powerful movement was under way to connect current
philosophy rather all the way back to Plato, Aristotle’s forebear.
Plato, not Aristotle, was to be the divine genius whose authority
would provide the contact that thinkers needed with the ancient,
original ‘truth’ that Hellenistic philosophers (Epicurean, Stoic, neo-
Aristotelian) had abandoned or obfuscated, if they were to deal ade-
quately with the philosophical (and spiritual) problems of their own
age. By the end of the third century, with the work of Plotinus
(see p. 244 below), all the Greek philosophers were, or professed
to be, Platonists (virtually none called themselves Peripatetics or
Aristotelians), engaged in recovering from or at least tracing back
to Plato’s writings the solutions to all the problems of philosophy.
The tradition of reading and commenting on Aristotle’s works
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nonetheless continued and indeed entrenched itself in this new
uniformly Platonist intellectual world. Plotinus’ pupil and biogra-
pher Porphyry (p. 244 below) with the reinforcement of his own
pupil ITamblichus, established a long-lasting tradition of harmoniz-
ing Aristotle with Plato (despite the awkward and rather obvious
fact of Aristotle’s rejection of Plato’s theory of separate, purely in-
tellectual Forms). Through his writings in logic, natural philosophy,
ethics, metaphysics, even politics and rhetoric, Aristotle would pro-
vide the systematically developed and deployed, detailed accounts
of the physical, sensible world and our life within it, which had
been neglected by Plato himself. These were taken to flesh out and
apply the Platonic insights into the super-sensible world of Forms,
the Divine Mind, and the ultimate source of everything, the One,
that, for these Neoplatonists, were the indispensable core of Plato’s
philosophy and of the ancient ‘truth’ itself. It is from this Platonizing
point of view that the great series of commentaries on Aristotle of
the fourth through sixth centuries were written: see the catalogue of
these on pp. 246-9 below.

LOGIC

Logic is the systematic study of arguments or argumentation: the
study of what follows from given premisses, and why it follows (and
of what does not follow, though it might appear to). As he himself
observes (SE 34), Aristotle is the earliest thinker to conceive of logic
as a subject for study. Thus he is the first logician, the inventor of
logic—i.e. of the study (not of course the use!) of arguments. However,
he concentrates his study upon argumentation in two specific con-
texts, so that his remarkable, pioneering achievements in logic also
have severe limitations. It is certainly far from being the ‘complete’
system of logic that his followers later tried to claim. First, we have
the context of ‘dialectical’ argument, argument or debate in which
one person attempts to force another to draw some conclusion sim-
ply on the basis of conceding certain other propositions. Socrates in
the ‘Socratic’ dialogues of Plato — dialogues such as Crito or Laches,
or the first part of Meno — illustrates this, when he asks his inter-
locutor a series of questions, gaining concessions, and then gets the
interlocutor to see that his answers logically commit him to some
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unwelcome conclusion, something that he had previously denied. To
the study of such dialectical arguments Aristotle devotes his Topics
and Sophistical Refutations. Second, there is what Aristotle calls
‘demonstration’ in the sciences. Aristotle accepted the mathemati-
cal disciplines of arithmetic and geometry as models for all scien-
tific knowledge and understanding, including what we would regard
as empirical and experimental sciences such as medicine or biology
or physics. Geometry presents itself in the form of rigorous proofs,
starting from basic first principles (axioms), for a systematic series
of theorems setting out the properties of all the various objects stud-
ied by the science (the geometrical figures — triangles, squares and
the like). So likewise, Aristotle thought, each of the other sciences
should ideally be presented as starting from a small set of basic truths
which establish the fundamental nature of the specific kinds of
things that that science studies, and deriving from those ‘principles’
by demonstration or proof the rest of the truths in the science (its
‘theorems’). In his Prior and Posterior Analytics Aristotle studies
demonstrative argument in the sciences, ideally so conceived. When
and why do the conclusions of scientific arguments (the ones stating
the ‘theorems’) actually follow from their premisses? What further
conditions, beyond simply having conclusions that follow logically
from their premisses, must arguments in the sciences fulfil? (See
further, chapter 10, pp. 286-8 below.)

It is in his study of scientific argumentation that Aristotle made
his most celebrated discovery - his theory of ‘syllogistic’. He takes it
for granted that every assertion in any of the sciences has the form of
a subject—predicate statement, in which something (a predicate) is ei-
ther affirmed or denied of some subject. Furthermore, in the sciences
the subjects are always kinds of thing, rather than individuals: isosce-
les triangles, rather than the one whose equal sides are two inches
in length, human beings rather than Socrates or Plato. (Even if the
sciences do have things to say about individuals, it is about them as
members of given kinds — kinds which are, from the scientific point
of view, the basic subjects of the predicates in question. So any such
assertions can be disregarded, as derivative from the main business of
science, which is concerned with kinds or ‘universals’.) With these
severely limiting assumptions in place, Aristotle notes that scien-
tific assertions will always be of one of four forms, depending upon
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whether the predicate is affirmed or denied of all of the subject, or
only of part of it. Thus, using a convention introduced in the Middle
Ages to designate these types of assertion, every scientific assertion
will be of one of the following four forms (a, e, 1 or o respectively).
(I illustrate each of these with what is intended to be a truth, but of
course there are plenty of false examples of each as well.)

A belongs to all (every) B. AaB  ‘Every human is two-footed.’
A belongs to no B. AeB  ‘No fish has feathers.’
A belongs to some (of) B. AiB  ‘Some lilies are white.’

A does not belong to some (of) B. AoB  ‘Some lilies are not white.’

Thus each of the premisses and the conclusion of each and every
scientific argument will be of one or another of these four forms.

Now in the first chapter of the Prior Analytics Aristotle defines
the arguments which he calls in Greek syllogismoi (singular: syl-
logismos), of which scientific arguments are, according to him, a
special case, as follows:

A syllogismos is an argument in which, certain things being posited, some-
thing else different from the things posited results of necessity because of
their being so. (Pr. An. 11, 24b18-20)

Thus a syllogismos is, in modern terminology, a deductively valid
argument (i.e. one such that if or whenever its premisses are true the
conclusion necessarily must be true as well), and moreover one of a
particular kind, namely one where the conclusion is different from
its premiss or premisses.® Our word ‘syllogism’ was in fact adopted
into English simply as a transliteration of Aristotle’s syllogismos, yet
it is always used in such a way that there are both valid and invalid
syllogisms (i.e. valid and invalid arguments of a certain determinate
form). So, paradoxically, it is desirable in discussing Aristotle’s syllo-
gistic not to use ‘syllogism’ to translate his Greek: instead, it is better
to speak of the intended subject of the definition I have just quoted as
(valid) deductions (of a certain type —i.e. ones where the conclusion
is distinct from any of the premisses). Now, it is evident that, with
some obvious exceptions, no single proposition of any of the forms
a, e, 1, or o can logically imply any other different proposition of any
of those forms.? Thus any deduction (syllogismos) involving only
propositions of these four forms will have to have, at a minimum,
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two premisses. Moreover, it is also evident that no pair of proposi-
tions of those forms can imply a third one unless each has at least
one term in common with the other (whether as its subject or its
predicate): otherwise, each will say something logically quite unre-
lated to what the other says. So, taking all possible combinations of
two distinct a, e, 1, or o propositions having exactly one common
term, Aristotle asks which of them are, and which of them are not,
premisses which lead, via (valid) deductions of the required type, to
some q, ¢, 1, or o conclusion, or rather (in particular) to some g, ¢, i,
or o conclusion having just the terms that the premisses do not have
in common. His answers to this question constitute his theory of
syllogistic.

He groups all possible pairs of a, ¢, i, or o propositions having
precisely one common term into three sets, three so-called ‘figures’.
Either (1) the subject of one proposition is the predicate of the other -
this is the ‘first figure’ — or (2) the two propositions have the same
predicate — the ‘second figure’ — or (3) the two propositions have the
same subject — the ‘third figure’.

First Figure Second Figure Third Figure
Predicate Subject Predicate Subject Predicate Subject
A B A B A B
B C A C C B

Taking each figure in turn, Aristotle then asks which pairs of propo-
sitions, each of which is of one of the forms g, ¢, i, or 0, imply some
conclusion different from either of the premisses, i.e. an a, ¢, i, or o
conclusion having as its terms the two terms that the premisses do
not have in common.™ Working systematically through the sixteen
possible premiss pairs in each figure, he proves, for each of the four
forms a, e, i, and o, that a conclusion in that form either follows
or does not follow from the given premisses. Leaving aside, for lack
of space, consideration of these proofs (and their methods), we can
summarize the resulting theory of the valid deductions (the ones
that Aristotle calls the ‘moods’), in the table below. I add the me-
dieval names for each mood; they are a useful mnemonic, since the
three vowels in each name indicate to which of the forms g, ¢, 1, or o
each of the three propositions, in order, belongs. Some but not all
the consonants function to indicate the method of proof, but this
beginner’s exposition omits such refinements.™™
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First Figure™

AaB, BaC; therefore AaC Barbara
AeB, BaC; therefore AeC Celarent
AaB, BiC; therefore AiC Darii
AeB, BiC; therefore AoC Ferio
Second Figure
MaN, MeX; therefore NeX Camestres
MeN, MaX; therefore NeX Cesare
MeN, MiX; therefore NoX Festino
MaN, MoX; therefore NoX Baroco
Third Figure
PaS, RaS; therefore PiR Darapti
PeS, RaS; therefore PoR Felapton
PiS, RaS; therefore PiR Disamis
PaS, RiS; therefore PiR Datisi
PoS, RaS; therefore PoR Bocardo
PeS, RiS; therefore PoR Ferison

The Analytics contains a great deal else of great interest besides
this basic theory of the categorical syllogistic (syllogistic dealing
with simple categorical propositions): there is a modal syllogistic
too (dealing with arguments having one or more premisses where
the predicate’s belonging to the subject is qualified as necessary or
possible), and a number of discussions of what we would nowadays
call a ‘metalogical’ kind, to do with the structural properties of
Aristotle’s deductive system — and much else. But this is all we
have room for here; it is enough to suggest why, from the revival of
Platonism and Aristotelianism in later antiquity and all through the
Middle Ages (when the important contributions of the Stoics to log-
ical theory were neglected) — in fact, until the beginnings of modern
mathematical logic through Frege’s work in the late nineteenth
century — Aristotle’s logic simply was logic. It was as if Aristotle had
virtually completed the whole of logic once and for all, even while
establishing it for the first time as a subject of study. Only with the
development of modern mathematical logic were the severe limita-
tions of Aristotle’s logic generally recognized.

For the issues addressed in this section, see also chapter 1 above.
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NATURAL PHILOSOPHY AND NATURAL SCIENCE

I said above that the largest portion by far of the Corpus Aris-
totelicum is devoted to the study of nature in general and of various
specific natural phenomena, including pre-eminently the world’s an-
imal population. Perhaps the most useful introduction to this part
of Aristotle’s work would be to discuss briefly the objectives and
main contents of the major works falling under this heading, with
some remarks also on the relationship of these works to one another,
and to Aristotle’s overall ambitions with regard to knowledge of the
natural world.

It is often remarked, correctly, that despite Aristotle’s ambitious
account in the Posterior Analytics of all sciences as consisting of
demonstrations of ‘theorems’ starting from primitive conceptions
(‘axioms’ definitive of their particular subject matters), none of his
works in natural philosophy and science presents its results in that
format. So far as the Physics is concerned, that is because its function
is rather to explain and defend certain specific analyses of the actual
conceptions that Aristotle thinks are fundamental to the study of na-
ture overall, and in all its branches. The argumentation that he em-
ploys, instead of being scientific demonstration as that is explained
in the Analytics, is much closer to the dialectical argumentation set
forth in the Topics. In Book 1, for example, he develops a general ac-
count of what change is (change of quality, of quantity, of place, of
nature or substance), and defends against the objections of certain
Presocratic philosophers the basic assumption (on which all study
of nature depends) that things do change in all these ways. His aim
is to show that these fundamental notions can be expressed clearly
and coherently — in such a way as to free them from all philosophi-
cal doubts about their coherence and applicability to the objects and
phenomena of nature. In Book 11 he does the same thing with the
crucial notions, first, of a thing’s nature: in what does the nature of
a thing that exists by nature in fact consist? Then, that of a ‘cause’ -
whatever it is, in a given case, that explains either a change that
something undergoes, or any of the ways that it is and remains. Here
(11 3) he introduces his famous and vastly influential distinction be-
tween four basic sorts of ‘cause’: material (the matter a thing is made
of insofar as that is responsible for certain of its properties), formal
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(the thing’s nature or ‘form’ as a factor responsible for others of its
properties — an apple tree’s having flowers or fruit of a certain kind),
‘efficient’ (this terminology, though traditional, does not correspond
to any term Aristotle himself uses — he usually speaks here of ‘the
source of the change’, whatever it is that sets off a change whenever
anything changes in any way), and ‘final’ (the thing’s intended or
natural function or purpose — its ‘for the sake of which’ or ‘end’, as
when we say that taking a walk after eating is for the sake of health -
our walking is to be explained by reference to that — or that the spe-
cific construction of the eye is for the sake of seeing). For the funda-
mental importance of this teleological principle in Aristotle’s natural
philosophy, see chapter 10, pp. 283, 286 below.

Books 111 and 1v offer detailed analyses of five further concepts that
are central to the study of nature and natural objects, as we ordinar-
ily understand them: (a) change itself (what a process of change actu-
ally is — a question not addressed in Book 1), (b) the sort of ‘infinity’
that characterizes the magnitudes studied in physics (physical mag-
nitudes, change itself, time), (¢c) how we should understand the place
of a thing (every natural object, it would seem, has to be somewhere
at each moment), (d) whether we need to think that there are any
void spaces in the natural world (e.g. to make movement possible),
(e) what time (something required if there is to be change at all)
actually is. Aristotle raises difficulties for each of these concepts,
ones that if unresolved threaten their coherence and applicability;
discusses these difficulties in thorough and brilliant fashion; and
proposes his own final account intended to respond to and accom-
modate the bases of objection while offering (with two exceptions)
refined, clear and coherent conceptions suitable for unworried use
by anyone who wishes to study nature and natural objects. (He re-
jects the notion of a void space as thoroughly incoherent, but also
unnecessary; and while accepting that the magnitudes presupposed
in physics are ‘infinite’ in some ways, he rejects the idea, again as
incoherent, that there is any infinitely extended physical magnitude,
and argues that no one concerned with physics has any need for such
an idea anyhow.) Physics v—viir discuss further puzzles about change
(the dynamics of motion in particular), and develop (vri1) the idea
that the world, which is, as a whole, subject to constant change, can-
not have come into being but must be eternal, though it depends
for its continued functioning upon some otherwise undetermined
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‘unmoved mover’ or ultimate source of this constant change, which
is itself free from all change, and lies outside the physical system
altogether.

Having thus established clear and coherent versions of the basic
concepts applicable to all natural objects, he goes on to use these
concepts, so understood, in a series of specialized studies of partic-
ular parts and aspects of the physical world. On the Heavens and
On Coming-to-be and Passing Away discuss the four basic sorts of
matter (earth, air, fire and water) which ultimately compose all bod-
ies other than the sun, moon and other heavenly bodies — these, on
Aristotle’s view, are made of a separate ‘fifth body’, called ‘aether’,
endowed with a natural circular motion. Aristotle also considers the
modes of transformation into one another of earth, air, fire and water,
their ‘natural places’ and ‘natural motions’. Meteorology as its name
implies discusses and offers explanations of all sorts of meteorolog-
ical and other natural phenomena: rainbows, shooting stars, clouds,
snow, winds, earthquakes, thunderbolts, rivers, springs, etc. On all
this, see further, chapter 10, pp. 280-1 below.

Aristotle applies the same principles in further studies, too — of
living things. But in their case additional principles are needed, since
many of the facts and phenomena to be understood and explained in
this area cannot, he thinks, be adequately dealt with entirely in terms
of the various materials of which these natural objects are composed.
We must also understand living things specifically as alive — and that
means, for him, in terms of their souls. A soul (psyché) is precisely
what anything that is alive (even plants) possesses simply in virtue of
being alive, and that to which, ultimately, all the behaviours which
constitute its specific type of life are to be traced: its absorption of
food, growth and physical self-maintenance, its eating and sleeping
and breathing (if it is an animal), its moving about from