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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Psyche or the Separation of the Knower

from the Known

" T some time towards the end of the fifth century before.n Christ, it became possible for a few Greeks to talk about
their 'souls' as though they had selves or personalities

which were autonomous and not fragments of the atmosphere
nor of a cosmic life force, but what we might call entities or real
substances. At first this conception was within reach only of the
more sophisticated. There is evidence to show that as late as the
last quarter of the fifth century, in the minds of the majority of
men, the notion was not understood, and that in their ears the terms
in which it was expressed sounded bizarre.1 Before the end of the
fourth century the conception was becoming part of the Greek
language and one of the common assumptions of Greek culture.

Scholarship has tended to connect this discovery with the life
and teaching of Socrates and to identify it with a radical change
which he introduced into the meaning ofthe Greek word psyche.·
In. brief, instead of signifying a man's ghost or wraith, or a man's
breath or his life blood, a thing devoid ofsense and self-<:onscious
ness, it came to mean 'the ghost that thinks', that is capable both
of moral decision and of scientific cognition, and is the seat of
moral responsibility, something infmitely precious, an essence
unique in the whole realm ofnature.

In. fact it is probably more accurate to say that while the dis
covery was affirmed and exploited by Socrates, it was the slow
creation of many minds among his predecessors and contem-
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poraries. One thinks particularly of Heraclitus and Democritus.3

Moreover, the discovery involved more than just the semantics
of the word psyche. The Greek pronowls, both personal and
reflexive, also began to find themselves in new syntactical con
texts, used for example as objects ofverbs ofcognition, or placed
in antithesis to the 'body' or 'corpse' in which the 'ego' was
thought ofas residing.' We confront here a change in the Greek
language and in the syntax oflinguistic usage and in the overtones
of certain key words which is part of a larger intellectual revolu
tion, which affected the whole range of the Greek cultural
experience./; There is no need in this place to attempt a full
documentation of it.8 The main fact, that such a discovery
occurred, has been accepted by historians. Our present business
is to connect this discovery with that crisis in Greek culture which
saw the replacement of an orally memorised tradition by a quite
different system ofinstruction and education, and which therefore
saw the Homeric state ofmind give way to the Platonic. For this
cOlmection the essential documentation lies once more in Plato
himself and most specifically in his Republic.

Let us recapitulate the educational experience of the Homeric
and post-Homeric Greek. He is required as a civilised being to
become acquainted with the history, the social organisation, the
technical competence and the moral imperatives of his group.
This group will in post-Homeric times be his city, but his city in
turn is able to function only as a fragment of the total Hellenic
world. It shares a consciousness in which he is keenly aware that
he, as a Hellene, partakes. This over-all body of experience (we
shall avoid the word 'knowledge') is incorporated in a rhythmic
narrative or set of narratives which he memorises and which is
subject to recall in his memory. Such is poetic tradition, essentially
something he accepts uncritically, or else it fails to survive in his
living memory. Its acceptance and retention are made psycho
logically possible by a mechanism of self-surrender to the poetic
performance, and ofself-identification with the situations and the
stories related in the performance. Only when the spell is fully
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effective can his mnemonic powers be fully mobilised. His
receptivity to the tradition has thus, from the standpoint of inner
psychology, a degree of automatism which however is counter
balanced by a direct and unfettered capacity for action, in
accordance with the paradigms he has absorbed. 'His not to
reason why.'

This picture ofhis absorption in the tradition is over-simplified.
There are clear signs in Homer himself7 that the Greek mind
would one day reach out in search of a different kind of ex
perience. And any estimate of the mental condition of Homeric
man will depend upon the point ofview from which the estimate
is made. From the standpoint of a developed self-conscious
critical intelligence he was a part ofall he had seen and heard and
remembered. His job was not to form individual and unique
convictions but to retain tenaciously a precious hoard of exemp
lars. These were constantly present with him in his acoustic
reflexes and also visually imagined before his mind's eye. In short,
he went along with the tradition. His mental condition, though
not his character, was one of passivity, of surrender, and a sur
render accomplished through the lavish employment of the
emotions and of the motor reflexes.

When confronted with an Achilles, we can say, here is a man
ofstrong character, defmite personality, great energy and forceful
decision, but it would be equally true to say, here is a man to whom
it has not occurred, and to whom it cannot occur, that he has a
personality apart from the pattern of his acts. His acts are res
ponses to his situation, and are governed by remembered examples
of previous acts by previous strong men. The Greek tongue
therefore, as long as it is the speech ofmen who have remained in
the Greek sense 'musical' and have surrendered themselves to the
spell ofthe tradition, cannot frame words to express the conviction
that 'I' am one thing and the tradition is another; that 'I' can
stand apart from the tradition and examine it; that 'I' can and
should break the spell of its hypnotic force; and that 'I' should
divert some at least of my mental powers away from memorisa-
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tion and direct them instead into channels of critical inquiry and
analysis. The Greek ego in order to achieve that kind ofcultural
experience which after Plato became possible and then normal
must stop identifying itself successively with a whole series of
polymorphic vivid narrative situations; must stop re-enacting the
whole scale of the emotions, of challenge, and of love, and hate
and fear and despair and joy, in which the characters of epic be
come involved. It must stop splitting itself up into an endless
series of moods. It must separate itself out and by an effort of
sheer will must rally itself to the point where it can say 'I am I,
an autonomous little universe ofmy own, able to speak, think and
act in independence of what I happen to remember'. This
anlounts to accepting the premise that there is a 'me', a 'self', a
'soul', a consciousness which is self-governing and which dis
covers the reason for action in itselfrather than in imitation ofthe
poetic experience. The doctrine of the autonomous psyche is the
counterpart of the rejection of the oral culture.

Such a discovery ofselfcould be only ofthe thinking sel£ The
'personality', as first invented by the Greeks and then presented to
posterity for contemplation, could not be that nexus of motor
responses, unconscious reflexes, and passions and emotions which
had been mobilised for countless time in the service of the
mnemonic process. On the contrary, it was precisely these which
proved an obstacle to the realisation of a self-consciousness
emancipated from th~ condition of an oral culture. The psyche
which slowly asserts itself in independence of the poetic per
formance and the poetised tradition had to be the reflective,
thoughtful, critical psyche, or it could be nothing. Along with
the discovery of the soul, Greece in Plato's day and just before
Plato had to discover something else-the activity of sheer
thinking. Scholarship has already called attention in this crucial
period to changes that were occurring in the significance of the
words denoting various kinds of mental activity. Their complete
documentation need not be treated here. It may suffice to point
to one symptom among many; namely that the sanle sources
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which testify to a sort of virtuosity in the use of the words for
'soul' and 'self' testify also to the same kind of virtuosity in the
words for 'thinking' and 'thought'.s Something novel is in the
air, not later than the last quarter ofthe fifth century before Christ,
and this novelty might be described as a discovery of intellection.

One way of expressing this novelty would be to say that a
psychic mechanism which exploited memorisation through
association was being replaced, at least among a sophisticated
minority, by a mechanism of reasoned calculation. We cannot
correcdy say that the imaginative powers were yielding to the
critical, though this, in the Alexandrian Age, seemed to be the
practical result for Hellenism. The term imagination as it is used
today seeks to combine the Homeric and the Platonic states of
mind in a single synthesis. Another and more correct way of
stating the effect of the revolution, if we are to employ modern
terms, as we must, would be to say that it now becanle possible to
identify the 'subject' in relation to that 'object' which the 'subject'
knows. The problem of the 'object', the datum, the knowledge
that is known, we shall explore in the next chapter. Here we con
centrate on the new possibility of realising that in all situations
there is a 'subject', a 'me', whose separate identity is the first
premise to be accepted before we pass on to any further state
ments or conclusions about what the situation is.

We are now in a position more clearly to tmderstand one
reason for Plato's opposition to the poetic experience. It was his
self-imposed task, building to be sure on the work ofpredecessors,
to establish two main postulates: that of the personality which
thinks and knows, and that of a body of knowledge which is
thought about and known. To do this he had to destroy the im
memorial habit of self-identification with the oral tradition. For
this had merged the personality with the tradition, and made a
self-<onscious separation from it impossible. This means that his
polemics against the poets are not a side issue, nor an eccentric
piece ofPuritanism, nor a response to some temporary fashion in
Greek educational practice. They are central to the establishment
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ofhis own system. Within the confmes of this chapter let us take
up the pertinent documentation of his Republic, as it reveals and
illuminates the direct connection in his own mind between the
rejection of the poets on one hand and the affIrmation of the
psychology of the autonomous individual on the other.

Soon after the beginning of Book Three, his programme for
censoring the stories told by the poets is concluded. He has so far
been dealing, as we recall, with content (logoi) and now he pro
poses to take up lexis,' the 'medium' by which the content is com
municated. At this point he introduces the conception of mimesis
and at first sight he seems content to use the term, as we have
earlier pointed out, in a purely stylistic sense to distinguish
dramatic impersonation from straight description. But when he
asserts that the artist who employs the former in effect 'likens
himself' and not simply his words to another, and is in this sense
a mimer, we realise that he is assuming a condition in the artist
which must involve psychological identification with his subject
matter. It is no longer merely a question ofstyling. In fact, as we
have seen, his argument as it develops the theme of identification
seems to draw little distinction between the artist, the performer,
and finally the pupil who learns the poetry from either the artist
or the performer. For it is surely the pupil who is to become the
future guardian, and as Plato's argument develops, it focuses more
and more on the psychological protection of the guardian during
the course ofhis education. He stresses the profound effect which
"imitations starting in early youth" can have upon "characters"
and warns against the habit of "likening oneself to the inferior"
(model). The precise effects which are registered upon the pupil's
personality are not analysed in detail, but in general their impact
is stated to be one of dispersal and distraction, of loss offocus and
moral direction. This suggestion is first supported by appealing
to the previous doctrine in Book Two of natural specialisation.
The poetic mimer cannot select his one proper speciality for
imitation; he is continually involved with a series ofidentifications,
all of them inconsistent. When the medium used is expository
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rather than mimetic, the shifts and changes are small. That Plato's
words apply to the content, with its variety of character and
situation, and to the response of the pupil, is indicated a few sen
tences later: 'we do not want our guardian to be a "two-aspect
man" nor a "many-aspect man" nor do we want an artist who
can become "any kind of person".' Then he leaves these matters
and passes on to problems of mode and melody.

Later he resumes and summarises what for the young guardian
should be the general objective of his education. He has to be 'an
effective guardian ofhimselfand ofthe music he has been learning,
presenting himselfrhythmically well-organised and harmonised'.10

This comes near to a conception of an inner stability of the per
sonality, self-organised and autonomous, a stability not possible
under the existing practice of poetic education. But it is note
worthy that in this, the first programme of educational reform
offered in Books Two and Three, the conception of the autono
mous personality is not put forward and defended as such. True,
the Republic, even in the earlier books, can use the term psyche in
the Socratic sense. We should hardly expect otherwise in a
thinker whose thinking begins within the Socratic orbit. But a
systematic explication of the term and the doctrine behind it is
reserved for Book Four, at a point where the cardinal virtues,
already defmed in a social context as attributes of the political
community, are now to be defmed as attributes of the individual
personality. Here, in a context divorced from the problem of
imitation, plato first makes formal use of the assumption that the
individual man has a psyche comprising three 'forms' which are
correspondingly found in the three classes in the state.l1 He warns
however against committing ourselves to the notion that this
means that the psyche is divisible into real parts. Its three divisions
have a convenience which is apparently descriptive only.ls It
does however have powers or capacities corresponding to our
powerof'learning', to our 'spirit' (or 'will' !) and to our'appetition'
or 'desire'.ls The fundamental distinction to be drawn lies
between the calculative or rational, and the appetitive capacities,
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with spirit or will lying between, potentially the ally of either.it

He then, using this descriptive mechanism, states the psychological
doctrine which is to support his moral doctrine. Spirit or will i,
properly the ally ofthe calculative reason. With its help the task
ofreason is to control the appetitive instincts and bring the whole
psyche into a harmonised and unified condition, in which the
virtue of each faculty, demonstrated in the performance of its
proper role within its proper confines, is united with its fellows
into a condition ofover-all 'justice'. This is the true inner morality
ofthe soul and as Plato sums up, he recalls and now explicates his
previous description16 ofthe guardian who has won self-mastery:

Righteousness pertains to the inner action not the outer, to oneself and to
the elements of the self, restricting the specific elements in one's self to their
respective roles, forbidding the types in the psyche to get mixed up in one
another's business; requiring a man to make a proper disposition ofhis several
properties and to assume command of himself and to organise himself and
become a friend ofhimself ... becoming in all respects a single person instead
of many•...18

We are justified in calling this a doctrine of the autonomous
personality, one which self-consciously rallies its own powers in
order to impose upon them an inner organisation, the inspiration
for which is self-generated and self-<liscovered.

When we read Plato, we can sometimes be convinced that there
was no salvation outside of society, while at other times it is the
kingdom within man which is all-sufficient. The Republic is
bifocal in its emphasis. In the present passage at least the philo
sopher speaks as though, ifjustice were founded within one's own
soul, it would be occupying the only entity which exists beyond
time and place and circumstance. This, when he wrote, was a
very new conception for Greece. It is put forward in this place
with only indirect reference to the problems raised by poetic
'imitation', or, as we have interpreted it, psych.ological identifica
tion. The connection is there, for Plato's description of this
subject who has become 'one person' instead of many recalls his
previous description of that condition proper to the young
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guardian who has had the proper kind of education, and has
escaped the dangers of mimesis.

The next stage in the unfolding of Plato's psychology comes
only in Book Seven. He has in the meantime confronted us with
society's need to be governed not simply by guardians but by
intellectuals, the philosopher-kings. What is the difference' It
lies in the crucial distinction between the average experience of
average men and a knowledge ofthe Forms; between the kind of
mind which accepts and absorbs the passing show uncritically, and
the intelligence which has been trained to grasp formulas and
categories which lie behind the panorama of experience. The
parables of the Sun, the Line and the Cave have been offered as
paradigms which shall illuminate the relationship between ideal
knowledge on the one hand and empirical experience on the
other, and shall suggest to us the ascent ofman through education
from the life of the senses towards the life of the reasoned intelli
gence.

And what then, asks Plato, is the process, properly understood,
that we name education l Not the implanting ofnew knowledge
in the psyche. Rather there is a faculty (dynamis) in the psyche, an
organ which every man uses in the learning process, and it is this
DUlate faculty which, like a physical eye, must be converted
towards new objects. Higher education is simply the technique
ofconversion ofthis organ. 'Thinking' is a 'function' (arete) of the
psyche supreme above all others; it is indestructible, but it has to
be converted and refocused in order to become serviceable.17

In Book Four Plato had sought a descriptive outline ofthe com
peting impulses and drives or 'faculties' (dynameis) in the psyche,
which would at the same time not compromise its essential unity
and absolute autonomy. Here the conception of that autonomy
is now elevated to a plane where the soul attains its full self
realisation in the power to think and to know. This is its supreme
faculty; in the last resort its only one. Man is 'a thinking reed'.

And what is to be the mathema or object of study which shall
produce this effect ofconversion ,18 As he seeks the answer to this



206 PREFACE TO PLATO

question and proposes 'number and calculation', as the first item
in his curriculum, plato drops into a linguistic usage which re
affirms, over and over again, the conception of the psyche as the
seat offree autonomous reflection and cogitation. It is the learning
process associated with arithmetic which 'leads to thought pro
cesses'. Sense experience per se 'fails to challenge the thought
process to undertake inquiry' and 'the psyche of most men is not
compelled to put a question to the thought process'.19 Plato does
not here mean that psyche and thought process are distinct, for a
little later he speaks of 'the psyche, caught in a dilemma', asking
questions ofthe senses, and again 'the psyche challenges calculation
and thought process to undertake examination'. There are
situations where sense impressions are contradictory. It is these
which 'offer challenge to the intellect and stimulate thought pro
cess' so that 'the psyche in its dilemma sets moving the thought
process in itself'.20

In this way, that autonomous self-governing personality
defined in Book Four becomes symbolised as the power to think,
to calculate, to cogitate, and to know, in total distinction from the
capacity to see, to hear, and to feel. In Book Ten, as Plato at last
returns to the problem of poetic mimesis, we discover how in
timate in his own mind is the connection between this problem
and the doctrine of the autonomous psyche which is able to think.

In Book Three the mimetic process had not been totally
rejected; a degree of identification was possibly useful to the
pupil in primary education if it helped him to imitate models
which were morally sound and useful. Even so, Plato could not
help suggesting that there was something psychologically un
sound about the mimetic process as such.

But now, before reaching Book Ten, he has expressed in full
the doctrine of the autonomous personality and identified the
essence of the personality with the processes of reflection and
cogitation. He is now therefore in a positionll totally to reject the
whole mimetic process as such. He has to propose that the Greek
mind fmd an entirely new basis for its education. Hence the
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extreme position in the matter of the arts put forward in Book
Ten, so far from being a piece of eccentricity or a reply to some
fleeting fashion in education, becomes the logical and inevitable
climax to the systematic doctrine of the Republic.

Roughly the first two-third.s22 ofthe attack is levelled at the char
acter of the content of the poetised statement. The problem here
is epistemological, and we shall come to it in our next chapter. It
is met by using presuppositions about the character of knowledge
and of truth which had been laid down in Books Six and Seven,
and which are comprised within the sCK:allcd Theory of Forms.

Plato's argument, thus armed, and having disposed of the
problem of poetry's content, turns upon23 the character of the
poetic performance as an educational institution and renews that
attack which he had launched in Book Three. But now the
victory has to be total. Since he is now equipped, and has now
equipped his reader, with the doctrine of the autonomous
personality and identified it as the seat of rational thought, he is in
a position to re-examine mimesis from the basis of this doctrine,
and he finds the two wholly incompatible. For the imitative
process already described in Book Three as 'making yourself like
somebody else' is now disclosed with compelling force to be a
'surrender' of one's self, a 'following-along' while we 'identify'
with the emotions of others; it is a 'manipulation' of our ethe.2f.

He even includes a reference to the fact that these experiences are
'recollections';26 that is, the task of the poetic education is to
memorise and recall. To this pathology of identification Plato
now opposes the 'polity in oneself',26 the city of man's own soul,
and affirms as he had in Book Three the absolute necessity of
building an inner self-consistency. This becomes possible only if
we reject the whole process of poetic identification. And this
identification is pleasurable; it appeals to the unconscious
instinct. It means the surrender to a spell.27 Plato's description
cannot but recall the terms in which Hesiod had ftrst described the
psychology of the reflexes which assist memorisation. Plato
himself is well aware that he is entering the lists against a whole
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cultural tradition. That is why his peroration ends with a
challenge to man to resist the temptations not only of power,
wealth, and pleasure, but of poetry hersel£88 The appeal trans

lated into terms of modem cultural conditions sounds absurd.
Plato was not given to absurdity.

Did this conception of the autonomous rational personality
derive from a previous rejection ofthe spell oforal memorisation,
or did it precipitate this rejection? Which was cause and which
was effect? The question is not answerable. The two pheno
mena in the history of the Greek mind are different ways of
looking at the results of a single revolution; they are formulas
which complement each other. One is entitled to ask however,
given the immemorial grip ofthe oral method ofpreserving group
tradition, how a self-consciousness could ever have been created.
If the educational system which transmitted the Hellenic mores
had indeed relied on the perpetual stimulation of the young in a
kind of hypnotic trance, to use Plato's language, how did the
Greeks ever wake uP?

The fundamental answer must lie in the changing technology
of communication. Refreshment of memory through written
signs enabled a reader to dispense with most of that emotional
identification by which alone the acoustic record was sure of
recall. This could release psychic energy, for a review and re
arrangement of what had now been written down, and of what
could be seen as an object and not just heard and felt. You could
as it were take a second look at it. And this separation ofyourself
from the remembered word may in tum lie behind the growing
use in the fifth century of a device often accepted as peculiar to
Socrates but which may well have been a general device for
challenging the habit of poetic identification and getting people
to break with it. This was the method ofdialectic, not necessarily
that developed form oflogical chain-reasoning found in Plato's
dialogues, but the original device in its simplest form, which con
sisted in asking a speaker to repeat himself and explain what he
had meant. In Greek. the words for explain, say, and mean could
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coincide. That is, the original fWlCtion of the dialectical question
was simply to force the speaker to repeat a statement already
made, with the underlying assumption that there was something
unsatisfactory about the statement, and it had better be re
phrased.29 Now, the statement in question, if it concerned
important matters of cultural tradition and morals, would be a
poetised one, using the imagery and often the rhythms ofpoetry.
It was one which invited you to identify with some emotively
effective example, and to repeat it over again. But to say, 'What
do you mean? Say that again', abruptly disturbed the pleasurable
complacency felt in the poetic formula or the image. It meant
using different words and these equivalent words would fail to be
poetic; they would be prosaic. As the question was asked, and the
alternative prosaic formula was attempted, the imaginations of
speaker and teacher were offended, and the dream so to speak was
disrupted, and some unpleasant effort ofcalculative reflection was
substituted. In short, the dialectic, a weapon we suspect to have
been employed in this form by a whole group of intellectuals in
the last half of the fifth century, was a weapon for arousing the
consciousness from its dream language and stimulating it to think
abstractly. As it did this, the conception of 'me thinking about
Achilles' rather than 'me identifying with Achilles' was born.

Thus the method was one means of separating the personality
of the artist from the content of the poem. Hence it was that in
his Apology, which whatever its historicity certainly attempts a
summation of the Socratic life and of Socrates' historical signifi
cance as plato saw them, the disciple represents his master's
famous mission as in the second instance a resort to the poets to
ask them what their poems said.sO The poets are his victims
because in their keeping reposes the Greek cultural tradition, the
fundamental 'thinking' (we can use this word in only a non
Platonic sense) of the Greeks in moral, social and historical
matters. Here was the tribal encyclopedia, and to ask what it was
saying amounted to a demand that it be said differently, non
poetically, non-rhythmically, and non-imagistically.
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It is ofsome interest in this connection to note that when Plato
in his own elaborate development of Socraticism proceeds to
construct the outline of the actual curriculum ofhis Academy, he
too faces the same problem ofawakening the prisoners in the cave
from their long illusion. The first subject on the curriculum pro
posed for this purpose is arithmetic. This takes the place of the
Socratic interrupting question. Why arithmetic, ifnot because it
is a primary example ofa mental act which is not one of recollec
tion and repetition, but of problem-solving? To establish a
numerical relationship is to achieve a small leap of the mind.
Plato by number and calculation did not meanjust 'counting' but
'counting up'. He is not asking for a repetition of the same series
of symbols in fixed order, but rather the establishment of simple
ratios and equations. This cannot be a mimetic process; it involves
not identification with a series or list ofphenomena, but the very
reverse. One has to achieve personal separation from the series in
order to look at it objectively and measure it.

That Plato thought of this discipline as some kind ofequivalent
for the elementary dialectic of Socrates is shown by ::he fact that
he links arithmetical thinking with the uncovering of'mental
dilemma' (aporia),31 and this in turn is created by the occurrence of
contradiction in the sense data. In Book Ten he finds the same
kind of contradiction in the poetised description of phenomena.
The soul is puzzled, disturbed, and in malaise.311 'Arithmetic', the
prototype ofall calculation, is tllen challenged to solve the dilem
ma. This means a challenge to the autonomous psyche to take
over the sense experience and the language of sense experience in
order to remodel them.

So it is that the long sleep of man is interrupted and his self
consciousness, separating itself from the lazy play of the endless
saga-series of events, begins to think and to be thought of, 'itself
of itself', and as it thinks and is thought, man in his new inner
isolation confronts the phenomenon of his own autonomous
personality and accepts it.
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NOTES

1 Clouds 94.319,415,420,714.719; Birds 1555 If.
I J. Burnet. 'Socratic Conception of the Soul'; A. E. Taylor, Socrates, pp.

35-88; F. M. Cornford, Before and After Socrates. The summary of the Socratic
mission at Apology 29d8 reads: X(!7/lJoayOYl' 1Jo& 00" a1lJxVvn imlJodovlJoevol; O:llWI;
lJm llJTCU WI; :IlMilJTa, "al 150;7/1; "al nlJoYJI;, tp(!OV1jlJEWI; !5i "al d).Tj8Elal; "al nil;

'l"'X'i1; O:llWI; WI; PE).Y[lJT7/llJTal ov" hnJloE)'fj oMi tpflOVTlCEll;;
8 For Heraclitus, psyche remains the Homeric 'breath', whether fiery or smoky.

but at least three of his sayings imply that this breath in the individual is the seat
or source of his intelligence: BI07 (ghosts that are 'barbarian'); 117 ('a drunk
man has a wet ghost'); 118 ('the dry ghost is the most intelligent'-reading a{J7/
'l"'xYJ lJotpWyaY7/). By Democritus psyche is distinguished as the seat ofintelligence
(Diodor, 1.8.7 = FVS B5. I: dyxlvola 'l"'X'iI;, and B 31: sophia is the iatrike of
psyche); and as seat of happiness (170, 171); of moral choice (72 and 264); of
cheerfulness or its opposite (191); of grief (290). It is likewise opposed to the
body as superior to inferior or as controller to controlled (37, 159. 187).

• Clouds 242. 385, 478. 695, 737. 765. 842. 886, 1454-5; cf. Phaedo 115c6:
00 ml(Jw, cD l1.vl5(!EI;, K(!lYWva, WI; iyw EllJol aUrol; l:w,,(!aY7/I;, <1 vvvl!5laAE)'olJoEVOI;
"al !5laTaTTOYI' l"alJTOV YQw ).ryOlJobwv, dU'olhal JIoE i"Eivov EIvm 6v IJljJETm

!lUy01' iJlJTE(!OV VE"{!Ov, "al i(!wy;;' !5r, mOl; IJoE (JMTl1.
• The assumptions expressed in the Phaedo passage (previous n.) are the exact

reverse of those that lie behind the language of the Iliad, 1.3-4: noUal; !5'ltpBllJoovl;
'l"'xd<;·AI"<5l :Il(!ot<l'pev YJ(!WOYl', amovl; !5i t).cfJQla n:vXE ,M,ElJlJlV. Cf. Iliad 23· 103-4:
&'l :IlOnol, r} (!ll. yll; ilJT& "al El1l •At!5ao !5op.o&lJ& 'l"'Xr, "al Ei!5w).ov, dyde tp(!EVEI; 00"
1v& :IlalJo:llav. This docs not mean that Homeric man was a shadowy creature,
unsure of himself or his existence. On the contrary. since the emotions which
accompany the senses are the foundation ofall consciousness. and since, as these are
intensified and enriched by their own expression, consciousness is intensified
also (cf. Collingwood, cap. 10), an Achilles can 'live fully' as a human being
without benefit of any Socratic belief that he must 'tend his soul'. The gulf
between the rwo men is bridged by a transition from the imaginative con
sciousness to the intellectual self-consciousness.

• The discovery of self which is ascribed to the lyric poets by Snell (Discovery,
cap. 3: 'The Rise of the Individual in Early Greek Lyric') is undocumented so
far as vocabulary is concerned.

7 Perhaps particularly in the Odyssey.
• Clouds 94, 137, 155, 225, 229. 233, 740, 762, 950; 695, 700 and below, n. 17 .
• Rep. 392C ff. What follows in our text is a brief recapitulation of the argu-

ment of cap. 2, pp. 20 If.
10 41 3e3-4·
11 435b.
11 435C4-d8.
18 436a9-lo lJoaJlfJaVOIJoEV lJoiv tYE(!cp, OVlJoovJIoE(Ja !5i dJJ.cp TWV iv YJlJoi1l,

bn(Jvp.oVlJoev 15'ail y(!lTcp nvl Kf)..
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1& 44QO-44Ia•

11 Above, n. 10.
11 4431:9 t[

17 S18e2 7J 6i TOO 'PPclIrijaiU nand, p.iiJ.kw 8elOT8qotJ T~ TV)'xm.ec, We;
loueev, oVaa, 6 T7}7,dv MvaJUv aMinoTe dnOAAoow, ,"A. Since 'Pf!OVeiv, like other
terms describing psychic process (cf. Snell, Discovery, cap. I, where however the
phren- phIon- words are not treated), had hitherto el\ioyed a wide and from our
standpoint ambiguous range of signification (pride, purpose, decision, intention,
awareness, state of mind; cf. also Aristotle, tie An. 3-3, and Fraenkel's AgametlUlOtt
II.IOS, as cited by Holt, p. 60; the fonnula ycyvrha7fw, 'Pf!OViw, Ta ye 61) IIOionc
xeAet1e" occurs at 04. 16.136, 17.193, 281, on which Merry notes that 'there is
not much shade of diKerence between the three verbs'), it may be inferred that
here Plato deliberately narrows the verb (or extends it, depending on the point
of view) to the signification of sheer thinIcing or intellection, a sense not sub
stantiated with certainty in any previous author except Heraclitus B.1I3 (cf.
Kirk's discussion, pp. 60-1; B.1I2 and B.u6, as emended by Diels, would
indeed anticipate Plato, but Kirk, p. S6, regards both as 'weak paraphrases' of
B.1I3; as for Parmenides B.16.3 and Emped. B.I08.2, the richer Homeric sense,
a complex of thought feeling and perception, is probably still intended by both,
though Kirk argues otherwise for Parm). Adam's note ad loc. says 'The meaning
of qJf!OvF/C1" has changed since 4.433b in conformity with the intellectualism of
Books 6 and 7'. This infers that the history of 'Pf!OVeiv is linked with that of
~", and raises the question of whether, even at Rep. 6.soSb6, the phronesis
which is named by 01 HO""tpOTeeoC as the summum bonum may not be 'intellection'
(the process) rather than 'wisdom' or 'knowledge' (the objectified product). In
that case, at sose, tp(!OVF/C1cv yd{> alJro tpa(Jcv ellliU dya800 means 'thinking about
the good', and Plato's objection, that prior 'comprehension' (a6vea" sosc3)
of the good is required in order to be able to 'think' about it becomes more
plausible. Moreover, the fifth-eentury history of phronesis and other phren
words suggests that the present passage provides a better index to the character
of the original Socratic quest than is furnished in earlier boob of the Republic.
Phronesis (cf. also on mimesis, above, cap. 3, n. 22, and on genesis above, cap. 10,
n. 8) is an action noun originating in Ionic ptose, before its entry into Attic
(Holt, pp. 117-20, who cites Her. B.2 and Democritus B.1I9, 193, and then
Sophocles, twice, and Euripides, once). Holt translates it as 'intelligence' and, in
Her., as 'facult~ de penser'. It thus represents (a) an attempt at abstraction but
(b) an abstraction ofa process or faculty. Holt explains this type ofnoun in-a"
as an invention designed to denominate general traits shared by a class of actions
regardless of whether they are 'aetual' or not (~I versus irr~). This is a philo
sopher's or thinker's motive. Previous vocabulary had limited itself to deno
minating specific action. The evidence of Old Comedy (cf. Denniston, p. 120,
for instances of phron-words, to which add the chorus of phrontistae in the
Connos ofAmeipsias, and 'miscarriage ofa phrontis' in the Clouds line 137) points
to the dawning awareness ofintellection as a mental phenomenon in the sophistic
Socratic period. and to the attempt to express the notion by exploiting these
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tenns. Hence Apol. Z9CJ-:Z (above, n. z) should be translated 'You do not give
any concentration (Enl/Lelfl) nor thought ('Pf!OVT~e~) to thinking (~ew,)
and truth and the psyche, to put it in perfect condition (8:roH; 00' (JeATiarT/ IOTtu)'
where the improvement of the psyche (cf. also Jobz) is not primarily ethical but
intellectual. Its powers of intellection must be maximised (from which would
follow ethical improvement). The passage in Rep. 7 (considered in our text) is
thus to be understood simply as an expansion of the Socratic enterprise as stated
in the Apology. To 'put the psyche in best condition' is to realise its arete, which
equals ro rpeo1Ieiv or lpflOVT/<1&,. p~ contra, as Adam notes, phronesis, as already
used at Rep. 4.4JJb, has connoted intelligence as applied to practical politics
w{Jov).[a. The above throws doubt on Jaeger's statement (p. 81, ?t propos of the
usage of phronesis in the Protrepticus) that 'for a long time it had been split into
two systems, one predominantly practical and economic, the other moral and
religious . . . it was then taken over by Plato . . . and became pure theoretic
reason, the opposite of what it had been in Socrates' practical sphere' (italics mine).
Jaeger is undoubtedly correct in emphasising the contribution made by E.N.
6.5 ff. to the establishment of the concept of phronesis as 'practical wisdom' or
'prudence', but it would seem that the previous career ofthe word had been more
complicated. Originally taken up by Socraticism in the sophistic-Ionic sense of
'intellection', it was (a) retained by Socratics in this sense as they explored the
laws, linguistic, epistemological and psychological, of intellection and also (b)
extended (by Plato, or earlier? Xenophon is an unreliable witness) specifically
to applied political and ethical thinking, as expressing the most important or at
least pressing use of the faculty, and identified with the kind of intellectualist
virtue proper to a guardian, as at Rep. 4.4JJb (c) this split in application, which
may have remained implicit in Plato, was then rationalised by Xenocrates (c£
Burnet, Ethics, p. z61 note). (d) The practical application was then selected by
Aristotle and its defmition amplified, and the term was thereafter confined
within these limits. That the sense of 'political sagacity' or 'prudence' may not
be pre-Platonic is perhaps indicated by the parallel case of phronimos, which in
the sense of 'politically sagacious', 'prudent' (as opposed to 'in one's senses',
Soph. Aj. Z59, or 'intelligent', OT 692, El. 1058). does not seem to be earlier than
the fourth century (Eurip. /rag. 52.9 cited in this sense by LSJ is of dubious
meaning, and its authenticity rightly doubted by Nal1ck). Hence when Aristotle
says, E.N. 6.5.5 (justifying his own definition ofphronesis), 'we think of Pericles
and his like as phronimoi, in virtue of their capacity to objectify their own good
and that of men generally, and we assume that the oikonomikoi and the politikoi
belong in this category', he is appealing to a verbal usage which would not readily
have been understood in the Periclean age itself, but one which developed as the
philosophers discussed in retrospect and analysed the statcrr2ft of that period.
The editors of LSJ S.v. lpflov£lv" by equating 'understanding' with 'prudence' as
the basic sense ofthe verb, indicate the influence of the Ethics.

18 5ZlclO.
11 VOT/<1&, 52JaI, bl, d4.
10 524a7 avay'faiov ..• rt}v 'I'l'Xt}v dnoeeiv. 524b4 n£&eiira& A.oy&<1/LOv re 'fal
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J1d1Jaw tp1Jx~ noea"aAoiiaa bU(1l(On6 iJ1 ..• S24d3 .•• noea'CAflTt"a T;j, 61cm>~
... ey6pn"d T;j, J107ja6w, •.. S24l"4 aVfl7"'aCOIT'tiv b am-qi tp1Jm d:nop6iJ1 "al
CflT6iv, "Ivofiaa Av AatJTfi.T~ mfnaV.

11 Cf. IO.S9sa7 barrYeaTEeOV ... rpa!vnaJ, Am",~ Xwpl, htaaTa d1nPflTaJ Ta
Til, tp1Jx;j, 6ldl].

n S9sa-603d.
II 6osc-60Sb.
.. 6oSd3 b«50VT6'''~ am-oV, indJU8a ov,maaXOVT6'.
1& 604ds T~ ava",nja6" ... ToV :na6~.
.. Above, cap. I, n. 4.
17 607C6 aVvW",6V '}'6 "",iv am-oi, "'7Aov~O" vn'am-;j,; cf. cS.
18 608b4 tf.
It This rephrasing will substitute for a poetised image of act or event (above,

cap. 10) a paraphrase thereof, which will yield a descriptive statement or pro
position of some kind, which then becomes the basis of what Robinson (p. SI)
calls 'Socrates' primary questions', namely, 'Is X V?' or 'What is X?'.

ao Apol. 22b4.
11 S2~7, es; cf. n. 20.
It !X>2CI2 naaa T" Toea'll} d1fA1J tJ",iv boVaa a{h1J b Tfj tp1Jxfi; d6 TO 1-'6TpeiJ1

"al dpJ61-'6iv "al laTavm P01f661m xoeltGTaTm npO' am-a A¢V1Jam>.



CHAPTER TWELVE

The Recognition of the Known as Object

T HE concept of the autonomous personality was not one
that could be achieved in the abstract as- though it were a
scientiftc solution to a problem in external nature. True, it

was a discovery which once made could be generalised as per
taining to all human kind, but in the making of it the thinker
could proceed only by personal introspection ofhimsel£ For any
Greek of this period, from the time ofHeraclitus to that ofPlato,
it was a personal and intimate discovery. The exhortation to
know thyself became a motto approved not only by the Delphic
aphorism but by the dialectic of Socrates.

It would have been theoretically possible, one can suppose, for
Greek thinkers, once they were armed with this postulate and the
language in which to express it, to have developed a philosophy of
total subjectivism in which 'I' in my fully realised condition of
self-consciousness and inner freedom become the universe, a sort
of existentialist centre of reality supplying the source of all moral
imperatives and all criteria of true and false. There were two
obstacles to this occurring, or perhaps a single obstacle under two
guises. It was inherent in the temperament of the Greek people
that they should take nature and the external environment
seriously. Their plastic arts demonstrate this conclusively, for
while the geometric beginnings are the product ofan inner vision
which could stress the mental design at the expense ofthe external
phenomena, the succeeding development through the archaic,
classical and Hellenistic periods shows with equal force the pro
found respect with which the artist confronted the 'facts', so to
speak, outside himself and sought to imitate these facts even as he
retained inner control over them. Correspondingly in philo-

ZIj
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sophy, as the existence ofthe selfwas progressively clarified, there
occurred a parallel and simultaneous effort to bring the self into
relation with what is not sel£ The existence of the subject in
short, for the Greek, came to presume the existence of the object.

The Republic remains faithful to tIus bifocal objective when, after
asserting and describing tIle organisation of the autonomous
psyche in Book Four, it proceeds in Book Seven to identify the
proper faculty of this psyche as the activity of 'thinking'. For if
you think, you have to think about something.1 Ifyou reflect and
calculate, there must be data outside your thinking for you to
master and to organise. Correspondingly while in Book FourS
Plato can perhaps incautiously suggest that justice within the soul,
the justice of inner conviction, is enough, he later abandons any
contentment with this intellectual position. Only a just society
can ever make possible the existence of the fully just man; and
for the just society the patterns exist beyond man lumself in the
structure of the cosmos.

Yet admitting the proper virtue of the soul is to think and to
know, and that thinking must have an object, why could not this
object still be the selfl As we have said, the great respect for the
social and natural environment prevented this solipsist solution.
But it was equally forbidden by the character of the mental and
cultural revolution which had brought the soul so to speak to
birth. What was Greece, or rather the Greek intellectual leader
ship, revolting from I Plato has supplied the answer; it was the
immemorial habit of self-identification with the poem. This
psychological identification had been the necessary instrument of
memorisation. And why was memorisation essential if not to
preserve the private and public law of the group, its history and
traditions, its social and fanUIy imperatives I If therefore the habit
was to be given up, if the knowing selfwas to be isolated as sub
ject, it woul~ follow that the object known by the subject became
the content of the tribal encyclopedia.

'I' am therefore to be separated from the poem. If this is done,
does not the poem then become the object of my knowledge I
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No, for the poem's structure, rhythm, syntax, and plot, its very
substance, have all been designed for a situation in which'!' do
not exist. They provide the machinery of self-identification, the
magic of the spell, the drug that hypnotises. Once I end 111y
absorption in the poem, I have ended the poem too. Its structure
must change and become a re-arrangement of language suitable
to express not a performance or a re~nactment but something
that coolly and calmly and reflectively is 'known'.

What kind of change must come over the poem which shall
conform to the change that has come over me? What will make
it an object ofmy knowledge? Its function has been to record and
preserve in the living memory the public and private law of the
group, and much else. Where was this to be found in the poem?
As such, it did not exist. The contents of the encyclopedia can be
identified by retrospective analysis, as they were in Chapter Four,
but in the epic story they are implicit, not explicit. They appear
only as acts and events performed by important persons or hap
pening to important persons. This was inevitable as long as the
law was to live in memory. For memory could identify effectively
only with acts and events. But now that it becomes possible to
know the law, the act and event become irrelevant. They should
be discarded; they are the accidents and incidentals of place, time
and circumstance. What we require to think about and to know
is 'the law itself'.

So it must be somehow isolated from its setting in the great
story and set 'itself by itself' and identified 'per se'. It must be
'abstracted' in the literal sense of that word. The Greek for this
object, thus achieved by an effort of isolation, is 'the (thing) in
itself' ,8 precisely the equivalent of the Latin per se. And so the
Platonic pages are filled with the demand that we concentrate not
on the things of the city but on the city itself, not on a just or
unjust act but on justice itselfby itself, not on noble actions but on
nobility, not on the beds and tables of the heroes but on the idea
of bed per se.

This simple idiom in short is designed to crystallise in the first
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instance that initial and essential act of isolation which separates a
law or topic or principle or concept from its instances, or ab
stracts it from its context. But how is this done l You can take a
word, justice, city, courage, bed, ship, and treat it as a common
name and demand a general defInition of it which will cover all
the possible poetised instances. But this procedure is sophisticated.
It becomes possible only when the spell of the poetic tradition has
been already broken. It imposes itself upon the poetic process as
an alternative and wholly alien procedure. But how, while still
working within the tradition, can one start to extrapolate such
topics and principles out of the narrative flux l

The answer is that you can take similar instances and situations
which are severed and scattered through different narrative con
texts but which use many ofthe same words and you can proceed
to correlate them and group them and seek for common factors
shared by all of them. Navigation and its rules do not constitute
a topic of the fIrst book of the Iliad. But the four different narra
tive contexts in which embarkation and landing are in question
do in effect provide a paradigm of the rules. This can be seen if
the pluralised instances are unifIed, if the 'many' can become a
'one'. So another way of putting the mental act of isolation and
abstraction is to say it is an act of integration. The saga will con
tain a thousand aphorisms and instances which describe what a
proper and moral person is doing. But they have to be tom out
of context, correlated, systematised, unified and harmonised to
provide a formula for righteousness. The many acts and events
must somehow give way and dissolve into a single identity. In
short 'the thing per se' is also a 'one'.

Once it becomes this, the original syntax of the poem has been
destroyed.' For the poem was in its very nature a story, an event
series. Otherwise it was not memorisable. And an event-series is
conducted in verbs of past, present and future, or, if these tenses
are not distinctively developed, in verbs of action and happening
in time phases. Putting it another way, the only data which can
live in the memory are experienced data with which we identify
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in act and in situation, and acts and events are 'happenings'; they,
'become' or 'are done'. Per contra, once the abstracted integra
tion, the law or principle, has come into being, nothing can
happen to it. It just is. It can be expressed in language the syntax
of which is analytic; that is, terms and propositions are organised
in relationships which are timeless. The angles of a triangle are
two right angles; they do not gain possession of two right angles;
they were not once three right angles and now have become two.
They never did anything; they just are. Such a statement is
totally divorced from the idiom and syntax of the saga. In short,
the absolute isolated identity is not only a 'one', it is also a 'being',
in the sense that its linguistic expression is innocent of tense and
time. It is not an act or event but a formula; per contra, the whole
syntax of the poem from which it has emerged is now seen to be
one of 'becoming'.

And finally this abstracted object, divorced from concrete
situation, no longer needs to be visualised; in fact it cannot be.
For visual experience is of colour and shape which occur only as
they are pluralised and made specific and so concretely visible in
their sharp differentiations from their neighbours. We see the
ship, and the men and cargo, and the sea over which they sail, the
sail bellying in the wind, the wave breaking foamy and white,
even as we hear the wind whistling and the wave hissing. These
effects are all there in the saga language-they have to be in order
to enlist the indirect aid of mental vision and so reinforce the
acoustic resources of the ear. But as the specific sensual nuances of
this situation dissolve into a treatise on navigation the visible be
comes invisible, the sensual becomes dissolved into an idea. So
the abstracted object of knowledge has to lose not only plurality
of action in time but also colour and visibility. It becomes 'the,
unseen.

Thus the autonomous subject who no longer recalls and feels,
but knows, can now be confronted with a thousand abstracted
laws, principles, topics, and formulas which become the objects
of his knowledge. These are the essences, the auta ta, the things
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per se. Are they a heterogeneous and random collection l Or do
they in their tum exhibit a new kind ofmutual organisation, some
sort of counterpart to the old narrative organisation of the great
poem l Platonism assumes from the beginning that they do; that
the new objects ofsheer thought constitute an over-all area of the
known which has its own inner logic and constitutes a system. In
short, the knower confronting the known is coming to terms with
a new complete world ofknowledge.

Theoretically this world can be regarded as systematic and
exhaustive. All the abstracted essences somehow gear in with
each other in a relationship which is no longer that of narrative
but oflogic. They all fall into a total ground plan ofthe.universe.
It is theoretically possible to exhaust the area of the known; at
least the mind ofa Supreme Knower might manage this. For the
known, in order to be known, must be definite; it cannot go on
forever as the story could. It must be a system and a system to be
such must be closed. Hence in its over-all aspect the world of
knowledge itself furnishes the supreme example of a total inte
gration. within which a thousand minor integrations disclose
themselves in ascending and descending hierarchies. The ab
stracted object perse is a one, but so also is the world of the known
taken as a whole.

To confirm the picture we have drawn of the Greek or rather
Platonic discovery of the known, and of the new properties·
which were a condition of its being knowable, we can tum back
again to the Republic.

That work, if we accept Plato's own description of the first
book as a 'proem',' proceeds in the second book to confront the
protagonist Socrates and hence also the reader with a fimda
mental challenge. The cause of righteousness has already been
defended against Thrasymachus, but this effort leaves both
GlaUCOl1 and Adimantus unconvinced. Prove if you can, says
Glaucon. that righteousness is acceptable 'on account of itself as
well as for its effects'. He then uses the more abstract formula:
'What is the power possessed by vice and virtue respectively itself
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per se, as it inheres in the psyche l Please ignore the rewards and
effects'; and again 'I want to hear it praised itself per se'.' Then
to give point to this challenge he describes a sophisticated doctrine
which traces the rise ofjustice to a reluctant social compact, formed
in defiance of our instinctive preference for injustice (provided,
that is, that we manage to be the aggressors rather than the
victims).

Following him, Adimantus sharpens the challenge still more by
pointing out? that, theories aside, the traditional moral education
to which the young are submitted never meets the condition laid
down by Glaucon. Parents approve not righteousness 'as a thing
itself'8 but only the prestige it gains among men and the rewards
it wins from heaven. Or else, virtue is approved reluctantly as a
doubtful and painful achievement, while vice it is suggested is not
only pleasant but is rewarded so that the wicked can flourish and
the virtuous are afHicted. As for heaven, it can tum a blind eye if
we use the right form ofprayer and appeasement. The youth can
only conclude that 'virtue per se' is irrelevant; a specious decorum'
ofbehaviour becomes the goal, while below the surface we pursue
our selfish ends in order to succeed in life. For these traditional
views Homer and Hesiod are both cited and quoted, as also are
Musaeus and Orpheus and the poets and poetry.to

And then Adimantus returns to the language used by Glaucon
and repeats and enlarges the fundamental challenge. All state
ments so far made on this subject, all encomia of righteousness,
have concentrated purely on the factors of reputation and social
prestige and reward. But virtue and vice respectively, 'each a
thing itself by its own power inhering in the psyche, have never
been adequately followed through in discourse to the conclusion
that the one is the maximum ofevils and the other the maximum
good'.ll And he concludes his peroration by repeating this
language thrice: 'Prove what each itself by itself does to its
possessor; take away the social effects.... Praise only this (pro
perty) of righteousness, namely, that which itself becomes of
itself through itself beneficial to the possessor.... Explain what
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each ofthem itself through itselfdoes to its possessor and leave the
rewards and the social effects to others ~o describe.'l1 The demand
for a mental act ofisolation could not well be more emphatic. It
also amounts to a demand that the right thing to do 'in given cir
cumstances be translated and transmuted into a concept of
'righteousness'. The demand is primarily intellectual and it is
fairly nove1.I3 That is why it is reiterated, for it is to set the stage
for the massive argument of the remaining books. The formula
kath' auto, per se, is thrust into the argument by the intellectual
Glaucon. Adimantus adverting to the tradition distinguishes
between a righteousness which can be defmed intrinsically for its
own sake and one which is always involved in extrinsic situations.
His language is in Platonic terms a little less stringent than
Glaucon's.l& But the joint impact of both demands is clear: we
are going to be required to think of righteousness as an object
isolated from its effects and treated as a neuter, as a formula, or as
a principle, not as an example geared to a specific situation or act.

Does the challenge also disclose that this object could be inte
grated only at the expense of the poetic idiom and syntax l No,
not here; exposition of the intellectual insight required must
wait until popular virtue has been defmed and disposed of. But
the implication is there; it is the poets who are saddled with the
responsibility of describing only the rewards and effects of
righteousness.

Now if the mnemonic tradition could preserve only situations
and acts which illustrated the public and private law, it was in fact
limited to describing the effects of the law. Your example of
virtue in action had to be that of a superior man acting success
fully. This meant the saga was confmed to describing the honour
and the prestige of virtue, for only these were concrete. It
memorialised what happened to a hero as he acted, how others
responded to him, and his own affirmation ofhis own honour and
pride. The plot of the Iliad provides a cOllSpicuous example.
When Glaucon says: leave the effects of virtue to others, he de
notes the events which in the saga continually clothe the principle
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in concrete situations, and which constitute an illustration of its
'effects' in terms of rewards or punishments.l1 We learn the im
portance of piety, or its reverse sacrilege, from Wl1at happens to
Agamemnon and to the army in the opening of the Iliad. We are
not treated to the notion, still less to the definition, of 'piety per
se'. This would require a new language and a novel mental effort.
As Adimantus says, 'no one has followed this through adequately
in discourse'.

Here then is the concept of an 'object', fIercely isolated from
time, place and circumstance, and translated linguistically into an
abstraction and then put forward as the goal of a prolonged intel
lectual investigation. We have to contemplate it with our mind,
for it is invisible. But this is not said yet, nor for a long time. The
ultimate intellectual purport of this challenge, the implications of
the expression 'itselfper se', are actually postponed till Book Five.
[n the meantime, as the state and the soul are respectively ex
pounded and defined according to a tripartite pattern of classes
and offaculties, a working defInition ofjustice is attempted. Can
it be anything but an example of that specialisation, ofdivision of
labour, which had guided the development of society from its
primitive beginnings lIS Applied to the state as a whole, this
means that each class does its own business or keeps to its OWIl.

ls this not in fact a rule sanctioned by popular tradition l asks
Plato. Is it not the principle which guides any judge in a lawsuit,
to assign to each his own l17 Applied to the individual, this must
mean a strict observance by his three psychic faculties of their
several roles, without trespassing on each other's territory.IS But
Plato offers this suggestion cursorily, as though even he were not
satisfied with it, and proceeds to a peroration in which the
righteous man is presented in completely traditional and also con
ventional terms. He is a reliable trustee, he does not rob temples,
nor commit adultery, nor steal, nor neglect his parents or the
gods.19

Now his Greek audience did not need to have the Rep'lblic
written for them in order to arrive at these elementary and time-
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honoured truths. So far from breaking with the poets and with
current practice he has arrived at a simple summary of current
morality. plato in fact, as has often been pointed out, offers here
a formulation of virtue suitable for popular consumption and
guidance, to produce a docile and well-behaved population,
before he proceeds to the much more controversial task of pro
posing a curriculum for his philosopher-kings. The doctrine of
Book Four therefore postpones the answer to the essential chal
lenge ofBook Two.IIO 'Justice per se', as an intellectual object, has
been set before us but then left suspended in mid-air. We have
described this interruption only to stress the fact that while the
intellectual premise that justice must be objectified and treated as
an abstraction had to be offered in Book Two as a stark contrast
to the whole idiom and thought world of the previous poetic
tradition, this premise is not met and fulfilledll! until Book Five,
when the procedures of the intellect itself are taken up and
examined.

This becomes possible only in the aftermath of a political
challenge: 'The intellectuals must be given political power.'1I11
But what is this intellect, this subject who thinks and knows l Or
rather; what are the objects ofits intellection, for only as these are
defined can the true character of the subject also emerge. lIS And
Plato then returns to the linguistic formula 'the thing per se' and
expands it.

'The beautiful and the ugly are opposed and therefore distinct
from each other, so that each is a one. The same formula applies
to just unjust, good bad and so forth; each itselfis a one' ... and
in the same context he proceeds to stress over and over again the
existence of the 'beautiful per se' or of 'beauty per se' and so forth.
This is the object which the mind (dianoia) should embrace, and,
searching for a word to describe this mental faculty, he pitches on
gnome-it is the 'knowing faculty' which addresses itself solely to
these abstracted objects in their self-sufficient isolation.II'

Amplifying this relationship (for he is conscious that it is un
familiar) and seeking to overcome the objections ofan imaginary
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opponent, he then asks: 'does the knower know something?' That
is, does knowledge have to have an object ?25 In answering his
own question he defrnes some attributes of this object, which we
for a moment postpone. But after defining them he challenges his
reader to recognise the existence of the 'beautiful per se' and the
'just per se', and even adds by implication 'the double', 'the half',
'the great', 'the small', 'the light', 'the heavy per se' to his list of
examples ofobjects which have to be abstracted and isolated from
their application. These are the specific objects of knowledge
(gnosis).28

From here on, the Republic when necessary will always assume
the absolute necessity of the isolation of the 'per se'. It represents
after all a method with which the procedure of earlier dialogues
has made us familiar. But it is in the Republic that the original
genius of the method as constituting a break with previous con
crete experience is most clearly exposed. For even as he introduces
these objects in the first context quoted from Book Five they are
described primarily as integrations, that is as 'ones' concealed
behind or among the pluralised appearances where they lurk.
'Each is itselfone but appears as many images presented wherever
you tum because of its involvement with action and bodies, and
also with other objects like itsel£' The import of this last phrase
can here be neglected. It refrnes upon but does not alter the basic
theory, which is that the all-various actions and the multiple
physical objects (which we infer to be the stuff of the narrative
experience) break up sets ofabstract unities and disperse them into
pluralities of images and image situations. plato does not here
suggest how you reverse the process. We have cited as a possible
example the integration of four different instances of sailing
methods, in order to discover the topic or form of navigation.
But in any case it is this integrative aspect of the abstract object
which first monopolises Plato's emphasis as he proposes it for us
to think. about. It is a 'one'.27 Later, he is to suggest it is like a
grouping of all possible instances under a common name;1l8 the
single name, the sheer noun, then itself becomes the unifying
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factor in the mind. Here he simply emphasises over and over
again the contrast between 'the beautiful sounds and colours and
shapes and all that is created out of them' on the one hand, and
'the beautiful per se' on the other: the contrast between 'beautiful
acts-and~vents (pragmata)' and 'beauty per se'."9 The 'many', it is
clear, are equivalent to the pluralised instances, the various scat
tered situations and not merely to the physical things in which the
many beautifuls may occur.

Now, since he has already cited more than one example of this
kind of object-that is, has applied the abstractive method to
several words and will apply it to many more-it is obvious that
these objects of knowledge themselves constitute a 'many' but a
new sort of'many',30 What is the difference between a group of
such objects and a group ofevents or situations? He replies: these
objects severally just 'are' or (in the participle) each of them is
simply'being',31 What precisely is being? To ask the question in
this form is to prepare the wrong answer, Being we might say is
not a noun but a syntactical situation (though later Plato will use a
noun-ousia-to describe this situation).3lI

The abstracted objects of knowledge, as known and as stated,
are always identical with themselves-unchanging-and always
when statements are made about them or when they are used in
statements these statements have to be timeless.sa Their syntax
excludes tenses of the verb 'to be', Principles and properties and
categories and topics just 'are', When placed in relationship with
each other they provide the terms of analytic statements or of
equations, which cannot share in the syntax of process and time,
for they are not statements ofspecific situations and instances, not
statements of action.

We need not ask here whether Plato does not sometimes seem
to confuse timelessness with immortality, That his prime pre
occupation is with linguistic syntax is indicated in the fact that he
raises this issue by first posing the problem: 'What is the character
of the known? What is it the knower can knOW?' And he
answers: 'He can only know what is'," This cannot mean a
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metaphysical entity. He has already told us that the knower
knows the abstracted identities. These then are what 'is'; in the
plural they continually 'are', as the angles of a triangle 'are'
always two right angles. If you integrate the rules of navigation
till you have exhausted them, then, qua 'rules per se' in contrast
to the story which uses them, they just 'are'. Hence he says 'the
object of science is that which is' .36 Because his argument in this
context insists, for reasons to be examined in the next chapter, on
the contrast between 'what is' and 'what is not', we can become
distracted and imagine we are being asked to look at entities
rather than at syntactical relations. That it is timelessness on which
he has his gaze focused is indicated by the fact that he thrice
describes the object per se as 'always holding itself self-identical
within the same'; 'always being self-identical within the same';
'always itselfidentical within the same'.36 In short he tries to focus
on the permanence of the abstract whether as formula or as con
cept, as opposed to the fluctuating, here-today-gone-tomorrow
character of the concrete situation.

This fluctuation is one way of describing that change and
variety of situation which alone can inform a story which is
time conditioned. Plato's expression for it in this context is
'rolling' or 'wandering'.3? He uses these terms to describe an end
less alternation between the condition of being and that of not
being. That is, Agamemnon is noble in one context and base in
another; therefore he is both noble and not noble, base and not
base. Achilles is now angry and now remorseful; that is, he is and
is not angry; he is and is not remorseful. For that matter, Achilles
is alive and then dead; he wanders between is and is not. This is a
way of dramatising the fact that concrete narrative deals with
concrete objects and situations which are all different, or else there
would be no narrative, rather than with categories, principles or
formulas which persist unchanged.

In the next book Plato continues the argument by focusing
upon the character of the subject, namely the intellectual (philo
sOphOS)38 and his knowing mind. How can the subject's mind
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however be described l Plato had already indicated the answer. It
is describable in terms of the kind of objects it thinks about and
these have now been defmed. So we are now told the philosopher
is the man who 'lays hold on the always itselfself-identical within
the same', and again 'knowledge is ofeach being (thing)'.88 These
expressions indicate that whole group of isolated abstractions
which have been already described. Then comes the question: Is
there any overarching discipline (mathema) which can train the
subject to think. about this kind of timeless object ~o The final
answer is to wait till Book Seven. But Plato replies in general
terms that it will be a 'mathema of that beingness (ousia) which
always is and is not put into wandering by becoming and
perishing',&! The phraseology once more may tempt the reader
to think. he is being asked to look at a metaphysical super-reality
rather than at a syntactical situation, But it is the latter that Plato
intends, The term ousia48 or 'beingness' is used to suggest that the
several abstracted objects, the principles, formulas, categories and
the like, compose an area of final knowledge outside ourselves.
The contrasting syntax of narrative is here properly rendered as
the realm ofbecoming (more strictly of'birth')U; the realm ofthe
endless event-series. It is the realm of those multitudinous
situations which happen.

Plato now begins to talk about 'all', or 'the whole', of that area
potentially to be known by the subject. It is 'all truth' and then he
adds that the subject 'contemplates all (or every) time and all (or
every) beingness', which is the nearest his language can get to that
notion of 'timeless statement' which we have adopted in our
exposition of his meaning."

This then affirms by implication that the known constitutes, in
theory at least, a total area of knowledge, a 'world', an order, a
system, populated by abstractions which, being themselves
achieved by an act of integrating previous experience, also inter
connect in a series of over-all relationships which constitute a
'super-integration', plato constructs his parable of the Line to
identify this total area as the noetos topos-the area of the intel-
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ligible, or as the noeton genos, the genus of the intelligible." It is
the over-all sum ofobjects known by the subject, encyclopedic in
its scope, but its content is invisible and abstract as the content of
the poetic encyclopedia was not. Below it lies the area of the
visible, which is really not a physical location as we are tempted to
think from the vividness ofPlato's language, but a level ofhuman
experience where the sensual consciousness absorbs the concrete
panorama of things 'as they seem', performing their endless
narrative of birth and death, action and passion. We have to
ascend from the lower to the upper portion of the Line; that is,
both portions represent psychic activities but of different lci.nds.
Plato here is less concemed to suggest how the objects of intellect
are integrated and abstracted out of the sensual than to stress the
totally different type of experience which the intelligible re
presents. He dramatises this antithesis as one between the visible
and the intelligible worlds. So it is here, as he advances the notion
of the known as a sum-total of knowledge, that he is drawn also
to stress that non-visualU and non-imagist condition, which
dissolves the vividness of the story into a language which is
wholly abstract. This non-visualness, when added to integrity
and to timelessness, completes the trilogy in which are comprised
the non-epic properties of the sheer idea.

Plato's quest has been for a simple but decisive terminology
which shall defme both the various abstract objects known by the
knowing subject and also that super-object, the realm of fmal
knowledge, in which they are comprised. That quest is now
achieved, and as he pursues in Book Seven the problem of the
specific disciplines to which our personalities must be submitted
in order to wake them up and make them think, he is able to
assume that the knowing psyche has to be converted 'from that
which becomes towards that which is'; or 'dragged from that
which becomes toward that which is'." This language describes
the rupture of age-long mental habits of recollection and of dis
course which had dealt with concrete events that 'become'. It
proclaims the leaming ofa new mental habit,48 that ofconceptual
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thought directed towards abstractions which are outside time.
Hence arithmetic 'drags us toward beingness'. The intellectual
'must try and grasp beingness after emerging from becoming
ness'.u The mind must be taught to enter a new syntactical con
dition, that of the mathematical equation, in preference to the
syntax of the story. The content of this beingness he says is not a
set of metaphysical entities but 'the great, the small', and similar
categories and relationships, or 'the nature of number viewed by
sheer intelleet'.lio In short, the content consists of those sanle
isolated abstractions, existing per se because divorced from all
immediate context and all specific situation, which were first pro
posed in Book Five in the guise of 'the just per se' and 'the
beautiful per se'.

NOTES

1 Cf. n. ~S below. This proposition, so fundamental to Plato's system (for it
carries the corollary that the Forms cannot themselves be thoughts; cf. Parmenitles
Ipb3-cU, and also below, cap. 14), was probably anticipated by Parmenides.
or at least latent in the language he used (B ~.7 and 8.35-6). The Clulrmides. to
be sure, explores the possibility that knowledge is to be found in self-convene,
but the result of the inquiry is an aporia.

s 443c9 ff.
8 Undoubtedly a Socratic formula: Clouds 194 is decisive. In the Apology it

occurs only at 36c8. 111 'early' Plato its implications are spelled out at Euthyphro
Sdi ff. Ii 00 TavTov lanv b naal1 nea~el TO lJawv aUTo a1lT/fl xal TO avOalov all
TOti p.ev oalotJ navT~ lvanlol', aVTO fie aVTlp lJ~owv xai lxov ~lav nvd Miav
xaTa T~V avoaloT1Tra nav IJnnee ~v jdJJ.l1 avOawv elval; where the Mia may
represent the Platonic addition unless the well-known views of Burnet and
Taylor carry conviction (cf. Havelock, 'Evidence').

• These could be described as belonging to the mental situation which 'knows
that' as against the one which 'knows how' (cf. Gould, cap. I). But historically,
the one evolved from the other: tcchne was the mother ofphilosophia, and episteme
the consort of both. The complexities of this semantic relationship need not
however preoccupy us here; cf. below, cap. IS, n. ~~.

• 357U and above, cap. I, n. 37.
• 3S7b6 aUTo a1lToV b£xa 3S8bS aUTo xa8'a1lTo hov h Tfj tplJxfl 3s8d~ aUTO

xaO'aUTo tyxW~laCo~£VOV.

7 36zeI ff.
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• 363aI 00" atlTd tJuealO~ brarvoVvTll"
• 365C4 a"UZ1'emp{av dea1k
10 363a7-02; 364c5-365a3; 365e3-366b2.
11 366e5 ff. aVrd 15't"dTlleOll Tfi am-otT Wvdper Tl ~, Tfi TOO lxovrOtl:

""'xii lvav ~A.

11 367b4 Tl nolOiiaa t"areea Tdv lxovm atln} tJr'am-7}v IJ pb ,,~av, IJ tJA dya8av
laTrv. 367d3 lJ am-7} tJr'am-7]v Tdv lxovm OV{V7/UlV ~A. 367e3 T{ nolOiiaa l"areea
Tdv lXovra ah7} tJr'am-~ ~A.

11 It is usually interpreted less stringently, as, e.g. by Gould, p. 142: 'Glaucon
and Adeimantus together appeal to Socrates to convince them in effect of the
primacy ofmoral demands' (my italics). This would be true if Plato's language was
written as though it assumed moral concepts familiar to us. In that case, the
repetition of the demand would be a rhetorical device. But in fact the concept
of 'the moral' or 'morality' which gives meaning to the phrase 'primacy of
moral demands' is itself only being born, as an object of cognition, before our
eyes as we read the Republic. Hence Plato's repetition of the demand is a measure
of the mental effort and of the achievement implicit in the step of isolating 'the
right' as an abstract object, or of converting 'the right thing' into 'rightness'.

II Contrast the 15r'am-7}v of Adeimantus (n. 12) with the "aO'am-o of Glaucon
(n.6).

11 These doxai and timai (Rep. 366e4) are the sole object of heroic endeavour,
typified in Iliad 1.353 nJl~ nie jtOr arpllllllV 'OAV1t1fIO, lyyvaA{~m. Saga by
definition was a celebration of kleos.

11 433al ff.
17 433e3 ff.
18 441dI2.

It 442e6-443aII.
10 Cf. Gould, p. 154: 'It seems that the definitions of deaal (sc. in Book 4) are

too feeble and circumscribed to be the adequate end of any quest . . . The dis
covery of the real nature of justice is referred, ill spite of the definition only
recently concluded, to the future once again .. .'

II Cf. Book 6, 484a5-7 EjtOi yoliv in oo"lli liv pllAn6vw, rpavfivar III nllel
TOOYOV Jlavov [JilL rl7J6ijVfIL, "ai Jl7} nolld fa AOma &Il.l.Olliv ~A, which could be
interpreted to mean that in the grand design of the Republic all else is sub
ordinate to the definition of the philosophic intellect.

II 473CII; cf. below, cap. IS.
13475e3-4·
1& 475e9-476d7.
15 476e7.
18 478e7-480al; cf. also 484c7 Toli ano, l"daTov ... Tij, yvWf1IlW,.
17 476a5 aho JlEV tv l"aaTov dVaL "d. Cf. 479a4 U:v n, b TO "aAOV tpfj Illvm

~A. At Philebus 1534 ff. Plato supplies the terms tva- and jtOVck to describe
these integrations, as he probes the problem of their relation to phenomena.

18 Cf. below, cap. 14, p. 270.

It 476b5 ff.. 476c2 ff.
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ao 47ge7 TOV, ama b'aDTa 8ewphov, 484c6 TOO mo, b,dOTOV d6 l"aDTOI1
TO Ov.

al 47ge7 del "aTa Tama wl1dmw, ifVTa 480:14 Ui, n ifv 48400 TOO ifno,
i"OOTOV 484d6 l"aDTOV TO ifv.

81 That the syntactical situation has priority in Plato's mind over the meta
physical is indicated at Parmenides 13Sb: however difficult it may be to define the
relationship of the Forms to each other or to particulars, they have to exist, or
else 'descriptive discourse' (lSlllUyeu8lU) will be impossible. The nature of this
situation is explored in the Sophist, especially 2S7d f[ On ousia vid. below, n. 42.

aa Vid. n. 31, and 479a2 MEav ••. del J.loev ,,=d TatJTa wl1aUrw, Ixovl1av
484b3 TOV del "aTa TavTa wl1aUrw, lxono,.

at 476e7 f[

as 477bIO eTtlOTTJJ.loTI J.loEv btl TtP Ovn nEqJVHe, yvawal w, lOT, TO if".
ae Vid. n. 33.
87 479d3 J.loET~V nov xvAlvl5eiTal 484bS 01 lSI. ••• ev 3fOA.A.oi, Hal navTo{w,

1l1xovl1w nAavWJ.loevOl ov rp{).0110rpOl 48Sbl (cf. n. 41 below). (Cf. Od. 1.1-3;
Parmenides B 6.6; and Havelock HSCP, 19S8, pp. 133-43.)

a8 Below, cap. IS, pp. 280 f[

ae 484b4 (above, n. 33); 484c6 (above, nn. 30, 31).
co 48sal cf. PICI.
u 48Sbl J.loa8TJJ.loaTo, ye del eerol1lv 8 !iv atJToi, lS7JA.oi e"e{v7J' Tij, OOO{~ Tij,

del olJl17J' Hal J.lo1J nAavWJ.loEv7J' tlno yevEl1eW, Hal qiJO(!~.

U Its use in the Republic has been postponed by Plato to this point, but it
appears in its philosophical sense as early as Euthyphro lIa7. Its habitual transla
tion 'essence' (cf. Robinson, p. S2, where oVI1{a and eMo, are treated as equivalents)
tends to veil the fact that in the Socratic quest for 'what each thing is' (Robinson,
p. 74, commenting on Rep. S33b and 334b) the 'what' in the Greek is, if! may
so put it, less important than the 'is'; for usage of ousia cf. Berger.

t8 48Sb2 J.lo1J nAaVWJ.loEv7J' tlno yeVEl1eW, Hal qiJo(!ii, cf. cap. 10, n. 6.
et 48SbS ndl17J' atlTij, (i.e. Tij, oVI1{a,) d3 noo7J' dA.7J6e{~ •.• o(!Eyeu8al486as

TOV OA.oV "al nano, del eno(!E~eu8al a8 8ew(!{a nano, J.loEv X(!OVOV, nd{17J, lS~

otll1{a,.
tS S09d2. 'Knowledge', though it expresses a conception which seems obvious

to us, is not easily translatable into pre-Platonic Greek, and the 'known object'
still less so. Heraclitus B J2 b TO 110rpOV J.loOOvov and 108 O"OI1WV AOyov, 1jHOVUa,
ovlSel, drplXVeiTlU e, TOVTO, clJOTe ylyvWI1"eW on 110rpOv eOTl ndnwv HeXweWJ.loEvOl1
may adumbrate this conception; the upper portion of Plato's Line constitutes a
declaration that it has ~ow crossed the thIeshold of the European consciousness.

.. Cf. especially SIIal d otl" !iv a;J.w, li50l n, Ii Tn lSwvolq..
n SI8c8 I1Vv OAn Tn yroxfi e" TOO YlYVOJ.loEvOV ne(!laKTEOV elvlU. S21d3 J.lod87JJ.loa

yroxij, OA"OV dno TOV YlYVOJ.loEvOV enl TO Ov•
.. The 'mental situation', which in Greece preceded the 'separation of the

knower from the known' and the 'recognition of the known as object', may be
thought ofas analogous to that situation defined by Collingwood as the 'aesthetic
experience'. Thus, p. 292: 'It is a knowing of oneself and one's world, these two
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knowns and knowings being not yet distinguished'; and again, p. 290: 'In the
case of art, the distinction between theory and practice or thought and action
has not been left behind, as it has in the case of any morality that deserves the
name.... Such a distinction only presents itself to us when, by the abstractive work
of the intellect, we learn to dissect a given experience into two parts, one belong
ing to "the subject" and the other to "the object". The individual of which art
is the knowledge is an individual situation, in which we find ourselves. We
are only conscious of the situation as our situation, and we are only conscious
of ourselves as involved in the situation.' If this be accepted as a definition of the
conditions under which the aesthetic sensibility operates, does it follow that it
was difficult for a pre-Platonic Greek to create something genuinely ugly?
Cf. Collingwood, p. 112; 'The reason why description, so far from helping
expression, actually damages it. is that description generalises. To describe a
thing is to call it a thing of such and such a kind: to bring it under a conception,
to classify it.'

u 523a2 iAxn"o/ wn nanWracTl n(llk ovalav S24e1 6)'"ov ... eni T~V ovalav
52SbS I5ld TO Tii, oValar; WrT£OV elVa! yev£aewr; e~avaOOvn.

10 524c6 PEra aV "al apl.Xf!Ov " v0'1a1r; 1]vay,,&a6'1 Meiv S2SC2 ewr; dv enl
lJEav T1}r; TlOV del9pWv tpUaewr; dtpl"wnal Tfj vo~ael aVTfj.



CHAPI'ER THIRTEEN

Poetry as Opinion

TET us look back for a moment over the road that has been
L travelled. The original departure-point lies in those Homeric

days when the Greek culture had been one of oral com
munication. This fact created a set ofconditions for the preserva
tion and transmission of the Greek ethos which were only
starting to change radically in the generation just preceding
Plato's. By ethos is meant, concretely speaking, a linguistic state
ment of the public and private la~Aincluding history and tech
nology) common to the group and expressive ofits coherence as a
culture. This statement had been orally memorised and repeated
by successive generations ofGreeks. The fWIction ofthe poet was
primarily to repeat and in part to enlarge the tradition. The
Greek educational system, if the term may be used, was placed
wholly at the service of this task of oral preservation. It would
effectively preserve and transmit the mores only if the pupil was
trained to a habit of psychological identification with the poetry
he heard. The content of the poetic statement had to be phrased
in such a way as to allow this identification. This meant it could
deal only with action and event involving persons.

Plato himself in his Republic sufficiently documents the func
tional character of poetry and the mechanisms of psychological
identification by which it was memorised. We have gone on to
argue that the same work is systematically organised behind two
doctrinal goals which constitute the core of early Platonism: the
affirmation of a 'subject', that is, of the autonomous thinking
personality, and the affirmation ofan 'object', that is, ofan area of
knowledge which shall be wholly abstract. We have also
argued that these twin goals of Platonism are both directly con-

234
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ditioned by his perception of the need to break with the poetic
experience. That experience had been central; it had constituted
an over-all state of mind; let us call it the Homeric. And he pro
poses to substitute a different state of mind, the Platonic. The
Homeric had been expressed in a given kind of language with a
given kind of syntax. He proposes a different kind of language
and a different syntax.

It is not perhaps difficult to accept the conclusion that the
autonomous psyche was indeed a doctrine which can be directly
related to its opposite, the submergence of the self-consciousness
in previous poetic education. But is it not going rather far to
assume that the whole doctrine ofan area ofknowledge populated
by abstract objects, the area of the 'ones', of 'beingness', of the
'invisibles', is also in effect designed as a total correction of the
poetic account ofexperience; that these objects are conceived as a
direct replacement of the acts and events which constituted the
content of the epic narrative l

What are the labels which Plato himself applies to the non
abstract and non-philosophic experience l It recognises, he says,
only the many and the visibles. It is an area ofbecoming, of dis
traction, and of ambiguous movement. We have quoted this
kind ofterminology trom his text. Over-all, is he as early as Book
Five prepared to give a name to this kind ofexperience l Yes, he
fIrmly labels it as doxa, or opinion.1

What proof then is there that by doxa he means to identify the
Homeric state of mind?ll Is it not usual to assume that opinion
denominates the opinion of the average common-sense man, the
unthinking materialist, or 'realist', who does not philosophise,
who uses language superfIcially and illogically, whose vision is
fixed purely on physical externals? All this Plato says ofhim, and
the modern Platonist is therefore inclined to identify this person
with the modern average man so far as he does not think, reflect,
or penetrate behind obvious appearances.

We have on the contrary assumed frequently in the preceding
argument that when Plato defines this mental condition he is
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attacking a problem specific to his own culture, and one which is
indeed created by the previous poetised experience of Greece. It
was a mental condition which to be sure has something in common
with common sense even today, but not much. We have assumed
that it had certain specific characteristics, that it spoke in a specific
idiom, which were the direct result of the mnemonic procedures
we have described; and these had to pass away. Ifwe are correct,
what Plato is pleading for could be shortly put as the invention of
an abstract language of descriptive science to replace a concrete
language of oral memory.

At any rate it is time to ask: does Plato's own text give any
support to the thesis that the experience of the many visibles
which become and perish, one which is labelled, not merely in the
Republic, as •opinion', is really intended to denominate the content
and idiom of the poetised tradition?

Ifit is, then the many fluctuating visibles correspond to the acts
and events which, so we have argued, could alone be retained in
the oral memory. They are an interpretation in effect of the
narrative syntax in which a specific something is always being
done or is happening but in which topics, categories, formulas,
and principles never appear. Is Plato ever prepared to identify
poetry as essentially a system of narrative syntax? Not very
explicitly, it must be admitted, although the implication is there
in his assumption, maintained fairly consistently, that the content
of poetry is mythos as opposed to dialectical logos. He can call
it logos too, but then he is using logos as a general term for
'content'.

Everything said by a mythologos or poet, he says, is a •going
through ofwhat has happened or is or will be'.3 The phraseology
points to his awareness of the time-conditioning which, as we
have argued, is inseparable from the syntax of the memorised
material. He says this in Book Three as he first introduces the
problem of the medium (lexis) in which poets speak. By Book
Seven he is prepared to establish a complete philosophic alterna
tive to the entire poetic curriculum. Can it be music? he asks.
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No: 'music educates in habit patterns and it transmits a sort of
harmonised and rhythmic condition by using harmony and
rhythm. It does not transmit science. As for its content, this has
a second set of characteristics which correspond, whether the
content be mythic or of a more reliable kind.. It contains no dis
cipline of any use for what we want .. .'.f. What those charac
teristics of content are, which correspond to the rhythm and
harmony of meter and accompaniment, he does not say.

At Book Ten, having put forward mimesis as the label now not
only of personal identification but of the artistic representation,
he asks, What does the poet represent? and he replies 'He re
presents human beings involved in action, whether this action be
autonomous or the result of external compulsion and including
what men think or feel about their actions; that is how they
interpret their effect in terms of weal or woe to themselves and
their corresponding joys and sorrows'.1i Here certainly the
content of poetic representation is limited to action and to
situation, to doings and to events, and to the thoughts and
feelings only as they emerge as reflexes to acts and events, not as
isolated and objectified reflections.

To this extent, Plato's formulas for poetic content do tend to
place the accent on a purely narrative series. This does not mcan
narrative at the expense of drama. On the contrary, dramatised
representation merely has the effect of transferring the action to
the speaker's own person but without altering one whit the
narrative syntax. Indeed dramatic impersonation is if anything
less capable of an alternative syntax than is impersonal statement,
which is one reason why Plato had given some prcference in Book
Three to the latter.

This poetised panorama of the act and event in which we
become involved is in Book Ten explicitly labelled as thc enemy
of science and as wholly alien to being. As these terms are used,
they carry with them those previous contexts in Books Five and
Seven in which their significance had been explained. The argu
ment of Book Ten, when compared with those doctrines of the
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two earlier books which it uses, can conveniently be broken
down and itemised as follows:

(I) Poetry is first introduced as the corruption of the intellect.
This may be a reminiscence of the parable of the Line
where the mathematical intellect presides over the third
section of the Line.s

(2) This reminiscence of the Line is reinforced when the
objects ofmimetic are compared to those physical appear
ances reflected at random in a revolving mirror-of all
kinds, shapes, and sizes without discrimination. That is,
mimesis corresponds to the bottom-most division of the
Line, where even the objects of sense are only reflected in
water and the like.7

(3) The quality of this mimetic content is then exposed, so far
as the painter is concerned, as consisting of phantom
appearance. This is because mimesis can portray only one
aspect, frontal or sidewise and so forth, ofan object, never
the whole object at once. This portrayal is in contrast to
what is.8

(4) On this ground, mimetic is then placed in stark antithesis
to science (episteme).9

(5) Then after a long polemic against Homer and the poets as
educators Plato sums up the poet's function as 'mimetic of
a phantom ofvirtue' ... 'he uses words and expressions to
put what we might call coloured surfaces upon all the
techniques ... and these devices possess an inherent
spell.'lo

(6) The next stagell in Plato's analysis of what is represented
by mimesis is to try to defme it in terms of those
psychic habits within ourselves to which it makes
appeal.

(7) And what, asks Plato, are these habits l or what is their
area ofexperience l His answer is: optical deception which
communicates contradictory reports concerning identical
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objects, as these are distorted by the 'wandering' of the
coloured surfaces and by distance.III

(8) By contrast the calculative element in the soul corrects
such distortion by measurement and number and so avoids
contradiction within the same.

(9) It should be impossible to entertain contradictory opinions
which defy the science of measurement.13

(10) The appeal of mimesis is therefore alien to 'thinking'
(phronesis).u

(II) And if we turn specifically to poetry we fmd that its
content consists ofcontinual action and passion fluctuating
and inconsistent.

(12) It can therefore appeal directly to that faculty which is the
enemy of calculation-the pathological part of us which
the calculative power and law try to control and restrain.
A mimetic poet for emotional reasons cannot have a
relationship with the calculative faculty.lli

(13) Besides, he cannot distinguish great and small but holds
the same to be now one and now the other.Ie

plato may have written this polemic at white heat. It is filled
with terminology with which readers of the Republic should be
familiar, but the terminology is not explicated and the philosopher
employs shortcuts in his argument to drive home his fmal thesis
that thesis which first showed over the horizon at the beginning
of the treatise when in Book Two he confronted the 'enemy' in
the guise ofcurrent morality as it is found in the accounts of the
poets. Here this poetised account, so it is hinted, like a mirror
reflects a content consisting of a plurality of unorganised visibles
ofwhich it cannot be said that they are. The poetic experience is
the function of a faculty which is the antithesis of science; it is a
condition of opinion which accepts a constant wandering and
contradiction in physical reporting; one which is alien to number
and to calculation. We conclude that ifwe cannot apply the term
'is' to reports of this kind, this is because the report shifts and
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contradicts itscl£ The same physical thing now appears to be ofa
given size or dimension and yet again ofa different dimension; it
both is and is not.

The pattern of dlis terminology and the doctrine behind it
have been developed earlier in the Republic, first in one passage
we have already examined in Book Five where the doctrine of
the isolated abstracted objects is first introduced, and secondly in
Book Seven where the doctrine of the conversion of the soul
towards thinking about what is (another passage already noticed)
culminates in the introduction of arithmetic as the first discipline
which shall begin the conversion. Let us here turn back first to
Book Five, and consider the entire context in which the theory
of the object per se is first proposed as a theory of philosophic
knowledge.

Plato had proposed the philosophos as the only proper source of
political authority in the state. What kind of person is this type l

Obviously he is a man who 'likes what is intellectual' (sophia) and
therefore 'likes to study' (philomathes) anything and everything.
To which objection is at once made that this description exactly
fits those who 'like sights and sounds', the sight-seers who are
certainly not philosophersP It is to clarify the distinction
between these two types ofmen that plato then offers a definition
ofwhat it is the philosopher thinks about and knows: namely the
abstracted objects per se which are ones and are not many. Per
contra, those who like sights and sounds embrace beautiful
sounds and coloured surfaces and shapes. They are 'familiar with
beautiful actions-and-events' but not with 'beauty per se'.18 They
live in a dream, and this mental condition is one of opinion, a
condition intermediate between scientific knowledge on the one
hand and of blank unconsciousness on the other. This opinion is
a faculty which has its own specific object, and this object is also
intermedi~te.18

Furthermore this condition is one of continual mental con
fusion. He who likes sights and sounds is continually passing
contradictory judgments about the same thing, and their moral
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content seems to shift (so that just becomes unjust), even as their
proportions and properties shift (so that light becomes heavy).
He is continually saying of the same thing 'it is and it is not'.to
We conclude that the 'many familiar conventions (nomima) of the
many'21 dealing with moral and other judgments are always
wandering. This is a condition of opinion not of knowledge, a
condition in which noble sounds and coloured surfaces are the
objects embraced. We have therefore distinguished two main
classes of human beings: those who like opinion (philodoxoi) and
those who like what is intellectual (philosophoi).22

So much for the analysis of opinion ill Book Five. A cross
comparison with the analysis of poetry in Book Ten reveals the
continuity of the two. There is a distinction drawn in each case
between a concrete state ofmind (which is confused) and one which
is abstract and exact. The former is called the 'opinion of the
many' in Book Five, and in Book Ten is identified once as
'opinion'23 and otherwise as the mental condition of the poet and
ofhis report on reality. In both cases, this concrete state of mind
reports a version of reality which is pluralised, visual, and various.
This pluralisation in both cases is then translated into terms of
contradiction. The judgments made about colours, shapes, and
sizes are contradictory. The statements made about actions and
events and their moral properties are contradictory also. The
same thing is now good and bad, now great and small. Consistent
moral judgment and consistent physical measurement are alike
impossible. If they could be achieved, it is implied, they would
in each case be effected by the same faculty. Per contra, the con
dition of opinion is like a dream-state (Book Five) or like being
under a spell (Book Ten).

The comparison clarifies one problem. In Book Ten, plato
uses the painter and his pictures of physical objects as an analogy
for the poet and his stories of action and passion. Does he how
ever mean that the poet like the painter gives a report ofphysical
reality in the same erroneous language in which he reports the
acts and the moralities of human beings? The language of Book
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Ten can be regarded as ambiguous on this point. The coloured
surfaces employed by the poet could be a mere metaphor for his
rhythm and his poetic skills. But when it is realised that the fas
cination ofthe vision with isolated colours and surfaces and shapes
is also the basic flaw in the 'many' who are prisoners of ,opinion'
in Book Five, and that it is this general opinion which gives dis
torted and contradictory reports of physical reality because of its
obsession with these colours, it becomes impossible to avoid the
conclusion that Plato intends to judge poetry as a report on the
physical environment as well as on the moralities ofmen, and that
he fInds it as unsatisfactory in the one case as in the other. And
essentially for the same reason. It cannot employ the measuring,
calculating and reasoning faculty either in representation of
physical objects or in representation of human manners. In the
latter case, since the poetic representation becomes effective only
as audiences identify with it personally in order to memorise, their
reasoning faculty is likewise inhibited from controlling or
measuring their personal reactions.

What then is the relation of the poetry of Book Ten to the
opinion ofBook Five? Obviously they are described in terms of
similar states of mind. Since, however, for us poetry represents a
much more esoteric experience than does opinion, we would at
first conclude that the poet and his poetry happen to be a particular
example of the general error inherent in opinion, an example
which Plato pillories for some special purpose of his own.

But a different answer is possible. Suppose the poetry ofBook
Ten is coextensive with the opinion of Five? It is certainly de
scribed as though it were. Suppose in fact that it is in Book Ten
that plato fully reveals what he has been getting at in Book Five,
when he called his target opinion?

This would certainly be in line with the thesis we have been
defending throughout, namely, that the Homeric state of mind
was a general state ofmind. For in that case, the poets represented
the public medium and the only one by which the general state of
mind could express itsel£ They and they alone furnished the
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'culture-language', as we called it, and hence also the cultural
norms, within which was formed the 'opinion ofthe many'. And
the intensity of Plato's epistemological attack on poetry, as an
erroneous report on physical fact and moral value, would be
explained, because he is thereby attacking error as it exists in
society generally.

If that were so, we would expect that the attack on the many in
Book Five should betray some evidence that the ultimate target
does lie in poetry; even if that target is fully unfolded only in
Book Ten. And it does. Taken as a whole, the passage is devoted
to a formalisation of the relationship between knowledge on the
one hand and opinion on the other and the deftnition of the gulf
between them. But the antithesis is prepared for us initially by
introducing us to two human types, the 'philosopher' versus the
'sight-seer', who represent respectively these two levels ofhuman
experience, and the passage concludes by reaffirming these as two
fundamental and opposed types of humanity. The sight-seer is
precisely defined before the analysis ends as a man who rejects the
abstracted object per se and whose type of comprehension is
enmeshed in contradictions so that he cannot report the physical
or the moral world with consistency. He is speciftcally equated
with the 'opinion-Iover'.llt

Now who is the sight-seer? As introduced, he is portrayed as a
kind of theatre-goer who perpetually makes the rounds of the
Dionysiac choruses both metropolitan and provincial,2& But why,
we should ask, does Plato in seeking to define the new intellectual
standards ofthe Academy imply that the obstacle to their achieve
ment is simply a habit of attending the theatre? This seems more
frivolous than the deep seriousness of his purpose required.
Theatre-goers in our culture are a sophisticated minority of the
better educated. The whole passage makes it clear on the other
hand that Plato'.s target is the average man of average mind. In
what sense was the average Greek mind a theatrical mind? The
answer can be found only by supposing that Plato's real target
here is the poetic performance, by which the cultural tradition was
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stored, kept alive, and memorized, and with which the living
memories of the audience had to identify. In short, though here
as sometimes in Book Ten he focuses on dramatic performance
because it is the most contemporary form of the tradition, his
target (as in Book Three also) is 'the poets and Homer', the epic
performance no less than the tragic. It is not poetry as it might be
read from a book that he is attacking. It is the act ofmemorisation
through identification in the poetic performance which to him is
inseparable from the poem itself, and which constitutes a total act
and condition of mimesis.

His phraseology in Book Five supplies more than one hint that
this is indeed his target. The 'devoted sight-seers' are equated
with the 'devoted hearers ofsounds', and the equation stresses the
acoustic relationship which is fundamental to the performance.
The fond object of their devotion is 'fair sounds and coloured
surfaces and shapes and all that is fashioned therefrom'.28 This
accent on sound and colour and shape as the field of experience of
opinion is repeated in the conclusion of the arguments7 when he
seeks to clinch the contrast between this field and the field of
vision ofthe philosopher. The phrasing is suggestively ambiguous
and deliberately so; it describes on the one hand the acoustic-visual
content of the poetised tradition and the degree to which it con
cretely visualises situations and things, no less than its use of
rhythm, meter, and music to do this. Yet it also describes the
physical things and artifactsll8 with which the external world is so
variously and indiscriminately populated. The same double
reference covering the content of the poetic record and the out
ward appearance of the physical world is exploited in Book Ten.

Again, this contrast is also described as issuing from a 'familiar
acquaintance with acts-and-events (pragmata)' and as a plurality of
familiar conventions held by the many about the just and so
forth'.29 Such language can refer only to the moral and social
content of what we have called the tribal encyclopedia, the
fountain head of all social convention for the Greeks.

At one point in Book Five plato uses the triple classifIcation of
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'sight-seers, devotees oftechnique and practical men' .30 No excuse
is furnished in the immediate context for this surprising combina
tion as an over-all definition of the average man and his opinion,
but it is a recollection of the famous tripartite classification
in the Apology where Socrates describes his mission undertaken to
the politicians, the poets and the craftsmen.31

Finally, as already noticed, the over-all experience of these
theatre-goers is likened to a dream. This is the equivalent of that
rhythmic and emotional spell so necessary to the act of identifica
tion, which is described in Book Ten as the accompaniment of
poetry.

It now appears, if we are right, that the over-all plan of the
Republic calls for a progressive definition of a new education in
Platonic science which, at every stage of its development through
the secondary to the advanced levels, fmds itself in collision with
the general mind of Greece. This mind in turn is defmed always
in terms of the mental habits and conventions acquired through
long practice in the oral poetry of Greece considered as a vehicle
of moral guidance and also of physical description. Whenever
the epistemology of Plato's own system is in question he feels
compelled to defme it in contrast to the psychology and the
language employed in the poetic performance. We have added,
what he does not explicitly reveal, that this habit and this language
had been required by the conditions of oral memorisation and
preservation of the group experience.

Books Two, Three, Five, and Ten therefore progressively
reveal the enemy of Platonism to be this poetised state of mind,
and the attack on poetry becomes progressively more drastic as
the theories of Platonism have been progressively expanded and
deepened. What then of Book Seven, where Plato, as we have
seen, identifying the autonomous psyche of the thinker and of the
knower, calls for it to be awakened and converted away from
becoming toward the abstracted object which constitutes timeless
and intelligible knowledge l Does he here, in Book Seven, repeat
his rejection of poetry as a candidate for this task l Yes he does,
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for as we have seen he summarily dismisses aU music as now
irrelevant to his purposeU and proposes arithmeticas the discipline
which shall accomplish this awakening. He says no more of
poetry in this place, yet the analysis he proceeds to offer of that
mental condition which arithmetic can correct is one that he is
going to use again when he comes back to the poet in Book Ten.
It is an analysis which selects contradiction as the root error ofthe
concrete state of mind. This is a dialectical weapon. Let us look
for a moment at the over-all use to which Plato puts it.

Poetry, he says in Book Ten, is not a viable method ofdiscourse,
because it reports reality only in terms which are self-cancelling.
In fact it embraces contradiction almost as a principle. Like the
pamter, the poet reports of the same thing that it is now great,
now small. The poet is therefore essentially irrational and the
same contradiction pervades all his moral statements about action
and passion. A hero, that is to say, behaves now well and now
badly, thus failing to furnish anyone pattern of goodness in the
abstract. This epistemological contradiction in the content of the
poem sets up a corresponding psychological contradiction in the
psyche of the listener, who identifies with the tale and so becomes
now good, now bad, now angry and now calm.88

What we observe here is that, viewing the pluralisation and the
concreteness and the confusion of the poetised statement, Plato
has reduced all these objectionable aspects to one: they violate the
principle of consistency. This must mean that in poetry anti
thetical statements are made of the same person and antithetical
predicates are attached to the same subject. He or it is now good
and now bad, now big and now small depending apparendy on
the point ofview.

It was in Book Five that he had first used this weapon. He had
proposed opinion as the label of that experience which is aware
only of the many. But suppose, he continues, our objector asks
for proof that opinion (that is, this experienced and vivid impres
sion of the multi-changing panorama of appearances) is not
knowledge: we reply: knowledge must be of something that is;
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ignorance, its opposite, is of what is not. Since the object of
opinion can be neither, then, since opinion is a faculty distinct
from both knowledge and ignorance, its object can be neither.
The only possibility left is that its object, its area of discourse, lies
in between. It is the area of the 'is plus the is-not'.34

Now, continues Plato, warming to his theme, to illustrate what
I mean, the vision of your ardent sight-seer is filled with many
beautifuls, uglies,justs, and unjusts, doubles and halves. But every
one of this many can at another time appear ugly instead of
beautiful, half instead ofdouble. It is therefore no more beautiful
than it is not beautiful and this is true of all the many familiar
conventions entertained by the many. And so this condition we
call opinion is one which continually apprehends is and is
not.8lI

What Plato is getting at, if the contexts of Books Five and Ten
are compared, is a contrast between two syntactical situations. In
any account of experience which describes it in terms of events
happening, these have to be different from each other in order to
be separate events. They can only be different if the situations of
'characters' in the story, or of phenomena, are allowed to alter,
so that Agamemnon is noble at one point and base at another, or
the Greeks at one point are twice as strong as the Trojans and at
another point are half as strong. Hence the subjects of these
predicates 'are and are not'. He does not mean that they cease to
exist, but that in this kind of discourse it is impossible to make a
statement which will connect a subject and a predicate in a
relationship which just 'is', and which is therefore permanent and
unchanging.

What kind of statements then does he want and what kind of
syntax will they require? Now we can tum to Book Seven to
fmd out. There as he introduces number and calculation as the
key discipline which shall train the mind to abstract the intel
ligible out of the visible he proposes a dichotomy not between
knowledge and opinion but between 'intelligence' and 'sensi
bility' .38 The latter reports the fact of three visible fingers as such;



PREFACE TO PLATO

but it goes on to report that one of them is both great and small,
both hard and soft, meaning both greater than one and smaller
than the other, harder than one and softer than the other.87

Hence in the language of Book Five it both 'is and is not'. The
sensations reported are contradictory; so 'intelligence and calcula
tion' are summoned to solve the mental dilemma and they do so
by asking the question: 'What do I mean by the hard or by hard
ness, by the big or by bigness, etc.l' And they proceed to dis
tinguish and to recognise the mental objects hardness versus soft
ness, bigness versus smallness. These, and not the fmgers, are
what are counted up and calculated, so that they emerge as
separate abstract objects of the intelligence even though our
sensible experience keeps confusing them.S8 It is as the intelligeI:lce
is trained to apprehend them that 'it cleaves to beingness' instead
of to 'becomingness'.39

Thus when Plato in Book Ten argues that the artist is a man of
opinion who confuses his dimensions and cannot reason or calcu
late and who d~als with physical appearances which both are and
are not he is continuing the doctrines of Book Five and of Book
Seven and reducing the root disease of poetry to this kind of
contradiction. But contradiction is a disease only if we assume
that it is not the immediate events and situations that are real but
the isolated abstractions such as greatness and smallness or right and
wrong. It is only of these that statements can be made which are
never contradictory. Agamemnon in varying aspects of his
behaviour is and is not noble. But nobility always 'is' a virtue.
In short, the appeal to banish contradiction is another form ofthe
appeal to name and to use and to think about abstracted identities
or principles or classes or categories and the like, rather than
concrete events and acts of living passionate people.

Doxa or 'opinion' (or 'belief') is the word which in the Republic
is preferred as the label of the non-abstract state of mind. There
were historical reasons for its choice, later to be explored.'o Book
Ten equates doxa with mimesis, the latter representing both the
content of poetry and that psychological condition which ex-
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periences poetically. But in Book Seven, in the passage about the
fmgers, where the problem about the plural and the concrete and
the visible is reduced to one of physical contradiction, the term
doxa is replaced by aisthesis, in both the singular and plural.Cl

This word is usually rendered as 'perception' or 'sensation'; we
have preferred the translation 'sensibility' to indicate the cormec
tion of the word in its original usage with emotional reflex as well
as with percipient organ. The use of the term here is of obvious
importance for the development of Platonic epistemology. It
begins to remove the problem of cognition from the area of the
poetised experience ofnarrative events and to place it in the con
text of sense experience of physical objects. It is more technical
and professional in its overtones. Of the sight-seers in Book Five
it is not said that they used 'sensibility', but only that they had
been 'familiar with' or had 'embraced' or had 'looked at' the
visible panorama.4IZ But here it is said of the subject that he is
'sensible' ofa finger. The use of aisthesis gives promise of greater
precision in a debate which will tum on the merits of different
theories of cognition and differing criteria of truth.

The structure of the argument in the Republic, however, shows
how 'opinion' and 'sensibility' and 'mimetic experience' are all
bound up together, at least in Plato's mind at this stage of his
thinking. In Book Five, it is opinion that passes contrary judg
ments on great and small, light heavy, and the like. In Book
Seven it is sensibility that reports conflicting judgments on size
and smallness, hard soft, heavy and light. In Book Ten, it is in
mimesis that size does not appear equal when it should; and the
case is not otherwise with crooked and straight, great or less.4I3

And as with sensibility in Book Seven, so also with mimesis in
Book Ten, it is numbering and measurement that is needed as the
weapon wielded by the calculative faculty. Whether plato speaks
of opinion or of sensibility or of poetry, they are all three alike
judged and found wanting by the light ofthe same standard; they
carmot become aware of those sheer abstracted identities repre
sented by such terms as size or greatness or smallness. Ofopinion
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in Book Five as ofmimesis in Book Ten it is also said that they fail
to apprehend moral abstractions.

Thus it is possible to argue that the problem ofphysical percep
tion and its confusions and contradictions, a thesis developed and
examined in later Platonism, was originally developed within the
larger context of the poetised experience and its inherent con
fusions. In both alike, according to Platonism, there is a failure to
separate out clearly the abstracted objects, which are categories,
relations, moral principles, and the like, from the concrete. But
the narrowing down of the problem of experience to one of
physical perception had the effect also ofnarrowing the object of
experience from the total event-series down to the physical things
in the series. Philosophy gradually forgot its original objective"
which had been to throw offthe mnemonic spell of the narrative.
It substituted the attempt to throw ofrthe spell of material things.
In either case, the rival candidate for our philosophic allegiance is
an abstract reasoning power which knows identities which are
unchanging. But these identities when opposed to physical things
become categories and properties rather than moral principles.
The original objective of isolating a body of moral law from the
tribal encyclopedia had been largely achieved. The philosophic
problem ofsettling the status of the material world remained.

But to return to doxtl or opinion: it is this word that, precisely
because of its very ambiguities, was chosen not only by Plato but
by some of his predecessors to crystallise those properties of the
poetised experience from which the intellectuals were trying to
escape. Both the noun, and the verb doko, are truly baffling to
modem logic in their coverage ofboth the subjective and objective
relationship. The verb denotes both the 'seeming' that goes on in
myself, the 'subject', namely my 'personal impressions', and the
'seeming' that links me as an 'object' to other people looking at
me-the 'impression' I make on them. The noun correspondingly
is both the 'impression' that may be in my mind and the 'impres
sion' held by others of me. It would appear therefore to be the
ideal term to describe that fusion or confusion of the subject with
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the object that occurred in the poetised performance and in the
state ofmind created by this performance. It is the 'seeming show
of things', whether this panorama is thought of as within me or
outside of me.

Doxa is therefore well chosen as a label not only of the poet's
image of reality but of that general image of reality which con
stituted the content of the Greek mind before Plato. Its general
significance prevailed in the end over its poetic one. Ifit originally
united the two, this is precisely because in the long centuries of
oral culture and oral communication it was the poet and his
narrative that bore the responsibility for creating the general
vision and preserving it and fastening it upon the minds of
succeeding generations of the Hellenes.il5

NOTES

1 I have for convenience used one conventional translation of t5oEa, though
there is much to support the contention that it signifies 'thought' in general (cf.
Rosenmeyer 'Judgment and Thought', etc.), a symbol of an unqualified 'state
of mind' which precisely because it is unqualified Plato would demote to a
status below that of the exact science which knows the Forms, their relations to
each other, and to phenomena.

I Plato probably had precedent for this; below, n. 40; cap. 15, n. 5.
I 392cU ndVTa Baa tlno ",v6o),oywv II :If011JTWv ),iyETa! t511}Y1}al, ooaa Tvyxd"el

II yeyOVOTWV 7j 8VTWV Ii ",e).),Ovrwv, perhaps a reminiscence of Iliad 1.70 and Th~g.

32 (above, cap. 6, notes 20, 21).
C j22a4-bl .
& 603C4-7.
• 595b5-6: cf. Book 6, 5ud8.
7 Cf. Paton, and also Notopoulos 'Parataxis', p. 14: 'This preoccupation with

the particular is the natural state of mind of oral literature. . . Absorption in
the particular unconcern with the logical relation of the parts to the whole is
the unphilosophic condition of Ebeaa{a which Plato pictures for us in his account
of the Cave.' With 596d8-e4 compare Book 6 509C1-510a3, where the objects
include iv TOi', iiJaal rpuVTda",aTa (also below, n. 12); at 598b3 a painting is
called rpaVToo",a-r:o, "'{"'1}al,; Hamlyn would equate eikasia with sophistic.

8 598bl ff.
8 598d4-5 t5ld TO aUTO, "'TJ 010, T'elva! i:lflaTij",'I" )tai dVE:IflaT1}f'OO't1v1}l' )tal

"'{"'1}aw i~ETdaal.
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10 600eS; 6oIa4-S, bl-2.
11 Omitting the excursus on the distinction between user and manufacturer

601c-602b.
II 602clo-12 Hal TatlTd HaJ,tnVAa Til Hal etl6la b MaTi Til (JIIWp.bo,. Hal

lew, Hal HoiAa TE IJTJ Hal AelXovra IJui T1}v nE()/ Td x(}wJ,taTa aiJ nAdV1p' Til.
IItpEwr;.

II 602d6-elo.
14 603aIl-bl 8M« ~ J,t'W/T£HTJ •.. n~ ••• ~aEwr; llvn Tqi b ~J,ti"

neoaoJ,ttMi TE Hal ha4!a Hal rplA7J AaTl". . .. On phrontsis cf. above, cap. II,
n.17·

15 604aIO If.
11 6oscl-3 omE Td J.tE~W oiJTE Td AAdTTW IJm"",,,waHotlT" ciUd Td atlTd Tod

"a" J,teydAa lJ"ovJ.tblp, Tod IJi aJ,t~d • •..
17 47Sdl-e1 rpMO(JEdJ.tOVEr; rpM~HOO'.
18 476b4 Tdr; TE HaAdr; 1p(J)"a. dmrdCovrw leTA. C2" 00v HaAd J,tb 1Z(}dyJ,taTa

voJ,tl1;w", atlTd IJi HdAMr; J,t'l]TE voJ,tlCw" leTA.
If 477aI-478d12.
10 479aS-bIO.
11 479d3 Td TWv noAAW" nolld vOJ.t'J,ta.
11 48006-13.
18 602e8-603a2 lrpaJ.tl1" Tqi atlTqi {1J,ta nE(}l TaVra banla /JoEd1;II'" dl3tSvaTOV

el"r.u ... Td nll(la Ta J,th(}a Ilea IJoedCov Tilr; 'lflJxilr; .•• cf. 47ge4 and 8 lJoedCE,,,.
14 48oaI-7.
15 47Sd S-8•
I' 47Sd3 and 476b4-S; cf. LAws 7.8Ioe: the many poets, epic, iambic and the

rest, serious and comic. are recommended as correct education for our young
men who are thus rendered noAtn)H~ as they learn whole poets by heart.

17 48001 If.
I' Even the phrase at 476b6 nana Td AH TWv TOwm-WV l37JJ,twtJ(}'}'OVJ.tl1Va is

ambiguously relevant both to artifacts and to poems which describe them; cr.
lo.s96cs. d3. where XE/.(}OdX"7Jr; and 137JJ,t/.OO(}')'or; are applied to the case of
painter and poet.

18 476c2, 479d3.
80 476alo rptAofJEaJ,tO"a. TE Hal rptAoTBX"OO' Hal :n(JaHT'HOO••
81 Apol. 22a8, C9 (but the order is varied).
81 Above, n. 4.
88 lo.603c10 If.
84 478dl If.
35 479d7 If.
81 S23a1o-bl Td J,tb A" Tai. alo6~aEa,,, at! 1rlI(IaHaAoWra n)v v07Ja'" 6"

hrlaHEVJ'" cf. S07c3 Hal Weon Td dHoVoJ.tl1"a Hal Tair; dU~ alo6~aEa, ndna
Td alafJ7Jrd.

87 S23C4 If.
8. S24b4 ne'(}iiTw AoywJ,tOv TE Hal v07JU'" 'lflJXTJ nll(laHaAoiiaa bucnwnei"

llTE b UTE IJVo EaTl" lHQaTa Tro" elaayyeAoJ,tbwv . . • el If(}a Iv IHciTE{!OV,
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d~/;ea 6i 600, Ta y/; 600 H/;XW(!lupiva V01/U/;1 •.. 611i TTJV TOUTOV ua'P~v/;lav

p,iya av Hai Up,I,,!?OV " l'01/UI, l)va""du61/ ld/;iv . . . brrrii6iv no/hI' newTov
tnieX/;Tal teiu6Ql "p,iv T{ oVv :rroT' tUTi TO p,iya av Hai TO UP,IH(!Ol'.

88 S2SbS "IIi TO Til, o"ula, dnTiov dVQl yeviu/;{lJ, t;avaoovn.
to In a subsequent volume: wage in Heraclitus and Parmenides is particularly

pertinent.
41 Above, n. 36. von Fritz (1946, p. 24) points out that aisthesis is /lot pre

Socratic, but nevertheless (p. 31) characterises the antithesis nous-aisthesis as late
pre-Socratic. Should it not be identified as Platonic, even though, as von F.
demonstrates, Protagoras Democritus and Gorgias forced the issues which
precipitated it?

u 476c2 rop,ll;wv 479a3 vop,ll;u 476bS au:rtlil;oVTQl 480a3 'P1A.dv TE Hai
(J/;iiufJal.

u 602c7-8, 10.
U Notopoulos 'Mnemosyne', pp. 482 ff., noting Plato's preference for the

oral word, in the Phaedrus, interprets this not in connection with the dialectical
process, but as a reassertion of the claims and powers of oral memory, now put
to philosophic use. This compels him (p. 484) to interpret Theaet. 191d as though
it referred to 'memory in philosophy' when it in fact refers to the wax tablet
conception of the mind which Platonic epistemology finds impossible.

U The account I have given of doxa in the Republic precludes the conclusion
commonly held that in this dialogue the distinction between the respective
objects of doxa and episteme is metaphysical, identifying two different 'worlds',
in one ofwhich the philosopher enjoys the 'vision of the Forms', but from which
he is 'plunged in the swirling twilight world of compulsion', a world in which
'Plato has already resigned his hopes'-so Gould, p. 163. The difference is
determined by considerations which are syntactical, not religious. It is to be
noted that once the term 'world' is subtracted from statements like the above, they
become meaningless (cf. also 'order' of being). There is no corresponding term
in Plato's account.



CHAPTBR FOURTBEN

The Origin of the Theory of Forms

W HEN Plato insists that his contemporaries must tum away
from the panorama of sensual experience, and focus
instead upon the abstracted object per se which is the

only possible object ofthought, he sometimes identifles this object
as a Form and also speaks ofthe Fonns (in the plural) as furnishing
a methodology or intellectual discipline which is familiar to his
readers. Obviously it was not familiar to the average Greek whose
state of mind was still that of opinion. But Plato's language pre
sumes a circle ofsome sort which was accustomed to use the term
Form to identify this kind of object.l Since this methodos of the
Forms seems to be presumed in dialogues earlier than the Republic,
and since the critical dialogues following the Republic often
examine the possible meanings of the term Form and the way it
should or might be used, it has become usual among scholars to
speak of Plato's Theory of Forms.

The phrase suggests a doctrinal position in which Plato wished
to vest his philosophical prestige. But the actual tone of his
writings does not support this; it is too non-professional. When
in the Republic he first introduces the objects which 'are', he calls
them Fomls,1II yet in the Republic itselfhe can more often than not
employ the conception of the object per se without calling it a
Form; and even in contexts where as often he reaffirms the
absolute character of Platonic knowledge, he does not necessarily
feel compelled to use the word.3

It is even more important to notice that he can use the term
'form' over and over again without benefit of capital letter, so to
speak, to mean type or kind or class or category, in contexts
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where the possibility that this may also signify an object per se is
not even in question.· In short he uses the word professionally
and he also uses it casually and non-professionally. Ifone assumes
that Plato's doctrine was systematic in the modem sense of that
term, and also systematically expressed, one distinguishes sharply
between the casual use of the word 'form' and its professional
application as 'Form' and one ascribes the fact that the same term
does double duty simply to an inadequacy of the Greek vocabu
lary. The assumption however may itself be at fault, and ifso, the
distinction between the two usages ceases to be sharp. If this is
true, then the non-professional usage may shed light on the pro
fessional; nay, the professional may itself be only an attempt, not
consistently pursued, to formalise the implications of the non
professional usage. It is to this conception of the problem that we
address ourselves here.

Up to this point, in our pursuit of the meaning of Platonic
doctrine, we have ourselves avoided the word Form, and this
despite the fact that our area of investigation has focused on the
Republic where the 'method'li of the Forms is explicitly avowed
and used. Nor as we now take up this usage and the reason for it
shall we attempt to fmd clues in those later dialogues where the
problem of the Form and its relation to particulars is critically
explored. By this time, Platonism had solved or felt it had solved
the main issue which had given it birth, namely the urgent com
pulsion to break with the poetised tradition and with the poetised
state ofmind. Once a discourse offormal abstraction had become
accepted as the proper instrument of science, whether moral or
physical, the originally simpler ifrevolutionary motivation for the
theory of Forms could be superseded; and the complexities of a
new epistemology and a new logic of description with all its
problems of predication and the like could properly come into
the foregroun<l. Our business here is with that simpler stage of
development which produced the Form as an object of discourse
in the first place. Clues to this stage in Plato's thinking are likely
to be lost if they are sought in that refinement of language and
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analysis which came later and which was framed to cope with
sophisticated dilemmas.

Why have we preferred to avoid mentioning the term Form
until this point? Our search has been for those historical and
linguistic necessities which prompted Plato to change the idiom
of the Greek tongue. The direct evidence of these necessities is
furnished not in-the Forms but in his reiterated use of the 'itself
per se', which is 'one', and which 'is', and which is 'unseen'. This
is Plato's fundamental language,S for by its own syntax it also
betrays the syntax of that which he is breaking away from, that
from which he is emancipating himselfand from which he has to
emancipate us. As has been explained, the converse of these
attributes of the 'itself per se' is a pluralised series of events and
acts which happen rather than are, and which are imagistically
and therefore vividly portrayed, instead of being thought. In this
series the integrity ofthe 'itself per se', conceived as category or as
principle or as property or the like, gets broken up and scattered
and dispersed through the pluralised instances, where we can say
it may be present as a principle 'by implication', but where in fact
it was not present in the Homeric discourse because that discourse
lacked the linguistic facilities to name it.

This new Platonic language, then, discloses as no other language
does the character of the revolution in Greek culture which it was
the business of Platonism to announce. To understand the
revolution we begin with this language and not with the Forms.
As Plato himselfputs it: 'For the majority of men it is impossible
to entertain beauty itself instead of the many beautifuls, or any
specific "itself" instead of the many specifics ... so the majority
can never be intellectuals."

The phrasing of the 'itselfper se', stressing as it does the simple
purity of the 'object', gathered together so to speak in isolation
from any contamination with anything else, indicates a mental
act which quite literally corresponds to the Latin term 'abstrac
tion'; that is, this'object' which the newly self-conscious 'subject'
has to think about has been literally 'tom out' of the epic context
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and created by an act ofintellectual isolation and integration. For
example, the many (concealed) instances of proper conduct are
gathered up into 'propriety per se, quite by itself'. This notion of
propriety has had to be separated and abstracted from the image
flow ofevents and situations where actors or agents happen to do
proper or improper things.

It is fair then to speak ofPlatonism as posing an insistent demand
that we think of isolated mental entities or abstractions and that
we use abstract language in describing or explaining experience.
What kind of abstractions did Plato, at the point where he wrote
the Republic, have in mind? He nowhere gives a systematic list,
bttt his answer to this question can be compiled as it were from a
progressive series of contexts in each of which he is addressing
himself to some aspect of this mental process.

When the "itselfby itself" is first introduced in Book Five as a
description of what the philosopher, and the philosopher alone,
thinks about, the examples cited are beautiful, just, good, and
their antitheses ugly, unjust, evil.8 Indeed the fundamental
character ofthe antithesis is itself used to argue for the existence of
all these as abstract objects. This would mean that not only the
positive moral principles or values but their negatives should be
isolated and used in Platonic discourse. A little later as he presses the
proofthat only these objects are self-consistent, whereas the many
exhibit only contradictory predicates, he reiterates the moral
terms and adds double, half, great, small, light, heavy to the list.II

The next such list occurs in the parable of the Divided Line as
he tries to describe the'objects' which in section three ofthat Line
are represented in the form of geometric figures. The examples
given are odd, even, shape, three types ofangle,1° and 'the square
itself' and 'the diameter itself'.l1 As to the fourth or uppermost
section ofthe Line, he seems to imply that this represents that area
of intellection where these and other abstractions are inter
related in a discourse which would be completely analytic, but
he gives no examples.

Then in Book Seven, in the three-fingers passage, as he comes
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to examine the key issue of that contradiction contributed by the
'sensibilities', to which intellect must supply the answer by
separating out and counting the 'objects' that have become con
fused with the fmgers, he lists, as examples of these objects, size,
smallness, hard, soft, heavy, light"·

Finally in Book Ten, repeating in effect the doctrine of the
fingers passage in another form, and calling attention once more
to contradiction in the sensibilities, he asserts that the calculative
faculty has to come to the rescue and measure great, less, and
equal; the error of 'mimetic' is that it fails to distinguish great and
small.13

These lists when cross-compared reveal considerable com
munity. The first and second, from Book Five, disclose, what we
know well from elsewhere in Plato, that 'goodness' and 'rightness'
(or the 'principle' ofgood and the 'principle' of right), which to us
are moral categories or imperatives describing and also informing
human behaviour, are for Plato on a par with shape and dimension
(size and smallness) and proportion (double and half) and the like;
that is, on a par with those simple basic mathematical categories
which we use in discussing the physical world. They are on a par
because they all alike represent the same kind of psychic effort
which breaks away from the many and unifies experience into
ones. The simple mathematical categories are then joined by
arithmetical ones (odd and even) and by geometric postulates
(square and diagonal). Then they are also joined by some of the
basic 'properties' as we might call them of physical objects, for
example penetrability (hard and soft) and weight (heavy and
light).

With these clues to guide us, it is pertinent to hark back to that
curriculum of the sciences which is offered in Book Seven as the
essential prelude to dialectic. These sciences as Plato repeatedly
stresses are not to be studied as closed subjects supplying blocks of
information or bodies of rules for mental absorption. Their entire
purpose is to accelerate the intellectual awakening which 'con
verts' the psyche from the many to the one, and from 'becoming-
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ness' to 'beingness'; this, if our thesis is correct, is equivalent to
a conversion from the image-world of the epic to the abstract
world of scientific description, and from the vocabulary and
syntax of narrativised events in time towards the syntax and
vocabulary of equations and laws and formulas and topics which
are outside time.

Now, in this connection it is pertinent to notice in Book Seven
that the sciences offered, from arithmetic to harmonics, are
arranged in ascending series according to the abstract definition
of their fields of operation. They are each a thought-world, so to
speak, disposed within a set of co-ordinates; these co-ordinates
form an ascending series which increases in complication. Within
geometry we grasp the field of the plane 'in two dimensions'.
Then follows the 'three-dimensional' which 'partakes in volume'
and this must be grasped 'itself per se'. Then comes the 'three
dimensional in motion' or 'motion applied to volume', and its
field of mental vision is occupied by 'the speed that is' and 'the
slowness that is' or 'the truth of equal or double or any other
proportion'. Finally comes 'motion in sound'; for 'motion has
several forms'.l&

It should be pointed out that these phrases are used ill Plato's
text to defme areas of the known, or objects of knowledge.lli He
speaks as though the detailed disciplines of the sciences are really
useful only to open up the mental vision of systems of co
ordinates which govern them. Is it to be concluded that in this
whole passage ofthe Republic Plato is appealing to the Greek mind
to think about body and space, motion and velocity and the like,
as such? or, we might say, to think about physical experience in
these terms and using this kind ofvocabulary? This is surely the
clue to that passage, so startling to empirical scientists, where he
damns and dismisses the study of the 'visible heaven'.16 What he
is appealing for is to get away from that kind of story of the
heavens ofwhich Hesiod's calendar is the epic prototype and from
those ingenious orreries and constructs which confmed themselves
to trying to model and reproduce the visible appearances and the
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motions of the heavenly bodies. A star-map is an example of
what he rejects. He is demanding instead a discourse which shall
rearrange these phenomena under general headings or categories
of the physical so that they then can be expressed in the language
ofnatural law. The visible heavens are to function only as a para
digm from which to elucidate the universal behaviour of bodies,
expressed in equations which 'are' and do not 'become' or change.
In the absence ofa laboratory technique, he has to use the visible
heaven as his controlled experiment in mechanics.u His appeal
to the pupil is double-barrelled, and has to be, in the existing state
of the Greek vocabulary. First, he says, start thinking not about
how fast this particular object you see is moving or how big it is;
think about speed and size as general co-ordinates; second, don't
tell me 'look, A is rising faster than B'; try instead to say: the
speed temporarily embodied in A is twice that of the speed
temporarily embodied in B; and then say: the velocities of these
two bodies are in given ratio to a theoretical common velocity;
and this will bring you to consider what are the laws or formulas
according to which apparent speeds vary. Thus invisible astro
nomy becomes a device for thinking in terms ofwhat (a) is purely
abstract and (b) can be stated in a timeless syntax as that which
always 'is' and never 'is not'.18

Here is a new frame ofdiscourse and a new kind ofvocabulary
offered to the European mind. We take it for granted today as the
discourse ofeducated men. It does not occur to us that once upon
a time it was necessary for it to have been discovered and defined
and insisted on, so that we could easily and complacently inherit
it. This discovery is essentially Plato's, even though he is building
on a great pioneering effort in this same direction which had
preceded him. The fact that Greek words which we are here
able to translate as 'motion' or 'body' had already existed is not
the point. It is their syntactical relationship that has changed, and
as it has changed, the word is shorn of particuhuity and becomes
stretched to the dimensions of a concept. In pre-Platonic usage
(if we here except certain of the pre-Socratics) the words had
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never been used as subjects ofthe timeless is. They had symbolised
the flight ofan arrow or the corpse ofa particular man as they had
fitfully presented themselves in the narrative series, and now they
are going to mean just 'any and every motion' and 'any and every
corpse in the cosmos' without qualification. They have been
abstracted and integrated out of all the pictures of runnings or
flights of arrows or men and of bodies of fighters and corpses of
the dead. They have been made into 'invisibles'.19

Goodness and rightness (with evil and unrighteousness), pro
portion and size, dimension and weight and shape, odd and even,
the square and the diagonal, solidity, motion, velocity, and
volume-what does this kind of terminology represent to us l

As terms of a sophisticated vocabulary, these are many different
things: they ate moral values; they are also axioms; they are
physical properties; and also relations. In combination with each
other they furnish the terms in which we state both moral prin
ciples and physical formulas, both equations and laws. They be
speak the language ofcategories, and also ofuniversals. The only
modem term that would apply to all alike would be the word
'concept'. For these share the common characteristic that as
categories, classes, relationships or principles or axioms, they have
been coined by the mind to explain and to classify its sensual
experience or have been extracted from that experience and have
been inferred from it. As Plato says, the one thing you can say
about them all is that you cannot see or taste or hear them. Some
other faculty ofman's brain is responsible for this kind oflanguage.
If we call them 'concepts' it is to oppose them to the 'image'. If
we call them 'abstract' it is to oppose them to the concrete
visualised event or the concrete visualised things that behave in an
event. And it is fair to say that Platonism at bottom is an appeal
to substitute a conceptual discourse for an imagistic one. As it
becomes conceptual, the syntax changes, to connect abstractions in
timeless relationships instead of counting up events in a time
series; such discourse yields the abstracted objects of 'intellection'.

Plato can never separate any discussion ofthese objects from the
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activity of 'thinking' that apprehends them. They are noeta or
they are nothing. And they are so often put before us less for their
own sake than to illustrate and underline the difference between
knowledge on the one hand and opinion on the other, or between
an act of the intellect and an act of the sensory mechanism. It is
more important to learn to think about this new kind of object
than to decide on the precise names and numbers of the objects
that there may be. This is the reiterated impression one receives
from Plato's own account of the matter.20

Why then did he refuse to label them as concepts l He could
have devised Greek for this purpose. Some of his predecessors,
themselves aware of what was going on in the Greek mind, had
for example spoken of'thoughts' or 'notions' (phrontides, noemata)21
as though they represented a new phenomenon in the Greek
experience. Yet to describe these various phenomena, oflanguage
and of mental effort, which we have characterised as abstracted
objects, Plato used a Greek term (in two variants) which avoids
any suggestion of mental construction and is translatable only
visually as 'shape' or as 'form'.

The Homeric meaning of this word refers to the 'look'lIl1 of a
person, but it had already been specialised to some extent before
Plato's day, at least by intellectuals, who if they were mathe
maticians used it to describe a geometric flgure or consttuct,23
and if they were cosmologists or medical men might use the word
to describe a 'common look' shared by a group of phenomena;lI4
it was thus a 'general shape' or, in the Latin equivalent, the
species. It was probably these two· previous usages which
encouraged plato to exploit the word professionally and apply it,
as apparendy he intended at the time when he wrote the Republic,
to almost any concept which was useful as a method ofclassifying
phenomena or ofdetermining principles ofaction or of generalis
ing the properties of things or of determining their relationships.

Why did he prefer this sort of word to describe the results of
conceptual activity, ifit was for this kind ofactivity on the part of
the Greek mind that he was appealing l It is better flrst to ask.:



ORIGIN OF THE THEORY OF fORMS 263

Why did he have to shun any term which would approximate to
our 'concept'l The answer is probably very simple. A concept,
at least at this stage of Greek speculative development, would
mean any and every thought devised and put into words by the
psyche of the aroused intelligence. The possibilities of abstraction
are limitless, and of meaningful abstraction hardly less so. But in
the sphere of morals, which is always for Plato the primary illus
tration of the need for conceptual thinking, he was completely
devoted to the tllesis that the principles of morality are fixed and
finite and do not form an endless series and are not framed in
terms of empirical adjustment to temporal circumstances. Here
his fervent opposition to relativism surely warned him that to
propose justice and goodness as abstract conceptions which we have
to refme upon by our own intelligence would open the way to
the endless invention of new formulas and new conceptions of
what morality might be. Against this relativist acceptance of a
morality which might have been developed historically by man
for man's needs he had a revulsion which went beyond argument
and reached into the depths of his consciousness. Probably it
should be admitted that social background and class prejudice
committed him very early in life to the proposition that social
relations between men should be not only stable but also authori
tarian.le And if so, the principles ofjustice which describe these
relations must themselves be independent of human invention or
improvement.

At any rate, the need to symbolise moral abstractions as fmal
was the primary motive, we suggest, for calling them Forms. For
the Forms, in order to be such, have to enjoy a kind of indepen
dent existence; they are permanent shapes imposed upon the flux
ofaction, and shapes which, while they can be viewed and under
stood by my psyche, cannot be invented by it. So the Forms are
not the creation of the intellect and this means that the 'objects'
represented by such linguistic devices as 'the itself per se' are not
the creations of the intellect either.

He had a second motive, perhaps equally strong. A great
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multiplicity of these objects was used to describe not the sphere
of moral action but the behaviour of the physical environment.
Plato inherited from his predecessors an underlying conviction
that as we experience physical phenomena we are somehow in
contact with a world, an order, a system which exists outside
ourselves and independently of our knowledge of it. As we have
said in an earlier chapter, it was fundamental to the Greek genius,
and we can see this in Greek art, that the external world should
not be taken lightly or dismissed as non-existent. What was
required was that its structure and logic be appreciated. This
structure for Plato as for most Greek thinkers was itself abstract.
It was also coherent and finite, a closed system, an object of in
telligence, not ofintuition. The senses in their report ofit yielded
only dilemmas and contradictions.

Ifso, then the mental categories we use in order to describe and
to understand it, such as its figures and proportions, its spatial
relations, its volumes and densities, its weights and its velocities
cannot be merely arbitrary conveniences of the human intellect.
They must somehow represent the cosmic structure itsel£ We
do not invent them though we have to learn with great effort to
think about them. So they too are Forms, the real existence of
which is guaranteed independently of our cognition even though
our cognition is geared exclusively to apprehend them.

So the abstractions demanded ofthe Greek mind become Forms,
and not concepts. We may cavil with this outcome, but in the
historical context it makes sense. If we view them in relation to
the epic narrative from which, as a matter of historical fact, they
all emerged they can all be regarded as in one way or another
classifications of an experience which was previously 'felt' in an
unclassified medley. This was as true ofjustice as of motion, of
goodness as ofbody or space, ofbeauty as ofweight or dimension.
These categories tum into linguistic counters, and become used as
a matter ofcourse to relate one phenomenon to another in a non
epic, non-poetic, non-concrete idiom. Simply put, a narrativised
experience says: 'The storm-god launched the river against the
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wall and swept it away.'27 An abstract version rearranges tIlls to
say 'The river had a force ofsuch and such (which would mean a
proportion of some universal or ideal unit of force which always
'is') and the wall had a weight (or mass or inertia) of such and
such; the weight and the force when calculated and compared
yield the result that the wall has to give way before the stress im
posed on it'. But this particular result now depends on concepts
offorce and weight which just 'are' and which become the terms
of equations which 'are'. These in Platonism would become the
'Forms' of force and weight, and their participation in each other
becomes a law governing the relation ofpressure to inertia. Then
the application ofthis law to the given instance shows the 'Forms'
participating in the particular situation of the wall plus the
flver.

Or again, Agamemnon challenged by Calchas to give up the
priest's daughter is very angry; yet he adds: 'For all that I will give
her back if that is better. Rather would I see my people whole
than perishing. Only make you ready a prize ofhonour forthwith
lest I alone of all the Argives be disprized, which thing is not
proper. For you all behold how my prize is departing from me.'28
This series of acts and events sharply but separately imagised-'I
will give her back-the people must not perish-but get me a
substitute-I am king-I am the only one to lose my prize'
these can be rearranged as the expression or illustration of moral
principle or social law : 'The good of the army is paramount and
this forces me to return the girl. Nevertheless my status is also
paramount; justice therefore requires that I receive a substitute.'
Here the 'good' of the army, the 'status' of Agamemnon, and the
'justice' ofhis demand are cast in a language which presumes some
general standard ofgood and ofpropriety and ofjustice, by which
the particular good and the particular propriety of the present
situation can be estimated. The standards have to be expressed in
ideal laws whichjust'are'. They can participate in a given situation
which 'is and is not', but only by providing the norms which
persist through the situation and are obeyed in the course of the
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actions and events which constitute it. These too, then, would be
Platonic Forms.

For Plato, we repeat, these terms and the formulas made out of
them were not just linguistic devices, nor inventions of the intel
lect, but entities ofsome sort existing outside ofthe mind. Yet the
effort it takes to discover and to name them and to learn to use
them provides the central preoccupation of Book Seven of his
Republic, the book devoted par excelletue to the curriculum of the
Academy. The 'method' ofthe Forms is in a practical sense prior
to the Forms themselves, ifwe realise that the abstract 'objects' do
not come gliding into our consciousness suspended on douds of
illumination. Rather, we have to grapple with the many and
seek their conversion into ones, an operation which fint discloses
these 'objects' as possible in language and in thought.

To call them Forms threw the main emphasis not on how we
actually find and apply them but on their 'objectivity' vis-a-vis
the 'subject' who has to think about them. Plato as he prepares to
use and exploit the Form is becoming convinced of the ultimate
separation ofobjective knowledge from the knowing subject, and
convinced that it is this facet ofthe truth which above all he must
dramatise. We may complain that he thus underplays the historical
relationship of the new formal and abstract language to the old
epic language. The one, we say, emerged from the other, just as
the intellect emerged out of the Homeric consciousness. But if
we remember the centuries ofold habit, which had fused subject
with object in sympathetic self-identification as a condition of
keeping the oral tradition alive, we can realise how this inherited
state of mind was for Plato the enemy, and how he would wish to
frame his own doctrine in language which met it head on, and
confronted it, and destroyed it. The net effect then of the theory
of Forms is to dramatise the split between the image-thinking of
poetry and the abstract thinking of philosophy. In the history of
the Greek mind, it puts the stress on discontinuity rather than on
continuity. This is ever the way with maken of revolutions. In
their own day and to themselves and their own audiences they are
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prophets ofthe new, not developers ofthe old. Socrates to be sure
conceived of himself as a midwife of the soul, a metaphor which
presupposes perhaps some continuity between the Socratic dialec
tic and previous experience. Plato's language, as it elevates the
philosopher above the common run ofmen and the Forms above
the common idiom and thought, is more stringent. A term less
challenging than Form would not perhaps have accomplished his
purpose.

Was this new idiom not in fact ushering in a completely new
stage in the development not only of the Greek but of the
European mind l It was; yet Plato was aware also and rightly so
that only his genius had been 3ble fully to realise that this was a
revolution, and that it had to be pushed with urgency. Others
before him had been moving in this direction, had been experi
menting tentatively with the new syntax and had been aware that
the poetic tradition was an obstacle. But only Plato saw the issue
steadily and as a whole. If he therefore sought to populate the
universe and the mind of man with a whole family of Forms
which had emerged from God knows where, this was in a sense a
necessity for him. For he was seeing into the heart of a profound
change in the cultural experience of man. They were not his
personal whim; they were not even his personal doctrine. They
announced the arrival of a completely new level of discourse
which as it became perfected was to create in turn a new kind of
experience of the world-the reflective, the scientific, the techno
logical, the theological, the analytic. We can give it a dozen
names. The new mental era required its own banners to march
under and found it in the Platonic Forms.

Viewed from this perspective, the Theory of Forms was a
historical necessity. But before we leave it in the enjoyment of
this status, it is proper to ask whether the choice of the term did
not also carry with it certain grave disadvantages. What we are
now going to say will strike many readers as controversial,
especially those who feel the spell ofPlato's mysticism. Our con
tention will be that a thinker whose historical task was to destroy
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the effect of one spell should not have re-introduced another, and
as it were by the back door. The trouble with the word Form is
precisely that as it seeks to objectify and separate knowledge from
opinion it also tends to make knowledge visual again. For as
'form' or 'shape' or 'look' it is something after "all which you tend
to see and watch and visually contemplate. Plato is so convinced
of the reality of goodness and of odd and of even that he tries to
make us see them.IlS But should he have tried I

No doubt the previous use of the word for a geometric figure
played its role in his own imagination.3o He is careful in the
parable ofthe Line to point out that geometric figures incorporate
Forms but are not themselves wholly abstract; they still are
visibles, or use visibles.31 But it may be doubted whether he
always succeeded in shielding himself rigorously against this
visual contamination. The proof of the matter lies in the idiom
and syntax he would himself sometimes employ to describe our
relationship to the Forms. We ourselves he can say may 'imitate'
them. After he wrote the Republic, he probably came to reject
this way of expressing the relationship.311 It is symptomatic
however of its danger that it remains to this day the most facile
method ofexplaining to students the operation ofthe Forms. Are
they not patterns to which we liken our actions and ourselves I

This gives rise to the doctrine that the philosopher 'imitates the
objects that are' and 'likens himself to them' and flllally likens
himself to God. 'For one imitates that with which one enthusias
tically consOrts.'33 The last phrase sounds like an echo of Plato's
analysis of the relationship between auditor and poem in Book
Three. But now the context is not pejorative. Yet can Plato have
it both ways I Is it not true that this kind of statement is simply
rhetorical and obscures rather than reveals the essence of Platon
ism I For the objects being discussed are really graspable only after
a tough dialectical effort which breaks up the dream and removes
our habit of identification, substituting for it a separate and iso
lated objectivity. It would seem that in such metaphors, used not
infrequently, Plato allows himself to fall back into the idiom of
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precisely that psychic condition which he is setting out to
destroy.~t

Our relationship to these objects is not one of 'imitation', and
never should be. Rather it is one ofan anxious, puzzled, and often
frustrated inquiry until we have grasped and named them, and an
equally arduous effort of syntax and of composition as we apply
them in meaningful statement. The notion of 'imitation' replaces
all the Socratic sense of urgent effort by a new type of receptive
passivity.

That this over-facile conception, this shortcut to the signifIcance
of the use of the Forms, was assisted by the choice of the word
Form itselfcan be illustrated from a passage in the Republic which
we have deliberately reserved for this place. No passage is more
familiar to modem students of the theory precisely because no
passage is so easy of comprehension. You have the unique and
eternal Form of 'bed' corresponding to the common name 'bed'.
Then you have a copying of the Form by the craftsman, who
makes this bed or that, and incorporates the pattern therein.
Finally you have the artist, whether the painter or poet, who
'imitates' the craftsman's copy, as he just paints the bed or sings
about it.3li

The reason why the Theory of Forms here uses this particular
illustration is clear. The artist and the poet in common Greek
idiom were both craftsmen.3s Plato wants a trilogy which will
put another craftsman on top of them in a superior status, and the
philosopher in tum above him. This will dramatically, but we
suggest only rhetorically, degrade the artist to third place and not
just second and so clinch the Platonic dismissal ofhim. To get this
hierarchy, a Form has to be chosen from which an artifact can be
derived. Presumably a shoe or a saucepan, a clothes bag or a
safety-pin, would have done as well, nay any artifact whatever
which a given civilisation happens to have turned out. This raises
the question whether in a culture that did not happen to use beds
or nails (and such is conceivable) the corresponding Forms any
longer exist.3 ? But aside from the metaphysics of the problem,
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the reallirnitation of this example of a Form is that it remains so
patently an ideal 'shape' which you can indeed imitate by copying
it as a sort ofoutline and which can easily be imagined existing as
such even in the mind of God who, Plato incautiously suggests,
may be responsible for its origin.38 The visual content ofthe Form
predominates over its dialectical use.

Hence also it is made here to correspond to a common name,
that is, to a nOlID that denotes a concrete physical object. So used,
the Form amounts only to the demand that we recognise all
common nouns as indeed 'common'; they can be regarded as
symbolising classes. The effort of abstraction which this requires
of us is minimal and it does not yield the terms of an abstract
discourse, for the term bed will still go on being used as bed.
What the theory of Forms was properly designed to affirm was
the existence of abstract properties and relations of physical
objects and so forth. This is amply demonstrated by Plato's lists
of examples in the Republic itsel£ No artificer tries to make
'dimension' or 'justice' or 'velocity' or 'equality'. And these
abstractions considered as linguistic devices are all of adjectival
origin. One could indeed ask whether a Greek noun denomina
ting in the first instance a specific thing should ever be associated
with a Form.811

But the Form ofbed undeniably suggests visual relationships
an ideal geometry of a bed--even at the highest level, and so on
down the scale ofintellection to the poet's imperfect visualisation.
This type of example is not exploited againfoO in this way by
Plato. But one can say that repeatedly, in striving for a language
which shall describe that new level of mental activity which we
style abstract, he tends to relapse into metaphors of vision, when
it would have been less misleading to rely always on idioms which
stress the critical effort of analysis and synthesis. The crucial
example is his use of the Greek word for 'view' or 'contempla
tion' (theoria), which to be sure has properly and happily trans
muted itself into our word 'theory', signifying a wholly abstract
level of discourse, but which in Plato continually suggests the
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'contemplation' of realities which once achieved are there to be
seen.U The mental condition is one of passivity, of a new sort
perhaps. The poetic type of receptivity gained through imitation
was an excited condition emotionally active. The new contem
plation is to be serene, calm, and detached. It is to be like the
'inspection' of a religious rite as opposed to participation in a
human drama. Plato has changed the character of the perform
ance and has reduced us to silent spectators. But we remain sight
seers. Are we not simply being invited to avoid hard thinking
and relapse into a new form of dream which shall be religious
rather than poetic ~

This would conduct us along the path which leads to mystic
contemplation of truth, beauty, and goodness. It is not to be
denied that Plato sometimes invites us to travel it. Yet we con
tend that it would not have been so easy to travel, if he had not
tried to symbolise his newly-discovered abstractions in visual
terms. The Forms thus made concrete, again acceptable to our
senses and our affections, could proceed to populate a physical
cosmos which had been prepared for their occupancy and their
habitation. The Timaells is Plato's fmal tribute to this kind of
speculative vision. But it is a vision, not an argument. Dare we
suggest that in the Timaeus, for this very reason, he also accom
plished the fmal betrayal's of the dialectic, the betrayal of that
Socratic tnethodos which had sought for formulae in order to re
place the visual story by the purely abstract equation ~ There is to
be sure a kind of algebra in the Timaeus. But it is well overlaid
with the dream-clothes of mythology, and precisely for that
reason the dialogue became the favourite reading of an age which
clung to faith rather than science as its guide. Yet the day would
come when the original drive of thc Platonic method would
revive, and thc phcnomenal flux would once more be examincd
and penetratcd and subordinated to categorics of explanation
which possess a wholly abstract integrity. And when this day
came, science would awaken again.
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NOTES

1 47Se6 ff.; S04e'7-8; SOSU-3; S07a8; S96aS-7.
1 476as; strictly speaking, the language which affirms the existence and

importance ofthe 'object' is first used at the beginning ofBook 2, but its elucida
tion is postponed to this place (above, cap. 12, notes 6,20).

8 In the exposition (476a-48sa) which follows upon the introduction of the
FODm, and which depends on them, the term is used only twice, at 476as and
479a1. In the account of the university curriculum (including dialectic) which
fills so much of Book 7, it is used only at S3oc8, S32eI, S34CI, and of these
instances the first two are 'non-professional' (vid. next note). 111 the Phaedo the
term is not introduced until I03e (below, n. 6). In the Theaetetus, it does not
appear at all.

, Some exx. are Book 2. 3S7c, 3s8a, 363e; Book 3. 396b, 397b; Book 4.
39Sb, etc., 432b, 43Sb-e, 443C.

6 Above, n. I.

8 Thus, aside from the Republic, where we have sufficiently illustrated, in cap.
12, the way in which Platonic epistemology is dominated by the auto to (Book 2
init., Book 5 476a-Book 6 48sa, and the whole of Book 7), we find that the same
is true of the Phaedo (e.g. 6Sb ff., 78d ff., IOob ff., in fact up to the point where
the Forms are first used, vid. above, n. 3) and of the Theaetetus.

7 493e2-494a2 avro 1'0 xaAOv dUd p.q rd :n:oAM xaAd, oi a1ho n [xaf1Tov
xal p.q rd :n:oAAd [xaf1Ta, [ufJ 'o:n:wt; :n:J.ij/Jot; avi~erat T} ~y1jaerat Elvw; ..
qlMOaotpOv P.EV liea .•• :n:Mj8ot; aoovarov elvw cf. 490bI-4; SOOC2-3.

8 47se~476a4, repeated at S07b2-8, but without 'the just'.
9 479a1-b8.
10 SIOC4-S.
11 SIod7-8.
11 S23e3-S24a10.
13 602d6-e6; 6oSCI-4. These last examples do not objectify the great, small,

etc., as auta ta, but the mental processes which distort the metra and those which
correct them are described in terms reminiscent of the contrast between doxa
and episteme and their respective objects, and reminiscent also of that process by
which reason corrects sensation as described in Book 7 (above. cap. 13, pp. 240ff.).

14 S28a~b3 p.erd e:n:me"ov . . . EV :n:e(!t'POW OV ii"7J areeeov AafJovret;, nqlv
avro xaO' aUro AafJeiv' 6e8oot; t5E [Xet Uijt; ,ard t5evrieav aJ~7Jv retr7Jv
Aap.fJdvew [f1Tt t5i :n:ov roiiro mel 1'0/ roov ,rofJwv aJ~7Jv xal 1'0 fJd8ovt; p.erixov
S28eI af1Teovop.lav . . . tpOedv ovaav fJd8ovt; S29d2-4 lit; 1'0 OV rdxot; xal 1}
ovaa fJeaOO1"TJt; EV rep rUTJ8tvep dftt8p.qi xal miat TO~ rUTJ8iat ax1jp.aat tpOedt; 1"8

nqclt; aAA7JAa ql6eerm xal Td Evovra qlEeet S2j>eS TqV rU1j8etav . . . wwv iJ
t5mAaalwv T} ciAA7Jt; nvot; avp.p.erelat; S3oc8 :n:klw • . . eL57J :n:aeixerw ~

tpOed 53007 EVae,.wvwv tpOedv.
16 529bs p.d87Jp.a ... Exeivo 8 dv Xe(!l 1'0 Ov re fl xalro d6earov 529d4-s a

t5q MyfP p.Ev xal t5tavolq. A7J:n:Td, 0'Pet t5'oJ 529d8 rijt; :n:eOt; Exeiva p.a01jaew,
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lVE"a Bobs XflYJrnJ.WV Tel (p&m rpflOVtp.ov b Tfi 'l'Vxii t~ dXfl~ctrov 1t:Ot~UEtV

c6 TeUV 1t:(!ou1/"OVTWV p.afJ1/p.aTeov.
II 52.9C7 If. and especially Bob7 Td {/tv up oVflavcjJ tdUOp.EV.
17 52.9<\7 1t:a(!adElyp.arn Xfl1/ctreov C2 dtaq>e(!OVTwc; yeYflap.p.evou; "ai t"m

1t:ov"p.bou; {)tayfldp.p.amv Bob6 :TrflofJAr,p.amv ... XflWP.evot.
11 Chemiss, pp. 67-70, argues that the organised or 'official' curriculum of the

Academy restricted itself to geometry, and cogently cites the evidence of a
basic text of the subject, perhaps arranged by an Academic, which was quickly
followed by an improved edition of the same, certainly by an Academic. The
'improved arrangement and greater generalisation of many theorems' in the
latter he ascribed to 'pedagogical considerations in accord with Plato's conception
of mathematical studies' (p. 68). However, to restrict the propaedeutic curriculum
to 'plane and solid geometry and number theory' (p. 67), on the ground that
Plato's sciences of ideal astronomy and ideal harmonics did not yet exist, seems
to me too narrow a conclusion. If they did not exist, the Platonic purpose, plainly
stated, was to create them in the course of instruction. or at least to introduce
the pupil, before the 'dialectical age' of thirty, to problems or propositions con
cerning moving bodies and musical harmonies out of which he would be con
strained, for example, to grasp motion as a purely abstract conception, expressing
a genus which exists in two different species, and to contemplate the necessity of
composing analytic formulae or 'definitions' which translate p?rticular motions
in terms of general laws. Hence the story that he 'set it as a problem for astra
nomen to detennine what are the uniform and ordered motions, the assumption
of which will account for the apparent movement of the planets' (Cherniss,
p. 64) shOUld be taken to reflect that kind of mental training which Plato calls
for in the astronomical section of his propaedeutic curriculum. Its object in fact
was not to produce a definitive solution to a particular problem, but to train
pupils to grasp the notion of 'ideal motion in depth' and to reveal to them that
any solution can be expressed only in statements which relate a given apparent
motion to ideal motion, that is, to 'the speed which is and the slowness which is,
in true (fmal) number and final figures' (n. 14) which is not a bad description of
what Plato demanded in setting this particular problem. The fact that Eudoxus
and Heraclides came up with quite different solutions would be a matter of
comparative indifference to Plato. They were responding to what Chemiss calb
'the same stimulus' (p. 64) and it is to be guessed that the average academic pupil
experimented tentatively and imperfectly with different solutions, by way of
training in the abstract (hence as Cherniss says 'he never became a mathematical
specialist'), before passing on to a dialectical examination of the basic norms which
control (or should control) human action and cosmic phenomena.

11 The pre-Platonic history of phora, kinesis, soma and kindred physical terms,
as they were convened from an epic context in the event-series, and transmuted
into abstractions by the pre-Socratics, will be explored in a later volume.

to 507b9 is typical: Ta p.tv ()~ oflau6al rpaP.EV, voeil16at ()'oiJ, Ta. d'oJ MAw;
roEiclfJat jdv, O(!au6at d'o{J. The fact that Speusippus, while presumably remain
ing under Plato's influence, was able to reject the Forms altop:ether. while Xena-
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crates provided a substitute by converting them into mathematical (not ideal)
nwnbers (Chemiss. pp. 33-47). may indicate how that Academic training and dis
cussion in which all shared was focused simply on the sheer process of isolation
and abstraction, as the primary task ofphilosophy. The theory ofFonns, i.e. the
conversion of the auto to into eidos and idea, remained Plato's own. 'The Academy
was not a school in which an orthodox metaphysical doctrine was taught, or an
association, the members of which were expected to subscribe to the theory of
ideas' (Chemiss, p. 81).

11 Support for this statement is furnished not by the remains ofthe pre-Socratics
(vid. Diels-Kranz, index, s. vv.) but mainly by the indirect testimony of the
Clouds, where phrontis is used not only (like phronesis) in the generic sense of
thinking as a mental activity (lines 229, 233, 236, 740, 762) but specifically of a
single mental act, or (isolated) thought (137, and, in the plural, 952; add phron
tisma at 154). Correspondingly, in the same play, the 'think' verbs can be used
with the cognate internal accusative to express 'thinking a thought' (69s, 697,
724, 735) as well as with direct object (22S, repeated 1503, and 741). Noema is
used generically at 229 (in coryunction with phrontis, above), but specifically at 70S
dAM vmjp.a 'WEVO' and 743 T& Troll IIOJlI.wTOW. The use of merimna in the plural
(9S2, 1404) may also symbolise specific 'thoughts' (cf. Emped. B. 2.2, repeated
110.7; and also 11.1; and cf. cap. IS, n. 3). gnome in sing. and plur. occurs com
monly (169, ]21, 730, 744, 747, 761, 896, 923, 948, 1037, 1314, 1404, 1439), in
the senses of 'mind', 'sentiment' or 'opinion', 'expression', and (perhaps) as 'a
thought'. The enlargement of 'domain' assigned to nous, phren, merimna in the
last half of fifth century has been determined by von Fritz (1946, esp. p. 31), but
not the possible significance of the plural usage noemata, phrontides, merimnae.

.. Cf. Grube, pp. 9-10 (citing von Fritz, Natorp and Wilamowitz i. 346).
II Taylor, Varia Socratica, pp. 246-67; cf. o(!wp.bo&, eldel1&11 at Rep.

Slod.s.
S4 Emped. B 98.5. The same philosopher frequently uses e1&l in the sense of

'typical shapes', intermediate between the 'look' of a particular and the 'look' of
a class or kind to which the particular belongs: B 22.7; 23.5; 71.3; 73.2; 115.7;
125.1.

s, The influence of the atomist eld'l and Mia, on Plato remains problematic,
and the equivalency between erdo, and rpVu" (Taylor, p. 228) still more so.

s. Cf. Havelock, Liberal Temper, introd.
17 Cf. Iliad 12.17 ff.
s. Iliad I.1I6 ff.
S. Cf. Euthyphro 6e el, bceillTfV (sc. T7}II Mia.) dnofJUnow and Cratylus 389a

noi fJMnow 0 TOOOW T7}II xE(!x{6a notei; b fJUnow .•. ned, heillO TO el60, ..•
and the many metaphorical uses of sight in the Republic (below, n. 41).

10 R. G. Steven notes (po 154) Plato's visual preference for line over colour,
which was aesthetically conservative. Eidos might therefore evoke that 'outline'
which is closer to the formalism of archaic art, and the suggestion of which is
retained in the translation 'Form' but obliterated if we substitute 'Idea'. Henry
Jackson carried things too far when he inferred that the Ideas were very thin
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matter of some sort, but there was nothing wrong with his judgment on Plato's
Greek.

11 SlodS tf.
81 The Parmenides (Ipd tf.) examines and rejects this metaphor.
•• SOOC2-7·
14 It is this usage, as repeated for example in the Phaedrus and Timaeus, which

has encouraged the construction of a Platonic theory of aesthetic, according to
which artistic mimesis can be carried out at the metaphysical level; cf. above,
cap. 2, n. 37. For A. Dies, p. S94, imitation is 'at the centre of his philosophy'.

II s96alo tf.
Ie Above, cap. 13, n. 28.
17 The problem posed by the Forms of artifacts is raised in the Parmenides

13oe; cf. Gratylus 387a tf. It is possible that Plato never finally made up his
mind on this point (Grube, p. 36).

•• Above, cap. 2, 11. 28.
It Cherniss, p. S, treats Republic s96a as supplying 'one of the cardinal proposi

tions of this doctrine of ideas'; cf. p. 34, where he argues the proposition is a
necessary foundation for the doctrine, expounded in the Phaedo, that there is a
separate idea for each number. But 'twoness' and 'bedness' surely enjoy different
epistemological status: the former in fact is one of those abstractions which have
adjectival origin. Grube loe. cit. notes the doubts raised in the Parmenides about
the existence of ideas of artifacts.

to Assuming that the Gratylus is earlier (above, n. 37).
u E.g. 47Se4, SOOC3, S32C6, and the entire parable of the sun (S07c6-S09blo).

which relies on an analogy between two types of vision. It is notable that the
actual description of dialectic (S32d8-S3sa2) avoids the metaphor, stressing
instead the search, the question-answer. the elenchus, and the effort ofratiocination.

U How seductive this defection may be can be seen from Comford's transla
tion, p. 2SI, where he borrows from Tim. 46C to infer that in Rep. 7 'astronomy
and harmonics ... lead the mind to contemplate the beautiful and harmonious
order manifested in the visible heavens and in the harmonies of sound . . .'
This corresponds to Timaeus doctrine, but it contradicts what has just been said in
the Republic about the visible heavens and audible sounds. Knowledge as presented
in the Rep. is conceptual and dialectical, and in this sense also 'Socratic'; in the
Timaeus, it is concrete, poetic and mythical.




