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Metaphysies and Pronouns at Phaedo
74b7-9

David Roochnik

Much ink has been spilled over Phaedo 74b7-9. The context is Socrates’
discussion of recollection. His example is “the equal.” Ordinary, i.e, sensory
experience discloses that one stick is equal to another stick (in, say, length), or
one stone is equal to another stone (in, say, weight). In addition to sensible
equals, however, there is also “the equal itself’ (aUTd TO loov 74a11-12)."
Since sensible equals inevitably betray some measure of inequality, and since
the equal itself never does, the two are distinct. The former cam, however,
remind the soul of the latter. Since being alive implies the presence of sensory
experience, access to the nonsensible “equal itself” must have its source in some
form of pre-natal existence. Therefore, the argument seems to go, the human
soul is immortal.

The difficulties in this familiar rendition of the theory of recollection, as
well as in Socrates’ proof of immortality, are enormous. Indeed, even the short
paragraph above immediately raises questions. A particularly thorny one is this:
two sticks, for example, may be approximately equal in length. In saying “they
are equal,” the speaker invokes a standard, the equal itself, which is perfectly
equal. Sensible, i.e., approximate equals, necessarily “fall short” (£vBel 74d6)*
of the perfectly intelligible “equal itself.” In what exact sense, however, does the
equality of two sticks “fall short,” and in what contrasting sense does the equal
itself not fall short? The language of “approximation” just used is most
convenient, but as Nehamas and others have argued, may be quite misleading as
a way of describing “the imperfection of the sensible world.”

Whether Nehamas is right or wrong, specifying the imperfection of sensible
particulars is obviously crucial in the formulation of Platonic metaphysics, for it
bears directly on the fundamental issue of the difference between, even the
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separateness of, the sensible “world” of particulars and the intelligible “world”
of forms.

This chapter begins by focusing only on one question: How are the
deficiencies of sensible particulars expressed at 74b7-97 The answer, as Part I
will show, is through an artful use of a variety of pronouns. Part II will offer a
philosophical (and speculative) response to the question, Why did Plato express
his views in this manner? Part ITI will discuss some corresponding passages
from other dialogues in the hope of confirming the suggestion offered in Part II.

I

&p' oU MBot piv loot kol E¥Aa évioTe TalTd SvTa T HEv
foa paivetan, T &' ol

Is it not sometimes the case that even though they are the same, sticks
and stones seem equal to someone, and not equal to someone else?

The principal difficulty of the target passage lies in the ambiguous gender,
and hence the referent, of the pronouns, TG pév . . .T¢ &'. I, with a number of
translators,” but here only for the purpose of convenience, begin by treating
them as masculine. Obviously, however, they could also be neuter. A further
complication of this passage is that there is some manuscript support for
TOTE ydv. . . ToTt ' oU. This possibility I reject, for (among other reasons) I
agree with Archer-Hind who says, “ToTE has inferior ms. support and is clumsy
after ¢viote.” (Mills makes an even stronger point: TOTe, he says, would render
the #vioTe “utterly superfluous.”)®

There are, then, several ways of reading the pronouns of 74b7-9. Each,
however, generates its own set of difficuities.

(1) They are masculine. The imperfection of sensible equals is disclosed
through the fact that two items may seem equal to one person, and not to
another. By contrast, the equal itself cannot seem equal to one person, and not to

another.”

This reading, while offering a natural translation of the Greek, is
conceptually problematic. Even if sensible equals sometimes seem unequal to
one person, might not that person simply be wrong? If sticks #1 and #2 are both
measured at 18.36 inches long, and you say, “they are unequal in length,” then
aren’t you just wrong? In other words, the possibility of human error need not
count against the true equality of the sensible items. Archer-Hind disagrees:
“The existence of a conflict of opinion is sufficient to establish the difference
between the particulars and the idea.”® I don’t see why this is the case.
Furthermore, might not some thoroughly deluded soul say of the equal itself,
“no, it’s not really equal?”® Human error of all sorts is easy to imagine.

(2) The pronouns are neuter. This can result in “cven though they are the
same, sticks and stones seem equal to one thing, and not equal to something
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else.” Rowe favors this reading. “[A] stone or stick which is equal to another . . .
is capable simultaneously of appearing as . . . equal to its pair . . . and as unequal
to some further stone or stick; if so, it will evidently be both equal and unequal,
while remaining the same.”'"In a similar fashion, Bostock renders the passage,
equal “to one stick, but not to another stick.”"' Rowe and Bostock, then, opt for
the neuter over the masculine because only the use of the neuter would result in
the stick being both equal and unequal, and hence would express a sufficiently
strong distinction between sensible equals and the equal itself. Her 18.36-inch
stick is equal to your 18.36-inch stick, but not to his 9.18-inch stick. Her stick is
both equal and unequal, and so is definitively distingnished from the perfect
singularity of the equal itself."?

The difficulty in (2) is that morphologically the pronoun might just as well
be masculine so, as plausible as their argument may be, neither Rowe nor
Bostock are on incontrovertible textual ground.

(3) A third option is that the pronouns are neuter, but have adverbial force.
Haynes favors this view. He first considers the possibility that Té> . . . Té are
not indefinite pronouns at all. Perhaps they are the definite article, analogous to
Tij...Ti}, and so to be translated as “in one respect equal, in another respect not
equal.” Of course, the problem here is that there is no such listing for Té> in
LS]. The problem can be solved, Haynes argues, by retaining the pronoun as an
indefinite neuter, but nonetheless translating it as “in one respect . . . in another
respect.”

The virtue of this move lies precisely in its own indefiniteness. It allows
that either of the two previous possibilities, (1) and (2) above, might capture the
sense of the phrase, Two sticks are unequal, but may be so in various ways.
Perhaps they are unequal as seen through the view of one person but not
another, or they are equal to one thing but not to another, or they are equal in
length but not in weight. In other words, the translation acknowledges that “the
respects in which the sticks or stones may be equal or unequal are indefinite.”"

Again, however, the expressiveness of Haynes’ translation is purchased at

the cost of stretching the possible meaning of the pronouns. As Bostock rightly
says, if the translation were meant to be “in one respect . . . in another respect,”
‘we would certainly expect T uév . . . tij 8.
‘ (4) Gallop acknowledges the possibility of both (1) and (2) by cleverly
integrating the ambiguity of the pronouns’ gender into his English: “equal to
one, ‘but not to another.”" This is, 1 propose, far and away the best translation
pr_emsely because it preserves the sort of indefiniteness Haynes tries to achieve
without distorting-the Greek. The error of other translators (especially those who
¢mend to ToTé piv . . .ToTE &' ol),' is that they impose a definitive sense on
the pronouns. Unlike Gallop, they do not allow the ambiguity to stand as it is.

I take Gallop’s move one step further. I propose that the ambiguity of the
gender, and hence the referent, of the pronouns is entirely deliberate on Plato’s
4 Part. The indefiniteness cxpressed by the morphological identity of the
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masculine and neuter is meant to reflect the indefinite nature of the inequality
suffered by sensible equals. In other words, the ambiguity or instability of the
pronouns imitates, on a linguistic level, the ontological instability Socrates
attributes to sensible particulars.

There are various ways in which sensible equals are also unequal. Her
18.36-inch stick is equal to his 18.36-inch stick, but unequal to your 9.18-inch
stick; her stick looks equal to his, but only from her perspective; my stick is
equal to yours in length, but not in weight; my stick is now equal to yours, but
upon being cut in half will later be less; her stick is actually 18.3654-inches
long, and so it’s not quite equal to his, which actually measures 18.3655-inches.
The several forms of sensible equality are unequal even with one another. Thus,
both the language itself of 74b8-9 (specifically, the pronouns), and what the
Ianguage is meant to communicate (the various forms of inequality suffered by
sensible equals), are indefinite.

Even if correct, this argument hardly closes the book on Phaedo 74b7-9. An
account of the contrasting nature of sensible equals and the equal itself is still
wanting, I suggest, however, that before plunging into the metaphysical
conundrum of what exactly distinguishes the forms from sensibles, it would be
useful to reflect a bit further on the language, specifically the pronouns
themselves, Plato uses to articulate this issue.

I nmext argue that just as Plato signals the indeterminacy of the sensible
through a playful use of the indefinite pronoun, it is also with pronouns that he
signals the definite nature of the intelligible. I refer to his frequent employment
of the intensive pronoun to name the “forms.” Plato himself, at least in the
Phaedo, rarely uses the term elSog and first does so in a technical fashion only
as late as 103e3. Far more common is the sort of phrase already cited above:
“the equal itself” or the “just itself” (65d4-5.)

The intensive pronoun carries great weight in this dialogue. Indeed, its first
word is Avtés. Echechrates asks Phaedo, “Were you yourself there with
Socrates, Phaedo, on that day when he drank the poison in prison? Or did you
hear about it from someone else?” (5721-3)."

The use of the intensive pronoun here is both colloquial, as well as resonant
with the language of the courtroom.'® More important, it foreshadows issues that
are critical throughout the dialogue. Echechrates is asking this: Did Phaedo
himself have clear, direct, and immediate access to the event, or is his
understanding of the event dependent upon, and hence possibly obscured by,
someone else? In short, is Phaedo’s report of Socrates’ death reliable and
authoritative?'

The intensive pronoun at 57al, repeated at 57a4, is contrasted with the
indefinite at 57a2: &Ahov Tov Tjxouaas. Did Phaedo hear about the death of
Socrates from someone else? If not, he must have been there himself.

The two options implicit in Echechrates’ question—“you yourself” and
“from someone else’—foreshadow the philosophical contrast later to be
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developed concerning sensible equals and the equal itself. The “itself” is the
source of reliable knowledge. Accessible to the intellect, it can be known
definitively. The equality of sticks and stones is available to human judgment
only through the presence of the equal itself. Since any equal pair of sensible
objects must also, in some indefinite sense, be unequal, when one judges that
“these two sticks are equal,” access to the stable standard of equality must
(somehow) derive from a source other than sensible experience. In short, the
condition of the possibility for a judgment about sensible equality is some sort
of a priori knowiedge of the equal itself.

Of course there are questions: what sort of a priori knowledge is this, and in
what way does sensible equality derive from, or participate in, the equa? itself?
The problem, however, is that Plato’s text is, from the vantage point of
metaphysical theory, stunningly sparse. Just as there are several ways of
explaining the imperfection of sensible equals, so too are there various angles to
take on explaining the relationship between sensible equals and the equal itself.
In the second part of this chapter I suggest a specific approach to the problem,
one which can account for the sparseness of Plato’s text, and one which will
once again take its bearings from Plato’s extrdordinary ability to use ordinary
language, in this case, his pronouns, to suggest the direction of his philosophical
thinking,

II

The opening words of the Phaedo— “Were you yourself there with Socrates . . .
Or did you hear about it from someone else? -—suggest something about the
character or the psychology of philosophers. They are not satisfied with
mediated and hence potentially unreliable reports. They intensely want to know,
for themselves, the thing itself.*® They thus tumn away from the indefiniteness of
hearsay. In a parallel fashion, they turn away from the “hearsay” of particulars.
Their animating question is “what is it?” and particulars can provide no definite
answer to that question. As a result, philosophers turn toward what scholars
typically call the “forms,” but which are, I propose, better named the “itselfs.”
(To reiterate, far more common than the technical term £l5os is a phrase such as
bikatov auTd at 65d4-5.)*' I propose that rather than taking it as a technical
metaphysical term, we begin by considering the intensive pronoun as a device
used by Plato to help articulate the nature of philosophical desire.

) Let me explain by turning to Socrates’ discussion of philosophy as
‘purification” (K&Bapaoig 67¢5). He is explaining why he is not disturbed at the
prospect of death. Those who engage in philosophy correctly, he says, “practice
nf’thing other than death and dying” (64a). Simmias laughs. What could this
bizarre formulation possibly mean? To answer, Socrates defines death. It is, he
Says, “the release (&raAiayn) of the soul from the body” (64c4-5).% At first
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| blush, this definition is innocuous. Surely if there is a standard picture of death
| among the Greeks, it is of the breathing out of the yuxr}. Upon the last breath,
I: . the body is a lifeless and inert thing. Upon death, the body becomes separate
! | from the soul; it becomes atTd kab' autd (64¢6), “itself by itself.” Bereft of
}l ii wuxf), which better than “soul” is translated as “cause of life” (105c9), the body

severe concentration. For this reason, philosophers must be animated by an
intense desire. They are not satisfied with the particulars of sensory experience;
they recoil from the “hearsay,” the indefinite flux, of ordinary life and seek
instead to think “each thing itself” (a¥Td EkacTov 65¢3).

The goal of philosophical purification may thus be expressed

) e r s 7
I is by and only itself; it is dead. grammatically. It is to achieve, as I call it, “pronomial symmetry.” Consider

!
. The startling feature of Socrates’ definition of death is not found in his 66a1-3:
iyl characterization of the body after the departure of the soul as being “itself by ale

rII 15 itself.” Instea_d, it is in his application of the same pronmr_u'al 1?hrase to ‘Ehc ‘sox‘ﬂ: UTH ka8 aUTAY elhikpIvel TH Siavola Xpcapevos aiTd ko'
I upon death, it too becomes separate frox‘n the bo'dy and is adThy kaf' aiTiv alrrd sikikpives EKGOTOV ETTIXEIPOT BNpevew T SvTeov.
i (64c7-8). The soul, somehow, becomes “itself by itself.” Some scholars, notably , . Ll .

I . ) AR o [The philosopher] using pure thinking itself by itself attempts to hunt
‘.- Gallop, believe that with his initial definition of death, Socrates begs the d . : ;

i : . . own each of the beings purely itself by itself. ,

| question on what appears to be the major issue of the dialogue, namely the

r immortality of the soul.® If the soul can exist “itself by itself,” then it is already
i assumed to be immortal, and no further argument is required.
:F! ' I do not believe Gallop is right, for [, with Ahrensdorf and others, do not
believe that the real purpose of Socrates’ arguments is to prove the literal
n immortality of the soul.” Instead, I would argue that the major achievement of
i the Phaedo is its explication and defense of the philosophical life itself, i.e., the
m life animated by thought.
\ i Consider the following: The philosopher, during his lifetime, tums away
from the body and its pleasures, and toward the soul (64e6). As much as anyone
\ can, the philosopher loosens up the soul from its connection with the body
I (65al-2). This language of turning best describes, I propose, the experience of
thinking itself. In other words, when we think hard, when we concentrate, we
turn toward ourselves. As such, we withdraw as far as possible from external or
sensory input, from hearsay. In moments of intense concentration, for example,
we often close our eyes to avoid the distraction of visual stimuli, or seck the
shelter of a totally quiet room. It is in this sense that the body is an impediment
J‘ (65a10). The soul reasons best when it is free from external excitement, for at
ﬂhf-f that moment it “comes to be itself by itself” (airm) xaf' alThv ylyvrnTo
il 65¢7).
a ‘| Here the intensive pronouns are applied to the soul and they are best
J”J understood as tokening a psychological phenomenon, rather than a metaphysical
|

The philosopher sirives to replace the indefinite with the intensive pronoun, and
to do so with respect to both the subjective and objective aspects of thought. On
the subjective side, the goal is to concentrate hard by turning away from sensory
stimuli. If successful, one “eams the right” to attach the pronomial phrase
ot kaf' adThv to one’s own mind. On the objective side, the goal is to think
about, not this or that or the other, but things themselves. If successful on this
end as well, purification has been achieved, and “pronomial symmetry” won.

IIL

Gregory Vlastos once complained that what Socrates “mean(s] by the itself-by-
itself existence of the entities he calls elSos, i84c. .. has been curiously neglected

in the vast literature on Plato’s Theory of Forms.”** My proposal is to approach
this question by turning first to the subjective side of the story, ie., the
philosophers’ desire. With the hope of clarification, I close by discussing two
additional passages.

(1) Republic V.474¢c-480a is a favorite target for commentators, such as
Gail Fine, who are hunting for material for or against Plato’s “Two World
Theory,”®" ie., for Platonic metaphysical theory. I would remind such
commentators, however, that this passage is first and foremost an analysis of the
soul of the philosopher. Recall that Socrates has just announced the “third
wave,” namely that philosophers must rule in a just city (473d). Upon hearing
this, Glaucon was astonished and he warned Socrates (473e-474a) that a group
of men would get so angry when they heard that philosophers had to be be
kings, that they would strip naked and attack him. It was necessaty, as a result,
“to distinguish for them whom we mean when we dare to assert the philosophers
must rule” (474b).%

Socrates does this by distinguishing the lover of the sight of truth, the
Philosopher, from the lover of sights. Notice how he characterizes the latter:

—n— —_—=_

entity. Philosophical thinking, that which “has an urge for being” (65¢9), i.e., the
kind animated by a desire for what is universal and stable rather than particular,
b | requires the soul to think hard and to turn away from the “hearsay” of sensible
nl‘ "' particulars, When Socrates says that the philosophical soul “seeks to become
I itself by itself” (65d1-2) he refers to this experience of thinking.

it The philosophical soul seeks to think the “itselfs,” i.e., the “just itself,” the
‘ , “beautiful itself” and the “good itself” (65d4-7). These are the ultimate objects

|

of thought, for unlike sensible particulars, they are called upen to exhibit no
indefiniteness and (somehow) make possible the various qualities exhibited by
\ I | the particulars. To think the “itselfs” thus requires severe narrowing of focus,

b
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The lovers of hearing and the lovers of sights, on the one hand, surely
delight in fair sounds and colors and shapes and ail that craft makes
from such things, but their thought is umable to see and delight
(i8€iv Te xat domdoaocbal) in the nature of the fair itself (476b).

Lovers of sights are not simply cognitively deficient; they are
psychologically deficient as well, for they cannot take delight in the itselfs.
Indeed, they show a strange kind of resistance (480a) to them. By contrast,
philosophers are “those who delight in each thing that is itself” (480al1). As he
does in the purification passage of the Phaedo, Socrates here describes the
philosopher as indifferent to the pleasures of the body, but alive to “the pleasure
of the soul itself with respect to itself” (485d). As in the Phaedo, the intensive
pronoun is working hard in the Republic. But it is not primarily performing a
metaphysical task. Instead, it is telling us who the philosophers are, and what it
is they love.

(2) Theaetetus 184b-186e. To paraphrase the argument of this passage: I see
a red shirt and T hear a loud whistle. But in addition to my perceptions of ohjects
of sound or color, I also think (Siavoei 185a4) that they both are or exist (éoTdév
185a9). This is true, and so presumably I know the red shirt is or exists. This bit
of knowledge, however, cannot derive from perception, because perception is of
special sensibles and particular objects, not common qualities or entities such as
being or existence (185a). Since, however, being or existence, ovola (185c9), is
an object of Icnowledge but not of perception, knowledge cannot be identified
with perception.”

While driving Theaetetus to accept this conclusion, Socrates asks him, If it
is not through perception, then “throngh what” do we think or apprehend
oucia? (185b-c). Theaetetus answers, “it seems to me that the soul itself
through itself (o &" s 1) Yuxri 185e1) views directly what all things
have in common.”

By invoking the pronomial phrase, “itself through itself,” Theaetetus
effectively declares his “flirtation™ with Heraclitus to be over. Recall that the
Heraclitean position was also stated via the pronomial formula, albeit in the
negative: Ev uév alTd kab’ autd oldév Eomv (152d2-3). Socrates is jubilant
when he hears the boy’s reply. “You are beautiful, Theaetetus,” he says, “and
not, as Theodorus said, ugly. For he who speaks beautifully is beautiful and
good” (185e3-3).

But why exactly is Socrates so pleased? Theaetetus has just affirmed that
there is a “soul itself” somehow capable of acting “through itself” and
apprehending “concepts” such as oUcla. This affirmation is a signﬂ'xcant
achievement and may represent, as Burnyeat puts it, “nothing less than the first
unambiguous statement in the history of philosophy of the difficult but
undoubtedly important idea of the unity of consciousness.
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It is important to note, however, how meager the theoretical results of this
argument actually are. There are a number of ways, for example, of explaining
the appearance of what Theaetetus names the soul itself.” Rather than an
enduringly substantial entity, perhaps the “soul itself” is only some sort of
Humean ability to associate disparate impressions into a unity, The “soul itself”
could be the Kantian transcendental ego. Even more distressing would be a
Nietzschean (or Gorgian) interpretation: the soul.itself might only be an
appearance or an illusion. The point is this: Socrates’ argument tells us only that
there is a psychological phenomenon—namely the awareness of common
“qualities” which we then describe by using words such as oucia—that cannot
be accounted for simply by perception and which thus requires the postulation of
“the soul itself.” But the argument explains neither the true nature of that
phenomenon, nor the soul itself that conceives it. Furthermore, the argument
neither demonstrates that ovoia exists as a genuinely independent, stable
substance, nor, even if it does, that we can actually know anything about it3! we
may simply think or say ovoia exists. We may simply create the concept of
ovoia, as well as “the soul itself,” to assnage our fears that everything flows.

In sum, the argument’s conclusion that the “soul itself” apprehends
common qualities such as oUola tells us very little indeed. Why, then, does
Socrates congratulate Theaetetus so warmly at this point? Is it simply because
the boy now agrees with him that Heraclitus is wrong? Yes, but there is more.
What 185e shows is that the boy wants there to be something beyond perception
of the ever-changing world of particulars. He wants olola to belong to all
partmulars, and thus to be stable. He wants to think about it and to do so he
affirms the ability of the soul itself to operate through itself.*?

The Platonic pronomial formula, “itself through itself,” finally attests to the
belief that, despite the passage of time and the unreliability of our memory,
despite the evanescence of all now present, we are able to think for ourselves
and thereby to seek what is stable. The only hope we have— and it may be no
more than a hope—for finding something beyond the passage of time is to turn
the soul in on itself, i.e., to reflect.

To reiterate, the conclusmn of the argument of 184b-185¢ is, in one sense,
meager. It neither clarifies the ontological status of the “soul itself” nor does it
explain its putative power of self-reflexion. However suggestive it may be, it
does not definitively refute Heraclitus, nor does it protect us from the
materialists. What it does do is testify to a desire. Theaetetus desires something
to be beyond the perception of changing particulars. In the language of
midwifery, he is pregnant and hopes to give birth to an offspring which will
catapult him beyond the confines of his present existence. He wants more than
he has. It is this desire that shapes the boy’s character. He is “beautiful and
good” not becaunse he is a proper Athenian exhibiting civic virtues, but because
he utters the phrase “soul itself through itself,” ie., because he is now
committed to the search for a reality characterized by the intensive pronouns.
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Numerous passages could, I believe, be marshaled to support the thesis
sketched above. As Griswold has argued, at Protagoras 347b-348a, versions of
the pronominal phrase, “the voice itself,” are repeatedly used to suggest a
“moral ideal,” i.e., a taking responsibility for one’s own beliefs and utterances.*®
As in the material cited above, the impact of the pronoun here is not primarily
metaphysical. Instead, it expresses a demand for a psychological or ethical
autonomy. Similarly, in the concluding myth of the Gorgias, the final judgment
a human being receives is from a judge who, like the judged, is naked. In his
utterly exposed state, the judge “with his soul itself looks upon the soul itself” of
the judged (auTij T yuxi oUThv TV yuxhv Becopoivta 523e). As Fussi
has argued, with such language “Socrates is not expounding a metaphysical
theory.” Instead, he is telling a story about the capacity to distinguish between
the interior and exterior dimensions of the buman self. As Fussi puts it, the story
“illustrates a developments of the mind...[Socrates] is not dealing with the
ontological status of the soul, he is speaking of human experience.”

In the Apology we find a phrase, “the city itself” (aiiis Tiis wéhecos 36c),
which would be extremely difficult to decipher in strictly metaphysical terms
(i.e., as naming a specific entity). Understood in the context of its utterance,
however, it makes good sense. In describing his service to the city, Socrates
says, “I tried to persuade each of you not to care for what belongs to you, but
about becoming excellent and intelligent, and to care not about the affairs of the
city, but about the city itself.” Here the pronomial phrase is used to describe the
psychological reorientation, the “turning around” (see Republic 518e, 521c,
527b) Socrates effects in his interlocutors.

Plato was clearly aware of the metaphysical significance of the phrase “X
itself” or “X itself by itself” In the Sophist, for example, the Stranger offers a
basic division among beings: T utv autd kab’ abTd, Ta 8 Tpds &AAG
(255c¢). Obviously in Plato we find the precursor for the “official” Aristotelian
identification of the ka®' autd formula with the T Tl fv elvay, with the
“essence” (Metaphysics V.1022b24 ff.). In other words, nothing in this chapter
challenges the truism that Plato was one of the founders of Western
metaphysics. The argument offered in the pages above is, however, meant to
give us pause. When, in reading the dialogues, we turn to the famous passages
discussing the status of, and the relationship between, sensible particulars and
“forms,” the text is stunningly sparse. As a result, there simply isn’t sufficient
evidence 1o establish firmly Plato’s metaphysical theory. This gap can be
explained by stating that the presentation of such theory was not the dialogues’
primary purpose. Instead, Plato’s main concem was “psychological,” i.e., to give
an account of the human soul. Even if the few pages of the Platonic corpus in
which equal and just and good things are contrasted with the equal itself, the just
itself and the good itself, do not tell us all we want to know about metaphysics,
they do tell us 2 huge amount about who we are as philosophers. We are those
who, captured by that old limb-loosener, Eros, become lovers of the itselfs. In
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turn, these itselfs, sometimes called “forms™ or “ideas,” are best conceived,
perhaps even defined, as the ultimate objects of philosophical desire.

e
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