COUNTING ON NUMBER:
PLATO ON THE GOODNESS OF ARITHMOS

It is a commonplace that as Plato matured mathematics played an
increasingly prominent role in his thought. In a hypothetical version of
what might be called *“the standard story,” the first text cited to docu-
ment the influence of mathematics on the maturing Platd would be the
“slave boy™ passage in Meno, which would be taken to show the begin-
ning of Plato’s infatuation with geometry. This might then be followed
by passages from Euthydemus (290b—d) and book 7 of the Republic,
which would be called upon to evince the increasingly intimate relation-
ship between mathematics, dialectic, and the theory of Forms. The next
move would be to late dialogues such as Sophist, Statesman, and the
highly formalized method of diaeresis. Philebus (especially 16c—18d)
might then be cited as an explicit example of the conjunction of diaeresis
and mathematics. A fitting conc¢lusion to this story might well be Ti-
maeus, where the five regular solids play such an important role.

if one adds to the survey of even these few passages the fact that
mathematics, particularly geometry, was an important element in the
curriculum of the Academy, and the extended discussion of Plato’s (ap-
parently) unwritten mathematical-ontological doctrine of “intermedi-
ate numbers” in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, it is not surprising that for
many scholars the salient feature of Plato’s mature work is precisely its
strongly mathematical bent.!

On the standard reading of Plato’s development, the earlier dia-
logues are thought to stand in marked contrast to the mature works.
The young Plato, we are told, was far more influenced by the historical
Socrates and was yet to be touched by the enthusiasm for mathematics
that would later enflame him. As a result, the contrast between these
two sets of dialogues is a sharp one indeed. As Vlastos puts it, “In
different segments of Plato’s corpus two philosophers bear that name.
The individual remains the same. But in different sets of dialogues he

1This version of the standard story is pieced together from some well-known
commentaries, including Annas, Aristotle’s Metaphysics M and N (esp. “Plato’s Philoso-
phy of Mathematics,” 3-26, and 41-72); Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought and the
Origin of Algebra, especially 3-116; Stenzel, Zahl und Gestalt bei Plaion und Aristoteles;
Vlastos, Socrafes: Ironist and Moral Philosopher, esp. “Elenchus and Mathematics,”
107-32; and Wedberg, Plaio’s Philosophy of Mathematics.
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pursues philosophies so different that they could not have been de-
picted as cohabiting the same brain throughout unless it had been the
brain of a schizophrenic” (Socrates 46).

To avoid the diagnosis of schizophrenia, Vlastos offers the distinc-
tion between Socrates E, the character expressing the views of the early
Plato, and Socrates M, the one who represents the decisively changed
philosophical positions of the Plato working in the middle of his career.
The two are distinguished by both the content and the form of their
thought. Socrates E is “‘exclusively a moral philosopher” (48), whose
sole method is the elenchus and who regularly denies the possession of
knowledge. His concerns are so thoroughly moral that his thinking
“maintains epistemological innocence, methodological naivety” (“The
Socratic Elenchus™ 63). By contrast, Socrates M is “a moral philoso-
pher and metaphysician and epistemologist and philosopher of sci-
ence” (etc.), who “seeks demonstrative knowledge and is confident
that he finds it” (Socrates 48). Such a drastic change demands an expla-
nation, and Vlastos locates this precisely in the mature Plato’s study of
advanced mathematics. Socrates M “has mastered the mathematical
sciences of his time” (48) and by the time of the Meno is willing to “hold
up geometry as paradigmatic science™ (122). Socrates E, on the other
hand, “professes no interest in these sciences and gives no evidence of
expertise in any of them throughout the Elenctic dialogues” (48). In-
deed, Vlastos is confident that it was because of his study of advanced

~ mathematics that “Plato reached the metaphysical outlook that charac-
terized his middle period” (108).

I would dispute one of Vlastos’s most basic theses, namely that
Plato fundamentally changed his views concerning mathematics as he
developed. I do not argue against the biographical claim that the mature
Plato studied advanced mathematics. Perhaps he did, and if so it is
surely reasonable to assume that this had an impact on his philosophical
work. As mentioned above, the role of mathematical ideas in Timaeus,
of digeresis in the late dialogues, and of geometry in the curriculum of
the Academy, as well as Aristotle’s testimony, make this assumption
prima facie plausible. Nevertheless I do argue that in one very impor-
tant respect Plato was extremely consistent in his thinking about, and
evaluation of, mathematical science from the beginning to the end of his
career.?

2In what follows 1 employ Vlastos's method of both interpretation and presenta-
tion of evidence. The former might well be called “accretive™; Vlastos gradually con-
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In Euthyphro (an early dialogue), Socrates examines Euthyphro’s
statement that “what the gods love is holy, and what they do not love is
upholy” (7a).> A problem with this definition is that often the gods
disagree about what they love, and then become angry with one another
as a result. Socrates urges Euthyphro to specify about what the gods
disagree and get angry: N

(T} My good man, disagreement about what creates hostility and anger?
Look at it this way: if you and I disagree about number (arithmos), which
[of two numbers] is larger, would the disagreement about this make us
host.i]e, and angry with one another, or would we settle it quickly by
turning to calculation (Jogismon)? (Euthphr. Tb6-cl)

Socrates elaborates this point with additional examples. If we dis-
agree about what is greater and what lesser, we can quickly put our
dispute to rest by turning to “measurement” (metrein, 7c4); if our dis-
agreement is about what is heavier and what lighter, we can easily
decide by turning to “weighing” (histanai, 7c7). Since each of these
areas of potential dispute can be studied, and thoroughly mastered, by a
:spe.mﬁc mathematical discipline that will clearly and authoritatively ad-
Jjudicate any disagreements within that area, disputants need not get
angry with one another.

By contrast, when disagreement occurs about what is “right and
wrong, fine and shameful, and good and bad,” that is, about moral
issues, there is real trouble, since for these no straightforward and
sat:sfact_ory solution (hikanén krisin) seems forthcoming. Hostility be-
tween disputants is thus likely (7d1-5). As possible objects of inquiry,
then, arithmos and morality are fundamentally different.4

structs a Phil‘osophical story by analyzing a series of discrete passages. His method of
presentation is simply to label each passage TI, T2, etc.

IMy Greek text is Burnet’s Oxford edition. Unless otherwise noted, translations
are my own. In describing Euthyphro, fon, Charmides, Laches, and Gorgias as “early,” 1
am following convention. l

4 A related difference is noted in Hippias Major. If two men are each beautifui, then
they are so both individually and collectively: that which makes thern beautiful namely to
‘kaion, belengs to them both “in common and to each privately” (300a8-b2). B,y contrast
if two individuals are each one in number, which of course they are, they are each odd—’
numbered. Together, however, they are two, and hence even-numbered (392a). Thus “itis
hot altogether necessary . . . that what both are, each also is, and that what each is, also
both are” (392b). The point seems to be that there is a fundamental difference bet:rfecn
number and other qualities, such as fo kalon or the just. As Klein puts it, “While in
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The first question concerning this passage is, what exactly does
arithmos mean? In ordinary Greek, it means both “number” and
“counting,” and the former is never severed from the latter. As Nuss-
baum explains, “The most general sense of arithmos in ordinary Greek
of the fifth century would be that of an ordered plurality or its members,
a countable system or its countable parts” (“Eleatic Conventionalism”
90). In Klein’s words, a number is “a definite number of definite things”
(Greek Mathematical Thought 46). For this reason, 0 and 1 are not arith-
mot.’

T1 shows Plato to be following ordinary usage.¢ When Socrates
offers the case of two people disagreeing peri arithmou, he must imagine
them disagreeing about, for example, how many olive trees there are in
a field. If you say fifty and I say forty, we need not get angry, for we can
turn to “calculation”: we can count the trees and then compare our
respective results.?

There is another sense in which T1 shows Plato to be traditional in
his understanding of arithmos: he appreciates that number is uniquely
knowable. As Nussbaum puts it, “from the earliest texts (and fifth—
century texts are fully consistent with these) we see the use of arithmos
to mean that which is counted, and a close association between . . .
numerability and knowability” (“Conventionalism” 91). What is note-
worthy about Tl is the contrast drawn between the epistemic reliability
of number and, presumably, the precariousness of morality.?

general a property which belongs to several things in common must be attributed also to
each single one of them . . . there is also a koinon of such a kind that it does indeed
belong to several things but not to each of these by itself” (Greek Mathematical Thought
79-80).

51t appears that the Greeks, inclnding Plato, were not infallibly consistent on this
point” (Wedberg, Plato's Philosophy of Mathematics 23). He cites Laws 818c and Hip-
plas Major 302a.

6 As Annas puts it, “Plate is not, in fact, any further away from the ordinary Greek
concept of number than Aristotle, though they are often sharply contrasted in this respect
by scholars” (Metaphysics M and N 11). She refers to Plato’s later treatment of number,
but her point would apply to Euthyphro as welk,

7] translate logismon as “calculation.” As Heath puts it, it is often the case that
logismon means "arithmetic in our sense,” that is, it “comprised the ordinary arithmeti-
cal operations, addition, subtraction, multiplication” (History of Greek Mathematics 15).
As both Klein and Annas have argued, it is not the case that logistiké is merely “practical
calculation,” because it has a theoretical branch as well.

8T shows Plato to be aware of the sort of distinction Aristotle later draws between
ethics and mathematics. Because of its subject matter, Aristotle claims, the former can-
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1 should emphasize that by itself T1 does not tell much about
Plato's view of exactly how the two poles comprising this contrast,
arithmos and morality, relate to one another. In particular, T1 does not
explicitly state that when properly understood by the philosopher,
morality should become more like arithmos, although presumably it
should. Obviously, then, it does not explain how, if at all, the transfor-
mation of morality, from a realm of violent disagreement to one of
arithmetic harmony, would take place. This point should serve as a
caveat for all that follows. Yes, Plato thinks arithmos is good. It does not
necessarily follow, however, that he simply and straightforwardly thinks
the good is like arithmos or should become an object of a subject that is
strictly analogous to arithmetic.

Even with this caveat T1 can still serve to call into question Vlas-
tos’s assertion that the young Plato was thoroughly uninterested in
mathematics and as a consequence was “epistemologically innocent.”
At the time he wrote Euthyphre Plato understood that the authoritative
precision of mathematics results in extraordinary reliability: not only
can we count with arithmos, we can also count on it. We are confident
that eventually we will agree when it comes to the question “how
many?”? By contrast, the questions of morality seem unable to be an-
swered with a comparable degree of clarity and finality.

Consider fon, another early dialogue. In examining Ion’s claim to
have the rhapsode’s techné (530b3, 530c8) and to “expound” or “speak
well” about Homer, Socrates asks whether he can speak equally well
ab(_)ut other poets such as Hesiod and Archilochus. Ion answers no.
Th1§ puzzles Socrates, since Homer and Hesiod often address the same
subject. Why is it, then, that lon can “expound” only Homer’s poetry

not achieve as high a degree of precision (fo akribés) as the latter. Ethics cannot be
ren_dered fully demonstrative, as of course mathematics can, because the human good is
residually indeterminate, He puts it this way: “It is charactefistic of an educated man to
seek after just that degree of precision that the nature of the subject matter admits. For it
scems to be equally [inappropriate] to accept merely persuasive talking from a mathe-
matician and to demand a demonstration from a rhetor” (EN 1094b25-27). (The subject
matter of rhetoric overlaps that of ethics.)

. ®See Euthphr. 12d for further evidence of the early Plato’s appreciation of the
clant;_( of number. About this passage, Vlastos states only that because of its nontechnical
description of even numbers, it demonstrates that “Socrates is sadly deficient in the
mathematical know-how his namesake proudly disptays in the Mene” {(Socrates 273).
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and not Hesiod’s? To illustrate the problem Socrates offers the counter-
example of arithmetic:

(T2} Socrates. So, my dear Ion, when many people are talking about num-
ber and one of them speaks best, I suppose there is some one who will be
able to distinguish the man who speaks well?

Ion. Yes, I'd say so.
Socrates. And will this same man be able to identify those who speak
badly, or will it be someone else?
Ion. The same man, 1 suppose.
Socrates. And this is the man who has the arithmetic lechné, isn't it?
(fon 531d12—ed)

If someone possesses the arithmetic fechné (531e3) he can identify
those who speak well, that is, correctly, and those who speak badly, that
is, incorrectly, about number. Socrates assumes that Ion’s claim to the
rhapsodic techné is analogous. Asa result, Ton should be able to iden-
tify and discuss not only those who speak well within his field, like
Homer, but also those, like Hesiod, who do not.

In this passage arithmos represents a field that can be mastered by
a technités (an “expert”) who can authoritatively distinguish between
right and wrong answers, and in turn good and bad speakers who enter
that field. As such, T2 suggests that arithmetic is paradigmatic of this
feature of techné. This point is not made explicit (and Socrates also uses
medicine to illustrate his point at 531€9), but Vlastos's assertion that it
is not until Meno that Socrates identifies a mathematical techné such as
geometry as paradigmatic of authoritative knowledge must at least be
called into question.

Jon exemplifies what numerous commentators (notably Irwin in
Plato’s Moral Theory) have recognized as a prominent feature of the
early dialogues, namely Socrates’ frequent use of the “craft (techné)
analogy™ in arguments that cither refute an interlocutor’s claim to
knowledge, or exhort him to pursue knowledge.1? For the present pur-
pose, what is most striking about these analogical arguments is their
heavy reliance on mathematics to supply examples. Consider Char-

mides.
When examining Critias® definition of séphrosuné as self-knowl-

WFor a critique of Irwin see Roochnik, wgpcrates’ Use of the Techne-Analogy”
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ed_ge,_Sor:rates states that since self-knowledge is a kind of knowing
(g:lgnosketn ti), it must be an epistémé (a synonym for techné in the early
dnalc?gues). Furthermore, it must be an epistémé of something particu-
lar; it must .be tinos (165c4-6}). As examples Socrates uses medicine
who_se specific “product” (ergon) is health, and building, whose prod:
uct 137 houses. What, asks Socrates, is the analogous product of séphro-
suné’?

. Critias objects that Socrates has falsely homogenized the episté-
maiftechnai. Some do not have a product at all. Critias marshals the

logistiké and the geometriké technai as
counterexample - .
rates rebuts: ples (165¢3-6). Soc

(T3) Yo}:‘l:e 1:xght. But 1 can show you this. Each of these epistémai is an
epistémé of something, which happens to be other than the epistémé itself.
For example, calculation (logistiké) is about the odd and the even ho“;
they hold in relation to each other. (Chrm. 166;13—7)

As in Euthyphro, Socrates also uses the example of weighi
(statiké, 166b1) to make his point. Mathematics here supilie: thtzlgglc:ﬁ
.exagnples of th-e sut?je(:tfobject structure of the technai in general: each
;fsil E)ut some identifiable object other than the knowledge (the subject)
:e;-hng s;lrlnl'[lar.p01_11t is madt‘:‘in Gorgias. Gorgias initially states that his
. t’ etoric, 1s“about spe_eches“ {logous, 449el). According to

ocrates, however, “speeches” is too vague adequately to identify the
subject matter of rhetoric, since other technai, such as medicine and
gymnastic, al_so make “speeches” (about the health of the body). Gor-
gias tries again: unlike the other technai, which involve some degree of
manual work (cheirourgia) and activity (praxis), rhetoric is purely “logi-

cal”; it takes place “ ,, .
jects: place “through logos™ (450b9) alone. Socrates again ob-

(T4) 'II‘here are other ‘rechuai which achieve their purpose entirely through
ogos and, one mlgl}t say, either require no ergon or very little, like arith-
;rele}tllc, _zmd calcalation, and geometry; draught-playing, and many other

chnai, {Grg. 450d4-7)

. Smce the mathematical rechnai provide counterexamples to the
ssertion that only rhetoric is purely “logical,™ Gorgias has failed to
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identify what is unique about rhetoric.!! Throughout the argument,
Socrates continually pressures the famous rhetorician to say exactly
what rhetoric is. For Socrates, however, the question “what is rheto-
He?” amounts to “what is rhetoric about? what is its subject matter?”
To help Gorgias answer this question, he offers examples:

(T5) Suppose someone asked me now about those fechnai that I was talking
about: “Socrates, what is the arithmetic fechné?” 1 would say to him, as
you just now did to me, that it is one of those which have their effect
through logos. And suppose he went on to ask, “with what is its logos
concerned?” I should say: with the odd and even numbers, whatever may
chance to be the amount of each. And if he asked again, “what techné is it
that you call calculation?” 1 should say that this is also one of those who
achieve their whole effect by logos. And if he proceeded also to ask, “with
what is it concerned?” 1 should say in the manner of those who draft
amendments in the Assembly, that in all calculation corresponds with
arithmetic, for both are concerned with the same thing, the odd and the
even; but that they differ to this extent, that calculation considers the
numerical values of odd and even numbers not merely in themselves but
in relationship to each other.1? (Grg. 451ba7-c5)

Once again, mathematics provides the pivotal examples with
which to illustrate two decisive and related features of the technai in
general: (1) they have a basic subject/object structure in which the ob-
ject, or subject matter, is different from the subject, and (2) this object is
determinate, that is, it can be clearly delineated and thus distinguished
from other such objects. (Socrates also uses the example of astronomy
at 451c5-10). Tt follows that since fechné plays so prominent arole in the
early dialogues, and since mathematics is crucial in articulating what a
techné is, mathematics too must (pace Vlastos) be acknowledged as
significant in dialogues such as Charmides and Gorgias.

Vlastos is, of course, aware of T35 and other passages cited here.
He grants that Socrates E was not a “mathematical illiterate™ and that
we “can safely assume that he had learned some mathematics before

u About draught—playing, Dodds (Gorgias 197) says that “it appears again in a list
of technai at Phdr. 274d, and is cited as an example of a skilled activity at Charm. 174b,
Rep. 333b, and Ale. i 110e.” The “logos element” of this game was “planning the moves.”

1ZMy translation here largely follows that of Lamb in the Loeb Classical Library

Series.
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his concentration on ethical inquiry had become obsessive” (Socrates
272).. What he denies is that Socrates E had studied advanced mathe-
mau_cs, which becomes a decisive characteristic of the maturing Plato
Aga_m, I need not dispute the claim that Plato studied advanced mathe:
matics, 'for my view is that his development as a mathematician did not
cause him to revise his views concerning the fundamental value of the
mathematical zechnai in relation to philosophy.

In .T2, T3, T4, and TS, Socrates uses the “fechné analogy” to
refl_Jte his interlocutors (Critias’ definition of saphrosuné in T3, Ion’s
claim to the rhapsodic techné in T2, Gorgias’ claim to rhetoric in ',I‘4 and
TS), In t_hese passages Socrates puts the analogy to good use because
through 1't he is better able to demand that his interlocutor specify what
exact epistemic claim he is making. A similar passage is found in
Laches.

) '_The question is, what is courage? Laches first answers that it is
staying at one’s post.” Socrates easily refutes this with the counter-
ixample that a courageous retreat is possible (I91c). Laches next offers
“endurance of the soul” (192b). This definition proves to be too general:
ent?lu_rance of the soul” would include foolish endurance, which the;
participants agree is not good. Since they agree that courage is always
g0od, the definition must be revised again (192¢).

Laches’ third definition is “intelligent (phronimos) endurance”
(_192e),., The problem with this definition is that it is unclear what “intel-
11hgent means. To demand clarification Socrates questions Laches via
the techné a_nalogy. He asks, “If someone shows intelligent endurance
in the spending of money, knowing (eidds) that if he spends more he will
possess‘ more, would you call this man courageous?” (192e). In other
words, if a man has the money-making techné and can calculate cor-
rectly that a certain investment will be profitable, it takes no courage to
make that investment. Similarly; ’ ¢

(T6) Ha man endures in war and is willing to fight, and because he has calcu-
lated \iwsely {phronimas logizomenon) and knows (eidota) that others will
help hm?, and that he is doing battle against fewer and inferior troops than
those with him, and further that he has the superior position, would you
c.all such a man who is enduring with this kind of intelligence and prepara-
tion more courageous than one who is it the opposite camp and is willing
to stand fast and endure? (La. 193a3-9)
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Like the financial expert, the general who can calculate (logizo-
menon, 193a4) correctly that he has more and better troops than his
enemy does not require courage to press the attack. Both examples
concern persons who possess a techné (193b10, 193c10) and can thercby
calculate well enough to reduce significantly the risk of the actions they
are performing. Thus, even though Socrates does not explicitly cite a
mathematical discipline here, the pattern of Laches 192d-193d is similar
to that found in fon, Charmides, and Gorgias. Socrates uses the calcula-

tive fechnai of money—making and generalship in order to provide clear -

examples of intelligence. They offer models of determinacy against
which Laches’ vague, that is, indeterminate, statement, “courage is
intelligent endurance,” can be measured and ultimately rejected.

It is just this feature of “determinacy” that is most significant in
the, early Plato’s interest in and appreciation of mathematics. When
Socrates appeals to the technai in his analogical arguments, he looks
towards their clarity and authority, both of which follow from the fact
that their subject matters are determinate and thus can be mastered.
Mathematics is thus paradigmatic of fechné in two scnses: it is most
clear and authoritative (hence its use in T1), and its subject matter is the
epjtome of determinacy. This point is made most explicit in a statement
by Socrates in the Republic:

(T7) The trivial (phaulon) business of distinguishing the one, the two, and the
three. In sum, I mean counting (grithmos) and calculation. Or isn't it the
case concerning these that every techné and epistémé is forced to partici-
pate in them? ° (Rep. 522c¢5-9)

Socrates does not explain in what exact sense every fechné must
participate in arithmos.*> Does he mean that every techné is some ver-
sion of applied mathematics? Perhaps. But this statement could be also
taken in a more general, almost metaphorical sense. On this reading, a
techné must have a determinate subject matter, some one area of exper-
tise. And arithmmos is the paradigm case, and indeed the principle, of
determinacy.

To explain, I digress for a moment and discuss two fragments by
Philolaus. Ijustify doing so, first, on the basis of tonvenience: Philolaus

13At Rep. 522¢1-2 Socrates states all technai, dianotai, and epistémai must be
“supplemented” by arithmetic, which must be learned first. See also Phib. 55e1-3 for a
later, and more elaborate, description of this relationship.
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§u_ccinctly treats _what 1 take to be the relevant points in Plato. Second
it is at least possible that he may actually have had some influence or;

Plato (although in no way d X 1
case). 14 ay docs my argnment hinge on that being the

Philolaus says this:

( ) r T ll no (] an PP 101t A all if ev thing i
B; F(I l]le e Wil t even ]Je Ob_]ect Of a rehenS
it at ery hl g S

(B4) And indeed all 9bjects of apprehension have arithmos, for it is not possi-
bie for us to think of or apprehend anything without this. 15

_ Even'allowing for the ambiguity in these statements, they seem to
3mpl){ t.w.o‘ propositions: (1) determinacy is the necessary condition of
intelligibility (and thus knowledge), and (2) arithmos is either equivalent
to pr the necessary condition of determinacy. It is not clear exactly how
an_thmos functions in either of these capacities. Nussbaum understands
‘Ph.llo.la_us to be making a kind of transcendental argument. The world is
intelligible to_us; we can apprehend or recognize (gignaskein) things
Anq the co.ndltion for the possibility of such apprehension is our a.bi]jty-r
to d1§t1ngnls_h “this” from “that.” Making such distinctions necessarily
requires delimiting the bounds of “this” and thus treating it as a count-
able‘unlt separate from “that” (“Eleatic Conventionalism” 92).
sharpgugm:}l:;t a;lrgu;s' somewhat 'similarly (although he disagrees
Koo Bt ¢ eheves“tha_t g:gnd?kein actually refers to secure
phowle eg t,s . not r_ner?ly 'apprehenswn” or “recognition”): “Philo-
determinzl:te Starmemdes' claim that the object of knowledge must be a
o inat _ate of affairs but wants to prescrve a plurality. The bold
p he ta K€s Is 1o argue that numerical relationships and mathematical
;ﬁlztmonshlps in general solve the problem” (“The Role of Number” 22)
Wh;ln:‘,rev:'ll;aget?lts rr(;eal:xs is that “we only reall_y understand something
ous parees (28)? and the structure of and relationship between its vari-
For our purpose, it is not necessary to determi
meaning of Philolaus’ fragments, but simpi(y to use tlrll;ﬁet: )i(ﬁltl:fll‘l};ng::

“Timon reports that Plato once paj i i

paid forty minae for Philolaus’ book ;
AB). S:l:;: Nussbaum, “Eleatic Conventionalism” 64. ok . 34: D 44
boundedl"ul-s[e Nussbaum’s translation, substituting only “indeterminate” for her “un-
. ] uﬂ'rna.n., Number in Philolaus’ Philosophy,” offers both a different transla-
1on and interpretation of these fragments,
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Plato’s T7, about which it seems safe to say only this much: even if he
does not explain it in precise conceptual terms, Socrates explicitly
states that there is an intimate, perhaps even a foundational, relation-
ship between arithmos and techné. Because of its mastery of a determi-
nate subject matter, the latter is a good, perhaps the best, example of
sustained intelligibility (or knowledge). At the very least, the formerisa
good, perhaps the best, example, of the latter (a point made clear in T3,
T4, and T5). Because techné plays a central role in the early dialogues, a
similar claim can be made about mathematics ‘as well.

This thesis, even stated with maximum caution and with the some-
what circuitous assistance of Philolaus, should be enough to challenge
Vlastos’s contention that the Republic is so drastically different from
the carlier dialogues that a “new” author must be postulated. As early
as Euthyphro Plato is fully aware of the distinctive and impressive epi-
stemic features that make arithmos, to which he contrasts moral judg-
ment, so reliable. He uses mathematical examples to illustrate the deci-
sive epistemic features of techné in Ion, Charmides, and Gorgias. Since
techné is critical in the early dialogues, at least insofar as it appears as
an element in Socrates’ many analogical arguments, it follows that
mathematics plays an important, even if somewhat muted, role in them
as well.

There is another angle from which to approach this issue. The
early Plato, like the middle and late, believes that arithmos in particular,
and mathematics in general, is good.!6 Arithmos is the principle of de-
terminacy; it is clear, stable, and epistemically reliable. We can count
onit, and it represents a realm in which agreement is prior to hostility. It
is (in some unspecified way) the basis of techné, which is a good exam-
ple of authoritative knowledge. Nowhere does this sense of the good-
ness of mathematics emerge more powerfully than in Socrates’ ex-
tended discussion with Callicles in Gorgias.

Callicles is the favored interlocutor of this dialogue. Socrates says
that he possesses three characteristics that make him so: knowledge,
goodwill, and frankness (487a2-3). Callicles, in turn, even goes so far as
to suggest that in some way he and Socrates are like brothers (see the
citation from Euripides’ Antiope at 484e4-7). Like Socrates, Callicles is
a lover: Socrates loves Alcibiades and philosophy, Callicles loves the

16For a modern exposition of a view similar to that I attribute to Plato sec White-
head, “Mathematics and the Good.”
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son of Pyrilampés, Demos, and the people or Athenian démos itself
(48!d1—5). Like the philosopher’s, Callicles’ desires are strong, his in-
telligence is acute, and his firmness real. Like Socrates, he conceives of
a sharp distinction between nomos and phusis and, in a parallel fashion
between the many and the few (483aff.).}” For these reasons, I suggest’
Socrat_es says to him, “Know well that if you agree with me conceminé
the things my soul opines, then these things themselves are true”
(486e5-6).

Callicles differs from Gorgias and Polus, the previous two intet-
10(_:1‘1t01‘s who were easily defeated by Socrates, in one obvious but
critical way: he practices what they teach, namely rhetoric. Because
!:hey are professional teachers, Gorgias and Polus claim, either implic-
itly or explicitly, to possess a techné, a determinate body of knowledge
for which they can reasonably charge tuition.!® As a consequence, the
scope of their expertise is intrinsically, even if implicitly, limited: ’they
profess to teach rhetoric, not music or mathematics. By contrast, Calli-
cles suffers no such limitation, for he professes no techné. Inde,ed he
seems to despise rechné. This is brought out quite clearly in the fo]fow-
Ing exchange that he has with Socrates.

“Callicles has asserted his principle of pleonexia (483¢3-4), namely
that “the superior should take by force what belongs to the inferior, that
the better should rule the worse, and the more worthy have a gr:aater
share .than.the less worthy™ (488b). Socrates demands that the critical
terms in tl}ls assertion—"‘superior,” “better,” “more worthy”—be clar-
ified. Callicles obliges with “more intelligent” (phroniméterous, 489¢8)
.Socre_ltes, however, remains unsatisfied and demands again tha:t “more:
mtelhgt?nt" be clarified. In order to press Callicles to do so. he foists
upon him the techné analogy, ,
| When it comes to food and drink, doctors are more intelligent than
aypersons, and so should have more. When it comes to clothes the
weaver 1s more intelligent, and so should have more; to shoes: the
cobbler; to l.and, the farmer. The question towards which Socrates at-
tempts to direct Callicles is, with respect to what particular, that is,

determinate,- field is your “intelligent man,” the one who should have
more, more mtelligent? (490b—e).

7 - . . .

[02 course,'thls is not t_o imply that Callicles’ view of either nomos or phusis is

mc()) ocrates’, only that like the philosopher he sharply distinguishes them.

i “n.the role of teachability as an essential characteristic of a techné, see Hei-
mann, “Eine vorplatonische Theorie der Techné.”

similar
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Callicles, however, does not allow Socrates to lead him. Unlike
Laches, whose definition of courage (“intelligent endurance™) uses the
same term as Callicles does here and who is also faced with a similar
line of Socratic questioning (see T6), Callicles refuses to allow Socrates
to wield the techné analogy against him:

(T8) By the gods, you simply (atechnds) never cease from speaking of cob-
blers, fullers, cooks, and doctors, as though our discussion had some-
thing to do with them.!® (Grg. 491al-3)

This is quite right: Socrates, in his many analogical arguments,
does continually talk about men who possess a fechné. Unlike other
interlocutors, however, Callicles decries such talk as “nonsense”
(490e4); he refuses to accord to fechné the kind of goodness implied
by Socrates’ frequent use of the analogy. For example, when Socrates
likens Callicles to an “engineer” (méchanopoios), one who makes de-
vices with which life can be preserved, Callicles objects. He is con-
temptuous of “the rechné of that man™ and would refuse to allow his
child to marry into the family of a technites (512¢1-7). Such objections
can of course be attributed to “the contempt generally felt by the
Greeks for ‘banausic’ occupations” (Dodds, Gorgias 349). 1 suggest,
however, that Plato’s depiction of Callicles’ attitude towards techné
tokens something deeper.

Callicles’ ambition is grand, and so he is driven beyond the limita-
tions implied by a rechné. He is a pleonektés, a man who continually
demands to have more than his fair share and is willing to take advan-
tage of others to get what he wants (483c3). Unlike Gorgias and Polus
he does not limit himself even to the profession of rhetoric. He wants
instead to exploit rhetoric, use it for his own advantage, Callicles re-
jects limits, wants nothing bounded, and contemptuously describes
Socrates’ mode of argumentation as “small” and “narrow™ (497¢l).
Again, in one sense Callicles is quite right: Socrates repeatedly uses the
techné analogy, and a techné is narrow in that its subject matter is deter-

minate.
Socrates criticizes Callicles precisely for this rejection of limits

9 There is no doubt that Plato puns with atechnos here. See Roochnik, “Plato’s
Use of Atechnas.” Also, compare this line with Alcibiades’ description of Socrates at

Smp. 22le.
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and his inability to restrain himself; he does not have the virtue of
sophrosuné. Callicles agrees. For him, a séphron man is a “simpleton”
(4_191c2). He insists that the “man living correctly should allow his de-
sires to be as great as possible and not restrain them” (491e8-492a3). In
sho.rF, Callicles’ desires are those of a potential tyrant. His love. of
pf)htlf;al power, his brutal honesty about the weakness of the many, and
his disregard for convention have transformed him into a genuinely
dangerous character, exactly the sort Socrates feels obligated to com-
bat, Bu? how is such a man to be combated?

Without rehearsing the many details of their battle, I simply assert
here that Socrates attempts to reform Callicles by offering him a vision
of an orderly and knowable whole. In other words, Socrates follows the
advice th.at Aristotle later will give: the only effective cure for the man
of tyrannical desires is philosophy (Po!. 1267a10-16). What this means is
that the truly tyrannical personality, the one who strives atways for
more than _his share and is willing to trample those beneath him to meet
h-ls mdeﬁmtely expanding desires, can only be reformed by having his
sights :shlfted away from the political realm to the “largest” of all possi-
ble]objects, the w:hole %tself. Only the love of wisdom can adequately
:ﬁg :;cn Lh;ae?:l';.mt s desire for unlimited power, for only it can satisfy at

Regardless of whet| i ' ice i
10 be foilowing some vell:n;x(‘) igiti(:fle s advice is sound, Socrates seems

(T9) The wise men tell us, Callicles, that heaven and earth and the gods and
f‘len are hfald Fogether in community and friendship, orderliness, modera-
ton, and justice; and, my friend, for these reasons they call the whole a
cosmos rather than a chaos or a realm of unrestraint. You, it seems to me
do not pay attention to these things, even though you are wise, but thé
fact that geometrical equality has great power ameng both the g!ods and
men has eluded you. You hold that taking~more {pleonexia) is what one
ought to practice, for you disregard geometry. (Grg. 507e6-508a8)

revisi?;‘;' giocrates urges Callicles to p‘artake in a fundamental moral
ol powe .t?selt_', 'namc]y, to replace his chaotic strivings after politi-
oo Py k:} with a vision ofa cosm(?s: an orderly, “geometric” world that
oo K t(})]\;ltnthhaEt is most stnklr_lg abf)ut this passage is Socrates’
o on that t ercisa f:?usal rela_itlor?shlp (note the gar at 508a8) be-

en Callicles’ moral failing, that is, his advocacy of pleonexia, and his
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neglect of geometry. Mathematics, it seems, can be therapeutic, instru-
mental in the shaping of character and perhaps even in the reform of a
potential tyrant.

As Irwin rightly notes, Socrates’ “mere reference to geometrical
equality leaves many unanswered questions” (Gorgias 226), for Soc-
rates does not explain how geometry can effect positive moral changes
in its students. Nevertheless T9 secures one point: the early Plato, like
the middle and late, believes that mathematics is good, and in a specifi-
cally moral sense.2® What this sense might be is made more clear in a
passage from the Republic. After having offered the image of the cave,
Socrates asks Glaucon,

(T10) Do you want us now to consider in what way such men [philosophers] will
come into being and how one will lead them up to the light, just as some
men are said to have gone from Hades up to the gods? . . . Then, as it
seems, this wouldn’t be the twirling of a shell, but the turning (periagdgé)
of a soul around from a day that is like night to the true day; it is that

ascent to what is, which we shall truly affirm to be philosophy.2!
(Rep. 521¢1-8)

Socrates then asks, what study can facilitate this turning of the soul
away from becoming and towards being? The answer: calculation and
counting (arithmein, 522e2).22

This passage is important to Vlastos, for he takes it to supply
evidence of a new Plato, one who got his start in Meno with a praise of
geometry, and who then rejected the moral and elenctic philosophizing
of the historical Socrates. By the time of the Meno and Republic, says
Vlastos, “Plato himself has taken that deep, long plunge into mathe-
matical studies he will be requiring of all philosophers when he comes
to write book VII of the Republic and the effect is proving as transfor-
mative of his own outlook as he believes it would be of theirs™ (Socrates
118).

What Vlastos has in mind bere is Plato’s “discovery,” via his study

200n geometrical equality see Laws 757b; Arist. EN 1131b13 and Pol. 1301b29.

ziHere I follow Allan Bloom’s literal transiation.

22] move from geometry in Gorgias to arithmetic in the Republic without offering
comment on the differences between the two because my basic point holds for both: as
mathematical tecknai, both have determinate subject matters that can be apprehended
clearly and methodically. In general, Plato seems more interested in geometry, perhaps
because both its methodology and its results were more prominent during his lifetime.
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of mathematics, of the separate, eternal Forms that come to be the core
of his later theories. But does T10 really represent a view so totally new
that it requires postulating a dramatic transformation on the part of its
author? 1 suggest it does not.

Consider in what sense counting is able to turn the soul around.
Socrates explains by discussing sensation. Some sensations appear to
be self-contradictory. When looking at three fingers on a single hand, it
may seem that the middle of the three is both larger and smaller, Reflec-
tion on this appearance discloses that this is because the middle is
larger than the smallest finger, and smaller than the largest: the intellect
has been “summoned” in order to stabilize a seeming contradiction
(523b-524e).

The most obvious way the intellect is summoned to do its work is
by mc_asuring and counting. If I can first separate the three fingers and
conceive of them as discrete individuals, and then determine that they
are respectively, two, three, and four inches long, and then recombine
the three individuals into an ordered triad, that the middle finger ap-
Fearts both larger and smaller no longer seems contradictory in the
east.

It is in this very ordinary act of counting that the soul is invited to
turn around. Arithmein is always a counting of items, of units. If I count
the three fingers on my hand, gach finger functions as Just such a unit.
But the number, three, can also be used to count three toes on my foot.
The same number is invoked to count different sensible items: a toe is
not a finger; indeed, even each of the three fingers is different from the
other two. In the act of counting, however, the number, the count, treats
each ﬁpger as an equal unit. As Klein puts it, “whenever we are en-
gaged in counting, we substitute—as a matter of course, even if we are
ngt_ aware of what we are doing—for the varied and always ‘unequal’
visible things to be counted ‘pure’ invisible units which in no way differ
from each other” (Meno 1umn.

In other wqrds, even in the “vulgar” count of ordinary people (see
fh!b._5§d5), we invoke, and thereby implicitly gain access to, a purely
mtelligible, formal, stable entity: the number. Simply to count, then, is
fundamen'fally informative: it tells us that noetic stability can and dc,)es
mte{‘vene mto human experience, that there is something, even amidst
the 'barbaric bog” (Rep. 533d1) of human life, on which we can count.
In :thlS sense, arithmos can turn the soul around, away from becoming to
being, for it can become a compelling invitation to shift one’s sights
away from the sensible towards the noetic. Counting, the most ordinar}:
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of intellectual acts, “leads the soul powerfully upward” (525d6); in
other words, it can inspire us to think, supply us with both the material
to think about and some ideal at which to aim.?

Again, does T10 require us to postulate a dramatic shift on the part
of the author of the earlier dialogues? No. The goodness of arithmos
expressed here in T10 is not simply a theoretical matter for Plato. It
must be remembered that since the pedagogical role of mathematics in
book 7 of the Republic is propaedeutic, its value is instrumental. The
study of mathematics is good for turning around the souls of the future
philosopher—kings. Even if by the time he wrote the Republic Plato was
on the verge of developing a complex theory of mathematics, and even
if the guardians’ mathematical curriculum as described in book 7 is
surely not ordinary or common, it remains the case that in earlier dia-
logues, notably Gorgias, mathematics is evaluated in almost identical
terms. In T9, for example, Callicles’ failure as a moral being is attrib-
uted to a flaw in his education: he did not study geometry. Geometry is
good, not as a theoretical end in itself, but in turning the soul away from
pleonexia to séphrosuné. A person who has been informed by the good-
ness of equality or of number is, in practical and political terms, a better
person.

Because of the Republic’'s emphasis on equal and nonsensible
units it is frequently taken to aliude to “parts of the theory of Mathe-
matical Numbers™ that Aristotle discusses in the Metaphysics (Wed-
berg, Plato’s Philosophy of Mathematics 124). Perhaps it does. Even if
50, however, this would not jeopardize the thesis that when it comes to
the goodness of arithmos Plato has maintained a consistent set of views
since his earliest works. To hearken back to T7 and Rep. 522c5, it
should be noted that Socrates there mentions the “trivial” (phaulon) act
of counting. He does so because counting is indeed so very ordinary.
Nonetheless, at the same time it is fundamentally informative, for it can
inform the counter of a stable and intelligible entity, the arithmos, and
thus supply him with a possible conceptual ideal. Whether there is a
theory of numbers to buttress this ideal is another question entirely. In
other words, one need not invoke an extraordinary theory of numbers

23 As Whitehead puts it, *“Our existence is invigorated by conceptual ideals, trans-
forming vague perceptions. . . . Here we find the essential clue which relates mathe-
matics to the study of the good” (“Mathematics and the Good” 674).
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in order to realize the goodness of counting. Indeed it is precisely this
realization that informs TI; the passage from Euthyphro.

' _In sum, the thesis I hold does not necessarily lead to any specific
position on the question of the, separability and ontological status of
numb'er or of the Forms. Thus it is possible for me to gloss over the
question whether T10 and passages like it, from the Republic and else-
whert?, allude to Plato’s unwritten mathematical-ontological theory or
cqntrlbute to his theory of the Forms. Indeed, it is unnecessary here to
raise the many difficult questions concerning this putatively late stage
of Plato’s thought. In what sense did Plato attribute separate and inde-
pen_dent r.eality to numbers and Forms? Did he divide numbers into
various _kmds, such as form numbers, intermediates, combinable and
EHCO{Hbln(;ibllle numbers? How did they interact? What roles did the

one” and the “indetermina » in hi
tions of it - indet te dyad” play in his theory of the founda-
These are, of course, all important questions in their own right
but they do not bear on what I take to be Plato’s enduring positior;
towards' arithmos. If I am right, then, pace Vlastos, T10 does not testify
to a radgcally new understanding or appreciation of arithmos for Plato
Indeed in virtually all the passages studied above, from Euthyphro tr;
the Republic, a remarkable level of consistency in Plato’s attitude to-
wards mathematics has emerged. Specifically, he thinks that arithmos
(and, of course, geometry) is good. To render such a judgment means to
loca_te arithmos in a practical context and to invoke a standard that is
not itself arithmetical. Arithmos is good because it turns souls around
leads them to séphrosuné, makes them care about something beyonci
the senses. It gives them an ideal and an inkling of formal perfection.

- 1l

:‘S‘Annas_ is a good guide to these questions.
i Even In the late Philebus this theme is prominent. The dialogue is a debate on
bl y“;g ncif 1llfe to ]ez.td, thfxt of pleasure or that of mind? Eventually, through an enor-
the highet 12‘3 n;utbe in wh_ich SO many of l]?e issues discussed in this paper are treated at
Socratos s ofa slractlol?, L_he life of mind triumphs over that of pleasure. Note that
this ey 1hes ple_asure_ within the category of the indeterminate (27e¢-28a), and that
indeteroy :s t' e basis of its eventyally being judged inferior to mind. In other words,
doterr cy is worse than der:ermlnacy Also consider that arithmos is what introduces

fMinacy into the indeterminate (25¢). Finally, Socrates also states that rechné re-

quires arithmos (35e1-3). All of these theoretical ar
€s ; 1-3). guments are summoned for th
deciding what is ultimately a practical question. oeskeot

what




562 DAVID ROOCHNIK

Even if he was right about much, Vlastos was thus wrong in pos-
tulating a drastic shift between Socrates E and Socrates M when it
comes to mathematics. While it may well be true that Plato studied
advanced mathematics in the middle of his career, and that this influ-
enced him, it does not follow that he went through a drastic “turn® in
his thinking. On my reading, a basic intuition nnifies all of the dia-
logues: arithmos, with its beautiful and gentle stability, its akribeia, its
critical role in making techné possible, is good.2%

Davip RooCHNIK
Iowa STATE UNIVERSITY
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persuade the 220 men (and whoever else might be listening) that what he has
said is true. Being dead is one of two things. Either it is a condition of “being
nothing” (meden einai) and is like a dreamless sleep which is utterly without
“consciousness™ (aisthésis: 40c6), or, as the “traditional sayings” (ta
legomena.: 40¢7) have it, it is a migration of the soul to anather place. If it is
the former, then death would be a wonderful gain (thaumasion kerdos: 40d2).
After all, who has not experienced the pleasure of a perfectly undisturbed
night’s sleep? Even the “great king” would be hard pressed to discover a night
more pleasant thag the one of flawless sleep. If death is like this, it must be
counted a gain, for all eternity would seem no more thaa a single night.
Concortnitantly, if death is the migration of the soul, then it is also a great
goad, for it would bring with it the opportunity to meet in Hades the
outstanding men of the past. Socrates would be able to converse with the great
judges, Minos, Rhadamanthys, Aeacus, and Triptolemus; the great singers,
Orpheus, Musaeus, Hesiod, and Homer; other men who died unjustly such as
Palamedes and Ajax; and such heroes as Agamemnon, Odysseus, and
Sisyphus.* What is best of all is that Socrates would be able to question these
men in Hades and discover which of them: is wise and which merely believes
he is wise but actually is not. In other words, if ta legomena are true, then
Socrates will be able to continue his philosophic mission in Hades, a
thoroughly delightful prospect.

Socrates’ argument takes the form of a “comstructive dilemma.” Let A
stand for “death is a dreamless sleep,” B for “death is the migration of the
soul,” and P for “death is a gain. " The argument then runs:

(1) If A, then P.

(2) If B, then P.

(3) Either A or B.

(4) Therefore, P.

Unfortunately, the formal validity this argument attains is really very
superficial, for immediate problems with it arise. First, Socrates gives the
impression that the statement, “Either A or B,” exhausts the possible
descriptions of death. {The use of the dual in the phrase duoin thateron at 40c5
helps do this.) However, there could be other descriptions, and Hades may
well be a vastly less pleasant place than he makes it out to be. A careful reader
surely must protest and ask, might there not be a “C,” death is being chained
to a cliff and having one’s liver daily eaten, or “D,” death is eternally rolling a
bouider to the top of 2 mountain only to have it rofl back down again? The list
of possible representations of death extends as far as one’s imagination allows
it to, and this immediately becomes a good reason to declare Socrates’
argument unsound: although it gives the appearance of being a constructive
dilemmna, it is in fact a false dilemma, one that falsely limits the range of
options under consideration to two.5

*For a thorough discussion of Socrates’ list of names here, see “Human Being and Citizen, " by
George Anastaplo, in Ancients and Moderns edited by J. Cropsey (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1972) 1649,

$As Emily Vermeuie, in Aspects of Death in Eorly Greek Art and Poetry (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1979), puls it, “death is as protean as life or love " (p. 13. Her boak gives more

——r e

T — —— S— T W ; S o), sl . W e Sl s ; gy - ; gy 3 g % - m—— 1

‘5—--




Davip L. Roocinik |
DEATH IN THE APOLOGY 215

happy. Philosophical examination is the “greatest good™ (38a2) for human
beings, and a life devoted to it is worthwhile.

Not only is “if A, then P,” intrinsically nonsensical, it is even more bizarre
when it comes from the mouth of Socrates. After all, he has just described
himself as the “gadfly” who awakens and arcuses the torpid thoroughbred that
reat ) is Athens (30e4—7). How could a man who spent his life awakening hisfellow
a este\fﬂ. Thus, to fear | citizens from the sleep that is thoughtlessness coherently advocate a state

totally without aisthésis? As his behavior at the end of the Symposium and

during the long night that is the Republic demonstrates, Socrates is a man who
does not appear to value or even to need sleep. Why, then, would he include

ared si g : | such a statement as “if death is a dreamless sleep, it is a gain” in the closin :

since jt brmgg with it a gain, The argument of the Apology? ? ® ¢ i

These four objections should cast grave doubts on the strength and
soundness of Socrates’ argument. It is not persuasive, for it provides no
foundation upon which one can reasonably base a belief that death is a good
gain and not a frightful loss. But the next question that must be asked is, why
did Socrates, who (we must assume) was aware of what he was saying, end
his defense in such a fallacious, even deceptive, manner? Is it conceivable that
he unintentionally committed errors that college sophomores can readily

will dis
philompi(;e;jl:h ait }:je would rather be 5 Sim};itg ethaps d,]c dead Socrates
! A fourth obje(g;ﬁgn Im Hades, 1l 00 noisy earth thap 5 . identify? I think not and shall now attempt to show why.
and dreamless sleep “‘inggms “A."Ttis nonsensical to bejj Socrates’ statement, “if A, then P,” cannot be accepted as one he sincerely
A, then P.” Socrates us tl? € pleasant. In order to establj l}‘:"e that an eternal § or seriously entertains, for it is intrinsically senseless and contradicts one of
! the only reason that >¢s the analogy of a peacefy ni hl§ the premise, “if his basic tenets. Therefore, it should be discarded and the only way to reach
it i A night’s dreamless gjeep ; 8hts sleep. However, the desired conclusion “P,” death is a gain, is through “B.”® However, we ;
saw in the third objection that “B* as stated is incomplete. In order to become

truly persuasive, at least to Socrates, it must be modified to read, “death is the
sly migration of the soul to a community of shades in which there is philosophical

interchange.” Let us assume “B” is so modified. Now we can see that the
force of this argument is actually quite univocal, and that it is not really a
dilemma at all. There is one, and only one, way in which death can be
considered a gain for Socrates: if he can continue his vocation as a philosopher

would .
Countedb:s ;:lfgeairr:o;l;mg and could not be pleas;?tt bf& like anything at ail: jt
Itis of course posili]g! :lg_‘d- much less a “wonderfy] » OSHCh’ 1t cannot be in the afterworld. As objection one showed, there is no reason to believe that
Miserable and not worty 1-a t In certain circumstances £§ e . “A™ and “B" exhaust the possible descriptions of death. Obviously, there is
ving, the nothin » when life is utterly even less reason to be certain that “B™ is the sole option. The only statement
of which we can be certain is the conditional, “if death implies the

continuation of philosophy, then it can be counted a wonderful gain.” This is
Olympic champ the only statement that can be elicited from the argument and be considered
; Plon, who only genuinely and coherently Socratic.

Since there is no legitimate reason to be confident of “B” we should
question it and the entire argument of which it is a part. We should ask, “what

than ample testimony to this fact,
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is death?”; “what is philosophy?™; “why is it that only the prospect of
philosophical activity can make death (or life) an attractive possibility?” In
other words, the most coherent approach to Socrates’ final argument, the one
most consistent with what he has said in the rest of the Apology, is not a
passive acceptance of its conclusion, but a philosophical examination of its
premises. When the reader does ask these questions a transformation in the
appearance of the argument takes place. Initially Apology 40c4—41c7 had the
look of a constructive dilemma, a formally valid argument leading to a
welcome conclusion. However, on strictly Socratic grounds the first premise,
“if death is a dreamless sleep, it is a gain,” should be discarded. The second
premise, “if death is the migration of the soul to a philosophical community, it
is a gain,” should provoke questions. As a result, the argument is far less
dogmatic than it initially appeared. Far from securing wisdom in the form of a
conclusive staternent, "death is a gain,” it leaves the more careful reader in a
state of perplexity, facing a series of difficult questions.

The second objection considered above was that Socrates violated his own
injunction against claiming to be wise about matters of the afterworld. He had
stated at 29b that when a man fears death he does so because he believes he
knows death is terribly bad. This hardly seems to be an accurate analysis of
why human beings are frightened by their finitude. Death is for us a great
unknown. Fearing it is not a falsely and arrogantly held knowledge claim, but
a response to the possible loss of all that is familiar. Death, for the ancient
Greeks and for us, is pure possibility: it could be anything at all. The
condition that it inspires in us while we are alive is thus that of aporia.
Socrates does not fear death, not because he knows it is a gain, but because
unlike most of us he is able to withstand and even to flourish in the midst of
such aporia.” Despite what appeared to be an argument which contradicted
this essential aspect of the Socratic persona, the Apology does not end in an
anomalous fashion. The only possible way in which death can be a gain is if
Socrates is able to philosophize in the “other place.” The only way for the
reader to discover whether this is a reasonable proposition is to begin
philosophizing. The argument, therefore, only appears to resolve the aporia
concerning death: what it actually does, and what I claim it intends to do, is to
provoke reflection on the relationship between death and philosophy.

To summarize: there are four objections that render Socrates’ final argument
wholly suspicious. It is difficult to believe that he would unintentionally
commit such errors or be so inconsistent with earlier statements. [ suggest he
was not erring at all. The argument is designed in such a manner that, in
contrast to its superficial appearance, it actually fulfills the terms of what
Socrates claimed was his “divine mission” : to arouse us to thought. The
attentive reader will do exactly what he would have urged us to do: question
his claim to be lﬁnowledgeable about death. Socrates deliberately limited the

"Drew A. Hyland, in The Virtue of Philosophy (Athens: Chio University Press, 1981), makes
this the central theme of his discussion of Platonic philosophy. See especially pp. 13-17. It should
be noted that at the very end of the Apology Socrates returns to his stance of aporia concerning
death, (See 42a2-5.)
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possible desciiptions of death to two (objection one). He then constructed one
of the two, “A,” such that it has to be dismissed by the reader who respon_ds
critically to it (objection four). When “A” is discarded we are left only with
“B”—death permits the continuation of philosophy. At th'e very best, this is
only possibly true. However, to question it is to philosophize. Thus, Socrates
has not violated his earlier injunction against dogmatism (objection two);
instead, he has plunged his listeners into a state of aporia, one that should
give rise to active reflection.® o

To approach this from a slightly different angle, when one criticizes ths
altogether questionable construction of this argument, one actually “verifies
the premise, “if B, then P.” Obviously, no one can literally demom_v.trate the
truth of this statement. However, if members of the audience engage in thq act
of examining Socrates’ argument after he dies, as we readers are now doing,
then the project of philosophy has indeed been continued. In this sense, the
audience can “make true” the antecedent (“B™) of the conditicnal statement:
they can see to it that death, or at least Socrates’ death, permits the
continuation of philosophy. Once they have done this,.the consequent (“P.")
will follow by modus ponens and Socrates’ death will have become a gain.
Again, it is not a gain in the literal sense, for there is no guarantee that
Socrates is even now conversing with fellow shades in Hades. However,
through his death Socrates has passed on the torch of philosophy to those who

listened carefully to and scrutinized his final public statement. His death may

have been the consequence of his philosophizing, but the consequence of
Socrates’ death is the furtherance of philosophy and, in this sense, it 1s a
ain.®
; None of this, even if correct, sufficiently answers the guestion, why did
Socrates end his Apology with this particular argument? For this, let us put
ourselves into the sandals of the 220 men who voted for his acquittal and to
whom lines 40c4-41¢7 are specifically addressed. Few of them were
philosophers. Most likely, they were ordinary citizens who had been per-
suaded that Socrates did not corrupt or seriously harm the city of Athens.
They had been persuaded that philosophical speech was commensurate with
the Athenian affirmation of “freespokenness,” (parrésia) and was not a
subversive activity. Whoever they were, whether devoted “Socratics,” casual

#0bjection three has a]reatfy been accounted for in my alteration of “B” above. The belief that
logical fallacies are often detiberately and consciously used by Plato is hardly peculiar to this
paper. See, for example, Rosamond Kent Sprague, Plato’s Use of Fallacy {London: Routledge,
1962), and Maurice Cohen, “The Aporias in Plato’s Early Dialogues, " Journal of the History of
Ideas 23 (1962) 163-74.

Several questions are raised here. First, we are faced with the same ambiguity discussed in
note 3. Second, why should the practice of philosophy be considered a gain at all? Third,
shouldn’t the question of the relationship of Plato and Socrates be raised here? This essay is a
modest one, and so only in notes 1 and 13 do ! touch on the last question. Posing the second
question simply accomplishes what has been suggested all along, namely it urges the reader to ask
essential philosophical questions. The first question’ forces us to wonder about the relationship
betweep our own impending deaths and Socrates”. Will we too be able to leave behind any
exhortation to philosophy?
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acquaintances, or men who had been convinced only on the basis of his
defense speech, they would have experienced feelings, perhaps deep, of loss,
sadness, or shame at the behavior of Athens. More extreme reactions might
have included either the despair that scems to threaten Apollodorus and
Phaedo in the Phaedo (117d), or the bitter anger at the city and a consequent
willingness to flout its laws that is characteristic of Crito’s reaction. (See Criro
45c.) The listeners might also have felt fear at the prospect of exercising their
own “right” of parrésia in the future. For all of us death is a potential
“hobgablin,” (see ta mormolukeia: Phaedo 77e7) and fear of it can cloud our
better judgement and impede our power of activity. For the 220 friends of
Socrates this fear could have had effects that were harmful, both to Athens and
to themseives as individuals. I suggest this is the explanation why the final
argument is deliberately fallacious. It is designed, not to certify a rigid
conclusion, but to provide the inattentive and non-philosophical supporters of
Socrates with good “hope,” the word that both prefaces and concludes the
argument (40c4 and 41¢8). For the men (and the readers) who do not critically
examine his argument, but who are convinced that Socrates and philosophy
do no harm, it offers consolation and comfort. By taking the form of a
constructive dilemma it gives the appearance of comprehensiveness and
logical validity. Its conclusion, that death ought not to be feared, will
encourage his friends to continue to affirm parrésia, to remain loval citizens
of Athens, and to persist in their tolerance and support of philosophical
activity even if they themselves are not philosophers.

In its entirety, therefore, the argument has two levels, each with its unique
purpose and audience. As has been shown, for the more attentive reader it is
designed to stimulate thought and arouse us into thinking through the
statement, “only if death permits the continuation of philosophy can it be
counted a gain.” In other words, it is a confirmation of aporia and an
invitation to enter into philosophy. It is a challenge to make the antecedent of
this statement true by seriously questioning it, and thereby to bring about the
desired consequent. For the reader who is less attentive, but who is
nevertheless sympathetic to Socrates, it is designed to defuse the potentially
crippling terror that is inspired by the inevitability of death.

Socrates begins his address to his 220 friends by saying that since the
archons are busy there is nothing to prevent them from “conversing”
(diamuthologésai: 39e5) with one another. Exactly how to translate this word
is a matter of some controversy. Burnet insisted that it meant “confabulari, ‘to
have a talk with one another.’ There is no suggestion of ‘myth’ in the word
. . . {ity means little more than dialechrhenai.” 1° No doubt this is true of the
basic meaning of the word and most commentators follow Burnet. However,
he is surely wrong to assert so confidently that there is no hint of muthos in
diamuthologesai. It is true that a translator such as West goes too far in his
“etymologizing " when he renders this sentence, “nothing prevents our telling

i%ohn Burmet, ed. Plato's Euthyphro, Apology of Socrates, and Crito (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1924) 164—65.
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tales to one another. ”!* However, it is impossible to discount the possibility
that Plato is punning on the word muthos. As West points out, the phrase ta
legomena is repeated three times in this short section (40c7, 40e6, 41c7). The
theme under consideration is that of the afterworld, a traditional subject for
myth. The notion that death is the migration of the soul clearly echoes with
mythic overtones. In addition, Socrates had earlier claimed that he was about
to begin “prophesying” (39cl). In other words, given the context pf its
appearance, there is a very strong suggestion of “myth” in Socrates’ choice of
the word diamuthologésai at 39¢35. _
The important point here is that 40c4—41e7 may indeed represent a Socratic
version of a muthos. If this is so, then this passage is an important instance,
even a test case, of how Socrates responds to fa legomena in general. In the
Phaedrus Socrates resists Phaedrus’ invitation to “de-mythologize” the
legend of Boreas and Oreithyia and replace it with a scientific account. He
describes himself as “being persuaded by what is custemarily thought about
these things™ (230al). Socrates seems to think there is value in letting myths,
or popular religious teachings, stand as they are. Perhaps this section of the
Apology explains why. Myths can have dual functions. For the inattentive they
provide comfort and hope. They exorcise the fear of death and thus are
liberating. Since myths are not demonstrably true, they will be criticized by
the more attentive audience. Such criticism requires, or simply is, philosophy.
However, not everyone can or should be a philosopher. This is a notion
alluded to several times in the Apology.'? I suggest that myths, at least as
Sacrates presents thein, function as a kind of sieve for making this distinction.
There will be a few who seek consistency, soundness, and truth in all
speeches, be they mythic or logical. There will be many who will simply be
camforted by the appearance of conclusiveness. This is not necessarily a fact
to be deplored, especially if the many can be persuaded to be tolerant of and
sympathetic with the few. Rather, it is a fact to be taken into account when an
address must be made to a large audience. Without doubt Socrates prefers to
speak to individuals. When, however, he is forced to address the assembied
jury of Athenian men, he must employ a form of rhetoric that is both

Wrhaomas G, West, Plata's Apology of Socrates (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1979) 46.

1] think in particular of Secrates’ dialogue with Callias (20a—c) and with Meletus (25a-b).
Both employ the following analogy: as the horse trainer is to the arete of the horse, so X is to the
arete of human beings. Callias is sager to replace X with the sophist from Paros, Evenus (20b8).
Socrates does not here direetly disprove Evenus’ claim to fulfill that role. Instead, with
consummate irony he states that he himself would become proud and haughty if he had such
knowledge. In other words, few if any have the knowledge of how to train human beings in arete.

The identical analogy is found in the cross-examination of Meletus, Meletus belicves that all
Athenians, with the sole exception of Socrates, can better the young (2549-10j. Socrates points
out that if this were true it would be in direct contrast with how things work with cther animals. In
the case of horses, only “a very few” (panu oligoi: 25b3) can actually improve the state of
horses. The implication is that some “expert” must stand in relation to human beings as the horse-
trainer stands to horses. Once again, no such expert is named by Socrates, but at least this point is
clear: it is ludicrous to expect the “many™ (hoi pallgi: 25b4) to be knowledgeable about the
betterment of mankind. This task is reserved for the few.
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philosophically provocative and yet has some means of touching those in the
audience who are not terribly thovghtful. I suggest this is precisely the
purpose of the short speech under consideration here.1?

The purpose of this essay has been a modest one. I drew attention to the
altogether suspicious argument found in Apology 40c4-41c7. I assumed that
Socrates understood its obvious deficiencies as well as we, and I then sought
possible explanations for his use of it. I concluded with two suggestions.
First, the argument has, and is intended to have, two distinct functions and
audiences: to provoke those who are philosophical and assuage those who are
not. Second, and more generally, I asked, might this not be a typical instance
of Socrates’ treatment of ta legomena? If so, and of course this hypothesis
needs further testing, then the short argument which concludes the Apology is
noteworthy indeed and can provide a model for interpreting other instances of
Socrates’ use of mythic speech.

DAVID L, ROOCHNIK
fowa State University

13The criticism of writing that Socrates formulates in the Phaedrus includes the objection that
when a speech is written it always says the same thing to all who read it. Written speeches are
incapable of distinguishing among the various members of the reading public. {See 275¢). Since
this is a problem with which Plato was obviously concerned, it is reasonabie to conclude that he
aimed to overcome it in his own writings. The thesis of this essay can thus be generalized: perhaps
Platonic writing itself is designed after the patiern of Apology 40c4—41eT, namely as a speech
which has two levels and which can both distinguish and address the different kinds of human
beings who may read it.
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