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Platonic Self-Commentary?—Verity Harte (verity.harte@yale.edu)

I. The Initial Idea

1. "Why, then, did Plato choose to write philosophy in this peculiar form? There is no
straightforward answer to this question, not least because Plato never tells us in his own voice
the reason(s) for anything he says or does. This in itself suggests that dialogue form is intrinsic
to Plato's purposes in a way that it was not for later writers, from Aristotle to Hume, who
composed dialogues but also treatises. Nor does Plato ever show us in the dialogues how to use
the dialogues."

(Ruby Blondell The Play of Character in Plato's Dialogues Cambridge 2002, 38, her emphasis)

II. Some Candidate Examples of Platonic Self-Commentary

A. Cross-References

Internal examples: Opening of Republic VIII cross-reference to end of Republic IV /start of V &
elaborate resumption of material in between with proposal 'to recall the point where we turned
aside, so as to travel the same route once more' (543¢5-6: dvauvnod®uev nébev debpo
g€etpandueda, tva mdAv Thv adthv iwuev.)

External examples: Sophist 217¢ refers to a conversation between an aging Parmenides and a
youthful Socrates of kind depicted in Parmenides. Philebus 14d4 refers to certain one-many
puzzles whose form and sequence closely recalls Parmenides 127d-130a as having been 'made
public' (ta dednuevpéva). Sophist 234b5-10 recalls and, Burnyeat argues, quietly corrects
Republic X, 598b8-c4. (See M.F. Burnyeat ' Culture and Society in Plato's Republic, The Tanner
Lectures on Human Values 20, 1999 ed. Grethes B Peterson (Salt Lake City 1999), 215-324 at 302).

B. Frame-Interruption in the Euthydemus (and compare, for example, Phaedo 102a)
2.1 Euthydemus 290a7-c8

Where should we turn next, then? I [Socrates] asked. To which one of the arts?

I find myself at a loss, he [Clinias] said.

But I think I have discovered it, said L.

Which one is it? said Clinias.

The art of generalship seems to me, I said, to be the one which, more than any other, a man
would be happy if he acquired.

It doesn't seem so to me, he [Clinias] said.

How is that? said L.

Well, this art is a kind of man hunting.

What then? I said.



No art of actual hunting, he said, extends any further than pursuing and capturing: whenever
the hunters catch what they are pursuing they are incapable of using it, but they and the
fisherman hand over their prey to the cooks. And again, geometers and astronomers and
calculators (who are hunters too, in a way, for none of these make their diagrams they simply
discover those which already exist), since they themselves have no idea of how to use their
prey but only how to hunt it, hand over the task of using their discoveries to the dialecticians—
at least, those of them do so who are not completely senseless.

Well done, I said, most handsome and clever Clinias! ... [Clinias goes on to draw the moral that
generalship, as a kind of art of capture, that hands over its conquests to statesmen, cannot be
the art that they seek.] [Translation of Rosamond Kent Sprague in Plato Complete Works ed. John
M Cooper, Indianapolis 1997]
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2.2 Euthydemus 290e1-291a7

CRITO: What do you mean, Socrates, did the boy utter all this?

SOCRATES: You're not convinced of it, Crito?

CRITO: Good heavens no! Because, in my opinion, if he spoke like that he needs no education,
either from Euthydemus or anyone else.

SOCRATES: Dear me, then perhaps after all it was Ctesippus who said this, and I am getting
absent-minded.

CRITO: Not my idea of Ctesippus!



SOCRATES: But I'm sure of one thing at least, that it was neither Euthydemus nor Dionysodorus
who said it. Do you suppose, my good Crito, that some superior being was there and uttered
these things—because I am positive I heard them.

CRITO: Yes, by heaven, Socrates, I certainly think it was some superior being, very much so. ...

[Sprague]
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I1I. Finished work and questions & answers

3. Phaedrus 275d4-e5

SOCRATES: You know, Phaedrus, writing shares a strange feature with painting. The offsprings
of painting stand there as if they are alive, but if anyone asks them anything, they remain most
solemnly silent. The same is true of written words. You'd think they were speaking as if they
had some understanding, but if you question anything that has been said because you want to
learn more [mathein: 'because you want to understand'], it continues to signify just that very
same forever. When it has once been written down, every discourse rolls about everywhere,
reaching indiscriminately those with understanding no less than those who have no business
with it, and it doesn't know to whom it should speak and to whom it should not. And when it is
faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs its father's support; alone, it can neither defend
itself nor come to its own support. [Translation of Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff in
Plato Complete Works, my [...]].
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4, Protagoras 328e5-329b1

Now, you could hear a speech similar to this from Pericles or some other competent orator if
you happened to be present when one of them was speaking on this subject. But try asking one
of them something, and they will be as unable to answer your question or to ask one of their
own as a book would be. Question the least little thing in their speeches and they will go on like
bronze bowls that keep ringing for a long time after they have been struck and prolong the
sound indefinitely unless you dampen them. That's how these orators are: Ask them one little
question and they're off on another long-distance speech. [Translation of Stanley Lombardo
and Karen Bell in Plato Complete Works]
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5.1 Protagoras 339e1-5

At first I felt as if I had been hit by a good boxer. Everything went black and I was reeling from
Protagoras' oratory and the others' clamor. Then, to tell you the truth, to stall for time to
consider what the poet meant ... [Lombardo and Bell]
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5.2 Protagoras 341e7-342a2
But [ would like to tell you what I think Simonides' purpose is in this ode, if you would like to
test my command (to use your term) of poetry. [Lombardo and Bell]

GAAN' & pot dokel dravoeioBat Ziuwvidng v tovtw T@ dopartt, é0€Aw oot einelv, €l BovAer AaPeiv
Hov melpav 6w €Xxw, 0 oL Aéyelg TolTo, TEPL ENWV:

5.3 Protagoras 347a3-5
And that, Prodicus and Protagoras, ... is what I think was going through Simonides' mind when
he composed this ode.
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6. Protagoras 345d3-5 (quoting Simonides)
All who do no wrong willingly

I praise and love.

Necessity not even the gods resist.
[Lombardo and Bell]
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7. Protagoras 343b5-d6

It was in this context that the saying of Pittacus—It is hard to be good—was privately circulated
with approval among the sages. Then Simonides, ambitious for philosophical fame, saw that if
he could score a takedown against this saying, as if it were a famous wrestler, and get the better
of it, he would himself become famous in his own lifetime. So he composed this poem as a
deliberate attack against this maxim. That's how it seems to me.

Let's test my hypothesis together, to see whether what I say is true. If all the poet wanted to say
was that it is hard to become good, then the beginning of the poem would be crazy, for he
inserted there an antithetical particle [viz. men]. It doesn't make any sense to insert this unless
one supposes that Simonides is addressing the Pittacus maxim as an opponent. Pittacus says it
is hard to be good. Simonides rebuts this by saying, 'No, but it is hard for a man to become
good, Pittacus, truly.' [Lombardo and Bell]
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8. Protagoras 347b3-348a6

Yes, Hippias, Alcibiades said, some other time, though. What should be done now is what
Socrates and Protagoras agreed upon, which is for Socrates to answer any questions Protagoras
may still have to ask, or if he so chooses, to answer Socrates' questions.



Then I said, I leave it up to Protagoras, but if it's all right with him, why don't we say good-bye

to odes and poetry and get back to what I first asked him, a question, Protagoras, which I would

be glad to settle in a joint investigation with you. Discussing poetry strikes me as no different

from the second-rate drinking parties of the agora crowd. These people, largely uneducated
and unable to entertain themselves over their wine by using their own voices to generate
conversation, pay premium prices for flute-girls and rely on the extraneous voice of the reed
flute as background music for their parties. But when well-educated gentlemen drink together,
you will not see girls playing the flute or the lyre or dancing, but a group that knows how to get
together without these childish frivolities using their own voice, taking their turn at speaking
and listening in the proper fashion no matter how heavily they are drinking. Ours is such a
group, if indeed it consists of men such as most of us claim to be, and it should require no

extraneous voices, not even of poets, who cannot be questioned on what they say. When a poet

is brought up in a discussion, almost everyone has a different opinion about what he means,
and they wind up arguing about something they can never finally decide. The best people avoid

such discussions and rely on their own powers of speech to entertain themselves and set about

testing and instructing each other in their discussions. These people should be our models. We

should put the poets aside and converse directly with each other, testing the truth and our own
ideas. [Lombardo and Bell, modified somewhat]
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9.1 Phaedo 97b8-c3

One day I heard someone reading, as he said, from a book of Anaxagoras, and saying that it is
Mind [nous, reason] that directs and is the cause of everything. [Translation of Grube in Plato
Complete Works, my [...]]
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9.2 Phaedo 97¢3-d1

I was delighted with this cause and it seemed to me good, in a way, that Mind should be the
cause of all. I thought that if this were so, the directing Mind would direct everything and
arrange each thing in the way that was best. If then one wished to know the cause of each
thing, why it comes to be, or perishes or exists, one had to find what was the best way for it to
be, or to be acted upon, or to act. [Grube]
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9.3 Phaedo 98b7-c2

This wonderful hope was dashed as I went on reading and saw that the man made no use of
Mind, nor gave it any responsibility for the management of things, but mentioned as causes air
and ether and water and many other strange things. [Grube]
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9.4 Phaedo 98c2-d6

That seemed to me much like saying that Socrates' actions are all due to his mind, and then in
trying to tell the causes of everything I do, to say that the reason I am sitting here is because
my body consists of bones and sinews, because the bones are hard and are separated by joints...
[intervening additional description of Socrates' bodily mechanics enabling sitting] and that is
the cause of my sitting here with my limbs. [Grube, my [...]]
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9.5 Phaedo 99c6-8
I would gladly become the disciple of any man who taught the workings of that kind of cause.
[Grube]
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10.1 Parmenides 127d6-e10

Then [Antiphon said that Pythodorus said that] Socrates, after he had heard it, asked Zeno to
read the first hypothesis of the first argument again; and when he had read it, Socrates said:
Zeno, what do you mean by this: if things are many, they must then be both like and unlike, but
that is impossible, because unlike things cannot be like, nor like things unlike? That's what you
say, isn't it?

It is, said Zeno.

If it is impossible for unlike things to be like and like things unlike, isn't it then also impossible
for them to be many? Because, if there were many, they would have incompatible properties
[literally: they would suffer impossible things]. Is this the point of your arguments—simply to
maintain, in opposition to everything that is commonly said, that things are not many?
[Translation of Mary Louise Gill and Paul Ryan in Plato Complete Works, my [...]]
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10.2 Parmenides 128a1l
Is that what you're saying—or do I misunderstand? [Gill and Ryan]
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10.3 Parmenides 128a2-3

No, said Zeno, on the contrary, you grasp the general point of the book splendidly. [Gill and
Ryan]
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10.4 Parmenides 128a4-b6

Parmenides, Socrates said, I understand that Zeno wants to be on intimate terms with you not
only in friendship but also in his book. He has, in a way, written the same thing as you, but by
changing it round he tries to fool us into thinking he is saying something different. You say in
your poem that the all is one, and you give splendid and excellent proofs for that; he, for his
part, says that it is not many and gives a vast array of very grand proofs of his own. So, with one
of you saying 'one', and the other 'not many', and with each of you speaking in a way that
suggests that you've said nothing the same—although you mean practically the same thing—
what you've said you appear to have said over the heads of the rest of us. [Gill and Ryan]
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10.5 Parmenides 128b7-e4

Yes, Socrates, said Zeno. Still, you haven't completely discerned the truth about my book, even
though you chase down its arguments and follow their spoor as keenly as a young Spartan
hound. First of all, you have missed this point: the book doesn't at all preen itself on having
been written with the intent you described while disguising it from people, as if that were some
great accomplishment. You have mentioned something that happened accidentally. The truth
is that the book comes to the defense of Parmenides' argument against those who try to make
fun of it by claiming that, if it is one, many absurdities and self-contradictions result from that
argument. Accordingly, my books speaks against those who assert the many and pays them
back in kind with something for good measure, since it aims to make clear that their
hypothesis, if it is many, would, if someone examined the matter thoroughly, suffer
consequences even more absurd than those suffered by the hypothesis of its being one. In that
competitive spirit, then, I wrote the book when I was a young man. Someone made an
unauthorized copy, so I didn't even have a chance to decide for myself whether or not it should
see the light. So in this respect you missed the point, Socrates: you think it was written not out
of a young man's competitiveness, but out of a mature man's vainglory. Still, as I said, your
portrayal was not bad. [Gill and Ryan]
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