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ABSTRACT. This paper asks the question: where — if anywhere — is Plato himself in
the dialogues? Its conclusion is that he is to be found in three positions consistently
maintained and defended by his lead-interlocutors across a lifetime of writing: essen-
tialism, functionalism (teleology), and the belief that the human soul is distinct from
the body, survives the death of the body, and is in its rational part or aspect immortal.
For the rest, a number of ideas which are canvassed at particular points of his writing
lifetime by various interlocutors (including some that have gone on to become very
famous) are simply that — ideas, which form part of his ongoing search, through dia-
logue, for the truth of things, but are not, as it turns out, ideas which he himself adhered
to without question till the end. Among such ideas is the famous Theory of Forms as
transcendental essences, a theory which, I argue, is prominent in his ‘middle’ period of
writing but has very likely been abandoned by the time he writes his last dialogue, the
Laws. The same goes, I maintain, for the famous doctrine of the tri-partition of soul; it
is a prominent feature of the middle dialogues, but seems to have been discarded by
the time he writes the Laws. Concomitant with this, the celebrated doctrine of justice
as a harmony of the three parts of soul has, in the Laws, also apparently been jetti-
soned, and replaced by something much closer to the very modern-sounding theory
of justice-as-fairness.
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Why did Plato write dialogues? And where — if anywhere — does he
himself feature in them? I ask this question at the outset because, prima
facie, Plato is not to be found in his dialogues; the one time he mentions
himself, in the Phaedo, it is to say that he wasn’t in fact there (!) at
the discussion that forms the core of the work. So we are back to our
question — what if anything, do the dialogues say, and if they do say
anything, how much of it, if anything — and what specifically — can be
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The Dialogue Form...

said to be the thoughts of Plato himself? And what counts as evidence
in the construction of a case in any if these matters?

These are difficult questions, as I think anyone would agree, and
profoundly important to get clear on if we are to have any chance of
talking with any degree of assurance about “Plato™’s thinking on any-
thing. I say ‘get clear on’ knowing full well that what counts as clarity
for one scholar may not count as clarity for another, but one has to start
somewhere, and state the best case one can. So why don’t we begin.

If philosophers have something to say, they usually — with the ex-
ception of a few early writers, such as Parmenides and Empedocles,
who wrote in verse — state their views in pieces of continuous prose.
Plato, strikingly, chose to write in dialogue form instead. He does not
tell us directly why, but one can infer from a number of passages, par-
ticularly in the Phaedrus, that he thought this the form of written ex-
pression closest to speech, and on those grounds, the closest written
form we have to the optimal situation for philosophizing, which is, ac-
cording to the character he calls Socrates, the give-and-take of spoken
rational discourse (StohekTikr)) among a group of interlocutors.

Let us assume, just to get ourselves off the ground, that this is
a reasonable explanation of Plato’s choice of the dialogue form. But
it still leaves our original questions unanswered. Many scholars as-
sume that the dominant figure (whom I shall usually call the ‘lead-
interlocutor’) in the dialogues, usually Socrates, or occasionally a ‘Vis-
itor from Elea’ (in the Laws, exceptionally, ‘the Athenian’, in the Par-
menides the philosopher Parmenides, and in the Timaeus a person of
that same name), is a ‘carrier’ for the views of Plato himself at the time
he wrote the dialogue in question. This has a certain prima facie plausi-
bility, but it would be a lot more plausible if Plato had written treatises
not dialogues, where a clear argument could be put forward and main-
tained, and one could say with some force at the end of one of them
(call it the Phaedo) that its author — say, Socrates, serving as a stand-in
for his pupil Plato — had in the piece proffered and defended five iden-
tifiable arguments for the immortality of the human soul. But the real
Phaedo is of course not really like this at all. It does have a dominant

)
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figure, Socrates, who does put forward and defend a notable set of ar-
guments for immortality, but in an atmosphere where even he comes
across as thinking they are at best suasions, and finishes up admitting
that even the best-looking two of them depend upon a prior acceptance
of a theory of Forms which he senses his pupils might well find it hard
to accept (107ab).

And this is a typical situation when we are looking at dialogues not
treatises. What is the ‘view’ of Plato, for example, in a dialogue like
the Euthyphro, where — on the assumption that the lead-interlocutor,
Socrates, is the ‘carrier’ for the views of Plato — no definition of
piety (the dialogue’s ostensible goal) is in fact reached? Or the view
of Socrates, for that matter?

Let’s look a little more closely at this. And let us ask three questions
in particular. First, are we on the right track in looking for ‘Platonic’
views at all in the dialogues? Second, if we are, are we on the right
track in expecting to find them in views on various topics put forward
at various points by a dialogue’s lead-interlocutor? And finally, if the
answer to the first two questions can be answered satisfactorily, what
are we to make of situations where the lead-interlocutor appears to
proffer and defend p in one dialogue and not-p in another?

In answer to the first question, my own instinct is to look for where
Plato is at the time in his writing life when he wrote such-and-such
a dialogue. What is on his mind, what questions he is struggling to
answer. And typically, they will take the form of an ‘outer’, written
discourse (involving a lead-interlocutor who more or less controls the
way the discussion goes) which reflects his own inner discourse as he
struggles with various problems. It is a snap-shot photo from the never-
ending video of his own intellectual and emotional life, to be followed
by another snap-shot a couple of years later, and so on, over a writing
life-time of around fifty years.

Can one talk of ‘views’ in this context, and more specifically of lead-
interlocutor as the carrier of them? One probably can on occasion, but
one needs to proceed with caution. Suppose we find, across the entire
span of dialogues, from the Apology to the Laws, an assumption (covert
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or overt) which the lead-interlocutor never deviates from and defends
vigorously against any interlocutor who suggests otherwise. Here, it
seems to me, one might reasonably affirm that Plato himself held the
same view and did not deviate from it. Suppose, by contrast, it is a view
which is the absolute contrary of everything else a lead-interlocutor af-
firms on a particular topic, which he puts forward on a single occasion
only, and never returns to. Can we claim that it is a view of Plato?
Hardly. Can we claim that it was an idea which once crossed his mind
and he thought worth bringing up for discussion? Very possibly, par-
ticularly if he felt, as I think he may well have, that his dialogues did
not cease with the good-byes of the interlocutors but were expected to
continue on in the mind of the reader, who was invited and encour-
aged to re-examine the topic, and following Adyog as his guide, draw
whatever conclusions seemed best — whether or not those conclusions
were those drawn by the dialogue’s lead-interlocutor. Put differently,
the number of a dialogue’s interlocutors will not be x (the ostensible
number) but x + 1 (the ostensible number plus the reader).

But do we have to be talking about lead-interlocutors at all? If a
dialogue is really telling us where Plato is at a certain moment in his
writing life, what we are really looking at in any given dialogue is a
portrait of an inner debate currently exercising Plato’s mind and emo-
tions. What is going on seems to me well clarified by reference to
Gestalt psychology, in which everything produced by the mind is in
some way a part of oneself, and to be ignored at one’s peril. So Glau-
con and Adeimantus in the Republic are there because they too figured
in that inner debate in Plato’s mind which led to his writing that dia-
logue. They may not have espoused views that Plato would ultimately
support, but their ideas were something he felt important and in need
of clear articulation if he was to let readers in on the complexity of his
inner struggles over how best to define justice in the soul and in the
state. The same goes even for Thrasymachus; part of his strength is the
sheer prima facie plausibility of many of his arguments, and one can
be sure that Plato felt their pull in his heart too, even if he finished up
rejecting them.
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None of this is to suggest that the lead-interlocutor in a dialogue is
not, in broad terms, the carrier of Plato’s major conclusions in dialogue,
in particular in a dialogue which purports to have conclusions, such as
the Republic, where justice really does get defined, and in very precise
terms. But caution is needed here too, since such conclusions don’t nec-
essarily remain the same across dialogues. Tri-partition of soul will be
defended vigorously by the lead-interlocutor in one dialogue but bi-
partition of soul in another; justice as balance will be defended by the
lead-interlocutor in the Republic but as fairness in the Laws, and so on,
leading us back again to the question which of the two — if either —
could be considered Plato’s view on the matter, and on what evidence.

I had better stop these preliminary remarks here, however, if I am
ever going to get to my main topic. But I hope I have said enough to
highlight the need for a view of the dialogue form which one can de-
fend before one launches into a discussion of “Plato”’s philosophy. And
to this I now turn. When I talk of the ‘developmental’ approach to his
dialogues, let me say at the outset that I am not suggesting that there
is any connection between change and philosophical progress; devel-
opment can sometimes involve a change for the worse, as the world of
nature strikingly on occasion evinces; the development of antlers too
big and heavy for it, not the guns of hunters, were what turned out to
be contrary to the best interests of the Irish Elk, and brought about its
untimely end. In the case of Plato, a number of scholars still think the
philosophizing to be found in Plato’s so-called ‘early’ period is consid-
erably superior to the philosophizing of the second period — the one
in which he first proffered and defended a theory of apparently tran-
scendental Forms as the ground of the real and the ground of conduct,
and which Professor G.E.L. Owen was wont to refer to as his ‘mad’ pe-
riod. Fortunately — goes the argument — Plato took steps to correct this
great error in a series of dialogues in his final period which (surprise,
surprise) Owen and many of his contemporaries, a significant number
of them in or from Oxford, found agreeably consonant with their own
particular style of philosophizing.
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In my own paper I hope to stay neutral on all this, accepting sim-
ply that development can be in any direction, and leaving for a quite
different paper or papers at some later time what I myself think of the
philosophical worth of what seem to me possible changes of mind by
Plato on a few topics — some of them very important ones — amidst a
whole set of equally if not more important commitments which, I shall
be arguing, in fact remain strikingly firm across a writing lifetime.

Following the research of Lutostawski and Campbell and others in
the nineteenth century and Brandwood in the twentieth,' and prefac-
ing the whole issue — as I have just done — with some remarks on the
dialogue form in which Plato chose to express himself, I follow many
scholars in continuing to see the dialogues as falling into three main
groups, ‘early’ (sometimes called ‘Socratic’), ‘middle’ (sometimes called
‘metaphysical’) and ‘late’ (sometimes called ‘critical’). The early ones
have Socrates as their lead-interlocutor, and are thought by many to
be very likely closest in form to the way the historical Socrates con-
versed. Most of them set out to define a major term, such as bravery
or piety, and finish up failing to do so. The middle dialogues, relatively
few in number, have the Theory of Forms (apparently transcendental
in nature) as their dominant feature; central to this set is the Repub-
lic. The final group of dialogues, somewhat heterogeneous in nature,
shows us a Plato apparently on the defensive about a number of im-
portant topics, not least the Theory of (transcendental) Forms and (in
the Statesman and Laws) the concept of justice.

The boundaries of the three groups of dialogues are rough, as can be
expected. If the Meno and Gorgias are to be placed in the early period,
they will almost certainly, given their content, have to be placed near
the end of it. If the Parmenides, a dialogue in which the Theory of Forms
is much criticized by a Parmenides figure, represents a time when Plato
was under a good deal of criticism on the matter by the young Aristotle,
it might well have been the first dialogue in the last group or the last
dialogue in the second group, in either case serving as a bridge to the
more ‘defensive’ dialogues of the last group. And there will continue

! Lutostawski 1897; Campbell 1867; Brandwood 1990.
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to be dispute over where to place the Timaeus in all of this. Is it the
last hurrah of the full-blown Theory of Forms, and so likely locatable
in place and time at or near the end of the middle group, and hence
written not too long after the Republic (and before the criticisms of the
Parmenides), or is it a pivotal work of the final period, written by a
Plato firmly maintaining the Theory of Forms to the end despite the
criticisms of the Parmenides? And where is one to place the Phaedrus?
As the very first of all the dialogues (with Schleiermacher,? though with
almost nobody else), or somewhere perhaps during the final period?

The correct placement of the outliers here, the Parmenides, Timaeus
and Phaedrus, is certainly problematic, and unlikely ever to be solved
to everyone’s satisfaction, but it is not I think so problematic as to bring
down the general plausibility of the categorization of the dialogues into
three overall groups. And I now wish to spend some time looking at
the salient features of major dialogues in these groups, particularly the
middle and last groups, paying special attention to what I have been
saying about the dialogue form and what Plato was up to in choosing
it as his means of communication.

Let me start with a few words on the first group, the so-called ‘So-
cratic’ dialogues. As I mentioned earlier, these are characterized by a
failure to reach a definition of a chosen term, such as piety or brav-
ery. But en route to such failure some bad definitions get rejected, and
it could well be argued, as a number of modern philosophers have ar-
gued, that the search is a worthwhile philosophical endeavour in itself,
regardless of whether a definition is reached or not. And what is Plato
trying to do in these dialogues? Are they simply an act of pietas on his
part, in which he is just doing his best to recall a number of occasions
when the historical Socrates really did engage in discussions of this
sort, and when he really did finish up failing to reach a sought-for det-
inition? This seems to me a very genuine possibility, though one also
quite compatible with the further possibility that, as the period drew
to an end, he was beginning to have thoughts of his own which would
differ — possibly very greatly differ — from those upheld by his teacher.

2 Cf. Schleiermacher 1817.
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One of these differences might have been simply at the level of the
assumption — a very big assumption — of the doctrine of essential-
ism. Throughout the so-called Socratic dialogues Socrates assumes it
as more or less self-evident that general terms refer, and that their ref-
erents are real things, not just concepts (a point made with great firm-
ness in the Parmenides 182bc). And there is no hint that his pupil Plato
thinks otherwise. Nor is there any attempt by Socrates to establish the
exact ontological status of the referents of general terms. If he feels that
such referents are in some way more real than natural or manufactured
objects — and he certainly gives that impression, — Socrates spends no
time trying to explain what he imagines their exact ontological status
is. But sooner or later Plato will feel the need to spend time on such
a search, and with dramatic conclusions. Though never at the expense
of essentialism as such; as all lead-interlocutors in the dialogues right
up to the very last one, the Laws, will firmly maintain — and as Plato
himself, one must assume, maintained with them — essentialism was
a non-negotiable item among his commitments from the beginning to
the end, just as it was for his teacher.

Along with essentialism went functionalism, a doctrine champi-
oned by the lead-interlocutor from the very first dialogues till the end.
Whether the subject matter at hand was the natural world or the world
of artefacts, what was ‘out there’ had a goal or function (té\og), and the
answer to an appropriate ‘why’ question could tell us what that té\og
was: eyes are for seeing and hands are for grasping the way knives are
for cutting, whatever doubters might say. And again it seems to me
reasonable to assume from this that Plato too was a firm functionalist
till the end, and that he also found the analogy from the arts and crafts
that is consistently invoked in defence of the notion just as compelling
as his lead-interlocutors did.

A further assumption, from the beginning to the end of the dia-
logues, is that of the substantive division of soul and body. How ex-
actly they relate is another question, and Plato will struggle with it till
the very end (more on this later). But his soul-body dualism is never in

doubt.
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At this point we can move on to the middle group of dialogues,
consisting of the Phaedo, Symposium, and Republic, and possibly the
Timaeus and Critias, though the placement of the latter two here rather
than in the final group of dialogues continues to be disputed. And at
once things become rather more complicated than when we were deal-
ing with doctrines such as essentialism, functionalism, and mind-body
dualism. Let’s begin with the Phaedo. Here we have a dialogue which
purports to be an account of the last hours of Socrates before he drank
the hemlock, and famous for a set of attempts to show that the human
soul is immortal, and that, because of this, Socrates’ young friends have
no need to grieve over his imminent death, since he will not in fact be
dying at all; his real self — his soul — will survive the destruction of his
body and depart in safety for happy, immortal existence elsewhere.

This is something quite new in the dialogues. In the Apology
Socrates comes across as, if anything, an agnostic about the afterlife
and what might go on there; certainly, there is no hint that he believes
he will go on forever. In the Meno, by contrast, very likely written close
to the end of the first group of dialogues, he mentions how he has learnt
about how the human soul is in fact immortal. But he has learnt it from
‘priests and priestesses’ (81a); there is no hint that he thinks immortal-
ity is in fact something demonstrable by argument. Now, in the Phaedo,
he is apparently saying that arguments can indeed be mustered in an
attempt to prove it, and several now-famous arguments are set out for
our inspection.

Whether the arguments in question really were put forward by
Socrates to his pupils a few hours before his death we shall never know.
What we do know is that from the time of the writing of the Phaedo till
the very end of Plato’s life, when he was writing the Laws, he himself
was greatly exercised trying to prove the immortality of both human
soul and cosmic soul; the proofs appear as prominent features of the Re-
public (written almost certainly soon after the Phaedo), the Phaedrus,
and the Laws. And in all three instances his lead-interlocutors speak
with great confidence (the hesitations found in the Phaedo are miss-
ing), leading me to think that, from early-middle life (when the Phaedo

38



The Dialogue Form...

seems to have been written) Plato himself held first that human soul
was immortal and later on (in the Phaedrus and Laws) that soul of any
sort — including cosmic soul — was immortal. (His beliefs on these
matters antecedent to the time he wrote the Phaedo we do not know.)

A second striking feature of the Phaedo (shared with the Sympo-
sium, written very likely around the same time) is the use of the appar-
ently newly-minted Theory of Forms in two of the major arguments
for immortality. What the Theory shares with Socraticism is its deep
essentialism; where it goes off in a direction of its own — and where I
strongly suspect Socrates would have been strongly unwilling to follow
him — is in the apparently transcendental nature of the Forms in ques-
tion, which are now described as perfect, non-material, paradigmatic
particulars of some sort which serve as the ground of all reality and
all conduct and are characterized by a reality-content infinitely greater
than that enjoyed by items in, or features of the material world known
to sense-perception.

It is perhaps the doctrine by which Plato is best known; in a famous
phrase of Cornford,’ it is (along with the doctrine of soul’s immortal-
ity) one of the ‘twin pillars of Platonism’. But is Cornford right? As
I myself have been using the word ‘doctrine’ in this paper, the word
is confined to those theories which lead-interlocutors hold and defend
either from the beginning to the end of the dialogues or from some
definable point in the dialogues till the end. And by this criterion the
Theory of Forms qualifies only very doubtfully as a doctrine. Its impor-
tance is beyond doubt, and cannot be underestimated, but its duration
as part of Plato’s thinking may have been relatively short, especially if
the Timaeus (where the Theory is in full bloom) was written not long
after the Republic, and served as perhaps the crowning work of the
middle group of dialogues.

The topic is a much contested one, and could absorb the rest of this
paper, so I shall confine myself at this point to simply stating my own
thoughts on it. As a possible bridge between the middle and last group
of dialogues a dialogue of great importance, the Parmenides, appeared.

3 Cornford 1941: xxvii.
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In it a very young Socrates is pitted against a very mature Parmenides
and asked to defend the Theory of Forms. He has great difficulty do-
ing so, and the criticisms of Parmenides — as early readers would have
rapidly realized — are remarkably similar to those published only a
short while earlier, in a short work entitled On Forms by the young
Aristotle, a recent arrival in the Academy. At the end of the discussion
Parmenides argues — no doubt to the relief of the young Socrates —
that, whatever the force of various criticisms which have been levelled,
forms of things must exist and be distinguishable one from another if
we are to ‘have anything on which to fix [our] thought’ and engage in
discourse which is significant (135c). This seems to me almost certainly
Plato himself talking, expressing his chagrin at the force of Aristotle’s
criticisms of his Theory, but at the same time serving notice that he
is not about to give up without a fight. And if the Timaeus post-dates
the Parmenides, we can say that he undoubtedly does not give up, or
certainly not immediately; the Theory underpins the entire dialogue,
though admittedly now without some of the features that Parmenides
has objected to so forcefully to, such as the vagueness of the range of
general terms that are supposed to refer (it is now made clear, for ex-
ample, that — talking of the natural world — it is only the terms for
natural kinds which are referential). If, by contrast, the Timaeus ante-
dates the Parmenides, the Theory gives all appearances, as the later dia-
logues get written, of starting to wane fairly soon in the face of new in-
terests, on Plato’s part, in logic and classification (interests particularly
prominent in the notions of Collection and Division in the Sophist and
Statesman and in the notions of Limit and Unlimitedness in the Phile-
bus), and by the time we reach the Laws the Theory may well have been
dropped altogether. The ground of the real and of human conduct has
now, to all appearances, become the gods, in particular the ‘best soul’,
‘God’, not the Forms, and any further education which the Guardians
of the Laws undertake will now consist, not in their contemplation of
the Form of the Good, but in ongoing study of the problem of the One
and the Many, with a view to their deeper understanding, as leaders
of Magnesia, of the unity-amidst-plurality of virtue and vice, good and
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evil (965b—966b). Essentialism, in a word — a doctrine which Aristotle
is happy to share with his teacher — has survived to the end; transcen-
dental essentialism, after a short but brilliant life, has not.

Along with the Theory of Forms, the theory of the tripartite nature
of the human soul seems to me only a doubtful qualifier for the title of
being one of Plato’s ‘doctrines’. It first arises in the Republic, in which
the tripartite division of Kallipolis is claimed to be analogous to the
tripartite division of the human soul. The context is overtly political,
and scholars continue to argue over what is supposed to lead to what;
does a conviction that the natural division of any society into three
parts (legislative, executive, and the rest) lead to the conclusion that
the soul of each and every one of the persons comprising that society
must also be divided into three parts, or is it the other way round?
Either way, Socrates/Plato risks the accusation of having fallen into
a fallacy of either composition or division, since no such conclusion
follows in logic. And it seems very possible that Plato (guided by the
young Aristotle?) came to see this; certainly, unless one includes the
famous notion, in the Phaedrus, of the human soul as a chariot driven by
a charioteer who has some difficulty controlling the two horses pulling
it, the only other reference, after the Republic, to the tri-partition of the
human soul is in the Timaeus, and after that it vanishes from the scene.
Just how significant this is emerges from the fact that, after the Republic,
Plato wrote two more political dialogues, the Statesman and the Laws.
If he still believed in the natural division of societies into three parts
(and he does so believe, to all appearances), this would have been an
excellent opportunity to re-emphasize the theory of tripartite human
soul as its analogue in the matter. But he does nothing of the sort. What
does survive, in the Laws, are a few disiecta membra of the theory, but
that is all; the theory in its detail, and the apparent purpose it once
served, have vanished from the scene, along with — apparently — the
Theory of Forms (at any rate in its transcendentalist version).

I say, ‘the theory and the purpose it once served’, and this brings me
to my final observation on the second group of the dialogues, which
concerns Plato’s views of justice. Just as his Theory of Forms and his
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theory of soul as tripartite constitute, for very many people, the heart
of his beliefs in the realm of what one might call metaphysics and philo-
sophical psychology, so his theory of justice as balance of parts within
each of two tripartite organisms, the soul and the state, is thought by
many (and especially by those who read only the Republic) to constitute
the very essence of his doctrine of justice in the state and justice in the
individual. But this view is in my opinion greatly flawed; Plato, who
never stopped thinking (which is why he wrote so many dialogues),
never stopped thinking about justice in particular, as I think a close
reading of the Statesman and Laws will quickly make clear. I shall re-
turn to this topic when I come to discuss the final group of dialogues;
for the moment let me just say that those of you who have not read the
Laws should expect some surprises...!

We can now turn to that final group of dialogues of which I have
just made mention. And let me preface my remarks by reminding you
of what for me constitutes evidence that something has a right to be
called a Platonic doctrine: it will be any theory which is either espoused
and defended from the beginning to the end of the dialogues by the
lead-interlocutor or a theory which may appear for the first time part
way through the dialogues but is consistently proffered and defended
by the lead-interlocutor thereafter.

Let me begin by turning to a topic which has not been discussed
so far but is clearly important, and that is the question of the nature,
origins and duration of the universe; the nature — more generally —
of time and eternity; and the question whether the universe depends
(eternally or in time) upon a cause other than itself.

If one excepts the myths in various dialogues, where a personal af-
terlife for human souls is envisaged, these topics do not figure with any
prominence as material for philosophical discussion in the early and
early-middle dialogues, with one exception; in the Republic Socrates
talks in passing about a ‘Craftsman’ (dnpiovpyodg) of the world’ and a
‘Craftsman of the senses’, a notion which will achieve high prominence
in the Timaeus, a dialogue which, as I have mentioned, I place at the
juncture comprising the end of the second group and the beginning of
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the third group of dialogues. In this dialogue the chief interlocutor, the
possibly fictitious Timaeus (who turns out to be more a teacher than
an interlocutor, since he speaks for most of the time in uninterrupted
prose) offers what he calls a ‘likely account’ (eikg Adyog) or ‘likely
story’ (eikag pdbog) (the terms appear to be used more or less synony-
mously in the context) of the origins and cause of the world, and the
following picture emerges:

1. Matter and space are sempiternal existents, that is, they are en-
dowed with what we could call rectilinear duration, but differ
from the physical objects of our acquaintance in possessing no
beginning or end in time. They are also each sempiternal in their
motion, and ceaselessly mutually affect the motion of each other.
Such motion has no appearance of rationality to it, though it
does tend naturally to produce a clustering together at differ-
ent points in space of the four elemental masses constituting the
real — earth, air, fire and water.

2. The world as we know it was fashioned at a point in time which
was the beginning point of time by an intelligent and providen-
tial Artisan (Anpovpydg) from the materials at his disposal —
i.e., from the moving matter and space I have just mentioned.
Since (as most Greeks of the time believed) our world is a liv-
ing creature, the model the Artisan used to fashion it was the
Form ‘Living Creature’. And since the Demiurge was good, his
pro-duct, the world, was good too. This good world, according
to the ordinance of the Demiurge, will also, once fashioned, last
forever.

3. A major inference we can draw from the above is that for
Timaeus the world is dependent for its existence as this world
on a cause other than itself. I mention this because, notoriously,
from the beginning various commentators on the Timaeus have
taken its account of the formation of the world to be a myth, and
hence to be taken in some figurative way rather than literally.
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I happen to disagree strongly with them all on this (another pa-
per...), but for present purposes the disagreement doesn’t matter,
since, whether our world was fashioned in time or not, Timaeus’s
account of its fashioning obliges us to believe that he held that
it is in a dependence relationship with a cause other than itself.
And it is that which is all-important. (In the Philebus the lead-
interlocutor Socrates will re-affirm the point; what causes and
what is caused cannot be conflated — one necessarily ‘follows in
the train’ of the other, 26e-27a.)

Now that a lead-interlocutor in a dialogue has spoken on these mat-
ters, does Plato ever return to these topics in any other of the late di-
alogues, and how do his positions compare? He does return, and what
he says seems to me worth looking at. In the cosmogonical myth of
the Statesman the lead-interlocutor, a visitor from Elea, enlightens a
young Socrates in much the way Parmenides had attempted to en-
lighten him in the Parmenides. And what he does is to repeat precisely
what Timaeus had said about the world we know: it was ‘brought into
being’, he says, by God (269c¢, 269d), whom he calls its ‘maker and fa-
ther’ (273b), a phrase very reminiscent of Timaeus’s description of him
as the world’s ‘craftsman and father’, and depends everlastingly on di-
vine interventions at particular times for it to continue on in its ever-
lasting course. And as in the Timaeus, the world’s formation is not ex
nihilo; it receives its bodily form, as the Visitor puts it, by being made
to ‘participate in bodily form’ (269d), a phrase which can only mean
that — as in the Timaeus — matter was at hand for God to use for the
purpose of effecting such participation, and thus fashioning the world
as the physical living entity that it is. From which we can conclude
with some confidence, I think, as we concluded in the case of Timaeus,
that the Visitor believes, with Timaeus, that, whether the world of our
experience was formed in time or not, it is still accurately describable
as dependent on God for its existence and continuance in existence as
that world.

Final critical statements on these matters are made by the lead inter-
locutor in the Laws, ‘The Athenian’. Let us begin with some noticeable
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changes — or apparent changes — from positions taken or assumed in
earlier dialogues. If the sophist Protagoras had affirmed that ‘man is
the measure of all things’, the Socrates of the Republic had clearly held
that the Form of the Good is the measure of all things. Now we have a
firm and strongly defended affirmation, by the Athenian in the Laws,
that ‘God is the measure of all things’. What is happening? I myself
would argue that Plato is now at a point where he feels that the Theory
of Forms as transcendental particulars is no longer sustainable. His last
imaginative use of it, after the criticisms of the Parmenides, was in the
Phaedrus, where his lead-interlocutor, Socrates, puts forward the re-
markable view — though admittedly in the context of a myth, that of a
two-horse chariot and its charioteer — that it is proximity to the (tran-
scendental) Forms which ‘makes the gods divine’ (249c). In the Laws
we have no Form of the Good, and it is the gods — seen now as souls,
of which the ‘best one (&piotn)’ is God, in the sense of the supreme
God — who serve as the basis of the real; any forms left in the system
seem to be universals not perfect particulars.

Before I mention where I think this might be taking us, I need to
point out that in the Laws the Athenian repeats from the Phaedrus, and
defends at length, a new argument for the immortality of soul — any
soul. It is now defined as ‘self-moving motion’, and the most powerful
and most significant of these self-moving motions are the gods.

Where Plato is amidst all of these apparent changes of view might
be thought too problematic even to investigate, and at least one com-
mentator (G. Miiller) was so discouraged that, but for the testimony
of Aristotle, he would have excised the Laws from the Platonic corpus
(Miller 1951: 190). But no such surgery from the canon is called for,
I think. The transcendental Forms may be gone, but eternal, immortal
soul remains, and in the Laws it is now affirmed with force that cos-
mic soul and all individual souls are, not created in time but eternally
dependent for their existence upon a co-eternal but independent soul,
that &piotn Yuyn which is God (897¢).

So on a critical new topic — the world and its cause — Plato’s lead-
interlocutors in the three dialogues which directly address the matter
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are in fact in complete agreement: the world and its soul and all indi-
vidual souls — now, in his most recent argument for immorality, shown
to be eternal, not simply to continue on everlastingly once they have
been created — are dependent for their existence and continuance in
existence upon a cause other than themselves, whether or not that ex-
istence had a beginning in time. So this too is a view which I think we
can confidently add to the list of positions which Plato himself firmly
held, certainly from the time he first articulated them and possibly from
a date even earlier.

The list is relatively short, but it contains some impressive and im-
portant items, I think, by any criterion. It is also simply my own list;
someone with different interests in Plato from my own could no doubt
add to it. Does it amount to a philosophical system? I doubt it; some-
one who chooses the dialogue form in which to express himself is not
a systematiser, I think. But it does show deep and wide-ranging com-
mitments on some critically important matters, and all have gone on
to generate significant discussion since they were first articulated. But
I should like to end with some final comments on the question with
which I first began: where is Plato in his dialogues? Partly, it now tran-
spires, in those arguments which are consistently proffered and de-
fended by his lead-interlocutors across his writing lifetime. But mostly,
I think, in what can only be called the ‘drift’ of a given dialogue. This
drift is sensed usually after at least two careful readings of a dialogue,
where to the question “Where was Plato in all that?’ one’s overall re-
sponse — sometimes a complex not to say confused response — is the
equivalent of ‘There he is!” There he is, in the Republic, say, immersed
in the search for a good definition of justice, and finding one in the ar-
gument of Socrates, but honest enough to admit — and able to admit,
thanks to the dialogue form — that there is a bit of Thrasymachus in
him too, and a bit of Cephalus, and a bit of Glaucon and Adeimantus,
and all must have their say before he can finally announce ‘Here I am!
You have captured me as I always am, in mid-thought, always search-
ing, searching, searching. The dialogue you have just read is my own
inner dialogue, stopped for a brief while but in fact ever-continuing;
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the characters in the dialogue you have just read are arguments I feel
the need to keep investigating, sometimes coming to firm conclusions
sometimes not. On the question of the subject of the present dialogue —
justice — here I stand for the moment, driven by Adyog to the soundest
position I can elaborate; where I shall stand on the same topic thirty
years hence only the gods know. But I hope that, wherever it is, it will
be firmly grounded in A6yog’.

A wonderful example of this Plato — Plato the searcher, who needs
to write dialogues — and I shall end with this point — is to be found near
the end of the Laws (898e-899a). Plato is now 80 or close to 80, and after
a lifetime of writing about the nature of the soul, he asks, in a passage
dealing with astral gods, how the soul of the sun relates to its body: does
it push it from without, or pull it from within, or move it in some other
strange and wonderful way? And he is clearly still unsure which... But
we, the readers, know that he will continue to search, in the brief time
left to him, and that — if he lives for a further year or two — he may
write another dialogue on what he has either found or still failed to
find. And we are full of admiration for his own, ever-searching soul.
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