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AbstRact. 吀栀e article clari昀椀es the notion of the Good (τἀγαθόν) in Plato’s Republic
and the problem of its transcendence, while also introducing a new systematics of its
multiple interpretations. 吀栀ere are two seemingly contradictory sets of passages con-
cerning the relation of τἀγαθόν to being and knowledge: the 昀椀rst set is representing
τἀγαθόν as part of being and the intelligible realm, while the second set is depicting
it as something transcending being and the realm of the intelligible. 吀栀e analogy of
the sun and the reconstruction of omi琀琀ed counterparts of the analogy are presented as
crucial to the problem of the transcendence of τἀγαθόν, especially so is the ἐπέκεινα
passage at 509b. Tracing the logic and history of interpreting 509b from the Early
Academy to contemporary scholarship helps to take a comprehensive look at the prob-
lem from di昀昀erent angles. Two possible meanings of ὀυσία at 509b and three possible
meanings of the article preceding ὀυσία gives us six special classes of interpretations;
apart from these six, there are several general classes to be considered. However, the
author’s conclusion is that the most convenient way to integrate the sca琀琀ered frag-
ments of what is said about τἀγαθόν in Plato’s Republic into a holistic picture is to use
hints from the ἄγραφα δόγματα. Identifying Plato’s τἀγαθόν with τὸ ἕν reconciles the
transcendence and immanence of τἀγαθόν.
KeywoRds: Plato, the Republic, the good, epekeina, ousia, transcendence.

§ I. Quest for the Good (τἀγαθόν) and seemingly
contradictory sets of passages about it

吀栀e phrase “I understand this no more than τἀγαθόν of Plato” be-
came proverbial for expressing an astounding incomprehensibility1. In-
deed, the account of τἀγαθόν in the Republic comprises one of the great-
est enigmas in the writings of Plato. We shall start with one key aspect
© А.А. Карсеев (Москва). aleksandrk1989@gmail.com. Самостоятельный исследо-
ватель.
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1 Cf. Adam 1963: 2.50, making a note ad R. 505a: “τὸ Πλάτωνος ἀγαθόν was in
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of this enigma: the relation of τἀγαθόν to being and knowledge. 吀栀ere
are two sets of passages regarding this relation: set I is characterizing
τἀγαθόν as part of being and the intelligible realm, i.e. “immanent” to it,
while set II is characterizing τἀγαθόν as “transcending”, going beyond
both being and the realm of the intelligible.

Apart from the passages which seem to straightforwardly describe
τἀγαθόν as part of the intelligible realm, there is yet another group
of passages characterizing τἀγαθόν as knowable (a昀琀er all, the whole
discussion of τἀγαθόν is presented in the context of the education of the
Guardians). Given the principle formulated by the argument at R. 476e–
479e that only “what is” (ὄν) is knowable and what is not (μὴ ὄν) cannot
be known at all, the assertion of knowability of τἀγαθόν is equivalent
to the assertion that τἀγαθόν is ὄν (cf. Sph. 262e). 吀栀e passages making
such assertions I shall mark as I*, considering them as a special subset
of set I. Now we turn to systematic overview and evaluation of what is
said of τἀγαθόν in book iv of the Republic (the classi昀椀cation of passages
under certain groups will be provided in parentheses).

吀栀e way Socrates de昀椀ned virtues in book iv (by means of the tri-
partite division of soul) was considered “less than exact” (R. 504b).
A Guardian cannot be satis昀椀ed with this imperfect measure of inves-
tigation, so a “longer road” (504c) is required, in the course of which he
“will have reached the end of the greatest and the most appropriate
subject” (τοῦ μεγίστου τε καὶ μάλιστα προσήκοντος μαθήματος ἐπὶ
τέλος, 509d, subset I*), i.e. the idea of τἀγαθόν (ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἰδέα,
505a), which will also enable him for the most perfect treatment of
virtues (504d) — as opposed to a mere sketch given in book iv. Al-
though Adeimantus wonders, there is actually no wonder that the idea
of τἀγαθόν is “yet more important than justice and the other virtues we
discussed”, for it is by virtue of the idea of τἀγαθόν that “just things and
the others become useful and bene昀椀cial [i.e. good]” (ᾗ δὴ καὶ δίκαια

antiquity a proverb for any dark or obscure saying: see Amphis ap. D.L. 3.27 ἧττον
οἶδα τοῦτ’ ἐγώ, | ὦ δέσποτ’, ἢ τὸ Πλάτωνος ἀγαθόν. (Another allusion occurs in Alexis
ap. Athen. 8, 354d)”. Aristoxenus’ famous account of Plato’s lecture on τἀγαθόν in his
Elementa Harmonica (2.30–31) is characteristic as well: listeners were outraged by the
incomprehensibility of Plato’s account of τἀγαθόν.
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καὶ τἆλλα προσχρησάμενα χρήσιμα καὶ ὠφέλιμα γίγνεται, 505a, note
dativus instrumentalis, perhaps of participation or κοινωνία2). 吀栀e very
expression ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἰδέα and Form-like description of its function
suggests that the idea of τἀγαθόν is a Form3, perhaps the highest Form.
Note also that at 507b Socrates introduces the idea of τἀγαθόν in line
with other ideas: for a plurality of things called by the same name
(for example, good or beautiful), we postulate a single Form (ἰδέαν
μίαν), say τἀγαθόν itself or the beautiful itself (αὐτὸ δὴ καλὸν καὶ αὐτὸ
ἀγαθόν). Hence, from this passage, it seems obvious that τἀγαθόν itself
is a Form; in this case, indeed, it is a being and an οὐσία. 吀栀is appears to
be in direct contradiction with the claim at 509b that τἀγαθόν itself is
not οὐσία. However, there are interpretative paths to avoid the contra-
diction. Onemight hypothesize that here, at 507b, Plato o昀昀ers only pro-
visional account, departing fromwhat is already known, i.e. the theory
of Forms, to what is not yet known, i.e. a theory of the idea of τἀγαθόν.
So he 昀椀rst shows that what is not yet known (the idea of τἀγαθόν) is
similar to what is already known (the theory of Forms). And what is
similar is a one-over-many principle: both Forms and τἀγαθόν itself
are one-over-many, and in this respect they are juxtaposed. Yet a jux-
taposition in this one respect does not mean that they belong to the
same class of entities. 吀栀is might mean only their similarity in terms
of being “one-over-many”, while this “many” di昀昀ers: an ordinary Form
is one over many sensibles, while the idea of τἀγαθόν is one over many
(in fact all) Forms, the Form of Forms (“Formness” itself). In this case,
of course, the idea of τἀγαθόν would be transcendent to Forms in the
same way as an ordinary Form is transcendent to sensibles. Yet they
are similar in being “one-over-many”, and thus are called by the same
name of ἰδέα and provisionally juxtaposed at 507b. However, there is
yet another interpretative path to avoid contradiction: to accept that
the idea of τἀγαθόν belongs to the same class of entities as ordinary
Forms, and take the claim that it is οὐκ οὐσία to mean that it is not “the

2 See Adam 1963: 2.51, ad loc.
3 Cf. passages where Plato refers to τἀγαθόν as a Form, as enumerated in Yount

2014: 147, n. 2: Cra. 439cd; Hp.Ma. 287b–d; Phd. 65d, 75d, 76d–77a, 100b; R. 5, 476a; 6,
505ab, 506d–507c; 7, 517b–518a, 532a–534c; Prm. 130b, 134c, 135cd; 吀栀t. 186a; Phlb. 15a.
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οὐσία” (i.e. the Being), while it well might be “an οὐσία” (i.e. a being) —
to which interpretation we shall return later.

Multiple expressions of the knowability of the idea of τἀγαθόν (sub-
set I*) also suggest that it is a being, ὄν. If we do not know the idea
of τἀγαθόν, “even the fullest possible knowledge of other things is of
no bene昀椀t to us” (εἰ δὲ μὴ ἴσμεν, ἄνευ δὲ ταύτης εἰ ὅτι μάλιστα τἆλλα
ἐπισταίμεθα, οἶσθ’ ὅτι οὐδὲν ἡμῖν ὄφελος, 505a). No one will have ad-
equate knowledge of just and 昀椀ne things unless one knows the idea of
τἀγαθόν, in virtue of which they are good (δίκαιά τε καὶ καλὰ … ὅπῃ
ποτὲ ἀγαθά ἐστιν, 506a); and, indeed, one cannot be a proper Guardian
without this knowledge (ibid.). Only in the case when the constitu-
tion of the State is overseen by the Guardian who knows these things
it would be perfectly ordered (506b). 吀栀is group of passages gives us
a signi昀椀cant weight to put on the scale of set I.

§ II. The analogy of the sun

Here our reading comes to the famous analogy of the sun, which has
weights to put on both scales. However, the passages of set II are to be
found almost exclusively here. As we shall see, set II is tiny compared
to set I in terms of quantity in the whole account of the Republic. Yet,
paradoxically enough, it is immensely more in昀氀uential. In fact, the
tiny set II has almost completely overshadowed the enormous set I for
roughly two thousand years.

吀栀e analogy of the sun goes as follows: “what the la琀琀er [i.e. τἀγα-
θόν] is in the intelligible realm in relation to intellection and intelli-
gibles, the former [i.e. the sun] is in the visible realm in relation to
vision and visibles” (ὅτιπερ αὐτὸ ἐν τῷ νοητῷ τόπῳ πρός τε νοῦν καὶ
τὰ νοούμενα, τοῦτο τοῦτον ἐν τῷ ὁρατῷ πρός τε ὄψιν καὶ τὰ ὁρώμενα,
508bc). 吀栀e analogy is based on the similarity of functions of τἀγαθόν
and the sun. Plato does not always explicitly u琀琀er what is the case on
both sides of the analogy. Sometimes he only says what is the case
with the sun and vision, leaving for us to guess what is the parallel on
the other side. I shall 昀椀ll in such gaps in [square parentheses]. How-
ever, this might cause a number of issues, since we do not know exactly
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how Plato conceived of relations between sun and its light, eye and its
vision, object and its colors4. Yet, I hope, there is a way to 昀椀nd out.

吀栀e 昀椀rst base of the analogy is a similarity in the epistemological
functions of the sun and τἀγαθόν.

1. For vision it is not su昀케cient there to be an eye and an object before
it: there is a need for a third thing, light (γένος τρίτον, 507e), a yoke
(ζυγόν) or medium, which unites the power of sight to see and the
power of the object to be seen (τοῦ ὁρᾶν αἴσθησις καὶ ἡ τοῦ ὁρᾶσθαι
δύναμις, 507e–508a) in actual seeing. [By analogy, for intellection it is
not su昀케cient there to be an intellect and an intelligible object: there
is a need for a third thing, some intellectual medium, a yoke, which
unites the power of intellect to know and the power of the intelligible
to be known in actual knowledge. If Plato really means for us to 昀椀ll the
gap this way, then we should think of an intellectual analogue of light,
a medium derivative from τἀγαθόν but not identical to it5.]

2.吀栀e source of this third thing, i.e. light, is the divinity (θεός) — the
sun (ἥλιος, 508a). [By analogy, the source of the intellectual medium
is θεός as well.] 吀栀e sun is not identical with the eye or sight (οὐκ
ἔστιν ἥλιος ἡ ὄψις οὔτε αὐτὴ οὔτ’ ἐν ᾧ ἐγγίγνεται, ὃ δὴ καλοῦμεν
ὄμμα, 508ab), yet the eye is the most sunlike (ἡλιοειδέστατόν), receiv-
ing its power from the sun as an in昀氀ux (τὴν δύναμιν ἣν ἔχει ἐκ τούτου
ταμιευομένην ὥσπερ ἐπίρρυτον κέκτηται, 508b). [By analogy, τἀγαθόν
is not identical with mind or intellection, yet mind is the most goodlike,
and receiving its power from τἀγαθόν as an in昀氀ux (the in昀氀ux being
a metaphor of participation).]

3. Socrates further elaborates the analogy, and here comes a di昀케-
cult passage starting from 508c. 吀栀e eye sees well when it is turned on
objects “whose colors are illuminated by the light of day” (ὧν ἂν τὰς
χρόας τὸ ἡμερινὸν φῶς ἐπέχῃ, 508c), and “on which the sun shines”
(ὧν ὁ ἥλιος καταλάμπει, 508d). By analogy, when the soul or mind

4 Although the Timaeus gives us a hint on Plato’s theory of vision, cf. Ti. 45b.
5 It would be conceivable to think that Plato identi昀椀es the sun with its light and

τἀγαθόν with this intellectual medium, but he himself denies this identity at 509a:
φῶς τε καὶ ὄψιν ἡλιοειδῆ … ἥλιον δ’ οὐκ. So, if the analogy is strict in each detail men-
tioned by Plato, we imagine some derivative from the τἀγαθόνmedium, an intellectual
analogue of light.
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“focuses on something that is illuminated both by truth and what is (οὗ
καταλάμπει ἀλήθειά τε καὶ τὸ ὄν), it understands, knows, and mani-
festly possesses understanding”.

Ma琀琀hias Baltes claims that all statements in 508d1–6 “are com-
pletely parallel, especially the two relative clauses ὧν ὁ ἥλιος καταλάμ-
πει and οὗ καταλάμπει ἀλήθειά τε καὶ τὸ ὄν. 吀栀is means that, since
the sun is the analogue of the idea of the Good, the idea of the Good is
ἀλήθειά τε καὶ τὸ ὄν (‘truth and being’)”6. If Baltes is right and Plato
refers to the idea of τἀγαθόν as τὸ ὄν, being or “what is”, this would be
one of the strongest passages of group I. However, as we have seen, in
508c the relative clause was about illumination by the light of day (τὸ
ἡμερινὸν φῶς), i.e. by some medium derivative from the sun, which
is light. Plato sometimes refers to the illumination by the sun, natu-
rally presupposing the illumination by a medium derivative from the
sun, which is light. So the expression ἀλήθειά τε καὶ τὸ ὄν stands in
parallel to τὸ ἡμερινὸν φῶς, signifying an intellectual medium7 deriva-
tive from τἀγαθόν, an intellectual analogue of the light (which is not
τἀγαθόν, as sunlight is not the sun). So far Baltes’s claim seems to be
unwarranted.

4. 吀栀e idea of τἀγαθόν, Socrates further elaborates, “gives truth to
the things known and the power to know to the knower” (τὴν ἀλή-
θειαν παρέχον τοῖς γιγνωσκομένοις καὶ τῷ γιγνώσκοντι τὴν δύναμιν
ἀποδιδὸν, 508e). Being the cause of knowledge and truth (αἰτίαν δ’ ἐπι-
στήμης οὖσαν καὶ ἀληθείας), it is yet “other than these and superior
in beauty” (ἄλλο καὶ κάλλιον ἔτι τούτων). Here τἀγαθόν is the cause
of truth and superior to it, not the truth, as Baltes suggests8.

I want to emphasize the identi昀椀cation of sight (“the most sunlike”)
with in昀氀ux (ἐπίρρυτον, 508b) from the sun [by analogy, intellection
must be an in昀氀ux of τἀγαθόν and the most goodlike]. At 509a, intel-
lection and truth are called goodlike and caused by τἀγαθόν [being an
in昀氀ux from it, by analogy].

6 Baltes 1999: 356.
7 Cf. Seel 2007: 170.
8 Baltes 1999: 357–358. However, Baltes defends his position further by introduc-

ing two di昀昀erent senses in which Socrates speaks of ἀλήθεια here: 昀椀rst is the ἀλήθεια
per se, second is an ἀλήθεια provided to things by the ἀλήθεια per se.
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吀栀e issue here is no less than the eternal philosophical question of
the relation between subject (eye and intellect in the analogy) and ob-
ject (visibles and intelligibles things in the analogy). And Plato sug-
gests the actual unity of their powers (507e–508a, see above). What is
obvious, is that insofar as we are thinking and perceiving at a given
moment, this actual unity is already a fact. Any piece of reality is such
a unity, insofar as reality is always something thinkable, perceivable,
imaginable. It is only in arti昀椀cial rough scheme that we can separate
a subject from an object and talk of some third yoke which unites them.
For reality is always an actual unity of subject and object. 吀栀is explains
why Plato does not keep the terms of his analogy (light-vision-color
on the side of the sun, truth-understanding-intelligibility on the side of
τἀγαθόν) strictly separate. Light, vision and color are just one actually
united in昀氀ux from the sun; if light is referred to as ζυγόν (yoke), it is
ζυγόν in the sense of a connected pair (two bulls under one yoke taken
as a whole), not just the yoke itself. Truth, understanding and intelligi-
bility are just one actually united in昀氀ux from τἀγαθόν, which we call
reality. And this is exactly what Plato explicitly says next: τἀγαθόν is
the ontological source of reality (τὸ ὄν).

Here we come to the second base of the analogy: the similarity
in the ontological functions between the sun and τἀγαθόν. 吀栀e sun
“not only gives visible things the power to be seen but also provides
for their coming-to-be, growth, and nourishment — although it is not
the coming-to-be itself” (τὸν ἥλιον τοῖς ὁρωμένοις οὐ μόνον οἶμαι τὴν
τοῦ ὁρᾶσθαι δύναμιν παρέχειν φήσεις, ἀλλὰ καὶ τὴν γένεσιν καὶ αὔ-
ξην καὶ τροφήν, οὐ γένεσιν αὐτὸν ὄντα, 509b). By analogy, τἀγαθόν
provides the existence and essence (τὸ εἶναί τε καὶ τὴν οὐσίαν) to the
intelligibles, although τἀγαθόν is not οὐσία, but something yet be-
yond οὐσία, superior to it in rank and power (I shall refer to it as the
“ἐπέκεινα clause”: ἀλλ’ ἔτι ἐπέκεινα τῆς οὐσίας πρεσβείᾳ καὶ δυνάμει
ὑπερέχοντος, 509b).

Here we have the most problematic passage, seemingly an asser-
tion of the transcendence of τἀγαθόν, the absolute, over being. As Jens
Halfwassen puts it, “thereby the transcendence of the absolute beyond
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being is expressed decisively for the 昀椀rst time in the history of philos-
ophy”9. But this is apparently in contradiction with the passages of
group I. 吀栀us, we have several interpretative options: to explain away
or qualify or ignore I and embrace II, in which case we have a meta-
ontological interpretation (moi: τἀγαθόν is other than being), or to ex-
plain away or qualify II and embrace I, in which case our interpretation
is ontological (oi: τἀγαθόν is being), or else to 昀椀nd a way to reconcile
sets I and II without weakening or ignoring either of them. At this
point we encounter one of the most di昀케cult issues in Platonic studies,
and we shall tackle it substantially and meticulously. It is hardly possi-
ble to 昀椀nd the right way in such a vast sea of interpretative possibilities
without having a map. For this reason, a systematic overview of both
logically possible and historically testi昀椀ed interpretative decisions con-
cerning this issue shall precede any further conjectures.

§ III. Logic and history of interpreting R. 509b

First and foremost, what is the meaning of οὐσία10? 吀栀e phrase τὸ
εἶναί τε καὶ τὴν οὐσίαν can give us a clue. 吀栀ere are several types of in-
terpretations of the phrase, dependent on the answers to the following
two questions. First, whether οὐσία and τὸ εἶναί are two words for the
same thing (a hendiadys11, an epexegetic καί12), “existence-and-being”,
or οὐσία and τὸ εἶναί are two distinct terms, in which case τἀγαθόν
provides “both existence and essence” to the intelligibles. Generally,
“τἀγαθόν is not οὐσία but superior to it” in the 昀椀rst case would mean
that τἀγαθόν is not being and existence, but beyond it (moi13), in the

9 Halfwassen 1992: 221.
10 Plato’s usage of this word is polysemic. 吀栀e philosophical usage includes a de-

signation of the intelligible realm, in contrast to the world of becoming, γένεσις. As
Hitchcock 1985: 86, n. 28 puts it, οὐσίαmay designate either the realm of the intelligible
as a whole (485b2, 486a9, 523a3, 524e1, 525b5, 525c6, 526c6, 526e6–7, 534a3–4) or the
being which the intelligibles enjoy (509b8–9, 585b12, c7, 12, and perhapsHp.Ma. 301e4).
Οὐσία can also designate either being in general of a particular thing or its essence, as
opposed to its pathos or a琀琀ribute, see ibid., n. 29.

11 Hitchcock 1985: 69; Gerson 2003: 174, n. 40.
12 Fine 2003: 96, n. 19
13 吀栀ere are exceptions, e.g., Hitchcock 1985, for whom τὸ εἶναί τε καὶ τὴν οὐσίαν is
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second case τἀγαθόν is merely not an essence and beyond it, but not
necessarily beyond being and existence (oi). 吀栀e second question con-
cerns the function of the article14 preceding οὐσία, whether it is:

α. the universal quanti昀椀er: τἀγαθόν is not an οὐσία at all;
β. the limiting quanti昀椀er: τἀγαθόν is not the οὐσία in a particular

sense15, but in some (e.g., higher) sense it is an οὐσία.
γ. the unique quanti昀椀er (the utmost case of the limiting quanti昀椀er),

in which case οὐσία means the being (or essence) per se: τἀγαθόν is
not the οὐσία in a sense of merely non-identity with the being itself
(the Form of being), in which case it still can be a being (let’s call this
type of interpretation a “non-identity” interpretation).

It is convenient to represent the possible types of interpretations en-
gendered by the two decisions in the form of a chart, assigning a num-
ber for each type of interpretation for future reference:

Chart 1: Logical possibilities of interpreting R. 509b.

a hendiadys designating the ontological status of Forms (which is being), yet τἀγαθόν
is superior to it in a quali昀椀ed sense — it is not transcendent to being. “Plato does not
mean that the good is beyond being in the sense that it is a principle which transcends
the realm of what exists, but only that it is a Form more digni昀椀ed and more powerful
than being, which he presumably thinks of here as a Form (as he does at 478e1–2)”
(Hitchcock 1985: 90, n. 56).

14 Cf. Shields 2011: 290.
15 As in Adam 1963: 2.62, ad 509b: “the Good is not οὐσία in the sense in which the

Ideas are οὐσίαι; but in a higher sense it is the only true οὐσία”; cf. Baltes 1999. More
on this below.
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吀栀ese are what I call special strategies of interpreting the ἐπέκεινα
clause, re昀氀ective of and dependent upon the semantics of the term
οὐσία and its quanti昀椀cation. Besides, there exist what I call general
strategies, which do not depend on the analysis of the usage of οὐσία.
Some of them depend on contextual considerations of the ἐπέκεινα
clause, and some on the very broad assumptions concerning Plato’s
works. Since we are about to start our historical overview of the inter-
pretative decisions of the ἐπέκεινα problem, our S1–S6 taxonomy needs
to be broadened by twomore categories: 1. interpretationswhich do not
depend on textual exegesis (such as interpretations of Plato’s close stu-
dents, who might have relied on the oral teachings of Plato himself, or
interpretations of later Platonists, whose choice usually depended on
tradition or their own worldview, neglecting textual exegesis); 2. in-
terpretations more or less unre昀氀ective of textual problematics, such
as those which do not remark on the issue of an apparent con昀氀ict be-
tween groups I and II, simply overlooking it. 吀栀e la琀琀er is characteristic
of the xix century scholarship. 吀栀erefore, our historical account pro-
ceeds from non-textual interpretations of the ancients to those of the
xix century scholars, remaining unre昀氀ective of the apparent contradic-
tions, then to general strategies of the xx century, and 昀椀nally to special
strategies S1–S6 of contemporary scholarship.

§ IV. The ἐπέκεινα problem from Antiquity to the XIX century:
predominance of meta-ontological interpretation (MOI)

We shall start from the opinions and testimonies of those close to
Plato, such as of his nephew Speusippus and Aristotle, for they had an
immediate access to Plato’s teachings. However, there is much that is
controversial about this path, especially given the poor state of preser-
vation of primary sources. Yet even Baltes, one of the most critical
to moi scholars, still is certain that “in the Old Academy there existed
speculations about the One and the Good beyond being. However, it is
completely uncertain whether there had been any references to Plato’s
Republic in this connection”16. 吀栀at might be the case, but cannot be

16 Baltes 1999: 352.
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proved, says Baltes. His position here is pre琀琀yweak, for if such a highly
speci昀椀c theme as beyond-beingness of the 昀椀rst principle was ever de-
bated, the 509b of the Republic simply could not have been overlooked
and not discussed by the students of Plato.

吀栀ere are three testimonies to the point that Speusippus considered
the 昀椀rst principle as transcendent to being, found in Aristotle (Metaph.
14.5, 1092a), Iamblichus (Comm.math. 4), and Proclus (In Prm. 1–5). But
even if Speusippus had an idea of beyond-beingness, it’s hard to sup-
pose that it was Speusippus himself who 昀椀rst invented the idea and not
Plato, given the R. 509b passage. Anyway, this fact shall have weight
when it comes to interpreting Plato’s own view.

However, when it comes to the Middle Platonism, the ontological
interpretation is not unusual. We encounter it in Plutarch, in Iustinus’
testimonies, Numenius, etc.17 Perhaps, oi was not that prevalent as
Baltes would have it; at any rate, the views of people who lived cen-
turies a昀琀er Plato are not of a great relevance for the present discussion,
so I shall not go into details. 吀栀e same could have been said about the
Neoplatonists, if it were not for the fact that under the in昀氀uence of
Plotinus moi became an article of faith for nearly two thousand years.
吀栀e Plotinian type of interpretation of 509b dominated at least until the
second half of the xx century, and it still determines many new readers
of Plato to prefer moi, consciously or unconsciously.

Since, as we have said, the period from Plotinus up to the modern
scholarship produced no major debates on R. 509b, on account of its
adhering to moi and ignoring group I passages, we shall immediately
jump to the origins of modern scholarship in the xix century.

One of the grounding xix century works specially dedicated to the
study of the idea of τἀγαθόν in Plato was Karl Stumpf’s dissertation
Das Verhältnis des platonischen Go琀琀es zur Idee des Guten. It still sticks
to moi without problematizing it or noticing contradictory passages18.

A comment of Benjamin Jowe琀琀 and Lewis Campbell to R. 509b in
their 1894 edition belongs to the same class: “Referring to the history

17 More on this in Baltes 1999: 361ḟf.
18 Stumpf 1869: 63. Cf. Krohn 1876: 146.
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of philosophy we may translate this [i.e. the ἐπέκεινα passage]: ‘吀栀e
idea of good reaches a step beyond the Eleatic being’”19.

Pre琀琀y much the same can be said about Paul Shorey’s works and
translations, fundamental for Anglophone Plato studies. Shorey takes
the meta-ontological interpretation for granted, without any discus-
sion of the issue. So he reads Plato’s ἐπέκεινα passage meta-onto-
logically: τἀγαθόν “is not essence or existence, but something above
or beyond existence, operating as its cause”20; thus “the Neo-Platonists
followed themaster in assigning the Good a place beyond Being”21. Dif-
昀椀culties of such a reading remain unre昀氀ected. Shorey sides τἀγαθόν
with other forms, unre昀氀ective of how a Form can be not a being or an
essence. His rendering of Plato’s words in his 1895 paper goes in the
same way: “the Idea of Good, though the wellspring of knowledge and
Being, is not Being but something beyond and above it in dignity and
power”22. All these 昀氀aws are characteristic of scholarly treatment of
τἀγαθόν in the xix century.

§ V. Contemporary meta-ontological interpretations

吀栀e meta-ontological interpretation becomes much more elaborate
and re昀氀ective in the xx century scholarship23. However, not so many
scholars have a琀琀empted to defend it from the accusation of contradict-
ing the passages of group I. We shall turn to those who have.

19 Jowe琀琀, Campbell 1894: 3.307.
20 Shorey 1895: 225.
21 Ibid.: 188.
22 Ibid.: 197.
23 Hartmann 1909: 264 f.; Whitby 1909: 121; Ferguson 1921: 134–136; 1963: 193; Jes-

sop 1930: 47; Gadamer 1931: 61; 1986: 20, 27, 89; Festugière 1935: 202; Fuller 1912: 286;
Bréhier 1958: 134; Schulz 1960: 274; Berger 1961: 111 f.; Rist 1964: 53–54; Sinaiko 1965:
142; Friedländer 1969: 62–63; de Vogel 1969: 229; 1970: 184, 187; 1986: 15; Strycker 1970:
455; Findlay 1978: 28; 1974: 184; Blumenthal 1993: 3; Sells 1994: 6; O’Meara 1993: 52;
Reale 1997: 203; Voegelin 2000: 167; Bowe 2003: 16–19; Desjardins 2004: 119, 229;
Reeve 2003: 43; Yount 2014: 15, Ferber 2015. Add to these the profound and exquisite
works of the Tübingen school, such as those of H.J. Krämer, K. Gaiser, 吀栀.A. Szlezák,
J. Halfwassen, V. Hösle. See Nikulin 2012 for English translations of some of these
works, and the bibliography section of his work for comprehensive lists.
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Eric Perl, following C.J. de Vogel, suggests that “the brightest of be-
ing” (τοῦ ὄντος τὸ φανότατον) of R. 518c and “the happiest of being” (τὸ
εὐδαιμονέστατον τοῦ ὄντος) of 526e must be understood not as a su-
perlative partitive expression, “a being happiest and brightest among
other beings” (for being here is in the singular: τοῦ ὄντος), but as a com-
parative ablatival one, “that which is brighter or happier than (any and
every) being”24. Perl continues:

Likewise, the third phrase [“the best in beings”, τοῦ ἀρίστου ἐν τοῖς
οὖσι, R. 532c] need not mean ‘the best among beings’ but can mean
rather ‘that which, in beings, is best’, i.e., that in virtue of which beings
are good, just as, at Philebus 64c5–6, the good is referred to as what is
“most precious” in a mixture as that which makes the whole mixture
“dear”25.

吀栀is kind of interpretation takes the οὐσία at 509b to be a being;
τἀγαθόν, consequently, is not a being in any sense whatever (includ-
ing the sense that it is not the being per se, not the Form of being). 吀栀is
is the S1 type interpretation according to our chart above. 吀栀e prob-
lem with this type is that the transcendence of τἀγαθόν is explicitly
defended from only some of group I passages, but not from all, espe-
cially not from I*-passages. Whether the la琀琀er task can be performed
persuasively or not is an open question, and the problematical charac-
ter of S1 type interpretation still pertains.

Another defense of moi against group I passages would be “not in
the same sense” defense, as it is found in Giovanni Reale’s Toward a New
Interpretation of Plato:

吀栀is [the ἐπέκεινα passage] is simply a di昀昀erent way of designating the
good as the source of Being. In the end, the claim that the Good (One)
is above Being means that it is its supreme source or origin. 吀栀us, to
speak of the brightest of beings or of Being itself is to use the term
“Being” in a prototypical sense, and hence in a sense di昀昀erent from its
common use26.
24 Perl 2014: 60; cf. de Vogel 1970: 185, and Smyth’s Greek Grammar (Smyth 1956:

334, § 1434.
25 Perl 2014: 60.
26 Reale 1997: 2008.
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In other words, when Plato says that τἀγαθόν is above being he
means being in the ordinary sense, a being, and when Plato says that
τἀγαθόν is being he means being in the prototypical sense, as “what
causes being”. Even if the being is understood as the Form of being,
it might be said to be beyond (any particular) being. Reale perhaps
envisages being in the prototypical sense as even higher than the Form
of being and any other Form, as their cause. What is important here
is that οὐσία at 509b is taken to mean being (or Being) in some sense
(ordinary), but not in the other (prototypical). 吀栀is is clearly a S2 type
interpretation according to our chart.

S3 type is trickier. It takes οὐσία as the being itself, the Form
of being, and claims that τἀγαθόν is not the being (non-identity
claim) but superior to it. However, this can be interpreted both meta-
ontologically (τἀγαθόν is not the being, and is not a being either) or
ontologically (τἀγαθόν is not identical with the being, but it is a being).
Let us call the former type S3-moi, and the la琀琀er S3-oi. Now, S3-moi
is logically correct, but it does not occur in the history of interpreta-
tion for the simple reason that if a scholar can admit that τἀγαθόν is
not a being at all, there is no need for him to qualify or weaken Plato’s
509b claims by non-identity interpretation. He is well satis昀椀ed with S1
type interpretation. As for S3-oi, it does occur in the history of inter-
pretation o昀琀en, but it is logically incorrect. If τἀγαθόν is a being, as
S3-oi would have it, then it does participate in the Form of being and
hence is dependent on it, not superior to it, contrary to Plato’s claim
of superiority. 吀栀is kind of fallacious ontological version of S3 will be
analyzed in the section on ontological interpretations.

§ VI. Contemporary ontological interpretations: general strategies

Most common general strategy of ontological interpretation in the
contemporary scholarship is teleological (structural) reduction of the
transcendence of τἀγαθόν. 吀栀e prompter and initiator of such an ap-
proach in modern scholarship was F.M. Cornford:

But can it be proved that these words [that the good is beyond being]
mean anything more than that, whereas you can always ask the reason
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for a thing’s existence and the answer will be that it exists for the sake
of its goodness, you cannot ask for a reason for goodness; the good is
an end in itself; there is no 昀椀nal cause beyond it? … 吀栀e ‘reason’ or
‘cause’ that explains all existence might be described as ‘beyond’ the
existence it explains; and being the good or end of that existence, it
will be superior to it in worth27.
吀栀e point is picked up in two works, most signi昀椀cant for the xx cen-

tury Plato studies, J.C.B. Gosling’s Plato, where the author claims that
the vision of τἀγαθόν is “the vision of how everything 昀椀ts”28 and T. Ir-
win’s Plato’s Moral 吀栀eory:

吀栀e Good is the formal and 昀椀nal cause of the Forms’ being what they
are; they are rightly de昀椀ned when they are shown to contribute to
the Good which is superior to them. However, the Good is not some
further being besides the Forms; when we have correctly de昀椀ned them,
connected in a teleological system, we have speci昀椀ed the Good, which
just is the system29.
Among contemporary scholars the view is notably represented by

Gail Fine: “the good is not a distinct form, but the teleological struc-
ture of things”30. Among other representatives of the teleological (or
structural) reduction of the transcendence of τἀγαθόν are H. Cherniss,
R. Allen, M. Isnardi-Parente, L. Brisson31.

Another general strategywould be a rhetorical reduction of the tran-
scendence of τἀγαθόν, which emphasizes the importance of the qua-
lifying phrase and/or takes the whole ἐπέκεινα passage as a rhetorical
exaggeration32.

Now we turn to a paper which stands somewhere in between the
general and special strategies, G. Santas’s “吀栀e Form of the Good in
Plato’s Republic”, 昀椀rst published in 1980. It has greatly in昀氀uenced con-
temporary scholarship; however, as nothing there is said explicitly of

27 Cornford 1939: 132.
28 Gosling 1973: 118, cf. 57–71.
29 Irwin 1977: 225.
30 Fine 2003: 98.
31 Cherniss 1945: 98, n. 142; Allen 1983: 194; Isnardi-Parente 1986: 23; Brisson 1994.
32 Hitchcock 1985: 90, n. 56; Murphy 1951: 183; Penner 2003: 221; Brisson 1995: 127

argues: “吀栀e good is said to be beyond being in the Republic, not in an absolute sense,
because if this were the case it would be both unthinkable and unspeakable, but in
dignity and power”.
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the semantics or scope of οὐσία, I place it closer to the category of ge-
neral interpretations. Santas’s interpretation makes use of the distinc-
tion between the proper and ideal a琀琀ributes of Forms, 昀椀rst introduced
by Aristotle (Top. 137b3–13, cf. 113a24–32, 144a14–22, 154a18–20) and
developed by G.E.L. Owen, D. Keyt, G. Vlastos and others; the very
terminology of “ideal and proper” belongs to Keyt.

吀栀e ideal a琀琀ributes are properties a Form has qua Form, in virtue of
its status of being a Form in general, e.g., intelligibility, immutability,
being one-over-many, being the ontological source for its sensible in-
stances. 吀栀ese properties constitute “Formness”. 吀栀e proper a琀琀ributes
are properties a Form of F has qua Form of F, in virtue of its status of
being a particular Form of F.

Santas supposes that the Form of τἀγαθόν is a Form of Formness,
i.e. the Meta-Form in virtue of participation in which Forms have their
ideal a琀琀ributes (we might call it a second-order Form). “吀栀e ideal at-
tributes of all the Forms other than the Form of the Good are proper
a琀琀ributes of the Form of the Good”33. It seems that Santas identi昀椀es
τἀγαθόν with being, con昀氀ates them: “here we do have a con昀氀ation of
superlative reality and superlative goodness of kind”34. Later Santas
has speci昀椀cally clari昀椀ed his position as ontological. And here we turn
to our section on special strategies.

§ VII. Contemporary ontological interpretations: special strategies

Christopher Shields agrees with Santas in his interpretation of the
Form of τἀγαθόν as a Form of Formness responsible for ideal a琀琀ributes.
He just speci昀椀es the ontological status of the Form of τἀγαθόν as he
sees it and provides counterarguments to moi — the points, which were
so obviously lacking in Santas’ paper. “We should regard the Form
of the Good as one Form among many other Forms, and as perform-
ing a function which other Forms perform for both Forms and partic-
ulars”35, Shields contends. “吀栀e Form of the Good is a Form alongside

33 Santas 1980: 381.
34 Ibid.: 384.
35 Shields 2011: 289–290.
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other Forms … it has whatever ontology each and every other Form
has”36. How to defend this against compelling οὐκ οὐσίας phrase?
Shields takes 509b as non-identity thesis with οὐσία understood as
Being: “while necessarily co-extensive with Being, the Form of the
Good is not therefore to be identi昀椀ed with it”. Shields supports his
non-identity view of 509b by paralleling it with three more emphatic
non-identity claims in Plato’s account: “In four places, in two sets of
parallel passages in the Analogy of the Sun, Plato cautions against an
impulse we might feel to identify qualities which, he insists, must be
thought of as distinct”37. 吀栀us, Shields is a representative of S3 type on-
tological interpretation. On this interpretation, the Form of τἀγαθόν
is not exalted at all. 吀栀is does not 昀椀t with the dramatic context, the
highest point in the Republic’s “ascent from the Cave”, amazed excla-
mations of Glaucon, modesty and awe with which Socrates approaches
the subject, the role of τἀγαθόν in the life of the State and individual,
and with other a琀琀ributes of τἀγαθόν as described by Plato. Shields’s
interpretation simply emasculates τἀγαθόν.

Another representative of S3 type interpretation is D. Hitchcock. He
is more subtle and sensitive to the “divine superiority” of τἀγαθόν, yet
its function is as in Santas: τἀγαθόν is a Form of Formness. Hitch-
cock clari昀椀es the Formness as Uniformness (having one and the same
form no ma琀琀er what, and this uniformness is a criteria of full reality,
existence and intelligibility). As a Form, τἀγαθόν “is itself, however,
uniform (by virtue of the principle of self-predication) and thus itself
exists fully and is intelligible”38.

All these S3 type interpretations39 face a dilemma which destroys
them. Either the Form of τἀγαθόν participates in the Form of being, i.e.
is dependent on it and not superior to it, or the Form of τἀγαθόν does
not participate in being, in which case it is not a being at all. 吀栀e la琀琀er
makes the interpretation meta-ontological, which is quite the opposite
of what the proponents of S3 wanted to prove; the former is not ade-

36 Ibid.: 283.
37 Ibid.: 293.
38 Hitchcock 1985: 74.
39 Another representative is C. Rowe; see, e.g., Rowe 2007: 152.
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quate to Plato’s text, his exaltation of τἀγαθόν as a highest principle.
吀栀erefore, the non-identity interpretation in its ontological version (S3-
textscoi) is untenable and contradicts the superiority of τἀγαθόν. 吀栀e
non-identity interpretation in its meta-ontological version (S3-moi) is
logically correct, but has no proponents (for if one admits moi, there is
no need to strive to qualify and weaken Plato’s meaning at 509b).

So far, we are done with the 昀椀rst column of our chart of interpre-
tations (S1–S3), the column which renders οὐσία as being. Generally,
as we have seen, this rendering gives us moi, except for one untenable
ontological interpretation of S3. Now we turn to the second column
(S4–S6), which renders οὐσία as essence. Logically, this will give us
a set of ontological interpretations.

A prominent representative of S4 type interpretation is Gerhard
Seel, and I shall quote him extensively, because of the logical clarity
his statements impose on the subject. In his own words, he goes at the
same direction as Santas, but makes one step further:

According to Santas, the Form of the Good is a higher-order form,
a kind of “metaform”. I think that this is an important step in the right
direction. However, Santas doesn’t go far enough. According to him,
what the Form of the Good contains are — in modern terms — one-
place second-order predicates. I want to argue, however, that it must
contain two-and-more-place second-order predicates, i.e., relations, as
well. For the answer to our question cannot simply be that at the end of
the dialectical movement we see that all the elements of the system of
forms are essences insofar as they have the ideal a琀琀ributes of essences
in common — this fact we knew right from the beginning. What we
rather see are the logical relations among the essences that allow us
to de昀椀ne them, and 昀椀nally the organization and the perfect, thorough-
going regularity40.

Further, Seel identi昀椀es τἀγαθόν as the form of order, which func-
tion is “assigning to each essence its due place in the system accord-
ing to the relation of genus and species. … 吀栀e essences have their
‘truth’ and their ‘being’ in nothing else but in these relations”41. “In

40 Seel 2007: 182.
41 Ibid.: 183. Cf. Prm. 133d.
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this sense, then, the Form of the Good is the cause of the existence of
the essences”42. “吀栀is would also explain why Plato says that the Form
of the Good lies beyond essence. … Goodness is the form of the system
itself”43.

So far, this seems similar to the teleological (structural) reduction
of the transcendence of τἀγαθόν. Seel, however, adds to it a thorough
logical analysis of how exactly the Form of τἀγαθόν is supposed to ef-
fectuate its function, clari昀椀es the usage of οὐσία and contrast details of
his views with views of other scholars44. 吀栀e important point which
distinguishes Seel is that τἀγαθόν in his interpretation “is not the tele-
ological structure itself, i.e., the system individual forms are a part of,
but the basic principle that underlies its construction and the properties
thereof”. Τἀγαθόν is not also the highest genus, pace Baltes, reached in
the upward movement of dialectics: “the highest genus is much too ab-
stract and too weak to establish the whole system of essences. In order
to do this the dialectician needs the apparatus of the logical relations
among essences and the di昀昀erentiae speci昀椀cae”45.

Finally, Seel takes οὐσία to mean essence, with the universal quanti-
昀椀er, which renders 509b as “the Good is not an essence at all” (S4). His
point is best seen and clari昀椀ed by contrast with Baltes’ S5 reading.

Baltes also takes οὐσία to mean essence, but with the limiting, not
universal, quanti昀椀er: τἀγαθόν “is not οὐσία in the same sense as the
οὐσία caused by it, just as the sun was not γένεσις in the same sense as
the γένεσις caused by it”46. 吀栀e ἐπέκεινα passage, on Baltes’s reading,
means simply that τἀγαθόν is “beyond any particular essence”47. Yet
τἀγαθόν is a highest essence, “being in its purest and simplest form —
τὸ ὄν per se”48. Baltes identi昀椀es τἀγαθόν with the τοῦ ὄντος ἰδέα of
Plato’s Sph. 254a, a highest genus reached by σύνοψις.

42 Ibid.: 185.
43 Ibid.: 183.
44 Ibid.: 185, n. 40.
45 Ibid.: 185.
46 Baltes 1999: 359.
47 Ibid.: 360.
48 Ibid.
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Baltes, it seems, envisages this highest genus, τὸ ὄν per se, as includ-
ing all Forms. 吀栀is is why he sympathizes with D. Luban who comes
to the conclusion “that the Good is the world of the Forms, seen as a
uni昀椀ed whole” 49. However, while Luban identi昀椀es τἀγαθόν with the
whole Line, Baltes identi昀椀es it with an apex of the Line.

Finally, we shall consider S6, which is quite opposed to S5. S5 tends
to say that τἀγαθόν, as a highest genus, embraces and includes the
whole world of Forms (as genus includes species) and in this sense
might be said to be identical with the world of Forms as a whole (most
explicitly in Luban). S6, on the contrary, interprets 509b as simply
denying this identity. Beierwaltes writes:

吀栀is “beyond the Being” is not to be understood in a sense that the
Good has no being. How would this be possible when the Good is the
source of being for the rest of the Forms? Ἐπέκεινα means “beyond”,
excluding all that is under it. Οὐσία means here the realm of Forms
and not simply “being”50.

§ VIII. Τἀγαθόν as unity

All these logical possibilities and varieties of interpretations being
considered, one thing is certain: Plato does not give us a su昀케cient and
unambiguous account of τἀγαθόν. And he does so consciously and
intentionally, notifying us several times. 吀栀us, at 506de Socrates says
that “even to arrive at my current beliefs about it [i.e. τἀγαθόν] seems
to be beyond the range of our present discussion”, and the cause is clear:
“You won’t be able to follow me any further … though there is no lack
of eagerness on my part”. 吀栀is suggests, as in many other passages,
that Plato restricts his speech and especially his writings depending on
the audience, and for this reason we have mostly hints, images, and
metaphors concerning τἀγαθόν.

My approach here is to use evidences about Plato’s inner Academic
teachings on τἀγαθόν51 and, above all, the point that Plato identi昀椀ed

49 Baltes 1999: 360, n. 30.
50 Beierwaltes 1957: 46.
51 A list of testimonies see, e.g., in Catan 1990: 203–218.
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τἀγαθόν with τὸ ἕν, as a probable hypothesis, which has to be veri昀椀ed
on the material of the dialogues themselves. A昀琀er all, these evidences
are too strong to be simply ignored; if, veri昀椀ed by the dialogues, they
fail — we leave them as useless for our interpretative purposes, but
if they stand and, moreover, render the variegated puzzles of the dia-
logues into a coherent and revealing picture — they must be acknowl-
edged as the key to an authentic interpretation.

Let us 昀椀rst take a glance at the passages in the dialogues which con-
nect goodness with unity52. Some of these passages identify goodness
with oneness more or less explicitly: R. 462b, 443de, 423a, 423d, etc.
Other passages do it implicitly, in the form of hints, e.g., 509c, 508a53.
All these considered, the identi昀椀cation of τἀγαθόν with τὸ ἕν can be
grounded in the text of the Republic itself. 吀栀e question is: what does
identi昀椀cation of τἀγαθόν with τὸ ἕν give us in terms of solving our
interpretative di昀케culties? What advantages does it have over other
interpretations, both general and speci昀椀c? How does it solve the prob-
lem of the transcendence of τἀγαθόν and the apparent con昀氀ict between
group I and group II?

To answer this question, we need to start where Plato begins his
account of τἀγαθόν — from the theory of Forms (R. 507a–c). 吀栀ere is
something in common among a plurality of things which we call by the
same name, i.e. some common objective intelligible character or struc-
ture F.吀栀us, the plurality of triangular things has a common intelligible
character — triangularity, for the sake of which they are called by their
common name “triangles”. And there is a single superior principle or
substantiation Φ of this character F, which is the ontological source of
F. 吀栀is principle Φ is called a Form or idea, and sometimes marked by
the word “itself”: Φ is a character F itself. 吀栀us, the Form of a triangle
or triangularity itself is the ontological source of the triangularity as
a property possessed by triangles, the ontological source of their pos-
sessing that property and of being triangles in general. Same reasoning

52 Such lists can be found in Reale 1997: 145–151, 193–209, 271–274; Schindler 2008:
116–117; Perl 2014: 55; Desjardins 2004: 87–88, 105–112.

53 For analysis of these hints see especially Reale 1991: 204–207.
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is applicable to any genera or quality of sensible things: their being is
derivative from the corresponding ideas.

吀栀e Forms, although each being a unity-over-plurality-of-sensibles,
by themselves also constitute a plurality of Forms, a genus of Forms,
having some speci昀椀c character in common. 吀栀e essence of this charac-
ter is being a unity-over-plurality. If a plurality of things, in this case
Forms, have some common character, for the sake of which they are
called by the very name Forms, there must be an ontological ground for
this common character, the Form of Forms or the Formness itself. 吀栀e
Formness itself would be a perfect instantiation of the character Forms
have in common, an absolute measure of it, while the Forms participat-
ing in this character possess this character only partially, in the limited
sense. Since the character in question is being a unity-over-plurality,
or, simply, Unity, which Forms possess only partially, each Form being
a unity over some particular plurality of sensibles, there must be the
unity itself, the unity in the absolute sense, the unity over everything,
the superior ontological source of everything. Here we have reached
an apex of Plato’s metaphysics, a ful昀椀llment of his intuition and search
for unity.

However, we can distinguish di昀昀erent senses in which being always
possesses the character of unity/oneness:

U1. Each being is a unity of its constituent parts.
U2. Each particular being is numerically one.
U3. Each intelligible being is a unity over its sensible instances.
U4. Each intelligible is uniform: “Form’s invariability over time and

its invariability over aspects”54.
U5. Each being is a product of unity of subject and object (oneness of

thinking and being, the intellect and the intelligible, as was explained
in the discussion on epistemological aspect of the analogy of the sun).

Here we have a problem of univocity. If all these senses are di昀昀erent
and not reducible to one sense, then it would be absurd to claim that
there is one idea of unity which is responsible for all of U1–U5 (as it
would be absurd to claim that there is one idea for a bank of the river

54 Hitchcock 1985: 73.
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and for a 昀椀nancial bank just because they share the same name). I shall,
however, claim, that all these senses do boil down to one and that Plato
is right in reducing all of these to one idea.

Each being is numerically one. What does it imply? First, that
each being is distinguished from other beings; second, which is presup-
posed by the 昀椀rst, that each being is distinguished from other beings
as a wholeness, as some unit, some integrity of its constituent parts.
E.g., we cannot say that some unconditioned part of the water in the
ocean is one, or unity, or piece, unless we have speci昀椀ed the limits of
this part of the ocean, having distinguished it from other parts. 吀栀is
procedure always implies that now we consider this distinguished part
as a system, as some wholeness and integrity of its constituent parts.
吀栀us, U1 and U2 are di昀昀erent aspects of the same idea of oneness, not
di昀昀erent senses of predication.

吀栀e case with U3 is more complicated, for to prove that Plato’s the-
ory of Forms presupposes that sensible instances of a Form are indeed
its constituent parts would take a space of another article. I shall not
undertake this argument here. Let us consider the relation of a Form
to its instances as a relation of a genus to its species. Species are, in
a sense, the constituent parts of a genus. On this probable hypothe-
sis, U3 boils down to U1. 吀栀en the claim U4 simply boils down to the
numerical unity of a Form through time, space and the whole universe.
Finally, U5 obviously presupposes a unity of constituent parts: we have
seen in the analysis of the epistemological function of τἀγαθόν that vi-
sion is a unity of the eye and the seen, thinking is a unity of the mind
and the thinkable. 吀栀us, all of U1–U5 claims fall under the idea of unity,
for all of them have a single core: a unity of its constituent parts.

Now let us see how the interpretation of τἀγαθόν as unity relates
to the interpretations of scholars which we have analyzed above. On
the one hand, the unity is a Form of Formness, which agrees with San-
tas and Hitchcock. However, the unity is at the same time “the basic
principle that underlies its [the world of Forms’] construction and the
properties thereof”, which agrees with Seel55. Moreover, since we have
considered the relation of participation as analogical to the relation of

55 Seel 2007: 185.
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logical inclusion, the unity is the highest genus (as in Baltes), which, as
all-inclusive, is identical with the whole system of Forms and cosmos
(Luban), while being also the 昀椀nal cause and teleological structure of
the cosmos (as in Fine, Gosling, Irwin, etc.). In other words, the iden-
ti昀椀cation of τἀγαθόν with the unity a昀昀ords us a dialectical synthesis
of di昀昀ering interpretations, placing conjunction where scholars tend
to put disjunction. Finally, this identi昀椀cation solves the problem of the
apparent con昀氀ict between passages of groups I and II.

Precisely in this relation of participation lies the key to the solution
of the problem of the apparent sets I–II con昀氀ict. Plato explains the re-
lation of participation by the analogy with re昀氀ection56. 吀栀e being of
re昀氀ection is derivative from the being of the re昀氀ected object. In the
language of Plato, re昀氀ection participates in the re昀氀ected object. 吀栀e
important point here is that the re昀氀ected object is, on the one hand,
transcendent to re昀氀ection insofar as it is located outside of and exists
independently of re昀氀ection, on the other hand, it is present to re昀氀ec-
tion insofar as the being of re昀氀ection is nothing else but manifestation
and presence of the re昀氀ected object. Hence, here we have an amaz-
ing paradox: immanence and transcendence are not contradictory, but
complimentary57. Although the complementarity of immanence and
transcendence in Plato’s metaphysics was brilliantly accounted for in
this article by Perl57, he did not apply it to solving the paradox of sup-
posedly contradictory characterizations of τἀγαθόν in the Republic, as
I propose. Understanding τἀγαθόν as the unity allows us to apply the
following words of Perl to the problem at hand: “immanence and tran-
scendence are not opposed … on the contrary, the former implies the
la琀琀er. 吀栀at is to say, precisely in that the forms are present in their
instances, they are ipso facto also separate from them in all the senses
which Plato claims”59.

56 As in Divided Line simile (509d–511e), in the beginning of book x, and in Sph.
240a. 吀栀e very term εἴδωλον, by which Plato designates the instances of Forms, im-
plies the analogy of re昀氀ection.

57 Perl 1999: 340.
57 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
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Each entity participates in the unity insofar as each entity is a unit,
numerically one and composed of the united plurality of parts, i.e inso-
far as it is a being. Its participation in the unity accounts for its being
and its goodness. 吀栀is implies that such a unity is not just some useless
abstract notion, but is directly applicable to Plato’s ethics, psychology,
and politics, this is the unity “which every soul pursues, and for the
sake of which it does everything” (ὃ δὴ διώκει μὲν ἅπασα ψυχὴ καὶ
τούτου ἕνεκα πάντα πράττει, R. 505de).
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