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Abstract

The paper examines a puzzling sequence of verb tenses at Phaedo 100b3-9. It rejects the
idea, almost universal among commentators, that the puzzle is to be solved by constru-
ing the first verbal expression as if it were equivalent to a future. The paper then offers
another solution and explores its implications for understanding the broader philo-
sophical context of the passage. What emerges is that the new solution provides a valu-
able clue to figuring out what precisely Socrates has in mind when he speaks at 100b4 of
the ‘mode of explanation’ with which he is presently engaged. Hence, the tightly focused
linguistic discussion at the paper’s outset ultimately takes on a good deal of significance
for the interpretation of this difficult but important section of the dialogue.
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gpxopar yap O Emiyetpdv oot émdelfacbar g altlag O €ldog 8
mempaypdTevpal, ol elpt A ém’ éxelva Td moAvBpUAnTa ol dpxopa
am’ éxelvwy, Omobépevog elval Tt xaddv adTd xad’ albtd xal dyaddv xal péya
ol T8 Tedvrer & el pot Sidwg Te xal cuyywpels elvat Tadta, EAmilw got éx
TobTwv ™V aitloy émidelEev xal dvevprnaetv wg dbdvarov ¥ Yuxm.

I. The preceding statement occurs in the context of a famously difficult
passage—Phaedo 95e-102b—in which Socrates relates the frustrations he
encountered in his youthful attempts at wepl pVoews lotopia and then describes
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394 SHARMA

how he came to rely on the Theory of Forms as an alternative way of pursuing
‘the explanation of coming-to-be and passing-away’ (mepi yevéoews xai ¢Bopdsg
™V altiav, g5e10). Socrates utters the words quoted above just as he is begin-
ning to show how the Forms can help supply aitiat of the sort that now con-
cerns him.

The opening of his statement contains what in context is a puzzling
sequence of verb tenses. First, there is the present €pxopat, combined with a
present participle and supplementary infinitive (¢rtxeip@v émdeiaabat). That
is followed by elp—in effect a future—after which there is a return to the pres-
ent with dpyopa

In his 1810 commentary on the Phaedo, Heindorf tried to bring the first
two verbs into line with one another by suggesting that the phrase émiyeipov
¢mdelbaobou is “instar futuri émdeikdpevos” and that the whole expression
Epyopau Emiyelpdv mdelaobal can therefore be treated as an example of the
use of pyopou with a future participle to express futurity. A similar explanation
was offered in the same year by Wyttenbach, who explicitly accounted for the
lack of a future participle by declaring that the verb émiyeipelv “per se habet
vim futuri.?

Such an interpretation has the attraction of permitting a neat account of
the point Socrates is making. As it would go, Socrates starts by announcing
his intention to demonstrate his new mode of explanation and to do so, spe-
cifically, by returning to the Forms—the entities to which he has previously
made frequent appeal. He then undertakes the promised demonstration with
an emphatic, performative &pyopat.

Perhaps because of the straightforwardness of that account, the foregoing
interpretation of #pyopat émiyetpdv émdel&acbar has been followed widely. It is
repeated without attribution by a host of commentators,? while both Archer-
Hind and Burnet adopt it and credit it specifically to Heindorf:3 It is likewise

1 See Heindorf 1810, 191192, and Wyttenbach 1810, 264. At an even earlier date, the expression
Epyopat émiyetpdv émdetiaobat was considered to present a problem. In his commentary of
1770 (p. 158 and 238), Fischer thus argued that émxetp@v is simply the standard Attic form
of the future participle. As he contended, such original Attic futures were in many cases
later altered by scribes, and the remaining forms have frequently been misinterpreted as
vivid presents. Heindorf’s (1810, 28) account of the construction is expressly presented as a
response to Fischer’s doctrine.

2 See, e.g, Grosse 1828, 258; Stallbaum 1833, 138; Wohlrab 1879, n5; Geddes 18852, 135.

3 Archer-Hind 1883, ad [oc., and Burnet 1911, ad loc. See also Stanford 1834, 246. Loriaux (1975,
ad loc.) adopts the interpretation but credits it to Burnet.
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 395

endorsed in the Lsj entry on €pxopat.* Most translators accordingly render the
construction as if it were a future, or else they strangely combine the notions of
trying and futurity. The translation by Grube is a typical example of the latter
tendency: ‘I am going to try to show you the kind of cause with which I have
concerned myself’> So far as I have been able to discover, the sole dissenting
voice among interpreters of the dialogue is that of Rowe, who criticizes trans-
lations of the sort offered by Grube, though without discussing what may be
wrong with the reading underlying them or what recommends the alternative
he proposes.®

A fuller discussion is much needed. The doctrine underlying the common
interpretation is misguided, since the notion of trying does not intrinsically
express anything about future time. To say ‘I am now trying to do x’ is not
equivalent to saying ‘I will do x} ‘I am going to do x at some future point. To
be sure, the notion of trying may be said to involve an awareness that the goal
one has in mind is as yet unrealized. To that extent, it may likewise be said
to involve a future-oriented desire for the realization of that goal. Crucially,
however, there is no simple transition from this to the expectation that one
will eventually realize the goal. In some situations, one may well be confident
of success because one considers one’s efforts adequate to the task at hand,

4 In the context of observing that Zpxouar can sometimes function “like an auxiliary Verb”
(s.v. Iv.2), LsJ offers several Herodotean examples of its use with the future participle and
then notes the relative rarity of that construction in Attic. Of the four examples supplied, the
only one without a future participle is Phaedo 100b, which is glossed Epxopat oot émieiEdpevos.

5 See]. Cooperigg7, 86. A few translators handle the passage differently, but they do so in a way
that obscures the grammatical construction. Dixsaut (1991, 278), for instance, treats it as if the
whole sentence were in the present tense and were governed by the initial &pyopas: ‘Car jen
arrive A ceci: j'essaie de montrer I'espéce de cause en vue de laquelle je fais tous ces efforts, et
aussitdt voila que je reviens a ces formules cent fois ressassées et clest en elles que je trouve
mes points de départ... Vicaire (1983, ad loc.) represents the statement as a conditional:
‘Si je me mets a t'exposer la forme de causalité que jai péniblement cherchée, je vais en reve-
nir a ce que j'ai déja tant rebattu. Je pars de ce principe...

6 In his commentary for the Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics series, Rowe (19933, ad loc.)
translates ‘I am setting about trying to show you.' He remarks: “‘ am going to..., as [the
phrase] is usually translated, suggests an unambiguous reference to the future; but (a) in that
case we should expect a future participle, and (b) while one of the two following verbs in the
sentence (b4 elu) probably has to be treated as future, the second (bs &pyopa) is indubitably
present.” The first point, (), is an objection to translations like the one above, but not to the
linguistic doctrine of Heindorf and Wyttenbach. The second one, (b), could be the beginning
of an objection to the latter, but it does not engage the doctrine in a direct fashion. Rowe
does not address the passage in either of his two articles on this section of the Phaedo. (For a
comment on his proposed translation, see n. 19 below.)
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396 SHARMA

and one is aware of no outside forces that are likely to pose serious obstacles.
Yet the Greek émiyeipelv, like the English ‘try’, expresses only the present fact
of one’s efforts and does not suggest as part of its meaning a confidence in the
power of one’s action to bring about the result desired. Hence in what imme-
diately precedes the passage under discussion, Socrates can use émiyetpelv in a
context in which he expects failure as the likely outcome: ‘I feared that my soul
would be altogether blinded if I looked at things with my eyes and tried to lay
hold of them (émiyeip@dv dmregbat adtddv) with each of my senses’ (9ge2-4).

Perhaps commentators have had vaguely in mind some idea that a state-
ment like ‘I am acting in an attempt to do x’ may be deemed analogous to a pur-
pose-statement of the form ‘I am acting with the intention of realizing x'. In that
case, they may be thinking of the phrase éniyeip@v émideifacfar as a stand-in
for a future participle (émdeiEdpevos) that would express the goal of one’s striv-
ing. Note, however, that on such a reading €pyopot could not be construed as a
mere auxiliary verb. It would instead have to function as the sentence’s main
verb, expressing the action intended to bring about the purpose in question.
It is utterly unclear just what the appropriate interpretation of Zpyouat might
then be, and commentators have routinely been content to treat the verb as an
auxiliary. At best, then, their accounts may be said to represent a conflation of
some idea of purpose with a periphrastic expression of the future.

If one looks to the standard grammars for a more satisfying explanation of
the construction, little help is forthcoming. Kithner-Gerth reasonably declines
to follow the trend of assimilating it to a future and instead cites it as one
instance of a broad pattern of using finite verbs of coming and going together
with participles, which may be in either the present or the future tense. The
proposed explanation of such usage is that the finite verbs and participles are
combined “um den durch das Partizip ausgedriickten Begriff mit einer gewis-
sen malerischen Vollstindigkeit zur sinnlichen Anschauung zu bringen.”” That
explanation may be helpful for understanding some of the diverse array of
cases cited, but it is of questionable relevance to the present sentence. What,
after all, would it be to obtain a ‘sensory grasp’ of the activity of trying to give
a demonstration? And what precisely would be the point of such vividness in
this case? Perhaps more seriously, the analysis offered by Kiithner-Gerth has
the effect of making Zpyouat more or less incidental to the main idea, which is
taken to be expressed by the participle émyeipdv (together with émidelEacdar).
The cost of doing so is that the sequence of verbs in the sentence as a whole
remains mysterious. There is no clear reason why Socrates would immediately
slip into the future (with elpt dAw én’ éxelva & ToAvBpiAnTa) before returning

7 Kithner and Gerth 1904, vol. 2.2, sec. 482.10 (pp. 60-61).
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 397

just as quickly to the present (&pyopat &’ éxelvwv). If the interpretation of
Kiihner-Gerth were correct, it would have been simple enough for Socrates
to have used the future éniyeipriowv, or perhaps to have reworded his thought
slightly so as to avoid the elpu-clause altogether.

In his Attic Greek Prose Syntax, G. Cooper proposes another account, one
that effectively defends translations of the sort ‘I am going to try to demon-
strate.... As Cooper argues, “[p]resents of verbs of motion sometimes have a
future sense.”® He offers four examples involving verbs other than elp, the
present passage being one of them. It is not at all clear that the other three
examples supply genuine cases of a future sense; but even ignoring that con-
cern, they are all quite different from the use of £gxopat at issue here. For, each
of them involves the idea of physical motion, and none employs a particip-
ial construction. Hence their probative value for Phaedo 100b is uncertain at
best. Cooper does not discuss the proper interpretation of the passage, but he
returns to it again later (at 56.10.4), where he provides a somewhat different
analysis of the construction. Using the Zpyopat émiyeipdv of line b3 as one of
his examples (under ‘A’), he now suggests that the purported future sense of
the phrase is to be located primarily in the participle. He states that a present
participle may sometimes be used equivalently to a future one,® and by way of
explanation he refers back to his remarks at 56.10.1 (cf. also 53.1.7), where he
says: “All moods of the present may to some extent show the conative force of
that tense. ... As the conative force appears in the present participle, this takes
on much the same force as the future participle.” That analysis seems to turn
on a version of the previously discussed conflation between a conative notion
and one of futurity. What's more, it leaves unclear how one should make sense
of 100b3, where what is at issue is precisely the participle of a conative verb. If
the present participle as such had a conative force, one would expect Socrates
simply to have said Zpyopat émideucvipevos rather than what he does say—
Epxopat émiyelpdv émdelEaoar.10

See G.L. Cooper 111 1998, vol. 1, 53..8.
He also adds as a link to what was said in 53.1.8: “Most commonly, verbs of motion are used
as the main verbs because they suggest a modal or future idea by their very meaning..”
10  Stahl (1907, 150) maintains that &pyopat éniyepdv émdeifachat is a “pleonastic” alternative
to &pxopat émdencvipevos. That does no more than label the problem, and it sits awkwardly
with Stahl's interpretation of #pxecfa. here as ‘sich anschicken zu etwas, which would
lead one to expect a real future rather than a pleonastic construction involving the
present. (Note the way his explanation of the construction on p. 150 differs from the one
he gives on p. 686.)
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398 SHARMA

In view of those difficulties, I submit that a better course of interpretation is
to treat €pxopat as the main verb, rather than an auxiliary of some sort, and to
preserve the (here metaphorical) sense of movement that is central to its mean-
ing. One might then translate the expression #pyopat éntxelpdv oot ¢mdelEaada
as ‘Tam proceeding onward in my attempt to demonstrate to you. ...’ An instruc-
tive parallel for that reading of the construction may be found in Herodotus,
in a passage in which Cyrus is described as relating the story of his upbringing
(1122.3): Tpagiivar 3¢ Eleye Omd THS Tod BouxdAov yuvaixds, Hié te TadTYY alvéwy
dud v, A Té ol &v T Aéyw Ta mdvra ) Kuve (‘He said that he had been raised
by a cowherd’s wife, and he went on in praise of her throughout everything he
related, and he was constantly speaking of ‘Cyno'’).

Such an interpretation of Phaedo 100b finds support in a valuable study by
F. Létoublon concerning the supposed use of verbs of movement as auxiliaries
in Greek. In a broad review of relevant cases, Létoublon argues that a pure aux-
iliary use is either non-existent or at best extremely limited in frequency and
in the type of verbal construction in which it occurs.! Most of the passages in
which verbs of movement have been construed as auxiliaries may straightfor-
wardly be understood as involving an idea of motion, whether literal or meta-
phorical; and the ease with which that analysis can be applied to a broad range
of verbal expressions creates a powerful reason for thinking that the bulk of
the more ambiguous cases should likewise be so interpreted. In the context
of her discussion, Létoublon argues that the passages from Herodotus and
Plato should be regarded as instances of a metaphorical use.!? Given the scar-
city of further examples involving a present participle,'3 let me situate those

11 See Létoublon 1982, which is in part a criticism of the earlier, systematic treatment
of verbal auxiliaries in Dietrich 1973. As Létoublon goes on to argue in a related study
(Létoublon 1983), the pure auxiliary function emerges clearly only in Latin.

12 Aswill become evident in what follows, I do not think that Létoublon’s own translation/
explanation of Phaedo 100b fully succeeds in capturing the point of the statement: “Voici
que je me déplace—duratif-constatif + participe apposé—essayant de te montrer...et
que jen reviens ...et que je commence par 14" (1982, 182). Létoublon also cites with
approval Robin’s translation of the passage. Yet although it does not directly represent
Epyopau EmixeLptdv oot émdet§acbon as a future, it still has the unfortunate effect of giving the
phrase a future significance: ‘Dés que j'en viens a essayer de t'exposer quelle est 'espéce de
causalité pour laquelle je me donnais toute cette peine, voici en effet que derechef je vais
retrouver ce que, vous le savez, j'ai cent fois ressassé.

13 Létoublon (1982, 181) provides just one more instance, Pindar Nem. 7.68-69: palav 8¢
T1g dvepel [ &l mep pérog Epyopan Yaylov Bapov éwvémwv. Here I am not persuaded that the
meanings of the finite verb and the participle are as tightly linked as they are in the prose
cases; and | have been unable to locate any further instances of the construction.
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 399

passages within a broader pattern of usage by remarking briefly on the way
Létoublon analyzes the occurrence of verbs of movement with a future parti-
ciple in contexts where the finite verb cannot be given its literal meaning. Such
cases are especially relevant to the present argument, since both Heindorf and
Wyttenbach relied on them as a model for interpreting Phaedo 100b.

Non-literal uses of the relevant sort are first found in Herodotus, where they
occur with some frequency. Strikingly, all of them are in the first person, and
all involve combination with the participle of a verb of saying. In other words,
they uniformly consist of comments by Herodotus, or by one of his characters,
on the course of his own narrative. They are used to signal what is about to
be discussed or, in the case of the imperfect, what was about to be discussed
before the narrative was broken off for a digression.'* Given the highly spe-
cific nature of such constructions, the finite verb is unlikely to have been felt
as a pure auxiliary, however convenient it may be to translate it that way.13
Létoublon instead characterizes the constructions as reflecting an original
metaphor of motion to an end point or goal, a metaphor that may already have
become for Herodotus “une habitude de langage”. She plausibly connects them
with a host of other Herodotean uses of verbs of movement to describe acts of
speaking—for instance, the use of &vewt for a return to a point made earlier, or
of xataBaivw to indicate an advance in the course of speech.16

After Herodotus, one finds several instances of the same locution involv-
ing the future participle in Plato, Xenophon and Lucian. In Plato, there is also
a further set of cases that do not involve the first person or that make use of

14  To cite an example: in the famous debate about forms of government in Book 3, Otanes
caps his denunciation of monarchy by mentioning in the following terms the greatest
ills wrought by the corrupt ruler (3.80.5): & 8 3% péyiora Epyouar Epéwv- vépoud te xwvéel
mdrplo xal Brdton yuvaixag xreive e dpitoug. In total, there are fourteen such instances of
a construction involving the future participle (ignoring a questionable passage at 2.11.3).
Twelve of them involve &pxopa, and all but one of those are used to identify something
about to be related. The remaining one, 1.5.3, is in the negative, and it refers to something
Herodotus might now be expected to relate but will not. The two further instances of the
construction make use of the imperfect ¥, and they occur in contexts where Herodotus is
resuming something he was previously about to say. For the full list, see Létoublon 1982, 184.

15  As Létoublon (1985, 186) emphasizes, “dans les syntagmes du type Zpyopar gpdowv, le
verbe ‘aller’ a la fonction auxiliaire (statut syntaxique comparable 4 celui de aller en
frangais dans il va venir), mais on ne peut pas définir Zpgyopct comme un verbe auxiliant
du grec tant qu'il ne s'est pas lexicalisé comme tel, et que 'on ne peut l'employer avec
n'importe quel participe futur et nimporte quel sujet syntaxique comme on l'emploie
avec la premiére personne et avec le participe futur d'un verbe ‘dire’”

16  See Létoublon 1982, 185-186.

MNEMOSYNE 68 (2015) 393-412

This content downloaded from
142.150.190.39 on Mon, 15 Feb 2021 17:16:07 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



400 SHARMA

participles from verbs other than those of speaking. Despite the more general
way in which the linguistic construction is here employed, the finite verbs are
still combined with personal subjects, and the metaphor of a journey may well
continue to color what is being said."”

Be that as it may, the occurrence of €pyopat with the present participle at
Phaedo 100b can readily be understood as belonging to the same broad family
of metaphor as the common Herodotean use of Zpyopat/#jia with a future par-
ticiple. The mistaken idea that the construction of 100b should be treated as a
kind of future was the creation of commentators who presumed that €pyopat
must function as an auxiliary here.!® Yet once one grasps clearly the meta-
phorical background of the construction, it becomes much more compelling
to interpret the combination of €pyopat and the present participle as describ-
ing an ongoing course of speech. Such an interpretation would fit neatly with
Herodotus 1122.3, where the imperfect #ie is used with the present participle

17 Létoublon does not discuss the way in which these Platonic examples might be said to fit
with the previous cases. On balance, she is inclined to regard them as approaching a pure
auxiliary use of the verb of movement. (See especially her later summary of her results:
Létoublon 1983, 210, 240, n. 36.) Note, however, that the further examples all involve cases
where a course of action is considered as being laid out before the mind of a person
concerned to render judgment about it, as if it were a path the pursuit of which demands
further reflection or evaluation. Thus at Prt. 3ues-6, Socrates remarks to his young friend:
&g oogratf) dpa Epxdueda Tehobvreg Ta xpYpate; (‘Then it is as a sophist that we are going to
give him payment?’) Shortly afterward, at 13a1-2, Socrates adds: oloa & olév Tvar xtv3uvov
Epyy dmobiowy TV Yuxy; (‘Do you see what sort of danger you are about to place your soul
in?) At Tht. 198e1-5, Socrates says: Tobro 31 &pTi HpwTwy, Emwg XpN Tols dvépact XphuevoV
Ayew mepl adtdv, Stav dplbuiowy Ty & dptBuntinds # Tt dvaryvwaduevos & ypaupatueds, Gg
émiotdpevog dpa &v T TololTw TdAw Epyetar padnoduevos map’ éovtod & émiotaray; (‘This
is what I was just now asking about. With what terms should we speak about what the
arithmetician does when he proceeds to count, or the well-educated person when he
proceeds to read? In such cases, is it that a person who knows something proceeds to
learn once again from himself what he knows?") Finally, at 7i. 17d3-4, Socrates discusses
how the guardians of his imagined city should react elte Tic #wfev 7} xal t@v ¥vdobev
tot xaxovpyfowy (‘if someone from without or even from within should move to cause
trouble’). (For discussion of the superficially similar Euthphr. 2c7-8, &pyetar xamyoprowy
pou domep mpos unTépa Tpdg T oA, see Létoublon 1985, 187-188.)

18  The assumption persists in Kolligan 2007, 167, where the Zpyopa of 100b is identified as
a case of a “Hilfsverb mit futurischer Bedeutung”. In support (see his n. 464), Kélligan
adduces two passages, one of them Herodotus 1.5.3 (which uses obx Epyopar épéewv) and
the other Plato’s Jon 533cg9-d1, which he cites as Zpyopal yé got dmogavodyevog 8 pot Soxel
to07o elvar. That text derives from a questionable emendation by Cobet of dgyouat y¢ got
dmogawduevog, the unanimous reading of all the major manuscripts. For discussion and
defense of the manuscript reading, see Rijksbaron 2007, 164-165.
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 401

to indicate progress through a narration. It would also establish a suitable con-
trast with the cases in which &pyopat is joined with a future participle in order
to signal something about to be discussed.

As previously suggested, one might appropriately translate the phrase
Epyopat emxetp@v got émidet§aoot as ‘I am proceeding onward in my attempt
to demonstrate to you.’® A translation along those lines would express that
Socrates is already in the midst of his proposed énideific. His immediate
recourse to the future, with el mdhwv &n’ éxeiva & moAvBpdAnTa, might then
be understood to indicate that he is about to begin a new stage of it. Such a
reading would offer a cogent account of the alternation of tenses, and it would
have the further advantage of making the subsequent present, dpyopat, imme-
diately intelligible as a sign of the commencement of that new stage.2? The full
remark might then be rendered smoothly as follows: ‘1 am proceeding onward
in my attempt to demonstrate to you the mode of explanation with which Iam
engaged, and I am going to return to those oft-mentioned things, and I make a
start from them by setting it down that there is a Beautiful just by itself, and a
Good, and a Large, and all the rest. In the second half of the sentence, Socrates
goes on to express his hope that on this basis he will be able to provide the
demonstration he has been attempting and will then be in a position to estab-
lish the immortality of the soul: éAmilw cot &x Tobtwv v alriav émdeifew xal
avevpnaely &g dbdvatov ¥ Yuyn.2t

19  That is more natural than Rowe’s proposal, ‘I am setting about trying to show you’ (1993a,
ad loc.), which would involve a much less common sense of &pyopa (as ‘set out), ‘depart
on a journey’; see L] s.v. L1). Indeed, such a translation would not even make particularly
good metaphorical use of that sense, since the only association thereby preserved would
be the general idea of a beginning. See further n. 32 below, and compare the translation
in Apelt 1923% ad loc. (‘Denn ich gehe jetzt daran, dir den Bergriff der Ursache klar
zu machen, wie ich ihn aufgefalt habe...), with substantially similar translation by
Dirlmeier (1949, ad loc.).

20  The verb dpxopar should be taken closely with the subsequent OmoBéuevos, since
briotiBeafou (along with its associated noun Onéfeais) is frequently used in fourth century
literature for the fundamental principle or guiding idea of a process of thought or a course
of action. Socrates’ use of Omofépevog here clearly follows that pattern, since it picks up
on his earlier remark at 100a3-4: Vofépevos éxdorote Adyov &v &v xphvew EppwpevéaTatov
elvar. ... For further discussion of the function of the word in such theoretical contexts, see
Robinson 19532, 95 ff;; J. Cooper 2004, 19-23; and Schiefsky 2005, 111-115 and 120-126.

21 Riddell (1867, 237 [‘Digest of Platonic Idioms) sec. 308]) characterizes the sequence
é¢mdelev xal dvevprioewv as a hysteron proteron, on the grounds that “the order of
expression, following that of thought, reverses the order of occurrence of facts” In
interpreting thus, he is perhaps thinking of both verbs as having a common object,
namely v altiav... o d8dvatov 1) Yuxy. That is the approach adopted by a number of
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402 SHARMA

II. What right away calls for discussion is the sense in which Socrates could
already have begun his én(dei&ic and yet be proposing to make a new start of the
sort he describes. To address that issue, we need to examine the surrounding
context in order to see where the én{dei&is begins and to consider how Socrates’
return to the theory of Forms at 100b is related to what he said previously. In
this section and the next, I argue that we can thereby come to a convincing
interpretation, one that has the advantage of helping us understand the point
of Socrates’ reference at 100b4 to a new &ldog i aitiag. What might initially
have seemed like a narrow linguistic problem will therefore turn out to provide
a valuable clue to figuring out the nature of Socrates’ concerns in this section
of the dialogue.

If one looks earlier in the text to find the start of Socrates’ énideific, there
is a clear candidate for the role. At ggcg-dz2, Socrates first mentions the idea
of demonstrating his new mode of explanation: Tév debtepov mhodv &nt T Thig
aitiag Gymow f) memparypdtevpan BodAet oot . . . énide§v momowpat, & Kéfg;22 In
view of the clear linguistic parallels with what Socrates goes on to say in the
lines we have been considering, it becomes attractive to regard the ¢n{dei&s as
beginning in the passage immediately following its initial mention—namely,
99d4-100a3. There Socrates famously describes his fear that his soul will be
blinded by inquiries of the sort he previously pursued, and he proposes as an
alternative a flight el todg Aéyous (99e5). What he says is typically interpreted
as if it were not at all part of his énidei§ig but somehow preliminary to it. In

translators and commentators; see for instance Loriaux 1975, 95, with further references.
Burnet (1911, ad loc.) reads the phrase otherwise: describing it as an instance of an‘a b a
b word order, he takes v altiav with dvevpyioew and émdei&ew with the ds-clause. Ls]
follows one or another such interpretation in its entry for dvevploxw, citing Phd. 100b as d.
v atriav. However, neither proposal seems all that likely given the fact that earlier in the
same sentence, as well as at ggdi-2, Socrates uses émdebiovupt in discussing his new €ldog
fig aitiag. Indeed, the construal I have attributed to Riddell obscures the fact that before
proceeding with his proof of the soul's immortality Socrates will offer an independent
account of his conception of explanation. And despite what Burnet suggests, Socrates
does not ‘discover’ the new mode of explanation in what follows (100c-102b). He instead
provides a demonstration of the approach that he has already been pursuing for some
time. (Compare here g7b6-7.)

22 Theprecise meaning of the expression 3ebtepog mhods has proven somewhat controversial.
For an account of the evidence, see the relatively full discussion in Kanayama 2000, 88-go.
I take it that with his use of the phrase, Socrates is contrasting the ldog tfjg airlog he
is about to elaborate with the more desirable teleological form of explanation that has
proven unattainable. (See g9c6-8, and compare Sharma 2009, 142-143, as well as Sedley
1995, 7.)
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 403

fact, most interpreters have understood the imagery that Socrates uses as if
it went closely with his immediately following and much disputed statement
concerning the need for one’s theorizing to be governed by a méfeais (100a3-7,
with further elaboration later at 101d1-102a1).23 That statement is purely meth-
odological in character and is not specifically tied to the content of Socrates’
new &ldog THs aitiag. For as Socrates himself notes, his point there is intended to
apply not just to the present treatment of airiat but also to discussions of any
other sort, xal mepl aitiag xal mept TV dMwv dmdvtwy (100a6). Accordingly, the
imagery of 9g9d4-100a3 is usually regarded as being likewise methodological in
its import. Yet that cannot be the case if indeed it is correct to say that Socrates
refers shortly thereafter, at 100b3-4, to an énidei€is that is already ongoing. What
our discussion so far would rather suggest is that his remarks at 9gg9d4-100a3
have a point quite distinct from what is said at 100a3-7. While the latter passage
is intended to facilitate Socrates’ elaboration of his new airla, it is incidental
to the content of the aitla and therefore only loosely tied to what has gone
before.2+

One interpreter, Rowe, has suggested reading 100a3-7 in a manner that
denies Socrates’ methodological recommendation is incidental in the sense
just described. If that were right, it would potentially undermine the proposal
that 9gg9d4-100a3 is the passage in which to locate the start of Socrates’ énidet&s.
Before continuing, it is therefore worth pausing over what Rowe says in order
to consider why it is unlikely given the broader context of Socrates’ remarks.

Rowe contends that in the phrase quoted above from 100a6 (xal Tept altiog
xal Tepl TV EMwv dmdvrwy), Socrates is speaking only about a single mébeats,

23  For such an interpretation, see for instance Hackforth 1955, 133 and 138; Bostock 1986,
157-162; and Rowe 1993a, 240. Given the lack of scholarly consensus as to how one should
understand the remarks about the use of a 0néfecic, I shall not venture to treat them here.

24  In conformity with what I am suggesting, I would interpret the phrase &’ odv &) tatty
Ye dpunoa at 100a3 as a way of stressing the main idea of what has been said previously in
preparation for the aside that follows. The expression &M\’ odv & breaks off the previously-
mentioned comment about the limitation of comparing Aéyot to reflecting media (cf.
Denniston 19542, 443), while the emphatic Tadty ye puvoa underscores the fundamental
point of the comparison, namely that Socrates has in fact adopted a new approach to
investigating t@v vtwv v dA®Beiav. Given such an interpretation of the structure of
Socrates’ remarks, I find unpersuasive Rowe’s judgment that the use of the word Aéyog
at 100a4 must mean exactly what it did at 100a2 and earlier. (The same assumption is
made implicitly by a number of other interpreters and has been endorsed explicitly by
Kanayama (2000, 51) on the grounds of “the close relationship between the logoi method
and the method of hypothesis.”)
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404 SHARMA

the Theory of Forms, which can supposedly address questions on any topic.25
However, such an interpretation must be considered doubtful. Even put-
ting aside the issue of how precisely one might understand the odd notion
of a theory’s enabling one to pronounce on any question whatsoever, the fact
that Socrates is willing to entertain different dmoBéoeis on different occasions
is suggested at 100a4-5 by his description of his usual procedure: dmo8éuevog
éxdatorte Ayov 8v &v xplvw Eppwpevéatatoy elvat ... Rowe handles the difficulty
by proposing that Socrates here has in mind a choice not so much between dif-
ferent dmobéceis as between different versions of a single ‘Form-participation
hypothesis’ that will vary “according to the particular description of the Form-
particular relationship which is chosen.”?¢ In support, he points to 100d4-8,
where Socrates hesitates about how to explain the participation-relation
between objects and Forms: ‘I cling simply and artlessly and perhaps simple-
mindedly to this, that nothing else makes a thing beautiful other than the pres-
ence of that Beautiful, or association with it, or however precisely one should
put the matter. I don’t go so far as to insist on this, but only that it is in virtue of
the Beautiful that all beautiful things are beautiful’ (100d3-8).27 Here, though,
Socrates does not suggest that the proper account of the participation-relation
can change depending on the sort of concern at issue, and it is difficult to know
what to make of such a proposal. When the relation comes up for extended dis-
cussion elsewhere in the Platonic corpus, at Prm.130e ff,, the concern is simply
with finding a viable analysis of it rather than with selecting the analysis best
suited to a given occasion. Indeed, at Phaedo 100d Socrates altogether avoids
the issue of its proper analysis. He does not even hint that one answer might
somehow facilitate his present purpose better than others. (Compare here
Aristotle Metaph. 987b13-14.)

Rowe maintains that Socrates’ refusal to specify an analysis is easily explained
once one recognizes that he is operating at 100d only with a “truncated form
of the original hypothesis”, which omits any reference to transcendent Forms
and, therefore, any need to be precise about the participation-relation.?8
Yet that reading must be deemed implausible in view of the fact that the

25  See Rowe19g3b, 52.

26  Rowe1993b, 59.

27  TobTo 8¢ dmAG xal dréyvws xal Towg e Bug Exw map” dpontd, &t ol dXho Tu Trotel adtd xodv
7 1 éxetvou Tod xethod elte mapovaia eite xovwvia elre dmy O xal Emwg mpogaryopevopéwy: ob
yap &1 tobro Suayvpilopar, a8t @ ko v Té k& xaMd. The text is that of Duke
et al. 1997, which accepts Wyttenbach’s conjecture mpogaryopevopéw) over the readings of
the manuscripts (npocyevopévy or one of several similar alternatives).

28  See Rowe1993b, 58, along with the preceding remarks on 57.
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 405

backward reference of ‘that Beautiful’ in the quotation above (éxelvov o0 xaAod,
at100ds) is to what was spoken of at 100c4-6 (a0t T xaAév, éxelvov Tod xodod),
which is clearly the transcendent Form first mentioned at 100b6 (xoAdv adtd
xab’ alté). What's more, Rowe’s reading of 100d conflicts with his own pro-
posal for interpreting 100a3-7. As he understands the latter passage, Socrates
declares explicitly that he will start with whatever account of participation
he finds the most compelling. If, as Socrates allegedly later suggests, no such
Adyos actually seems ‘strongest’ in the present context, then the methodologi-
cal comment would be entirely without purpose. Rowe sees the difficulty and
concedes at one point that Socrates “could be said not to be using the method
as he describes it."2® However, Socrates clearly implies otherwise at 100b5-7,
where he presents himself as employing a dmé8eaig of exactly the sort he has
just described.

As Rowe explains, his interpretation is motivated by the conviction that at
100b1 ff. Socrates must be explicating what immediately precedes at 100a3-7:

[I]n 100 B Socrates explains what he has said in A 4-7 by reference to a
single determinate hypothesis ... Either he simply fails to signal with suf-
ficient clarity that he is moving from a general description of his method
to a particular application of it, or—as I proposed—io00 A 3-4 is more
determinate than it appears at first sight to be, and in fact already refers
to the particular hypothesis introduced in B 1 ff,, with the indefiniteness
of the relative clause pointing forward to the different versions suggested
in100D...30

The dichotomy on which Rowe here relies is a false one. As has been proposed
above, 100b1 ff. can readily be understood to take up what is said slightly earlier,
at 99d4-100a3. (The precise sense in which this is so will be discussed shortly.)
In that case, the methodological statement of 100a3-7 is relevant only for facili-
tating the development of the basic idea contained in the earlier passage, and
not for motivating the content of what will follow. Rowe does not entertain any
such possibility because he seems to regard ggd-100a as being nothing more
than a way of introducing what is said at 100a3-7. However, he offers no argu-
ment for taking the passage that way, and in fact does not explicitly discuss

29  Rowe1ggsb, 62.
30  Rowe1gg6, 237. The statement is a summary of the position Rowe develops earlier: Rowe
1993b, 52 and 59-60.
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406 SHARMA

99d-100a at all.3! The interpretation suggested here is far more likely insofar
as it leaves one free to construe 100a3-7 as what it straightforwardly appears to

be—a piece of methodological advice that is not exclusively tied to the theory
of Forms.32

I11. It remains to consider how the imagery of 9gg9d-100a can be said to fit with
what Socrates goes on to say at 100b3-9. As I shall argue, the first passage con-
veys generally the character of his new approach to matters of explanation.
The second fills out the approach by illustrating it in terms of the Theory of
Forms.

The most difficult question regarding ggd-100a involves the explanation of
what Socrates means by the expression ol Aéyot when he says at gge4-6, €do&e 3
pot xpfvau g Todg Adyous xataguydvra év éxelvolg axomely T@v Svtwy Ty dANBetav.
Translations vary widely, with Aéyog commonly being rendered as ‘concept,
‘definition’, ‘account), ‘discourse’, ‘proposition, ‘argument;, or ‘theory’. The prob-
lem is that none of those translations seems to establish the desired contrast
with the activities of Socrates’ materialist predecessors, who were discussed
earlier at 96a-97b and whose views lie in the background of what Socrates
says here.33 His predecessors were certainly concerned in some fashion with
concepts and propositions; and it would be utterly misleading for Socrates to
declare that he is the first person ever to have considered mounting an argu-
ment for a view he holds, or the first ever to have detached himself from sense-
experience long enough to develop a broad-ranging theory.3*

31 Heissilent about the passage in both of his articles on Socrates’ methodology; and in his
commentary on the dialogue (19933, 240) he simply affirms that the Aéyot mentioned at
gges are identical with the sort discussed at 100a4. On the latter point, see above, n. 24.

32 Because Rowe understands ggd-100a as being concerned with the general issue of how
to select the OmoBéceig appropriate to a given inquiry, he seems to agree with other
commentators in supposing that it is only afterward, at 100b3-7, that one finds the
beginning of Socrates’ énidei&is of his new approach to explanation. Therefore, although
he diverges from others regarding the interpretation of &pxopat émixeip@v émdeifaco at
100b3 (cf. n. 6 above), he too translates the phrase in a way that would suggest a new
beginning, See further n. 19.

33 The point will be discussed further, but note the way in which the present passage
develops the metaphor of blinding that was first used in Socrates’ discussion of his
materialistic inquiries (96¢5-7).

34  Kanayama (2000, 49) has attempted to explain the unique character of Socrates’ theory
by saying that Socrates relies on the intellect, rather than the senses, as the ‘standard’ and
‘final arbiter’ of what account or proposition to adopt. However precisely that may best
be understood, Kanayama surely goes too far in subsequently suggesting that the natural
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 407

The translation ‘definition’ might therefore seem appealing, especially if one
assumes that thiswhole section of the dialogue offers a résumé of Socrates’ intel-
lectual career as we know it from the pages of Plato’s other works.35 It should
be noted, however, that although Phd. g5e-102b is often called the ‘autobiogra-
phy’ of Socrates, what Socrates himself says about the scope of his concerns is
decidedly more modest. At g5e10-96az2, he offers only to relate his experiences
in seeking aittai, and in the lengthy narration that follows he gives no hint that
he has definitions even distantly in mind.3¢ To be sure, when he reintroduces
the Theory of Forms at 100b, he reminds his interlocutors of its importance
earlier in the dialogue. In a crucial phase of the earlier ‘argument from recol-
lection’ (73c-77a), Socrates explicitly connected the Forms with his definitional
interests by noting that he is speaking ‘about everything on which we place the
seal ‘what it is, both in asking our questions and in giving our answers’ (mepi
amdvrwv olg moppayiféueda todto, 1 B Eott, ol év Tals pwtoEay EpwTAVTES
xal év tals dmoxploeav dmoxpwéuevot, 75d2-4; cf. 78cro-d7). Strikingly, however,
Socrates now makes no appeal to the role played by the Forms in definitional
inquiry. At 100c-101¢, he outlines with high rhetorical drama the ‘safe, artless
and perhaps simple-minded’ mode of answering questions on which he now
relies. It consists solely in the idea that a thing ‘is large’, say, by participating in
Largeness. There is not even a hint in what Socrates says that the aitia needs to
be filled out by some account of the ‘nature’ of the Form.37

philosophers do no more than generalize from perceptual reports. Statements like
‘Putrefaction is the source of life’ or ‘Blood is that with which we think’ (see 96b) cannot
be viewed as simple reports of observation or even as straightforward generalizations
from it. As for any further suggestion that Socrates is hinting at the possibility of a purely
a priori kind of theorizing or argument, it would be unsupported by anything in the text.
The judgments that occasion the appeal to Forms—judgments like ‘Helen is beautiful’
(cf. 100c4-6) or ‘This kettle is hot’ (cf. 105b8-c1)—are clearly matters of experience, and
without them there would be nothing for the Forms to explain.

35  For that assumption, see for instance Bluck 1955, 165.

36 I might add here that it is open to doubt whether the expression tobg Adyous at gges can
mean ‘definitions’ without some accompanying genitive of the thing defined, or without
some context in which the sense of Adyos is explained more fully.

37  Compare Gallop1975,178-179. Similar considerations tell against the translation ‘discourse,
if that be thought to refer to a conversational method involving testing and refutation.
One might be tempted to suppose that the idea of such a method finds support in an
oft-noted parallel between ggc8-dz and an earlier passage, 85c7-dz. At ggc-d, Socrates
introduces his ‘second voyage’ by saying with regard to his earlier pursuit of teleological
explanation, Talbmg éoTephny xal ot altog ebpelv olite map’ 8Xhou pabely ofés te &yevdum.
Earlier, at 85¢-d, Simmias declared concerning the matters under discussion: 8¢iv ydp mep!
avtd &v yé T Toltwy SampdEacon, #) paldetv Sny et 7) edpelv 4, el Tadta aStvatov, Tév yody
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Fortunately, there is another and much more satisfying way of understand-
ing what Socrates says at 9g9d4-100a3. In elaborating it, let me refer to a view
I have defended at length in a recent study of g5e-102b. It is that the new mode
of explanation described from 100b onward should be deemed a metaphysical
or ontological one, in the sense of being concerned with the ‘truth-grounds’
or ‘truth-makers’ for certain true statements of the language. In other words,
Socrates turns at 100b to a mode of investigation that involves considering the
ontological basis for the truth of certain descriptive statements, like ‘Helen is
beautiful’ or ‘Simmias is tall’ As regards 9g9d-100a, my suggestion is accordingly
that when he speaks of the need to take refuge in the Aéyot and to examine in
terms of them ‘the truth about what exists, Socrates has in mind the use of true
descriptive statements as a medium through which to gain insight into the com-
position of states of affairs.38 He motivates the turn to that new approach in
brilliantly vivid fashion, by way of an analogy with those who foolishly suppose
they can behold the sun during an eclipse. Just as some of them end up ruining
their sight, Socrates is worried that his soul will be completely blinded if he
continues ‘looking at things with my eyes and trying to grasp them with each
of the senses’ (99e3-4). As noted earlier, Socrates seems to have in mind here
the theoretical activities of his materialist predecessors, whom he considers to
derive their basic explanatory categories from experience of the world around
them—i.e., from the processes and stuffs that may be encountered in sense
perception.3® Socrates believes that he will lose any capacity for constructive

BéXtiaTov Tév dvBpwtivwy Adywv Aapévra xal dugekedeyxtétatov, émi Tobtou Sxoluevoy thomep
éml oxedlag wvduvedovra Stamheboa tév Blov. Here, however, there is no need to take the
term SuoeEeeyxtératov (or the immediately preceding use of EéAéyxew, 85¢5) as involving
any specific reference to the ‘Socratic elenchus'. (For an interpretation of that sort, see for
instance Kanayama 2000, 93.) A further caution against too closely associating the two
passages is given in Sedley 1995, 19.

38  Compare Sharma 2009, esp. secs. I, Iv. The present interpretation of ggd-100a also accords
with that of J. van Eck (1994, 30 and 1996, 225-226), who similarly speaks of Socrates’
remarks as being ontological in character. Van Eck holds that such an interpretation
licenses a characterization of the bmé8eoig Socrates adopts at 100b as being confined solely
to the thesis that Forms exist, without extending to cover talk of a participation-relation
between objects and Forms. (See especially Van Eck 1996, 215-216, 220.) But if indeed
Socrates is concerned with the truth-grounds for statements, some general conception of
the Form-object relation would have to be a part of his analysis.

39 It would be a mistake to suppose that Socrates is here referring to teleology of the sort he
had initially hoped to find from Anaxagoras (97b ff.). Such a theory could not plausibly
be characterized as a case of PAénwv mpdg T& mpdypata Tols Supact. Indeed, as Socrates
clearly confesses at ggc6-9, he presently has no way of pursuing teleologically-based
explanations, and he is therefore in no danger of being blinded by their further study.
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PHAEDO 100B3-9 409

theorizing if he persists in his earlier attempts to formulate accounts of such a
sort. For him, the notion of analyzing true statements holds so great an appeal
precisely because it represents a radically different kind of procedure, one
that frees him from the limitations imposed by his sense-experience. As he
will underscore shortly, certain non-sensible realities—the Forms—are a cru-
cial component in his analysis of the truth grounds for statements, and to that
extent his new approach to airiat will differ starkly from his earlier efforts.*0

Socrates of course does not consider his new approach to be at all deficient
when compared with the earlier one, and that is why he adds the qualifica-
tion at 100a1-3: 00 Y&p Vv GUYXWP® TV év Adyolg axomodpevoy & vt &v eixdat
pdMov oxomelv 7 Tov év Epyois. What is intriguing about that remark is the bold
suggestion that even his earlier, materialistic investigations somehow relied
on the use of images. Socrates thereby hints at the revision of familiar ways
of thinking that will ultimately be demanded by his new &l8og s aitiag; and
although what he says fits readily with the epistemological and metaphysical
doctrines of the Phaedo, it will acquire even greater significance in the context
of the Republic, with its sustained reliance on themes of image and reality.#!
Socrates’ description of his flight into the Aéyot is therefore doubly significant:
besides marking one of the most decisive methodological turns in the history
of ancient philosophy, it is at once suggestive of the further developments in
Platonic thought that will famously be set forth in the Sun-Line-Cave triptych
of Republic 6-7.

On the basis of that reading of 99d-100a, let us now consider once more the
way in which Socrates invokes the Forms at 100bu ff. of the Phaedo. After using
the imagery just discussed to mark the way in which his aitia differs from those
he formerly pursued, and after making the methodological remark about con-
fining his theorizing to a governing 4néeatg, Socrates offers to clarify what he
is proposing. He begins by announcing a return to the Theory of Forms, which
he has already discussed in other contexts. Then, in the sentence with which
we began, he elaborates by saying that in continuing his attempt to demonstrate

40  For discussion of the kind of explanation Socrates here has in mind, see Sharma 2007,
188 ff,, and compare Sharma 2006, 27-32.

41 I find this way of reading the image more plausible than an interpretation whereby
Socrates is saying that the person who proceeds év Adyois is not at all reliant on images,
just as is the case for the one who proceeds év £pyois. (For that reading, see for instance
Stanford 1834, 245-246; Geddes 18852, ad loc.; and Kanayama 2000, 47.) Socrates’ point is
not that neither person relies on images but, rather, that both do so to an equal degree.
(Compare here Gallop 1975, 178.)

MNEMOSYNE 68 (2015) 393-412

This content downloaded from
142.150.190.39 on Mon, 15 Feb 2021 17:16:07 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



410 SHARMA

his new mode of explanation he will make use of the Forms.*2 What he will do,
specifically, is illustrate the idea of an ontological explanation, which has so
far been sketched only in the broadest of terms. The Forms will figure centrally
in the illustration as the crucial feature of his analysis of the truth-grounds
for simple subject-predicate statements.*3 In keeping with his earlier method-
ological observation, Socrates begins by positing the existence of Forms as the
core aspect of a \mé0eaig that will govern explanations of his new sort. He then
goes on to provide an example and to use it as a basis for rejecting explanatory
proposals that might be said to compete with it (100c4-d8).

The idea that Socrates here employs the Forms in a new philosophical role
helps us to understand a feature of the passage that commentators have some-
times found obscure, which is that the doctrine of Forms is presented at 100b
as if it were both long familiar and part of an approach to explanation that
demands elaborate preface and careful orchestration. Once it becomes clear
that Socrates is in fact using his established theory in an entirely new way, any
appearance of contradiction is dispelled. Indeed, what he says at 100b3-g is
not at all awkward, and we do not need to rely for its interpretation on shaky
doctrines about the underlying grammatical construction. Instead, his remark
conveys with precision the connections of thought that inform his broader
discussion and that are ultimately crucial for understanding what is by all
accounts one of the central documents of Plato’s mature thought.*

42 The combination of particles that begins the sentence, yap 3, neatly signals that Socrates
will now explain the sense in which a familiar theory can help clarify what he has just
said. Burnet proposed deleting yép (following ms. T), presumably because he did not see
any significant sense in which the sentence was explanatory of what had already been
discussed.

43 For the idea that Forms are posited in connection with a pattern of thinking that has a
linguistic component, see the summary comment made by Phaedo at 102b1-3: dpoAoyeito
elval Tt &aotov TGV £ld@Y xal TodTwy T petodouBdvovta adTéY TobTWY THY émwvupiay
toxew. See further Sharma 2009, 158-160 and 172175,

44  The present paper was written in the fall of 2012 during a visiting fellowship at Princeton
University’s Seeger Center for Hellenic Studies. I thank my colleagues at the Center for
helping to create such a congenial working environment. Special thanks are due to David
Jenkins for several stimulating conversations about issues related to the paper, and to
Casper de Jonge, with whom I discussed at length the motivating ideas, and who helpfully
commented on an early draft.
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