JOINING THE BEGINNING TO THE END!

Julius Tomin

A Stranger from Athens, Cleinias from Crete, and Megillus from
Sparta walk along the road from the Cretan city of Cnossus to the
cave and temple of Zeus. The Athenian Stranger asks about the divine
provenance of the laws in Crete and in Sparta, and his fellow travel-
lers are happy to answer his queries. The journey promises to be
agreeable, for along the road there will be convenient shady places
under the lofty trees where they can relax; this is emphasised as
important, for they are old, all three of them, and the heat of the day is
upon them (mviyovg Gvtog T& vV, 625b3).

This is the opening scene of the Laws. It reminds the reader of the
Phaedrus; there too the discussion takes place in the countryside,
Socrates feels himself a stranger (230c), he and Phaedrus enjoy the
shade of a lofty tree (230b), and the heat of the day is upon them (¢év
1® mviyet, 258e7). Thesleff noticed the similarity and inferred from it
that Plato began to write the Laws shortly after the Phaedrus.” The
ancient tradition according to which the Phaedrus was Plato’s first
dialogue® invites a different explanation: when Plato in his old age
embarked on writing the Laws he returned in his thoughts to his first
work.

When Plato wrote the Laws he knew it to be his last great work.
Its main hero, the Athenian Stranger, in whose guise Plato enters the
dialogue, refers to his old age in the opening scene in the first book

' I am very grateful to Doina Cornell for her invaluable comments in preparing
this paper.

2 H. Thesleff, Studies in Platonic Chronology, Societas Scientiarum Fennica,
Helsinki 1982, p. 187.

* Diogenes Laertius, I1I, 38. My arguments in defence of this ancient dating of
the Phaedrus can be found in my articles Dating of the Phaedrus and Interpreta-
tions of Plato, in: Antichthon, 22, 1988, p. 26—41; A Preliminary to the Study of
Plato, in: Symbolae Osloenses, 67, 1992, p. 80-88; Plato’s First Dialogue, in:
Ancient Philosophy, 17, 1997, p. 31-45.

201

Scanned with CamScanner




Julius Tomin

(625b), in the second book he complains of the loss of his agility
(657d), in the fourth book he boasts of the sharp intellectual sight that
his old age has granted him (715de), in the sixth book he expresses
anxiety as to whether the gods and his old age will permit him to
accomplish the work (752a). It would be natural for Plato to think of
his first work when commencing the work which he believes to be his
last. This alone would suffice to explain the similarities between the
opening scene of the Laws and the Phaedrus. But there were other
and more weighty reasons for Plato’s recalling the Phaedrus in the
Laws. In the former the theory of Forms is announced and the Forms
identified with truth itself (247c), and in the Laws the discovery of
truth straight at the beginning (€ d&pyfig ebBYg, 730c3) is highlighted
as a special mark of trustworthiness (miot0¢ Ydp, 730c4). Plato saw
his first work as being closely united with his last in his thought and
wanted this unity to be seen by his reader.

The laws proper are introduced in the dialogue by a long prelude
(td mpooipiov, 734e4—6) in which Plato justifies the need for a new
civic constitution that would pay due regard to all four virtues, to
virtue in its totality, and not merely to one of the virtues, as the Cre-
tan and the Spartan constitutions do in a one-sided promotion of
courage (630ab). Towards the end of this long prelude, in the fifth
book, the Athenian Stranger asks what character one must have if one
is to lead the best and most noble life (moidg Tic OV avTog v KdAlio-
ta Seeydyor tov Piov, 730b3—4), and how is one to be led and edu-
cated (730b5—1). He answers his own question by pointing to truth as
the guiding principle of everything good both for gods and for men
(GAni0eia &) mdvtav pév ayebdv Beoig ryeitan, miviwv 68 AvBpw-
moig, 730c1-2). He intimates that a man who is to be blessed and
happy (poxdpidc te kol ebdaipwv) ought to partake of the truth
straight at the beginning (€& d&pyng €00Ug) so as to live as a true man
throughout a prolonged life (iva dg mheiotov ypdvov &Anbig AV
daProl, 730c2-4).

Plato does not explain how this is to work, how the partaking of
truth is to model one’s character so as to provide one with the best life
blessed with happiness. But he introduces this passage on truth by the
assertion that only he who practises throughout his life what he prea-
ches (dmep &v dAov vouBetdv eimot Tig, paivesBor tadTa VTV
dpdvta 8 Plov, 729c4—5) can educate others properly. This sug-
gests that we ought to look to Plato’s own beginnings to find the truth
of which he here speaks. And indeed, when we consult Plato’s dia-
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logues, We find that thclPhaedrus‘is the only dialogue in which truth
is perceived correspondingly. For in the Phaedrus the truth itself, that
is the Forms (247c), sustains the divinity of gods and humaniiy of
men (24651—249(':). We can learn there that it is by contemplating the
truth that the philosophers are guaranteed a blessed life here on earth
(paxdpLov ToV é_vﬁtiﬁsiﬂfov Sudyovetv, 256a8-b1), for it is the sight
of the truth, and in particular of the Form of Beauty closely associated
with the Form of Ter.npcrancc (254b) that gives the Charioteer (rjvio-
yoc, 246a7 and passim throughout the palinode), the power to control
the lower parts of the soul and in virtue of it lead a good and blessed
life (253c—256b). It is to these passages that Plato refers in the Laws
when he suggests that those who are to live the best and most noble
life must be educated so as to become ,,well and easily guided by the
Charioteer* (ebnviovg, 730b6).

According to modern developmental theories, Plato discovered the
Forms several years and a considerable number of dialogues after
Socrates’ death, for it is assumed that in his early period Plato shared
Socrates’ agnosticism. In line with these theories the passage on truth
in the Laws could only be read as Plato’s regret that he was not one of
the blessed, having discovered the truth, that is the Forms, relatively
late in his life. But this fits ill with the assertion at the end of the
passage that the early discovery of the truth and a long life lived
partaking of it makes a man trustworthy (motog ydp, 730c4). Trust-
worthiness (motétng, 630c5) is expressly stated in the Laws as being
of primary concern to Plato as soon as the Athenian Stranger begins
to reveal his own views concerning laws. By invoking the Phaedrus
in the opening scene of the Laws Plato prepares the ground for the
trust that the Stranger is to command. The passage on truth can work
as a commendation of Plato’s own trustworthiness only if it was
commonly known that he discovered the Forms at the beginning,
which chimes with the ancient tradition that the Phaedrus was his
first dialogue.

There are other passages in the Laws that presuppose the dating of
the Phaedrus as Plato’s first dialogue if they are to be fully under-
stood. Half way through the Laws, in the sixth book, the Athenian
Stranger is praised by the Cretan Cleinias for joining the beginni\ngﬁm
the end of his discourses (tijv &pxiv vOV TEAEVTT) TPOCEYAG TEPL TWV
1€ eipnuévay kol Tev peAréviov pnbricecda, 768e5—6). Superfi-
cially viewed, it may seem that this praise refers merely to t!w link
that the Athenian Stranger has established between two sections of
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the Laws when he transformed the end of his discourse on politica]
institutions into the beginning of his discourse on legislation, But
Cleinias’ effusive praise of this accomplishment suggests that Plagg is
here playfully pointing at something much more profound. Fo;
Cleinias says: ,,I liked everything that you said before, Stranger, but
what you have said just now is even more to my liking, this joining of
the beginning to the end, concerning that which has been said and that
which is to be said.” (768e4—6) This ,joining of the beginning to the
end" must be an extraordinary accomplishment, if it is praised more
highly than everything that has preceded it.

Plato is here highlighting his joining in thought of his first to hig
last work. As if anxious to ensure that the reader understands hijg
meaning, the Athenian Stranger in his response to Cleinias’ praise
steps out of the immediate context of the discussion on politica]
institutions and of legislation. ,,Thus far, then, the old men’s play
(moudrdt) has been played well” (kah@dg ... Samenaiopévn, 769a1-2),
he says, echoing thus the Phaedrus where Socrates maintains that the
philosopher writes for the sake of amusement (moudiég ydpv, 276d2).
It appears that Plato can still view his writing as play and amusement,
and as far as that goes, the unity between the Laws and the Phaedrus
is not problematic. But there is an aspect of the identification of
writing with amusement in the Phaedrus that Plato now wants to
correct. In the Phaedrus, Socrates holds that the philosopher writes
merely for amusement, for only the spoken word is considered by him
to be worthy of serious pursuit (omovdrj, 276e5). This view now
threatens to relegate to the realm of mere play Plato’s life-long work,
and needs to be put right. Many passages in the Laws are devoted to
the task of revising the Phaedran views on writing,

It is notable that Cleinias from Crete is entrusted with initiating
this revision, not the Stranger from Athens who preeminently embo-
dies Plato’s thought, as if Plato wants to indicate here that the impulse
for his change of views on this matter came from the outside. Cleinias
tells the Athenian Stranger: ,,You seem to mean that noble and serious
pursuit of men" (omovdrjv, 769a3). What Plato in his youthful em-
brace of his teacher’s views had regarded as mere play, his readers
have long since experienced as a most noble and most serious activ-
1ty.

+ What follows Cleinias’ gentle rebuke confirms that Plato is here
reinterpreting the Phaedran views on writing, The Athenian Stranger
accepts the correction and goes on to compare the work of the legisla-
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(or to that of a painter (Cwypdpav, 769a7; ypdya, 769¢1). In the
Phaedris Sﬂcm’lcs compared the art of writing to painting (Ypuor
G010V Loypopie, 27?(]4-5). but vf'hilc in the Phaedrus the mctaph;
was employed to denigrate the written word as static and lifeless, in
the Laws it emphasizes the strength of the written word. This Slren‘g[h
lies on the onc hand in the stability and permanence of the written
word, and on the other in its openness to fresh thought and thus to
improvement. For just as painted pictures can be improved and their
colours brightened up if good painters improve them from generation
to gcncraliun. so can the written word be perfected, and with it the
political constitution that depends on it (769d). The term that Plato
uses for this process of ,brightening up“ is gpmdpivav (769¢7),
,,phaedradizing“. Here Plato resumes the line of thought that he intro-
duced in the Timaeus, where the very preservation of culture is attri-
buted to the written word; those destitute of letters (&ypdpuparor) are
without art and voice (Gpovool, dpwmvor, 23bc). This is in sharp
contrast to the Phaedrus where Socrates equates the invention of
writing with cultural decadence, true wisdom being supplanted by its
mere semblance (275ab).

The correction and reinterpretation of the Phaedran attitude to
writing was made a demanding and pressing task because of the
Seventh Letter, presumably written when Plato was in the process of
writing the Laws, which appears to have endorsed the views on writ-
ing expressed in the Phaedrus. The Seventh Letter states that every
serious man avoids writing about subjects that are really serious, and
that if anyone commits to writing the things of most worth, ,then
surely, not gods, but men have themselves bereft him of his wits*
(344cd). In the Phaedrus we read that any written work is a matter of
reproach to its author if he thinks it contains important truth of per-
manent validity (277d). This similarity has served as a powerful
argument for the late dating of the Phaedrus for all those who accept
the authenticity of the Seventh Letter. For if the letter is genuine, then
it was written by Plato in his mid-seventies, addressed as it is to Di-
on’s friends shortly after the murder of the latter in 354 B.C. How-
ever, on a closer look there is a major discrepancy between the two,
which makes it unlikely that they both belong to the same period of
Plato’s life. In the Phaedrus the deprecation of writing stands in
contrast to an unreserved eulogy of the spoken word; the latter is alive
and endowed with soul (Aéyov Aéyeig {@vta kai Epyvyov, 276a8), of
which the former is a lifeless image, a mere phantom (275¢—276a). In
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oken word is held to be just as powerlegg

the Seventh L*i‘li‘f;b?:t iirjue being as the written word (341c—e). Tar;?-,
convey ti::: tl;gﬂgp ancy and inferred from it that the letter canno be
noucedﬂ; ‘:SBut if the letter presents a fundamentally un-Platonic
zl;t{;i:fil:le. as Tardn argues, how could it ever have been included in the
Platonic Corpus? In other tﬁ#t}:‘ds, who but Plato could h.ave allowed
himself to be so ,un-Platonic ? The Seve}nrh Letter provides ug with
the information that fully explains Plato’s t:jespnndency concerning
the capacity of the spoken word to CONUNADIEANe truth, as well as his
transient relapse into the Phaedran deni gralmnvnf thrf written word,

In the attempt to transform the tyrant Dionysius into a philo-
sopher-ruler Plato revealed to him the essence of his philosophy
(Seventh Letter, 340b—341a), which according to the Phaedrus only
the spoken word of a philosopher could communicate (Phaedrus,
276e~277c). Yet Dionysius proved incapable of grasping the doctrine,
which must have occasioned Plato’s despair of the communicabiliy
of truth by the spoken word (Seventh Letter, 341c). Another mishap
concerning this affair occasioned Plato’s relapse into the Phaedran
disparagement of the written word. For not only was Dionysius unre-
sponsive to Plato’s teaching, but he had the temerity to record in
writing and publish what Plato told him. This irked Plato deeply.
,»That much I know,” he reflects bitterly, ,that written or put into
words (ypagéva 1 Aeybévta, 341d2-3), it would be done best by me,
and that, if it were written badly, I should be the person most pained*,
It is because he is intent on disqualifying Dionysius’ composition on
this topic that Plato reiterates the Phaedran condemnation of the
written word. All new arguments offered in the Seventh Letter deal
with the incapacity of the spoken word to convey the truth about true
being (342a—¢). And what is more, beneath the arguments against the
written word there can be detected Plato’s great pride as a writer,
when he states that nobody could write on philosophy better than
himself. The Seventh Letter helps us understand why it became im-
perative for Plato in the Laws to reinterpret and correct the Phaedran
attitude to writing. When the Athenian Stranger says that his dis-
course is to be considered a canon by which to judge other discourses
that may have been spoken or written in a contentious spirit ant‘?
because of a rather foolish agreement with other statements (31

4

L. Tardn, Academica: Plato, Philip of Opus, and the Pseudo-Platonic

Epinomis, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia 1975, p. 153 (n. 659)-
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guhovikiag T€ ... Kol 51 suvywpriceay Eotv Ge kal pdda Hatatiov,
957d3-4), he is in effect ruling out the rash statements against writing
pmnounced in the Seventh Letter, for they are incompatible with his
views as expressed in the Laws.

In the Laws we may perhaps put our finger on the precise spot
where, after having wrestled with the Sicilian affair, Plato returns to
writing the Laws, realizing that to bring the work to completion is
after all his most important task. In the seventh book the Athenian
Stranger observes that human affairs are not worthy of serious con-
cern (t& @V &v0pdnmY mpdypota peydine pév omovdfg ovk &,
803b3—4), echoing the language with which the Seventh Letter de-
nounced writing (00K 1|v ToUtw tadta onovdmdtata, cinep o1’ ad-
to¢ omovdaiog, 344c6—7). Yet he forces himself to take human en-
deavours seriously, however unhappy these may be (&vaykoiév Ye
uiv omovddlewv: tobto 88 obk evTLXEG, 803b4—5). He then once again
begins to see a brighter perspective: ,,Pursuing our concern through a
proper medium (81& mpoorjkovtdg Tivog, 803b6) would perhaps be
appropriate to us,” he muses. ,,What do I mean by this?* he asks. He
explains that about serious matters a man should be serious, and that
since man is made the plaything of God, the most worthwhile way to
conduct one’s life is to be engaged in the noblest of pastimes (nailov-
10 611 koAhioTag modidg, 803c7). The Phaedran reflections on writ-
ing are here again recalled and thoroughly revised. For in the Phae-
drus writing, although at one point it is called by Phaedrus a very
noble pastime (maykain madid, 276el), and conceded by Socrates to
be so, it is nevertheless contrasted with a much more noble serious
pursuit (moAd 8& kaAriwv omovdr}, 276e4) of the spoken word per-
formed by the philosopher practising dialectic. This contrast is miss-
ing in the Laws where the noblest pastime is simply identified as the
most serious human concern (9 81 opev fuiv ye elvor omovdardra-
tov, 803d). Underlining Plato’s own vacillations, the Athenian Stran-
ger gives vent once again to his dejection with human affairs. ,,Hu-
mans are mere puppets, with little share in truth,” he complains. But
at this point Plato has had enough of this melancholic despondency
and rebukes the Athenian Stranger through the mouth of the Spartan
Megillus: ,,You rubbish our human race completely, Stranger.” ,,Be
not amazed, Megillus, but have compassion with me," says the Stran-
ger. From now on he decides to treat the human race again as worthy
of some serious concern (cmovdfic 8¢ Twvog &&wov, 804b9—l). This
makes him consider the education of the young, which raises the need
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for an educational paradig_m, as Cleinias points out (81 ll'::8+-c2). My
good Cleinias, I rather thl‘nk tﬂat I am fm_'tunate .. I'think T am po¢
wholly in want of 2 paradigm,” the Att{eman Stranger says, explain-
ing that there can be no better educational par_adlgm than the djs.
courses that he expounded ,,from early dawn until now* (¢€ é@ Héxpn
8edpo, 811c7). o

What discourses does Plato have in mind, what does the wearly
dawn* signify? Within the fictional setting Cif the Laws these words
refer only to the discourses held by the Athenian Stranger and his two
companions on the road from Cnossus to the cave and shrine of Zeys,
But if we look back to the opening scene, we note a striking discrep-
ancy, for there the talk is of ,midday heat" (mviyoug 6vtog 1é viv,
625b3), not of the ,early dawn". This indicates that we are not sup-
posed to identify the ,early dawn* with the opening of the Laws, but
to direct our look past it to Plato’s beginnings. As has been seen, the
midday heat" is one of those features in the opening scene that serve
to recall the Phaedrus; this reminder is reinforced as the metaphor of
the ,,early dawn" carries us past the opening scene of the Laws back
to the Phaedrus. As if he were afraid that future generations might
forget that the Phaedrus was his first dialogue, Plato indicates its
proper place within the corpus of his works.

Surveying all of his ,,collected works* thus,’ the Athenian Stran-
ger is overcome by immense pleasure (kai pot énfjAfe Adyoug oikei-
ovc otov &0pdoug mPAdyavnt pdra Nodijvay, 811cd). In the very act
of expressing this sentiment Plato’s mind dwells again upon his
beginnings. For in the Phaedrus, in spite of all his criticism of the art
of writing, Socrates concedes that an author will experience pleasure
at beholding his written discourses (fjo07jcetai te avTolg Bewpdv,
276d4-5) , when forgetful old age comes* (gig 0 A1jng yfjpag £av
ikntay, 276d3—4). The metaphor of the ,early dawn* is balanced in
the Laws by a metaphor of the ,,sunset of life* at which the Athenian
Stranger finds himself (ipgig 8" év Svopaig tod Piov, 770a6).

The pleasure Plato experiences at beholding his collected works as
he stands at the sunset of his life invites further revision of the Phae-
dran views on writing. The Athenian Stranger maintains that any
legislator or educator of substance who comes across spoken dis-
courses or written works ,akin to these discourses* (65ehgd TOV

_ ’ Collected works is T. J. Saunders’ perceptive rendering of Aéyovg &8poovs
in his translation of the Laws (published in The Penguin Classics, 1970).
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10UTOV r{.‘:..v' lé'rm}') has‘ the dl.!ty to preserve them by committing
them to writing (uf) pebiévan tpéne undevi, ypdopecho 5¢ 811e4—5
_These discourses” refers to the ,,collected works* Pmd"-lf:ed i ).
dawn; in other words, Plato here speaks of the totality of his ldni‘;e
logues beginning with the Phaedrus and ending with the Laws. It is:
clearly implied that Plato now perceives writing his diajﬂgues. as

. ; ad
duty to mankind. ‘{Vhat Wwas a mere pastime when he wrote the Phae-
drus hs‘ts l_}ccc_:-ma his most serious concern. In consequence, the Phae-
dran c_:hstmctmn between the spoken and the written word has been
(}\?El‘l‘lddf.:}l'l. In \the }:haedms, the spoken word was the legitimate
brother (&:8eApov yvriciov, 276a1-2) of its bastard sibling, the written
word; in the Laws the written and the spoken words are regarded as
equally genuine siblings (¢derod., 811e4).

The picture drawn by the metaphors of ,,joining the beginning to
the end” and of works assembled ,,from the early dawn* is supple-
mented by a metaphor of discourse viewed as an organic body, which
is taken from the Phaedrus. In the Phaedrus, Socrates maintains that
every discourse should be composed like a living being, with a body
of its own, so as not to be ,,without a head” (¢képaiov, 264c4). In the
Laws, the Athenian Stranger expresses his determination to bring his
work to completion so as not to leave it ,,without a head* (&xépaiov,
752a2). Plato accomplishes this task at the end of the Laws with the
constitution of the ,nocturnal council® of the guardians which is
likened to the city’s ,rational part* (tobg 8¢ V@ &anKAGUEVOVS,
965al). The task of ,,joining the beginning to the end” is completed
with the outline of education for the members of the nocturnal coun-
cil; as I shall argue, this programme involves the totality of Plato’s
works.

The educational programme is laid out in a brief sketch that be-
gins at 965b with the assertion ,,we must proceed, then, to a higher
type of education than the one previously described” (émi Twva
dxpipeostépay madeiav Thg Epmpocdey, 965b1-2), and ends at 968b
with the proposal that it is to be a duty of the members of the noctur-
nal council to take part in the education ,,that has just been outlined”
(moudeiac dmbong SeAnhubapev, 968b1). The adjectival pronoun of
quantity éméong indicates a great amount of edycatlon, ar}d that 1s
what is to be expected, since those who undergo it can qualify as the
guardians. Nevertheless, on6ong contrasts starkly with the brevity of
the educational programme it qualifies; its meaning becomes clear
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e realize that it points to the totality of Plato’s works ag this
's full course.

Progrhfa:‘;‘zgramme opens with the method of dialecti-:; reminiscent of
the Phaedrus. In the Laws, Plato states that a‘ gur:{rdlan of the laws
st be able not only to look at the many (mpog & moAAd: BAéner),
but also to press towards the One and obtain knowledge of it ( mpoC
58 10 Bv éneiyecOa, yvvai te, 965b8-9). With this knowledge and
with his eye concentrated on the One he must bring everything into a
well ordered unity (kal yvovia mpog EKEVO cuvtdEachm mivig
Euvop@vra, 965b9-10), for there is no better way of investigating
anything than that of being able to transfer one’s look from the many
dissimilar things to the single Form (] 10 mpog piav id€av éx moAdoy
kol &vopoioy Suvatdv etvan PAénewy, 965¢2-3). In the Phaedrus,
Plato says similarly that the dialectic method consists in bringing

together the ,manifoldly scattered” through one’s look concentrated

on the single Form (eic ptav te id€av cuvop@vra dyewv té molhoy

Sieonappéva, 265d3—4); the ability to focus one’s eye on the One and
on the many is what marks the dialectician (Svvatdv eig v kal éni

ToAAG meEQUKGD ' Opiv, 266b5—6).

Since the Laws is admittedly a late dialogue, these similarities
might appear to speak for a late dating of the Phaedrus. But in the
Laws the programme of education begins with the outline of the
dialectic method that echoes the Phaedrus;, what follows is evocative
of the early elenctic dialogues. In other words, the place of the Phae-
dran outline of dialectic within the educational programme is analo-
gous to the place of the Phaedrus within Plato’s ,,collected works®.
The guardians must apply the dialectic method to problems of plurali-
ty and unity of virtues, investigating on the one hand how is it that
there are four virtues, that is courage, temperance, justice, and wis-
dom, and on the other hand in what sense there is only one virtue, a
certain Oneness being present in all four of them (965d). The method
is to be applied in the same way to beauty and goodness (mepl kohoD
1€ kal dyafod Tavtdv Toito Srvootpedn), enquiring how each of
these is many and how it is one (&g 76AL" oty ExaoToV TOUTEV KOl
dmag v e kal 6nn, 966a5-7). As in the early elenctic dialogues, such
as the Laches and the Charmides, the Protagoras and the Gorgias, no
solution is offered to these problems in the Laws. To those who do
not know Plato’s work, the educational programme is &mpoppnTov
(968e4), it cannot be revealed ,,beforehand®, for its meaning remains

only if W
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hidden to those who have not undertaken a thoroy
plato’s collected works.

The qutline of the dial:ectic method and its application to problems
of plurality and oneness is followed by a concise statement that the
came method is to be applied to all serious matters (mept ndviwy 1oy
snovdatev Npiv b0 A6Y0), for the guardians of the laws are try]
to know the truth about the laws (6m 3ei tobg Svtac {pﬁlaxay
£GOPEVOG TRV VOIMV c'}vtmc; eidevar 16 mepl Thyv &AiBerav aﬁr&vg
966b4—6). This instruction refers to all the remaining dialogues 91:
Plato, for the educational programme without any further ado culmi-
nates in a brief summary of the main content of the tenth book of the
Laws: if the guardians are to acquire true belief in gods, they must
learn that the soul is the oldest and most divine of all things gener-
ated, and that the movement of the stars is governed by cosmic reason
(966d9-967a5); this implies the definition of soul as self-moving
movement (892a—896d). The programme becomes a circle, for it
begins and ends with the Phaedrus.

The similarities concerning the notion of the soul in the Phaedrus
and in the Laws have led a number of scholars to believe that the two
share the same proof of the immortality of the soul, from which they
derived a strong argument for the late dating of the former dialogue.®
But this is wrong, for although the soul is defined in both as the
principle of motion, there is a fundamental difference between the
two. In the Phaedrus the soul is proved to be immortal because it is
declared to be the ungenerated first principle (apyfn o6& d&yéwmzrov,
245d1); in the Laws it is emphasized that the soul is the generated
principle of motion (&pyfjv &pa Kvijoewg ... yevopévny, 895b4, cf.
892a—c). What is proved in the Laws is not the immortality of the
soul, but only its priority to all bodily matter, to which the soul im-

ghgoing study of

6 See e.g. H. Thesleff, Studies in Platonic Chronology, Helsinki 1982, p. 177
(n. 56): ,,...the proof of immortality in Phdr. 245¢c—246a is much more sophisticated
than R X 617d ff., and it is adopted again in Leg. X 894b ff,, cf. de Vries 1969.9."
G.J. de Vries, A Commentary on the Phaedrus of Plato, Amsterdam 1969, p. 9: ,,A
stronger argument [for the post-Republic dating of the Phaedrus] may be fm}m:l in
the proof of the soul’s immortality, offered in the Phaedrus; it is hardly cuncelj.'able
that Plato would have published the rather clumsy argumentation of Rep. X if the
far better argument of Phdr. (used in the Laws too), based on the soul’s mot!c-n, had
been at his disposal.“ See further L. Robin, La Théorie Platonicienne de I'amour,

Paris 1908 (repr. 1964), pp. 70 and 97.
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parts motion (568s1KTan YOYT) TOV ﬁfﬁ“‘“g’ TFFJPTCZ ijm‘m, YEVOUEWT ye
apyn KIVT|OEWG, 896b2—3). In other words, i ato is alrgumg that the
soul was generated before the body (yvxnv mPOTEPOV Yeyovévy,
GOUATOG, 896c1—2). What stands betvfeen the Rhaedrm and lhv:s Laws
is the creation of the soul by the demiurge, which Pflato described ip
the Timaeus. In order to introduce the Phaedran notion of soul in the
Laws, Plato had to revise it.

The institution of the nocturnal council together with the educa-
tional programme for its members profoundly uansft?r'{ns the constity-
tion proposed in the Laws, which thus becomes ,,divine* (tfjg Oefac
rohteiag, 965¢9—-10). Aristotle’s remark in the Politics that Plato in
the Laws starts with the intention of constructing a constitution that
would have more in common with existing political constitutions, but
step by step transforms it back to the mold of the other constitution,
that is, the ideal state of the Republic (tavtnv BovAdpevog kowotépay
1016l Taic TOAECL KaTd HikpOV MEPLEYEL maAv elg THv ET€pav moki-
eiav, 1265a3—4), is often quoted in the notes on this transformation. ’
Plato himself underlines this profound change not only by calling the
constitution divine, but also by a new attitude of the Athenian Stran-
ger towards the actual realization of the proposed city. While in the
middle of the Laws he politely declined Cleinias’ invitation to be-
come one of the founders of the city (753a), now near the end, after
Cleinias has agreed to enshrine in law the proposed programme of
education, he spontaneously expresses his willingness to assist in
bringing it to life (968b5-9).

The transformation which occurs in the last book of the Laws of
the ,,second best city* (paveital devtépmg &v méAg oikeloBo mpdg 10
Béltiotov, 739a4-5) into one that resembles the ,,best constitution™
(tijv &plomv mohtetav, 739a7) is dramatic, but it does not go against
the grain of the dialogue as a whole. The change begins to take place
at the very moment when in the fifth book Plato expresses his inten-
tion of presenting in the Laws the second best constitution. For it is
second best only in comparison to the best constitution of the Repub-
lic which is reaffirmed in the Laws as its paradigm (mapddetypa,
739¢1). The Athenian Stranger gives a brief summary of the princi-
ples of the ideal state and says that the proposed second best constitu-
tion is to follow it closely so that it may resemble it as much as possi-
ble (739¢2—4). The two are alike as far as the education of the guard-

! Cf.E. B. England, The Laws of Plato, 1921, n. on 968a.
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s is concerned, but their economic foundations remain d:
plato say’s that the parat;ligm of the best constitution is st ddlfferem.
rinciple of sharing: friends hold all things in commop ed on thf-..
v, 739¢2-3), ihei\r cl}ildren, wives, and their propert : (lcm.:ua o
VOiKOG, xotvodg O vl moidag, kowd & xpﬁpm};ﬁ ];?',W“Q HEV
739¢4-5), whereas the second best constitution is based o thg"“‘."*‘?"
ple of private property. The introduction of the idea] city inI:gntiL
Laws as 2 paradigm has a dual function; it directs the dialogye t e
wards the educational programme that ensures the rule of p%:illnszﬁ
hers, and at the same time serves as a device that harmonises thf;
otherwise incompatible principles on which the best and the second
best constitutions are based, thus providing for consistency in Plato’s
political thought.
plato’s concern in the Laws with bringing disparate strains of his
thought into unity comes to the fore when he endeavours to reconcile
the view that nobody commits injustice voluntarily, expressed in his
earlier writings,” with the need to incorporate the common distinction
petween voluntary and involuntary offences, albeit qualified, into the
legal system proposed in the Laws. ,In what way can I bring my
thoughts again into harmony with my own discourses* (tive. odv ad
1pémov EYWYE cupeavoinv av tolg énavtol Adyow, 860e2-3), he
asks, insisting that he cannot repudiate his view that all injustice is
involuntary (Gg ndvra drovota T ddripata, 861c8), for doing so
would be alien to his thought (o0 y&p &v €udv ... €in, 861d4). He
solves the problem by refusing to call an involuntarily caused damage
an injustice (&AL’ 0088 &diciav 10 mapdnav frjom thyv Toladmy PAd-
By, 862a5-6), while defining as injustice only those offences that are
commonly considered to be voluntary. Having made this proviso, for
all practical purposes he incorporates the common distinction be-
tween voluntary and involuntary offences into his system of law.
Plato’s preoccupation with the consistency of his thought is most
conspicuous in his endeavour to bring into harmony his first work and
his last, the Phaedrus and the Laws, and it has therefore been ob-
scured because of the late dating of the former by modern Platonic
scholarship. This among other things has led to a curious emendation
of the passage concerning Plato’s refusal to abandon his thesis that all
injustice is involuntary, quoted above. Plato says that he cannot

jan

® See esp. Hippias Maior, 296bc; Gorgias, 468cd, 509¢; Protagoras, 345e,
352c; Meno, 77d-78b; Republic, 589c.
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abandon the thesis, for abandoning it ,,would be_neither mine (8uév,
861d4) nor pious™. Plato’s ,,mine*, which stands in the codices ALO,
means ,true to me®, ,true to my character. Burnet nevertheless

emends the text on the basis of later manuscript corrections A? O?
which Saunders accepts as he trans-

into ob yap &v VOOV ... Ein, i +
lates ,.I should be breaking the laws of men®.” But this cannot be
right, for the Greeks generally believed that men do commit ljnjusticc
voluntarily, and the distinction in law bElWEB]:I voluntar?' and involun-
tary offences was habitually made on that basis. P_'lato himself adheres
to this distinction after reinterpreting it, and at times he simply slips
into the common legal usage without heeding his own terminology, as
when he speaks of ,,voluntary offences committed ztccording to total
injustice* (vé éxoUoia Kal kat' adwiay méoav yryvéueva, 869e6).
‘Plato had to bring unity into his works if he was to recommend his
works to posterity as the best programme of education, which he does
towards the end of the Laws. Cleinias asks the Athenian Stranger to
expand the brief outline of education. The Stranger answers that the
first thing to do is to assemble suitable candidates for the membership
of the nocturnal council, but there he stops; he insists that to say
anything more at this stage would be meaningless. It would be point-
less to ,,prescribe® (v ypdppact Aéyewv, 968d6) the appropriate times
at which the candidates ought to learn this or that subject, he main-
tains, for they would not understand what would be the right time for
it before each of them received knowledge of the subject in his soul
(mpiv évrdg Thg Yoy EkdaTy mov pabrjpatog EMOTIUTV YEYOVEVOL,
068e1—2). It is not because he considers any further explanations
concerning the programme of education inexpressible (dmopprra,
968e3) that he refuses to provide them at this point, but simply that
they cannot be communicated before the time is ripe for their commu-
nication (&mpdppnra, 968e4). What can this mean? The key lies in
this passage’s concluding statement: any further elucidations ,,are
inexpressible before their time for told beforehand they would explain
nothing® (&mpéppnra 88 Sié 10 pndév mpoppndévia dnrolv TV
Aeyopévav, 968ed—S5). Cleinias is not acquainted with philosophy, he
has not studied Plato’s works; no wonder he does not understand
what the words of the Athenian Stranger signify. He asks in perplex-
ity: ,,What are we to do, Stranger, if the matter stands thus?** The
Laws is approaching its end, the last exchange between the Athenian

? T. J. Saunders, op. cit.
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iranger and his (WO interlocutors must therefore contain the angswer
{0 Cleinias’ perplemx. | ‘

In response o Cleinias, the Athenian Stranger says that the actyal
foundation of the proposed city ought to be their common task; he
would like to take an active p‘art in it: ,,I shall participate in this dar-
ing undertakm g .(GUVKWSU‘U?UUQ)) by expressing and explaining my
views on education and (?n_mtelle:ctual apd moral upbringing which
(his discourse Pas get again in EIIO'[IDH“ E‘L‘[p ppalew te kal eényeicOa
«d, ¢ SEDOYHEVD s}fcn. mepl ThG mordetag e kol Tpogfic g Vv af
KEKIVIIHEVIG TOG AoYOIG, 9f59i_11—3)- _The brief outline of education for
the guardians whas set again 1n.motmn“ Plato’s thought on this sub-
ject. The Spartan Megillus realizes that there is only one conclusion
that can be drawn from all that has been said" (¢x t@v viv fuiv
sipnuEVaY andvrov, 969c¢4): the foundation of the planned city must
he either abandoned, OF the Stranger must be persuaded to take part in
it. Cleinias agrees and asks Megillus to help him in persuading the
Stranger of his indispensability. The Laws ends with Megillus’ la-
conic ,.] shall do so” (ZoiAnyopal, 969d3). This exchange between
Cleinias and Megillus might seem strange and completely otiose, for
the Athenian Stranger has expressed spontaneously twice in a row
(968b5-9, 968¢—969a) his willingness to actively participate in the
project. By giving such a strong emphasis to the task of persuading
the Stranger Plato evidently wants to communicate something very
important. We can decipher his meaning if we take stock of the pro-
found transformation of Plato’s views on the written word which is
highlighted in the Laws.

At the opening of the tenth book we read that laws set out in
writing (v ypdupaoct teBévta) remain firm and permanent (mévtog
fpepel), ready to withstand scrutiny for all time (fg ddoovta elg
ndvta ypévov Eleyyov, 891a). Not only does the immutability of the
written word, so negatively assessed in the Phaedrus (275d), acquire
here a highly positive meaning, but Plato now ascribes to the written
word the capacity to ,,withstand scrutiny*, which in the Phaedrus was
a privileged characteristic of the spoken word (278c)."” In the elev

“ It is interesting to note how his late dating of the Phaedrus misled Stal-
Ihgum. Stallbaum effaces the contradiction between the Phaedrus and the Laws on
“"!5 matter by importing the Phaedran censure of writing into the latter, and taking
TevTwg ﬂpﬁuﬂi to mean ,,they cannot answer questions — guurm nihil respondeant”
(Platonis Opera, Sumptibus Hennings, Gotha 1860, vol. X, sect. IIL, p. 153). Ritter
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enth book the Athenian Stranger says that the highest honour should
be bestowed upon those who show the highest respect for the writings
of the good legislator (922a). Finally, in the last book it is maintained
that one must hold in one’s inner self (€v abt®) the writings of the
lawgiver, so that they may serve as an antidote to any other written
works (xaBdnep areipdppaka TV GAAwV Aéywv, 957d6), for thus
they will keep the judge on the path of righteousness, and will ensure
the constant improvement (énat&notv, 957el) of men who are just.

Far from viewing his works as a lifeless imitation of the spoken
word, Plato now credits his works with a life of their own. When it is
emphasized so strongly towards the end of the Laws that without the
Athenian Stranger one should not even think about founding a mode]
city, what Plato really means is that the precondition for it is a thor-
ough study of all his works. It is through his dialogues that Plato is
ready to help wherever men of substance get together with the inten-
tion of improving their lives and the lives of their fellow citizens. The
concluding passages of the Laws recall the end of the Phaedrus as its
opening scene recalls the Phaedran opening. The Phaedrus ends with
Phaedrus’ wish to partake of Socrates’ philosophy: ,,For friends share
all things in common® (kowa yé&p t& TV @iAwv, 279c2—3). When the
Athenian Stranger decides to join the foundation of the proposed city,
he declares it to be ,,a common task for friends" (® @idot, &v kow@
kal péow Eoikev Nuiv keioba, 968e7-8).

points out that this is wrong since in Laws, 891a, fjpepel is given as an advantage
of the written word, not its disadvantage (C. Ritter, Platos Gesetze, Leipzig, 1896,
vol. I, pp. 294-295). England agrees with Ritter and observes that the Phaedrus
cannot be regarded as a forerunner of Laws, 891a (E. B. England, op. cit., vol. I,
pp. 459460, ad loc.). De Vries, who is obviously acutely aware of the implications
that the discrepancy has for the dating, simply denies the discrepancy: ,,...in Laws
891a the opposite view is not to be found, as Shorey, What Plato said 555 suggests”.
(G. ). de Vries, A Commentary on the Phaedrus of Plato, Adolf M. Hakkert, Amster-
dam 1969, p. 252, ad Phdr. 275d5-6.). Shorey in the passage quoted does indeed
find in Laws (891a) a view that is opposite to Phaedrus, 275de. Morrow, to whom
de Vries also refers, speaks of ,,the unresponsive language of a legal document”
when referring to Laws (891a), but in doing so he simply projects the Phaedrus into
the Laws, as Stallbaum had done before him. (G. R. Morrow, Plato’s Cretan City,
Princeton 1960, p. 477).
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