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T \ Preface 

he Philebus is hard to reconcile with standard 
Interpretations of Plato's phlosophy. Instead of attempting 
to find a reading of the dialogue that would fit it into a 
coventional picture of the late Plato, I tried in the 
dissertation to take the Philebus at face value, and 
reassessed Plato's late philosophy in light of the results. 
The central thesis that emerged was that when Plato had 
reworked the theory of ideas as a consequence of the 
explorations and criticisms of the Parmenides, Sophist 
Theaetetus, and Politicus, he realized that the theory could 
no longer be deployed as the main support of an ethical 
position, as it had been in the Republic and elsewhere. 
This mandated a new approach to ethics. 

What I did not appreciate at the time I wrote was the 
extent to which the approach to ethics in the Philebus, 
despite the innovative metaphysics, represented a return to 
the methodology of the earlier dialogues. In the following 
essay, written some 36 years after the dissertation, I 
emphasize Plato's reversion to the Socratic elenchus, and 
connect it with the startling reappearance of Socrates as 
the leading voice in the Philebus. 

—Donald Davidson 





PLATO'S PHILOSOPHER 

Donald Davidson 

It is a fine question how the aim and method of the 
philosophical enterprise is to be related to the beliefs we bring 
to that enterprise. It is bootless to pretend we can start by 
somehow setting aside the equipment with which we approach philo­
sophy, for then there would be nothing with which to work. We can, 
however, ask whether the main point of philosophizing is to 
examine, clarify, reconcile, criticize, regroup, or even unearth, 
the convictions or assumptions with which we began, or whether 
something more is possible: a search which might lead to knowledge 
or values that were not in sight at the start, and not necessarily 
implicit in what we then knew. 

Each of these enterprises has its obvious difficulties. No one 
can object to the attack on confusion, conflict, obscurity, and 
self-deceit in our everyday beliefs; these defects in our views of 
ourselves and the world exist in profusion, and if some 
philosophers can with skill or luck do something about reducing 
them, those philosophers deserve our respect and support. 

But it would be disappointing to suppose this is all philo­
sophy can do, for then philosophy would seem to be relegated to the 
job of removing inconsistencies while entering no claim to achieve 
truth. Consistency is, of course, necessary if all our beliefs are 
to be true. But there is not much comfort in mere consistency. 
Given that it is almost certainly the case that some of our beliefs 
are false (though we know not which), making our beliefs consistent 
with one another may as easily reduce as increase our store of 
knowledge. 

On the other hand it is not easy to see how to conduct the 
search for truths independent of our beliefs. The problem is to 
recognize such truths when we encounter them, since the only 
standards we can use are our own. Where the first approach makes 
no attempt at fixing objective standards, the second can seem to 
succeed only by illegitimately relabelling some portion of the 
subjective as objective. 

There is an obvious connection between the two pictures of the 
method and aim of philosophy and two traditional concepts of the 
nature of truth: one method goes naturally with coherence theories 
of truth, the other allies itself with correspondence theories. A 
coherence theory in its boldest and clearest form declares that all 

* 
"Plato's Philosopher" was the S.V. Keeling Memorial Lecture 

in Greek Philosophy, given at University College, London, March 
1985. It was first published in The London Review of Books, Vol. 
7, no. 14, 1985, pp. 15-17, and is reprinted here with the kind 
permission of its editor. 
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beliefs in a consistent set of beliefs are true; coherence is the 
only possible test of truth, and so coherence must constitute 
truth. So stated, a coherence theory of truth can be taken as a 
defense of a philosophical method which claims only to remove 
inconsistency; for once inconsistencies have been excised, the 
coherence theory assures us that what remains will be an 
unadulterated body of truths. 

Correspondence theories, on the other hand, maintain that 
truth can be explained as a relation between a belief and a reality 
whose existence and character is for the most part independent of 
our knowledge and beliefs. Truth of this sort is just what the 
second approach to philosophy seeks. But unfortunately 
correspondence theories provide no intelligible answer to the 
question how we can in general recognize that our beliefs 
correspond in the required way to reality. 

No theme in Plato is more persistent than the emphasis on 
philosophical method, the search for a systematic way of arriving 
at important truths, and of insuring that they are truths. Yet I 
think it is safe to say that Plato not only did not find a wholly 
satisfactory method, but he did not find a method that satisfied 
him for long. In the early dialogues, in which Socrates takes 
charge, the elenctic method dominates, and there is nothing in 
those dialogues to promote the suspicion that Plato, or Socrates, 
sees the need to add anything to it. Yet it seems clear that it is 
a method that at best leads to consistency; if it is supposed to 
yield truth, the ground of this supposition is not supplied. In the 
middle and some of the late dialogues Plato suggests a number of 
ways in which the elenchus might be supplemented or replaced by 
techniques with loftier aims. But what is striking is that Plato 
does not settle on any one of these methods as a method guaranteed 
to achieve objective truth; one by one the new methods are 
discarded, or downgraded to the status of mere useful devices. 
Plato often makes it clear that he recognizes the inadequacy of his 
methods for achieving his aims; and the inadequacy is often 
painfully apparent to the modern reader. 

Plato and Aristotle are often held to be paradigms of the 
contrasting methods. Aristotle insisted, at least in moral philo­
sophy, that views that are widely shared and strongly held within 
our own community must be taken seriously and treated as generally 
true. But Plato, we are told, 

Throughout the middle dialogues...repeatedly argues 
against the philosophical adequacy of any method that 
consists in setting down and adjusting our opinions and 
sayings. It is Plato who most explicitly opposes 
phainomena, and the cognitive states concerned with them, 
to truth and genuine understanding. It is also Plato who 
argues that the paradeigmata that we require for 
understanding of the most important philosophical and 
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scientific subjects are not to be found in the world of 
human belief and perception at all. 

This is, indeed, the standard view, and when, as in this passage, 
it is restricted to the middle dialogues, it is roughly correct. 
Even with this restriction, though, it needs to be taken with a 
grain of salt. Nussbaum gives, as a striking example of the 
opposition of methods in Plato and Aristotle, their views on 
akrasia, or weakness of the will. Socrates, as we know, 
paradoxically maintained that akrasia was impossible; he argued 
that if an agent knows what is good, he cannot fail to act in 
accord with that knowledge. Aristotle, on the other hand, held that 
the common view must be right: despite Socrates' arguments, there 
are cases of akrasia. 

How clear is the contrast here between Plato (really Socrates) 
and Aristotle? In the early dialogues we meet with the most 
emphatic cases of conclusions that plainly contradict common 
conviction; yet nothing is said to show that the elenctic method 
is capable of more than revealing inconsistencies. In the middle 
dialogues there are the strong representations just mentioned that 
philosophy can arrive at truths not dreamed of by ordinary men, and 
not to be tested by experience; yet in these same dialogues much 
less is made of the paradoxical character of the doctrines that 
emerge. In particular, the Socratic denial of the possibility of 
akrasia is explicitly dropped. To make our own small paradox; you 
might say in the early dialogues dogmatic claims are based on a 
method that cannot support them; in the middle dialogues rather 
tamer results flow from methods which are advertised as leading to 
absolute and objective truth. 

I think that in the end Plato lost faith in the ability of 
these methods to produce certified eternal truths that owed nothing 
to the serious goals and convictions of most people, but came to 
have a renewed confidence in the elenchus, supplemented and refined 
in various ways, to arrive at truth by way of consistency; in other 
words, he returned to something like the Socratic method and its 
approach to the philosophic enterprise. It is not hard to think of 
reasons why, in the middle dialogues, Plato decided the elenchus 
was not enough to prove the sort of theses he wished to establish; 
nor is it hard to imagine why he became dissatisfied with the 
alternatives. We can guess why Plato may have become discouraged 
in his quest for a foolproof, supermundane method, since he himself 
produced criticisms that must have left him as skeptical as they 
do us. 

It would be foolish to try to demonstrate the historical truth 
of the idea that at the end of his career Plato returned to 
something like the Socratic faith in the power of the elenchus; 
Plato's writings were successfully designed to leave us in doubt 

"Saving Aristotle's Appearances" by Martha Nussbaum: 
Language and Logos. ed. by M. Schofield and M. Nussbaum (Cambridge, 
1982), p. 270. 
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about what he believed. I will be more than pleased if my 
speculations cannot be made to seem wrong. 

The line of thought I am pursuing was inspired by a brilliant 
and provocative paper by Gregory Vlastos called "The Socratic 
Elenchus" Viewed logically, the elenchus is simply a method for 
demonstrating that a set of propositions is inconsistent. In 
practice, the elenctic method is employed by Socrates, or some 
other interrogator, to show that an interlocutor has said things 
which cannot all be true (since they are inconsistent). If this 
were the whole story, the function of the elenchus would be no more 
than to reveal inconsistencies; such a revelation should, of 
course, be interesting to anyone tempted to believe all the 
propositions in the inconsistent set. 

There is no obvious reason why a philosopher--or anyone 
else--should be concerned with inconsistent sets of propositions 
only when they happen to be believed; after all, one can prove a 
proposition true, and hence worthy of belief, by showing its 
negation inconsistent. This is no help in establishing substantive, 
or moral, truths as opposed to logical truths. Nevertheless, it is 
often helpful, when trying to decide where the truth lies, to 
appreciate the inconsistency of a set of propositions to which one 
is not yet committed. 

It is therefore surprising, and instructive, that in the 
Socratic dialogues, Socrates usually insists that the interlocutor 
be seriously committed to the propositions being tested. It is one 
of the merits of Vlastos' article that he notices this striking 
feature of Socrates' method, and appreciates how important it is. 
Vlastos quotes from the dialogues: "By the god of friendship, 
Callicles! Don't think that you can play games with me and answer 
whatever comes into your head, contrary to your real opinion." 
(Gorqias 500b); "My good man, don't answer contrary to your real 
opinion, so we may get somewhere" (Republic I. 346a); and when 
Protagoras says in answer to a question of Socrates, "But what does 
it matter? Let it be so for us, if you wish," Socrates angrily 
replies, "I won't have this. For it isn't this 'if you wish' and 
'if you think so' that I want to be refuted, but you and me. I say 
'you and me' for I think that the thesis is best refuted if you 
take the 'if' out of it." (Protagoras 331c) 

This last quotation brings out another feature of the 
elenchus, and helps answer the question why Socrates is so 
concerned that the people he questions should express their real 
opinions. Socrates is interested in refutation. The typical 
elenchus begins by Socrates asking a question, to which the 
interlocutor gives an answer. Socrates then elicits some further 
views from the interlocutor (not infrequently by putting them 
forward himself, and getting the interlocutor to agree), and 
proceeds to demonstrate that these further views entail the falsity 
of the original answer. Unless the person being questioned accepts 

Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy (Clarendon Press, 
1983). 
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the propositions which refute his original answer, he will have no 
reason to give up his opening proposal; no particular thesis will 
have been refuted. 

As Vlastos points out, all that Socrates has shown is that 
the interlocutor's beliefs are inconsistent, so at least one of 
those beliefs must be false. But there is nothing about the 
elenctic method to indicate which belief or beliefs should be 
abandoned. In the event, it always turns out to be the original 
proposal. For pedagogic and dramatic reasons, this is clearly the 
right strategy. But it is a strategy that will lead to true 
conclusions only if one is careful to start with a false belief, 
and then to draw upon additional, but true, beliefs to disprove the 
starting claim. How can Socrates know in advance of using his 
method what is true and what false? Is the method after all just 
a device for persuasion? 

What is clear is that Socrates trusts that the elenctic method 
does lead to moral truths: the negations, in general, of beliefs 
held by interlocutors at the start of a discussion. Where p is the 
original claim, Socrates repeatedly sums up the result of an 
elenctic argument by saying that the negation of p "has become 
evident to us," or the interlocutor now "sees" or "knows" that 
not-p1. In the Gorqias, Socrates says that his thesis (the negation 
of the interlocutor's p) has been "proved true"(Gorqias 479e). 
(Here not-p is: to suffer injustice is better than to commit it.) 
Presently he puts it even more strongly: "These things having 
become evident in the foregoing arguments, I would say, crude 
though it may seem to say it, that they have been clamped down and 
bound by arguments of iron and adamant..." (Gorqias 508e-509a). 

According to Vlastos, whose argument I have been following 
closely up to this point (as well as using his translations), the 
last two quotations differ substantially in strength from the 
earlier claims; proving something is more than simply making it 
evident. Vlastos thinks the claim that the elenchus can "prove" 
truths is not Socratic; he believes Socrates did assume that the 
elenchus leads to truth, but it was an assumption on which he did 
not consciously reflect, and which he therefore felt no need to 
defend. Vlastos continues, 

Throughout the dialogues which precede the Gorqias Plato 
depicts Socrates arguing for his views in much the same way 
as other philosophers have done before or since when trying 
to bring others around to their own view: he picks premisses 
which he considers so eminently reasonable in themselves and 
so well-entrenched in his interlocutor's system of belief, 
that when he faces them with the fact that these premisses 
entail the negation of their thesis he feels no serious risk 
that they will renege on the premisses to save their 

For references see Vlastos's "Afterthoughts on the Socratic 
Elenchus," pp. 71-2. 
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thesis...This being the case, the "problem of the elenchus" 
never bothers Socrates in those earlier dialogues.1 

Plato, however (to continue Vlastos' theory), did come to wonder 
what ensured the choice of true premisses; and well he might have, 
given how often what seemed common knowledge to almost everyone 
else was found to be false according to Socrates. Although the 
words are put in Socrates' mouth, it is Plato who, according to 
Vlastos, realizes what must be assumed if the elenchus is to 
produce truths: the assumption is that, in moral matters, everyone 
has true beliefs which he cannot abandon and which entail the 
negations of his false beliefs. It follows from this assumption 
that all the beliefs in a consistent set of beliefs are true, so 
a method like the elenchus which weeds out inconsistencies will in 
the end leave nothing standing but truths. Therefore Socrates did 
not need to know in advance which beliefs were true, nor did he 
have to worry that upon discovering an inconsistency, the 
inconsistency might be removed by inadvertently throwing out the 
true. For the retained falsity would itself be found inconsistent 
with further beliefs. 

I shall not consider the textual evidence in the Gorgias for 
this doctrine, since it is clear on the one hand that something 
very like this assumption is necessary if the elenchus is to be 
defended as a way of reaching truths, whether or not Plato or 
Socrates realized it; and on the other hand, it is equally obvious 
that there is absolutely no argument in the Gorgias or any of the 
earlier dialogues to support the assumption. Vlastos believes that 
Plato realized this, and that it is for this reason that in the 
next three dialogues, written just after the Gorgias, the 
Euthydemus, Lysis, and Hippias Major, the elenchus makes no 
appearance. In these dialogues there is philosophical argument, but 
Socrates carries on essentially by himself, acting both as proposer 
and as critic. 

In the Meno Plato finds a new way of defending the elenchus: 
the doctrine of recollection. According to this theory everyone is 
born knowing everything, but the vicissitudes of life have caused 
him to forget what he knows, and to come to believe falsehoods. 
Once again, it is clear that a method that claims no more than that 
it can remove what is inconsistent with what is known is adequate 
to achieve truth. Vlastos describes the theory of recollection as 
a "lavish present" by Plato to Socrates. "By the time this has 
happened," Vlastos concludes, "the moralist of the earlier 
dialogues has become the metaphysician of the middle ones. The 
metamorphosis of Plato's teacher into Plato's mouthpiece is 
complete."2 

Vlastos sees a vast difference between Plato's two ways of 
saving the elenchus: the way of the Gorgias, which merely assumes 

1 Vlastos, "Afterthoughts", p. 73. 

2 "Afterthoughts", p. 74. 
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the existence of enough ineradicable truths in everyone, and the 
way of the Meno, with the transmigration of the soul and the theory 
of recollection. Years passed between the writing of these 
dialogues, years during which Plato lost all confidence in the 
elenchus. "Then, one day," writes Vlastos, the theory of 
recollection came to Plato. 

This is a fascinating story, and Vlastos makes it plausible 
with a wealth of references to the texts, and a shrewd 
consideration of the human and logical probabilities. I have no 
intention of arguing against it, except on one point which is not 
explicit in Vlastos' article, but is strongly implied. That 
implication is that after the Gorgias, Plato permanently lost faith 
in the idea that moral truths can be elicited from anyone by 
something like the elenchus. In any case, I want to put forward the 
hypothesis that at a certain point late in his career Plato returns 
to (if he ever departed from) both the Socratic concern with the 
good life, the right way to live; and that he depends on the 
assumption that there is enough truth in everyone to give us hope 
that we can learn in what the good life consists. 

First, we ought to notice that though it is certainly true 
that the doctrine of the transmigration of the soul and of 
recollection is new in the Meno, that doctrine is closely related 
to the methodological assumption which Plato realizes, in the 
Gorgias, is needed to defend the elenchus. Indeed, the doctrine of 
recollection doesn't supplant the assumption of the Gorgias; it 
entails it. Viewed solely as a supplement to the elenchus, the 
theory of recollection has no need of the doctrine of the 
transmigration of the soul. Like the methodological assumption of 
the Gorgias, the theory of recollection postulates that there is 
enough ineradicable truth in each of us to insure that the 
elimination of inconsistencies ultimately results in the 
elimination of error; when all inconsistency is removed, what 
remains will be true. From a strictly methodological point of view, 
the chief difference between the two doctrines is that while the 
assumption of the Gorgias suggests that the only sure route to 
knowledge is the elenchus, the theory of recollection places no 
premium on the elimination of inconsistencies and so invites us to 
consider methods other than the elenchus in the search for truth. 

And of course other methods do come to the fore in the middle 
and late dialogues: the various methods of "ascent" in the 
Republic, Symposium, and Phaedrus; the method of "hypothesis", of 
"collection and division"; and the method or methods of the 
Philebus. There is an obvious transfer of interest from moral 
problems to epistemological and ontological problems, a new concern 
(in the Theaetetus) about the possibility of perceptual knowledge, 
and a persistent worry about philosophical method. 

Plato did not abandon the elenctic method; what philosopher 
would? Our concern is with the question what can be expected of 
that method, and what Plato thought it could deliver. The essential 
problem is the one with which we began: can philosophy hope to 
transcend what is inherent in the beliefs and values with which it 
begins? If not, consistency but not truth is all we can trust it 
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to deliver, and this is what the unaided elenchus promises. But if 
the theory of recollection is true, the elenchus can do more. The 
trouble is that the theory of recollection, treated as an essential 
assumption needed to support knowledge claims, drops out of sight 
in the dialogues almost as soon as it appears. It is crucial in the 
Meno, and plays an important role in the Phaedo. But by the end of 
the Phaedo the doctrine of recollection has been superceded by the 
method of hypothesis; this is not a method better suited to prove 
truths, as we shall see in a moment. The important thing is that 
Plato no longer seems willing to trust the theory of recollection. 
Recollection is introduced in the Republic, but it is obvious that 
quite different methods are the ones on which Plato relies in that 
work; there are further mentions of the theory of recollection in 
the Phaedrus, Philebus, and Laws, but in none of these dialogues 
does it serve a significant epistemological role.1 

It seems clear that Plato was not willing for long seriously 
to embrace the theory of recollection as a source of substantive 
moral truths. What, then, did he think to put in its place? If, as 
Vlastos convincingly insists, the "problem of the elenchus" 
obsessed the methodologically-minded Plato, how can he have 
relinquished the substance of his "lavish gift" to his teacher 
without finding a suitable substitute? 

The answer which appeals to most Plato scholars is that Plato 
did find other methods in which he placed confidence. This may be 
true: certainly many methods are mentioned, some of them a number 
of times, and some of these methods come highly recommended by a 
character named "Socrates" or "The Eleatic Stranger", etc. 
Nevertheless, there are three good reasons for not accepting this 
answer as the last word on Plato's last word on the method of 
philosophy. The first is that we can find arguments in the 
dialogues that show why these methods are in one way or another 
inadequate or incomplete. The second is that when, in the Philebus, 
Plato returns once more to the question of the nature of the good 
life, these methods are not seen to provide the answer; despite 
several long and difficult discussions of method, it is the 
elenchus that provides the basic argument. The third reason, which 
the historically minded may consider irrelevant, is that we can see 
for ourselves that none of the alternative methods can provide a 
firm basis for moral truths, while there is, after all, support for 
the assumption which, in the Gorgias, is recognized as sufficient 
to defend the elenchus, the assumption that (in ethics at least, 
and perhaps metaphysics more generally) there are enough truths in 
each of us to make it plausible that once our beliefs in these 
matters are consistent they will be true. I do not think it 
ridiculous to suppose that Plato figured this out for himself; but 
the direct evidence is no more than suggestive. 

It is far more than I can attempt here to survey all the 
philosophical methods Plato discusses, and the arguments he 

1 See Kenneth Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology: A Riddle Resolved 
(Princeton University Press, 1983), pp. 188-93. 
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produces against them; and I do not pretend to have made any new 
discoveries. What I shall do is indicate how, in the Philebus, the 
elenchus, and only the elenchus, can be claimed to have achieved 
a correct description of the good life. 

The Philebus is a significant test case. It is a very late 
dialogue; probably only the Laws is later. It is directly concerned 
with a Socratic question (one might say the Socratic question), the 
nature of the good life. Even the phrasing of the problem reminds 
us of earlier works: the Philebus asks "what is the best possession 
a man could have" (19c), it enquires after "the proper goal for all 
living things" (60a). In the Republic, Socrates says "our argument 
is over no chance matter but over what is the way we ought to live" 
(Republic I. 352d; cf. Gorgias 500c). 

The Philebus begins with a double elenchus. Socrates sums up 
the two starting positions: "Philebus holds that what is good...is 
enjoyment, pleasure, delight, and all that sort of thing. I hold, 
by contrast, that intelligence, thought, memory...are, for anything 
capable of them, preferable and superior to pleasure; indeed to all 
those capable of a share of them, whether now or in the future, 
they are of the greatest possible benefit." (Philebus 11c). As in 
the early dialogues, it is assumed without question that 
"everything capable of knowing pursues" the good; this is taken to 
be an infallible test of what is acceptable as the good life. With 
the aid of this assumption, Socrates is able to prove that both 
Philebus' position and his own position are false. 

PROTARCHUS: Neither of these lives seems to me worth 
choosing,...and I think anyone would agree with me. 
SOCRATES: What about a joint life, Protagoras, made up of a 
mixture of both elements? 
PROTARCHUS: One of pleasure, thought, and intelligence, you 
mean? 
SOCRATES: Yes, and things of that sort. 
PROTARCHUS: Anyone would choose that in preference to either 
of the other two, without exception. 
SOCRATES: We are clear what follows for our present argument? 
PROTARCHUS: Certainly. There are three possible lives before 
us, and of two of them neither is adequate or desirable for 
man or beast. 
sOCRATES: Then it's surely clear that neither of these at 
least can be the good...For if any of us chose anything else 
he would take it in defiance of the nature of what is truly 
desirable... (Philebus 21e- 22b) 

The argument has exactly the pattern Vlastos found problematic 
in the early dialogues; an interlocutor answers a question; 
Socrates gets him to agree to further premisses; the original 

1 Here and throughout I use J.C.B Gosling's translation in 
Plato: Philebus (Oxford, 1975). I am also indebted to Gosling's 
excellent commentary. 
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answer is shown to be inconsistent with the further premisses; it 
is then agreed by all hands that the negation of the original 
answer (or answers in the Philebus) has been proven true. The 
correctness of the conclusion depends on the truth of the 
unexamined further premisses; it is just this that made Vlastos 
decide that Plato could not accept the elenchus as leading to 
truth. Yet here in the Philebus there seems no room for doubt that 
Plato uses the elenchus, and accepts its results. 

Two other features of the early elenchus are also conspicuous 
in the Philebus. There is, first, the feature on which Vlastos laid 
great stress, the insistence that the interlocutor sincerely 
express his own beliefs. One may guess that it is just to emphasize 
this point that has Plato substitute Protarchus for Philebus as the 
chief interlocutor: Philebus is too stubborn and crude to be 
counted on to answer honestly. But Socrates repeatedly makes 
certain that Protarchus is expressing his own views. At one point, 
Socrates turns to Philebus to ask if he agrees. We get this 
exchange: 

PHILEBUS: My view is, and always will be, that pleasure 
is the undoubted winner,--but it is for you, Protarchus, 
to decide. 
PROTARCHUS: As you have handed the argument over to me it 
is no longer for you to say whether or not to agree to 
Socrates' proposal. (Philebus 12a) 

A second striking point is Socrates' insistence at every point that 
what he takes to be true, every untested assumption on which 
further results depend, be agreed upon. As we have just seen, he 
does not do so well with Philebus. But the agreement on which he 
depends is the agreement of those engaged in the dialectic. In the 
passage I quoted a minute ago, Socrates secures Protarchus'  
agreement no less than three times to "what anyone would choose"; 
when the question is asked in the right way, what everyone would 
choose is the good; and when the question is asked in the right 
way, everyone will agree that the mixed life of pleasure and 
intellect is better than the life of pure pleasure or the life of 
pure intellect. Early in the dialogue, Socrates makes clear that 
his own position is as much at risk as that of Protarchus: he says 
"I take it that we are not now just vying to prove my candidate or 
yours the winner, but shall join forces in favor of whatever is 
nearest the truth." (Philebus 14b) And at another point he remarks, 
"Should we then register our agreement with earlier generations, 
and instead of just citing other people's opinions without risk to 
ourselves, stick our necks out too..." (Philebus 29a) Towards the 
end, Socrates asks once more whether everyone would agree with the 
essential assumption on which the argument rests, and on the 
conclusion that the mixed life of pleasure and intelligence is 
best. He even suggests that "If anyone thinks we have overlooked 
anything...I hope he will now go back and state the matter more 
accurately." (Philebus 60d) At the very end, Protagoras proclaims: 
"We are now all agreed, Socrates, on the truth of your position." 
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(Philebus 67b) This is not, of course, the position with which 
Socrates began; it is the position reached by following the 
elenctic argument. 

The central argument of one of Plato's last dialogues 
concerns, then, a major Socratic problem, employs the Socratic 
elenchus, and unambiguously endorses the outcome of the elenchus. 
Why, after entertaining such profound doubts about it, does Plato 
unquestioningly return to Socrates' method? 

Those who are familiar with the Philebus will, of course, have 
noticed that I have been discussing a very small proportion of the 
material in that dialogue: the defeat of the pure lives of pleasure 
and intellect and the victory of the mixed life is assured in the 
first fifth of the dialogue, and the actual argument uses up barely 
more than three Stephanus pages. That is the heart of the dialogue; 
but there is, after all, a great deal more. And much of the rest 
is remote from anything we find in the early dialogues, or, for 
that matter, anywhere else in Plato. There is much confusing 
discussion of methods, and ontological doctrines are put forward 
that sound vaguely Pythagorean and perhaps something like the 
doctrines Aristotle attributes to Plato in the Metaphysics. Little 
of this material can be attributed to Socrates; at one time, 
scholars were reluctant to attribute it to Plato. We need not be 
concerned here with how these strange views are to be reconciled 
with the rest of what we think we know of Plato's late philosophy, 
nor with how they can be reconciled with one another. For I think 
it is reasonably clear nothing in the rest of the Philebus solves 
Vlastos' "problem of the elenchus", that is, shows why it yields 
truths, and if this is so, the central argument and result of the 
dialogue depends on nothing but the unadorned Socratic elenchus. 

One important argument is not really elenctic (I have already 
mentioned it). In proving by the elenchus that neither the life of 
pleasure nor the pure life of the intellect is the good life, 
Socrates uses, as we have seen, two unexamined assumptions, which 
he and everyone concerned agrees are true. These are (1) the good 
is what everyone ("capable of knowing") prefers or would choose if 
he could and (2) no one would, on reflection (and aided by 
Socrates' arguments), choose either the pure life of pleasure or 
the pure life of the intellect. This completes the elenchus. 
Socrates then wins agreement to a further claim: (3) everyone would 
prefer the mixed life of pleasure and intelligence to either of the 
other two lives. This implies the negative conclusion of the 
elenchus, and so could have been used in place of (2). It is 
introduced, however, as an independent conclusion. But nothing here 
departs from the elenctic method: (3), like (1) and (2), is 
accepted once agreed to. 

The bulk of the dialogue is devoted to a detailed examination 
of the various kinds of pleasure, with arguments designed to show 
why most pleasures are unsuited for inclusion in the good life. As 
a first step, Socrates undertakes to show that although all 
pleasures are alike in being pleasures, it is possible that they 
differ in that some are good and some are bad. The demonstration 
of this elementary point begins with a fairly lengthy, but 
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confusing, description of a method. Protarchus asks Socrates' help 
in finding a "better way to conduct the argument". Socrates 
obliges: "There could be no finer way than the one of which I have 
always been a devotee, though often it has slipped through my 
fingers and left me empty-handed ana bewildered...It is not 
difficult to expound, but it is very difficult to apply. It has 
been responsible for bringing to light everything that has been 
discovered in the domain of any skill...it was a gift from the gods 
to men..." (Philebus 16b,c) The description of the method that 
follows is open to many interpretations, especially when one.tries 
to square it with the subsequent four-fold division of all things 
into limits, unlimiteds, mixtures of the two, and the cause or 
causes of mixtures. But the uses to which Socrates puts this 
method, or these methods, is easier to understand. The first use 
is this: if we start with a collection of entities, we must first 
"posit a single form", then subdivide it into two or three more, 
until no more organized divisions are called for. This takes skill; 
it is easy to go wrong. So far the method sounds like the method 
of collection and division defended and practiced in the Sophist 
and Politicus. And that is exactly the use to which it is put. 
Socrates divides up the species of pleasure with the ultimate aim 
of distinguishing the good from the bad pleasures. But the method 
of collection and division cannot make these distinctions: at best 
it shows that there is no contradiction involved in saying 
pleasures are one in being pleasures, but may differ in other 
respects. 

As the method is elaborated, the importance of limits, 
measures, proportion, and symmetry is increasingly stressed. Good 
things, good lives for example, are the result of the imposition 
of a limit or measure on one or more indefinite continua: such are 
the mixtures, among which the good life is to be found. Most 
pleasures, though not all, are argued to be unsuited for inclusion 
in a properly balanced and stable life; most forms of wisdom and 
even practical skills are worthy of inclusion. Mind plays a dual 
role; its functions and objects are admirable and desirable in 
themselves, and mind, being akin to the cosmic cause which accounts 
for all that is good in the universe, is itself the cause of the 
measured life. 

I call attention to only two aspects of these somewhat 
tortured passages in the Philebus. The first is that no 
interpretation of the "god-given method", at least none with which 
I am familiar, can reasonably be said to provide either a 
substitute for or a supplement to the elenchus of the kind provided 
by the assumption of the Gorqias or the theory of recollection. The 
method of collection and division does not itself provide a guide 
as to which the true "units" are, nor how to tell when a division 
has been made "at the joints". But even if it did, no substantive 
moral (or other) truths could emerge; nor does Socrates suggest 
that they could. The four-fold classification of ontological 
features of the world does far more work, for it is clear that both 
the categorization of many pleasures as basically "unlimited" and 
the principles that guide the construction of the good life draw 
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heavily on the necessity of the presence, in all that is desirable, 
beautiful, or stable, of a limit. What the method entirely fails 
to do is to provide criteria for telling when a mixture is a good 
one. Sometimes Socrates talks as if every true mixture is good, and 
every limit a principle that produces a mixture. But this is no 
help, for we then want to know how to tell a limit from some other 
arrangement of parts; how to tell a mixture from a mere grab-bag 
of ingredients. 

Plato seems aware of the fact that the "god-given" method 
gives no clear guidance in these matters. Although he stresses the 
superiority of the pure sciences, like mathematics, to the applied 
arts such as flute-playing and building, he compares the choice of 
ingredients for the good life, and their blending, to the work of 
a craftsman; when it comes to describing the good life, Socrates 
says: "Well, then, it would be a fair enough image to compare us 
to builders in this matter of the mixture of intelligence and 
pleasure, and say we had before us the material from which or with 
which to build." Protagoras: "That's a good comparison." Socrates: 
"Then our next business must be to try to mix them?" (Philebus 59e) 
One is reminded of the detailed examples drawn from music and 
phonetics earlier in the dialogue, which illustrate that producing 
a pleasing or acceptable product depends on more than the analytic 
methods which discriminate the ingredients; it depends as well on 
the skill and knowledge of the craftsman. The theme is familiar 
from the early Socratic dialogues. 

The second aspect of the methodology of the Philebus to which 
I want to call attention is the role, or lack of it, of the theory 
of forms. Critics have argued endlessly over the question whether 
any of the four elements in the "god-given" method is to be 
identified with the forms. From the point of view of the present 
thesis, it doesn't matter. For as we have already seen, nothing in 
that method could, or is claimed to, yield substantive moral 
truths. Nor is it likely that at this stage in his development 
Plato would have relied on the theory of forms for this purpose. 
In the late dialogues he found more and more reasons to be 
dissatisfied with his earlier doctrines about the forms, and no 
aspect of this dissatisfaction is more evident than the abandonment 
of any close connection between the forms and value. The unity of 
the forms which earlier had insured their purity was given up when 
it became evident that analysis required that the forms blend with 
one another (as pleasure does with good and bad; the crucial 
discovery is made in the Sophist). The idea that value depends in 
some way on being like or resembling a form was recognized by Plato 
(in the Parmenides) to be incompatible with the epistemological or 
semantic functions of the forms. Value in the Philebus can no 
longer be connected with the forms as such; it may be that limits, 
or mixtures that have limits, are forms and are good; but what 
makes them good is not that they are forms or limits or mixtures, 

1 For a revealing treatment of this subject see Terence Irwin, 
Plato's Moral Theory (Clarendon Press, 1977). 
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but that they have symmetry, commensurability, and truth––that they 
are proper limits or appropriate mixtures. 

My proposal then, is that when, in almost his last dialogue, 
Plato returned to the question of the nature of the good life, he 
also returned to the Socratic elenchus as the clearest and most 
reliable method for discovering how we ought to live. So it seems 
no surprise to me that in this dialogue the leader is once again 
Socrates. As we know, Socrates practically disappears from all the 
other late dialogues. In the Parmenides he is portrayed as very 
young, and it is the great Parmenides who directs the questioning, 
Socrates who responds. In the Critias and Timaeus Socrates is 
present, but makes no serious contribution; he is not present in 
the Laws. In the Sophist and Politicus, the two dialogues most 
closely related to the Philebus, Socrates turns over the discussion 
to the Eleatic Stranger. Only in the Philebus is he once again 
Plato's spokesman, and, if I am right, again speaks in his own 
person so far as basic method is concerned. He is Plato's 
Philosopher. 

In the Sophist we are apparently promised a trio of dialogues, 
on the sophist, the politician, and the philosopher. The first two 
dialogues survive; there is no record of the third. By the most 
likely dating, the Philebus was written soon after the Politicus, 
about when the Philosopher should have been written. For a number 
of reasons we can see why the Philebus could not be called the 
Philosopher. But I like to think of it as taking the place of that 
unwritten dialogue. It is about Plato's philosopher, it comes back 
to the problem with which that philosopher was most concerned, and 
it accepts his way of doing philosophy for its most important 
results. 

If, as I have argued, Plato returns in the Philebus to the 
confident use of the elenchus, it must be because he decided in the 
end that Socrates was right to trust that method. Clearly Plato had 
found nothing better––nothing that he did not come to criticize 
himself. What explains Plato's renewed confidence in the elenchus? 
As Vlastos explains, the elenchus would make for truth simply by 
insuring coherence in a set of beliefs if one could assume that in 
each of us there are always unshakable true beliefs inconsistent 
with the false. It is not necessary that these truths be the same 
for each of us, nor that we be able to identify them except through 
the extended use of the elenchus. Thus someone who practices the 
elenchus can, as Socrates repeatedly did, claim that he does not 
know what is true; it is enough that he has a method that leads to 
truth. The only question is whether there is reason to accept the 
assumption. 

I think there is good reason to believe the assumption is 
true––true enough, anyway, to insure that when our beliefs are 
consistent they will in most large matters be true. The argument 
for this is long, and I have spelled it out as well as I can 
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elsewhere. But the argument hinges on a good Socratic intuition: 
it is only in the context of frank discussion, communication, and 
mutual exchange that trustworthy truths emerge. The dialectic 
imposes the constant burden of interpretation on questioner and 
questioned, and the process of mutual interpretation can go forward 
only because true agreements which survive the elenchus carry a 
presumption of truth. 

In coming to see that Socrates was right to trust the elenchus 
to do more than insure consistency, Plato was returning to a point 
at which he started. James Joyce quotes (or misquotes) Maeterlink 
as saying: "If Socrates leave his house today he will find the sage 
seated on his doorstep." The same, I have urged, can be said about 
Plato; or even about philosophy. 

Balliol College, Oxford, and the 
University of California at Berkeley 

1 In "A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge": Kant oder 
Hegel, ed. by D. Henrich (Klett-Cotta, 1983). 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Phi lebus i s one of the b e s t p re se rved s k e l e t o n s 

in the cupboard of P l a t o n i c s c h o l a r s h i p . As cupboards go , 

t h i s i s a we l l s tocked ο n e ; and y e t , a s s k e l e t o n s i n t h i s 

cupboard go , the Ph i l ebus i s p e c u l i a r l y u n n e r v i n g . For a l l 

the words tha t a r e heaped h o p e f u l l y upon i t , I t w o n ' t q u i t e 

s t a y dead; and f o r a l l the props and machines t h a t a r e i n ­

s inua ted i n t o i t , i t won ' t t a l k e i t h e r . The e x p e r t s have 

con t r ived a l l manner of s u b t l e r i g s to hold t h e bones 

r e s p e c t a b l y t o g e t h e r , and ye t t h e r e s u l t s a r e somehow always 

so gruesome t h a t i t i s hard t o b e l i e v e t h e monster could have 

l i v e d . What i s wrong with the Phi lebus t h a t t h e d o c t o r s (of 

philosophy) can n e i t h e r cure nor d e c e n t l y r e t i r e i t ? 

The answer i s a s t r i n g of p a r a d o x e s : the P h i l e b u s 

promises t o r e v e a l the h i g h e s t mystery P l a t o knew — the 

nature of the Good — and yet not on ly i s t h e r e v e l a t i o n 

c r y p t i c , but i t i s not even c l e a r whether i t i s a r e v e l a t i o n ; 

the Phi lebus g ives t h e longes t account we have of P l a t o ' s 

method, but a l though t h a t method i t s e l f i s used t o e x p l a i n 

the method, i t s meaning end i t s a p p l i c a t i o n remain i n s c r u t a b l e ; 

the Ph i lebus a t t empts t o de f ine what the Republic c a l l s the 

h ighes t i d e a , but i t never unambiguously mentions the theory 

of i d e a s ; the Phi lebus seems to be the key to the most 

important problems i n P l a t o ' s phi losophy — and y e t we can­

not f ind a s i ng l e lock i t f i t s . I t i s no wonder then t h a t 

the Phi lebus i s conceded by everyone to be a ve ry i m p o r t a n t 
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work, but almost no one o f f e r s t o t e l l us what i t means. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , tha t i s t he bold purpose of t h i s t h e s i s . I am 

going to t r y to e x p l a i n the p h i l o s o p h i c meaning and i n t e n t i o n 

of P l a t o ' s P h i l e b u s . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y i t must be confessed a t once t h a t t h i s 

t a s k , so fo rmidab le and promis ing of hidden s e c r e t s , i s here 

conceived a s a f a i r l y p e d e s t r i a n chore — so p e d e s t r i a n t h a t 

i t i s neces sa ry to defend i t s method and i m p o r t a n c e . 

About i t s d i f f i c u l t y t h e r e can s c a r c e l y be a r e a s o n ­

able doubt . I t can be s a id wi thout much e x a g g e r a t i o n t h a t no 

at tempt has been made i n any language to e x p l a i n the p h i l o s o p h i c 

content of the Ph i l ebus a s a who le . The t e x t has been e d i t e d 

by p h i l o l o g i s t s , i n d i v i d u a l problems have been a t t a c k e d , 

i so l a t ed segments of the d ia logue have been ana lyzed and quoted 

to support one or ano ther theory , and r e p u t a b l e s cho l a r s have 

explained away some of t he d i f f i c u l t i e s , A German has i n t e r ­

p re t ed the Ph i l ebus from the p o i n t of view of neo-Hegel ian ism, 

and more r e c e n t l y an Englishman h a s u rbane ly r e s t a t e d some of 

the c e n t r a l p rob lems . To d a t e , however, n o t h i n g on the s c a l e 

of the commentaries on the o the r P l a t o n i c d i a l o g u e s has been 

at tempted fo r the P h i l e b u s . The c l o s e s t t h i n g t o t h i s , and 

the b e s t , i s t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n to the new French e d i t i o n by 

M. Diès ; t h i s b r i e f and b r i l l i a n t t r ea tmen t of t h e Ph i l ebus 

p l e a s a n t l y conf i rms , i n a gene ra l way, many of t h e r e s u l t s 

reached in more d e t a i l i n t h i s t h e s i s . But more important 

than the very few s a t i s f a c t o r y works on the Ph i l ebus i s the 
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combination of r e v e r e n c e , abhorrence and s y s t e m a t i c n e g l e c t 

wi th which roost s c h o l a r s have t r e a t e d i t · 

Yet t h e impor tance o f t he P h i l e b u s i s seldom q u e s t i o n e d , 

so t h a t the va lue of an exeges i s should be f a i r l y p l a i n . The 

Phi lebus i s the on ly P l a t o n i c d i a logue which e x p l i c i t l y d e a l s 

with t h e q u e s t i o n of t h e na tu re of the good l i f e f o r man; i t 

has what i s c l e a r l y a very impor tan t a n a l y s i s of be ing ; i t 

has a comprehensive d i s c u s s i o n of the p h i l o s o p h i c method; and 

i t c o n t a i n s an obscure but h i g h l y i n t e r e s t i n g d o c t r i n e abou t 

va lue judgments · I t i s c l e a r t h a t our e n t i r e view of P l a t o ' s 

l a t e r p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o s i t i o n must be in f luenced by our i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n of the P h i l e b u s . The d i f f i c u l t y and t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of making an o v e r a l l e x p l a n a t i o n of t h e purpose and meaning of 

the Ph i lebus i s t h u s f a i r L y wel l a t t e s t e d ; t he po in t remains 

what form such an exp l ana t i on should t a k e . The u l t i m a t e p u r ­

pose of an a n a l y s i s such a s th i s t h e s i s a t t e m p t s shou ld , of 

cou r se , be i n s i g h t i n t o p h i l o s o p h i c a l t r u t h . But such a 

purpose i s u l t i m a t e . In the case of the Phi lebus i t must be 

preceded by the spadework of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Before we can 

at tempt to e v a l u a t e P l a t o ' s phi losophy a s a whole , we must 

know what i t i s t h a t he means to s a y . And before we can know 

t h i s , we must do our bes t to unders tand each i n d i v i d u a l work. 

My aim i n t h i s t h e s i s i s t h e n very p r e l i m i n a r y : i t i s to 

understand as f u l l y as p o s s i b l e the meaning of a s i n g l e 

P l a t o n i c d i a l o g u e . I do n o t thereby d i s c r e d i t the more ad­

vanced (and more i n t e r e s t i n g ) job of o v e r a l l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
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and c r i t i c i s m ; but I do f e e l s trongly that such attempts to 

erect a superstructure of c r i t i c i s m and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n must 

be set aside u n t i l a foundation of understanding of the parts 

has been b u i l t . 

Because of the i n t e n t i o n a l l y l imi ted purpose of th i s 

monograph, I must note s p e c i f i c a l l y cer ta in general areas of 

in terpretat ion that w i l l be found lack ing . In the f i r s t p lace , 

I have made no cons i s t en t attempt to reconc i l e the doctr ines 

of the Philebus with those of other Platonic d i a l o g u e s . I 

have used material from the other d ia logues , of course , but 

my aim has always been to use t h i s mater ia l to throw l ight on 

the Phi lebus , and not in order to provide a norm or basis for 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . That is to say , when the Philebus contradic t s 

supposed doctr ines from other d i a l o g u e s , I have (for the most 

part) not let this a l t e r my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I have sometimes 

mentioned such problems of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , and I have even 

occas iona l ly suggested s o l u t i o n s . But the main point is that 

I have avoided consc ious ly f i t t i n g my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

Philebus to any preconceived not ions of the "Platonic phi losophy." 

My method in t h i s respec t can, I think, be j u s t i f i e d in 

severa l ways. It seems to me the best hope of understanding 

the Philebus i t s e l f . If we approach it without preliminary 

categor ies in to which we are going to force i t , we sure ly 

have a bet ter chance of d iscover ing P l a t o ' s purpose. What 

r ight have we to ass ign prior a u t h e n t i c i t y to any part icular 

dialogue or group of d ia logues? The f a c t that we think we 
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understand the Phaedo or Republic better than the Philebus 

(which is not a very sure thing) is certainly no reason to 

suppose that somehow the Philebus must be accomodated to our 

theories of Platonism drawn from those dialogues. As a matter 

of fact, I can see several ways in which the Philebus might be 

used to considerable advantage to help us interpret aspects of 

the other dialogues, provided we take it as a whole and not 

as a series of independent paragraphs to be used at random 

to support our already-formed interpretations of those dialogues. 

I would also suggest that my approach to the Philebus can be 

justified by observing that there is very little evidence that 

Plato had any one consistent philosophy, or even that he thought 

he had, while there is plenty of evidence that he did not have 

one consistent philosophy, and some evidence that he thought 

he did not. This is not to deny that there are plenty of 

themes, views and attitudes which run through all the dialogues, 

and which give Platonism a certain tone and set which cannot, 

in a general way, be denied. And I feel certain there are 

some generalizations about Plato's ethics, epistemology, and 

metaphysics which hold true for almost everything he ever said. 

I am a good deal less certain that I know what these general­

izations are, however; and whatever they are, they must be 

broad enough to leave very wide areas of variation open. So 

long as we are ignorant of the precise formulation these 

generalizations should take, the approach I have used in this 

thesis seems to me to be more than valid; it is de rigeur if we 
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are to a r r i v e f a i r l y and f i n a l l y at any t rue concep t ion of 

P l a t o n i s m . 

Not only have I not t r i e d t o r e c o n c i l e the Ph i lebus with 

the r e s t of what P l a t o ha s said or i s supposed t o have s a i d , but 

I a lso have not t r i e d t o r e c o n c i l e P l a t o wi th what I myself b e ­

l i e v e to be the t r u t h . Where I t h i n k P l a t o i s wrong or confused, 

I have sometimes sa id s o , but I have a t tempted to guard myself 

from f o i s t i n g upon P l a t o t h e o r i e s which I would p r e f e r to defend 

myself . At the same t i m e , I have a t tempted t o exp res s P l a t o ' s 

v iews , when I cou ld , i n t e rms which I found (and which I hope 

o t h e r s w i l l f i nd ) more unambiguous than P l a t o ' s . There i s danger 

in t h i s , but i t i s t h e n e c e s s a r y danger , of c o u r s e , of a l l i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n . The r i s k of m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s obv ious ly i n s e p a r a b l e 

from i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . What makes me more unhappy i s t o f a i l to 

make an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a t a l l ; but I f e e l t h a t t h i s has happened 

in p l a c e s . That i s , t he re a re p l a c e s where I have t r i e d to r e ­

duce the Ph i l ebus to language which was more comprehensible to 

me, and where I could n o t . When t h i s has happened, I have been 

d i s cou raged , but not e n t i r e l y downcast . For t h e r e i s c e r t a i n l y 

a p o i n t , W h e t h e r I have reached i t or n o t , where the v i o l e n c e 

done a h i s t o r i c a l idea by app ly ing modern c a t e g o r i e s or t e r m i n ­

ology does more harm by r educ ing our g rasp of the a u t h o r ' s 

h i s t o r i c a l p o s i t i o n than i t does good by i n c r e a s i n g our under ­

s tanding of the p h i l o s o p h i c i s s u e i nvo lved . 

The mere a t t empt to put an a u t h o r ' s views i n o t h e r 

language , t h a t i s , t o i n t e r p r e t and unders tand them, o f t en 
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gives the appearance of an attempt to solve the philosophic 

problems involved. I want very clearly then to banish any 

doubts about my intentions on this score. Naturally I am 

interested in knowing the truth about philosophic questions; 

and I also hope, indirectly, to assist my understanding of 

them by studying Plato's meaning. But nothing in this thesis 

is a direct attempt to solve any problem in philosophy, much 

less to solve all the problems Plato raises. I could hardly 

have set it as my task to solve all the problems Plato has 

raised; that is the continuing enterprise of the whole of 

western philosophy. 

The question of interpreting Plato's position so that 

we can understand what he meant is closely involved with 

another problem, namely that of making Plato (in the Philebus) 

consistent with himself. This is, certainly, to my taste, the 

toughest aspect of interpretation: to know, that is, how far 

to go in trying to make the material to be interpreted self-

consistent. It is shirking the main task of interpretation to 

assume either consistency or lack of it; on the whole, one is 

tempted to sin in the direction of doin£ one's best to fit the 

pieces together snuggly when this seens at all possible. But 

I hope I have not gone too far in this direction. It is more 

valuable to confess defeat openly when attempts at consistent 

interpretation fail than to ignore the difficulty or to force 

consistency beyond all reasonable meaning of the original. I 

have in several cases decided that the Philebus suffers from 
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f undament a l confus ion or i n c o n s i s t e n c y ; in such ca se s I have 

t r i e d t o s t a t e what I t h i n k the t r o u b l e i s , and l e f t i t a t t h a t . 

This l eaves me open to the a c c u s a t i o n of f a i l u r e to g r a s p the 

f i n a l u n i t y and meaning of P l a t o , or of t a k i n g the o r i g i n a l 

too l i t e r a l l y , or too s e r i o u s l y , and so f o r t h . These a c c u s a t i o n s 

I s h a l l g l a d l y d e c l a r e to be j u s t i f i e d the moment someone shows 

ne a b e t t e r way t o unders tand t h e P h i l e b u s . 

I b e l i e v e i t w i l l be of some va lue to s t a t e b r i e f l y 

here what I cons ide r the most impor tan t p o i n t s i n my i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n of t h e P h i l e b u s . These p o i n t s a r e , of c o u r s e , i n t e r ­

r e l a t e d , bu t f o r convenience they may be cons idered as t h r e e 

in number. 

1 . Sub jec t m a t t e r . The f i r s t t h e s i s which I wish 

to m a i n t a i n i s t h a t t h e P h i l e b u s i s i n t e n d e d , and i s bes t 

i n t e r p r e t e d , a s a u n i f i e d and sys t ema t i c t r ea tmen t of the 

nature of t h e good l i f e for roan. This may seem l i k e a t r i v i a l 

point to make much of, I c o n f e s s , but s i n c e no commentator 

(so f a r a s I know ) has held t h i s view, i t has been n e c e s s a r y 

to defend and demonst ra te i t a t l e n g t h . This t h e s i s r e a l l y 

involves two s e p a r a t e a rgument s . The f i r s t i s , t h a t t h e 

main problem w i t h which t h e d ia logue d e a l s i s t he na tu r e of 

the bes t l i f e f o r man, and t h a t i t was with t h i s problem i n 

mind t h a t P l a t o wrote t h e P h i l e b u s . The second i s t h a t every 

pa r t of the d i a logue i s , in one way or a n o t h e r , d i r e c t l y 

r e l a t e d to t h i s problem, and tha t t he r e i s an e v i d e n t scheme 

or p a t t e r n i n t h e d ia logue which makes t h i s c l e a r . What I 
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am not arguing is that the connection between the various 

topics covered in the dialogue is of the sort which Plato 

imagined it to be, nor that the scheme is a logical or 

necessarily helpful one. All I intend to argue is that Plato 

did have a definite problem in mind and (what he conceived, 

at least) a systematic way of treating it. If I am right, 

then it is foolish to try to understand anything important 

about the Philebus until v/e grasp this unity of intention 

and treatment. 

Since I have wanted to demonstrate the unity of the 

original work, I have written my interpretation in the form 

of a running commentary on the text of the Philebus, with very 

little rearrangement in the sequence of topics. If the general 

scope and structure of the dialogue were clear to begin with 

there might be more to be gained by treating the material in 

some other systematic manner. But in this case, since no 

exegesis exists which can show why the material in the Philebus 

is presented in the way in which Plato wrote it, I take it that 

the first job is to try and make sense of the dialogue in its 

present form. Even if many other problems remain to be solved 

when this is done, there will be a very obvious advantage to 

our understanding of Plato if we can reveal the original structure 

and interrelation of the parts of the Philebus. 

The basic structure of the dialogue follows, I shall 

argue, from Plato's conception of the philosophic method of 

dialectic which is outlined early in the Philebus. This 
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method consists of three separate, but related, techniques, 

Together they form the techniques of any practical art; applied 

to the question of the good life for man, they constitute what, 

for lack of a better name, I have called the "Art of Happiness." 

The three techniques are collection, division, and combination. 

The first two are generally accepted as part of the late 

Platonic dialectic; the third is, however, entirely different 

from the other two, and absolutely necessary if dialectic is 

to produce any practical and useful results. Combination is 

the only aspect of dialectic which issues in synthetic judgments, 

and on its application depends the whole positive description 

of the good life in the Philebus. 

I have divided the dialogue into three parts, basing 

the division on the predominance in each of one of the three 

aspects of dialectic. In the first, the task is conceived 

as that of defining roughly the scope of the Art of Happiness, 

and of finding some criteria in terms of which its product, 

the good life, may be judged. In the second, the major 

aspects and potential ingredients of the good life are 

studied by the use of the techniques of division. In the 

third part, the potential ingredients are judged for their 

value to the good life, and the acceptable ones are combined 

into the good life. 

2. Universals and values. The second thesis which 

I shall maintain is that in the Philebus universals are not 

directly connected with the sources of value. The universals 
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are s t i l l called ideas , but they are not considered as 

par t icular pat terns or icons, resemblance to which might be 

a tes t of value, nor i s there any h in t that the ideas exist 

in some superior or exclusive sense. Value i s taken to 

inhere only in objects or complexes which exist in the world 

of change and l i f e . I shal l argue that one of the most 

important aspects of the Philebus i s that the problem of the 

nature of universals i s separated from the problem of the 

source and nature of value. This has the effect of diminish­

ing cer ta in problems concerning un iversa l s , even though i t 

cannot be said to solve a l l problems concerning them. The 

"Platonic ideas" of the e a r l i e r dialogues do not , I sha l l 

maintain, appear anywhere in the Phi lebus; or r a the r , they 

appear in several different p laces , since the i r manifold 

functions have been divided among several discriminated 

elements . 

3 . The ontological basis of value . The third main 

point of in te rpre ta t ion which I wish to es tab l i sh i s that in 

the Philebus value is explained by a te leo logica l theory of 

existence. P l a t o ' s te leologica l view of the universe, which 

is clearly set forth in a sect ion on the ultimate elements of 

al l existence, can only be understood in terms of an analogy. 

In this analogy, everything which ex i s t s is explained as the 

product of conscious r a t iona l purpose. In so far as the 

product can be explained at a l l , i t is what a mind intended 

to create ; to the extent that the product f a l l s short of the 
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i n t e n t i o n , i t i s i r r a t i o n a l and, on P l a t o ' s t h e o r y , i n e x p l i c a b l e . 

But what can be exp la ined i n terras of r a t i o n a l purpose i s , by 

the same token , good, f o r i t i s the end which was e n v i s a g e d . 

T h i s , I b e l i e v e , i s t he r e a s o n i n g which we must f i n d a t t he 

bottom of t h e value t h e o r y of the P h i l e b u s . The d e t a i l e d 

concept ion of t h e good l i f e fo l lows d i r e c t l y from what P l a t o 

conceives t o be the r a t i o n a l purpose of man — n o t , of c o u r s e , 

the purpose which any l i v i n g man has i n mind, but t h e t r u e 

purpose for which he was c r e a t e d . This purpose can only be 

the purpose of some d i v i n e mind which p a t t e r n e d the u n i v e r s e , 

and man can g r a s p i t on ly by t r y i n g to f ind and know t h e 

divine i n t e n t i o n . According t o P l a t o , t h i s i s the f u n c t i o n 

of mind i n man. 

* * * 

In the Seventh Epis tle Plato complains of those who have 

reported his doctrine of the Good, and repudiates their reports: 

There is no writing of mine on this subject, nor 
ever shall be. It is not capable of expression like 
other branches of study; but, as the result of long 
intercourse and a common life spent upon the thing, 
it is brought to birth in the soul suddenly, as light 
is kindled by a leaping spark, and thereafter it 
nourishes itself. If I thought this could be ade­
quately written down and staced to the world, what 
finer occupation could I have had in life than to 
write what would be of great service to mankind, and 
to reveal nature in the light of day to all men? 
But I do not even think the effort to attain this a 
good thing for men, except for the very few who can 
be enabled to discover these things themselves by 
means of a brief indication."1 

1 
Seventh Epistle, 341C-E. Italics mine. 
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The Ph i l ebus i s a s c l o s e a s P l a t o came t o p u t t i n g 

t h i s " b r i e f i n d i c a t i o n " i n t o words , and i t i s up to us to 

find whether we a r e among the "very few" who can d i s c o v e r , 

i f not t h e Good i t s e l f , a t l e a s t the meaning which P l a t o 

intended us t o f i nd i n h i s d i r e c t i o n s . But we must be on 

guard from the s t a r t , knowing t h a t P l a to i n t e n d s us to l e a r n 

no f i n a l answer , perhaps l i t t l e p o s i t i v e d o c t r i n e , but 

ins tead a h i n t as to t h e d i r e c t i o n i n which we are to p roceed , 

a ske tch of the method and t h e pu rpose , r a t h e r t han a d e t a i l e d 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the g o a l . The Ph i l ebus t e l l s us the road o r 

way t o t h e good, i t arms us w i t h weapons to t ake w i t h us f o r 

p r o t e c t i o n from e v i l and e r ror . , and i t l e a d s u s , i f we can 

fol low, to the house where the Good d w e l l s . But when the door 

seems about to be opened, and we expect t o be dazzled w i t h the 

l i gh t of the True and the B e a u t i f u l , we are doomed q u i t e 

n e c e s s a r i l y to d i sappo in tmen t . I f t h e r e eve r was a d i a logue 

which was unambiguously t o show us the Good (and we may doubt 

that t h e r e was ) , then perhaps t h a t d ia logue was the abandoned 

Ph i losopher . As i t i s , we must be s a t i s f i e d wi th second b e s t . 

I f P la to never to ld us what i t was t h a t the t rue p h i l o s o p h e r 

knows (and how e l s e could he have to ld us the essence of the 

p h i l o s o p h e r ? ) , a t l e a s t he h a s w r i t t e n i n s t e a d , i n the 

Ph i l ebus . h i s f u l l e s t account of the P h i l o s o p h e r ' s method, 

the method by which the p h i l o s o p h e r l e a r n s and c r e a t e s t h e 

Good. To know the Good wi thou t mas te r ing t h e way to i t i s 

imposs ib le ; and i f we mas te r the way, we need no f u r t h e r 
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h e l p . That would s u r e l y be what P l a t o would wish us to 

unders tand before we beg in . 



CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM (11B-12B) 

1. One of the theses I shall try to establish is that 

the central purpose of the Philebus is to describe the good 

for man. A second and related point is to show hov. the 

various other topics which are discussed are all subordinate, 

directly and consciously, to this purpose. It is necessary 

to insist upon the unity and purpose of the dialogue because 

they have been traditionally questioned by almost all scholars. 

I think it is obvious that if we mistake Plato's aim and pur­

pose in writing the Philebus. there is little chance of our 

comprehending the argument. Yet if I am right most inter­

preters have made important mistakes as to the subject matter 

of the dialogue. These mistakes follow, I think, from a 

failure to grasp the unity of argument which relates the 

parts. Until we see this unity as Plato saw it, we are bound 

to miss the characteristic temper of the value theory of the 

Philebus because that theory depends absolutely, in my opinion, 

upon the treatments of dialectic and of ontology which occupy 

so much of the dialogue. To show that Plato wrote the Philebus 

to explain his theory of human good, and that all the major 

sections of the dialogue must be related to this purpose, is 

therefore no idle point which I cantankerously wish to make 

against the experts. I would hold that we cannot understand 
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Plato's basic position at all until we follow the reasoning 
which, in the Philebus. leads him to base his theory of value 
upon ontological considerations. 

The fact that the Philebus deals with many apparently 
unrelated topics allied with the failure to discover any 
uniting bond has led interpreters to strange and contradictory 
opinions about the dialogue. Galen, for instance, is said to 
have written a book Περ&#x1F76;τ&#x1FF6;γ εν φιλ&#x1F75;β&#x1FF3; μεταβσεων 
Schleiermacher felt that the Philebus must be an early work, 
an undigested conglomeration of notes. Poste, an early editor 
of the Philebus. felt that the variety of its subject matter 
could be explained only by assuming it to consist of two 
dialogues hastily assembled into one.1 Grote writes: 

. The fault appears to me to lie in the very scheme 
of the dialogue. Attempts to discuss Ontology and 
Ethics in one and the same piece of reasoning, instead 
of elucidating both, only serve to darken both. 
Aristotle has already made a similar remark: and it 
is after reading the Philebus that v.e feel most dis­
tinctly the value of his comments on Plato in the first 
book of the Nicomachean Ethics.2 

Shorey claims that the treatment of ethics and dialectic in 
the same dialogue is largely accidental, and that the two 
topics are not fundamentally related:3 the discussion of 

1. E. Poste, Philebus of Plato. 
2. G. Grote, Plato, and the Other Companions of 

Socrates. Vol. 2, p. 586. 
3. Paul Shorey, What Plato Said, p. 317. Shorey does, 

however, recognize the fundamental unity of the dialogue in 
other respects (Cf. pp. 317, 319, 321, etc.). 
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dialectic is of only subsidiary importance, he contends.4 

Henry Jackson, on the other hand, holds exactly the opposite 

opinion: 

If Plato had been asked what the subject of the 
dialogue was, he would no doubt have answered 'I 
leave that to your own penetration'; but I am very 
much mistaken, if to himself, in his heart of 
hearts, the metaphysical element of the treatise 
was not vastly more important than the ethical.5 

Jackson stood ready to split the dialogue into two parts 

written at different times if this was necessary in order to 

prove the lateness of the metaphysical passages. He writes: 

I must confess that the ontology of the Philebus 
seems to me so certainly later than that of the 
Republic that, if there were (which I do not think 
there is) clear proof that the main argument of the 
Philebus is earlier than the corresponding passage 
in the Republic, I should not scruple to regard the 
ontological parts of the former dialogue as inter­
polations introduced by Plato himself subsequent to 
the composition of the latter.6 

Even Hackforth, latest English editor of the Philebus, and 

one who stresses the unity of the dialogue far more than 

most, is forced to call one passage a "semi-independent 

discussion" which is "not an integral part of the dialogue" 

4. Paul Shorey, The Origin of the Syllogism. Classical 
Philology, Vol. XIX. 

5. Jackson, Journal of Philology. Vol. X, p. 273. 

6. Ibid., pp. 266, 267. 
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and which "a modern author would have relegated to an 

appendix." 7 

The proof that the many parts of the dialogue are 

integrated segments of a larger, unified argument about the 

good can only come with the detailed discussion of the 

structure and articulation of the Philebus; this begins with 

the next chapter of this monograph and dominates it to the 

end. But before we go on to the close analysis, it is worth 

observing what Plato unambiguously says the dialogue is about. 

11B The announced problem of the dialogue is to decide 
between two theories as to the nature of the good 
life: one holds that "the good for all animate 
beings is pleasure"; the other that "the good is 

11D not pleasure but mind." The disputants further 
agree that they will attempt to define a "state 
or condition of the soul which can render the life 

13E of every man a happy life." The problem is 
presently referred back to as being "What the good 

14B is," and "whether we ought to give the title of the 
Good to pleasure or to intelligence or to some 
third thing." 

When the talk turns to the question whether pleasures 
15C are all good or not, Protagoras admits they must 

discuss this point as the "first task" before 
returning to the problem of the good life. 

7. Hackforth, Plato's Examination of Pleasure, p. 105. 
To do him justice, however, Hackforth says in his introduction 
(p. 10) that "The formlessness of the work has been often 
exaggerated. The more I have studied it, the clearer has its 
structure become, and the more understandable its transitions, 
digressions, and postponements." Yet Hackforth holds (with 
many others) that the subject of the dialogue is not what 
Plato says it is, but is an attack upon hedonism (Op.cit.p.p). 
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18D,E After the method of dialectic has been expounded, 
Philebus asks how this discussion is related to 
the problem of the good life, and Socrates explains 
the relevance carefully. It will be necessary to 
use dialectic to discover what the real nature of 

19B pleasure and intelligence is. 

19C Protagoras mentions that Socrates made an offer of 
this discussion "for the purpose of deciding what 
is the best of all things possessed by man," and 

19C- the nature of the dispute is again summarized. 
20C 

Socrates now ennumerates three characteristics which 
20C ff. something must have if we are to call it the good, 

and pleasure and mind are tested by these criteria 
and found wanting. It is suggested that the good 
life must contain both pleasure and mind, but that 

22C-D one or the other of these two factors may come closer 
to being the cause of its goodness. The "objective" 

23B of the next part of the dialogue is therefore "to 
secure the second prize for reason." 

A fourfold division of all that exists follows, and 
it is immediately put to the announced use of determin­
ing the place of pleasure and mind in the good life. 
We are explicitly reminded that this is the purpose: 

27C "What is our next point, and what was our purpose 
in getting where we have got? Wasn't it that we 
were trying to find out whether the second prize 
would go to pleasure or to intelligence?" It is 
finally shown that the cosmic mind creates the good 

30A- of the universe as the human mind creates the good 
31A for man. 

It will be remarked that up to this point the discussion 

has hinged entirely around the question of what the good life 

is. Both pleasure and mind have been rejected as constituting 

the entire good life, and both have been rejected on the same 

grounds so far. The "second prize" has been awarded to mind 

on the basis of an elaborate analogy. Certainly no one could 

contend that the refutation of hedonism is the main thesis so 

far, or that the analysis of pleasure dominates, or that Plato 
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"in his heart of hearts" felt the discussion of dialectic 

or ontology to be the core of the argument. Nor do I see 

how anyone could contend that the parts, up to here, are 

unrelated, accidentally juxtaposed, or whatnot. Yet we have 

now summarized one third of the dialogue. The next long third 

is devoted to the examination of pleasure, it is true, end 

this examination uses both the dialectical procedure outlined 

above and the fourfold ontological scheme. The explicit pur­

pose of this examination of pleasure is, however, not to 

exclude pleasure entirely from the good life; nor is it to 

prove that pleasure cannot be the good (for this has adequately 

been shown for both mind and pleasure). The purpose of this 

section transcends the interest in anti-hedonism completely; 

its whole intent is to analyze pleasure so that we can decide 

which pleasures do, and which pleasures do not, belong in the 

good life (32C,D). A large part of the discussion of pleasure 

is devoted to showing that pleasure and mind are not really 

separable, and that value judgments and pleasures are closely 

related. The transition to this point is marked by Socrates, 

who says: 

It certainly looks as if we were raising a 
question of some importance; is it relevant to 
what has preceded? We ought to have nothing to 
do with extraneous disquisitions, or with any­
thing in the way of irrelevant discussion."(36D,E) 

50D,E. Socrates concludes his treatment of the mixed 
pleasures by remarking that he has much more to say 
on the subject, but that he has said enough for the 
purpose of the present discussion. "I shall be 
willing to go into the whole question with you 
tomorrow, but for the present I want to address 
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myself to the matters which are still outstanding 
if we are to settle the problem set us by Philebus." 

Next comes an examination of knowledge, which begins 
with the remark that this, like the review of 

55C pleasure, is part of the "joint attempt" to define 
the good life. 

When this is complete, Socrates announces that "we 
have at hand the ingredients, intelligence and 
pleasure, ready to be mixed: the materials in which, 

59E or out of which, we as builders are to build our 
structure." The original scope and purpose of the 

60A,B dialogue is again carefully repeated, and the 
arguments by which the lives of pure pleasure and 
pure intelligence were rejected are restated. Here, 

60C as always, Socrates goes out of his way to treat 
pleasure and mind symmetrically, as if each deserved, 
and had received, equal treatment. And he concludes, 
"our discussion has made it plain to us, now as at 

61B the outset, that we must not look for the good in 
the unmixed life, but in the mixed." 

The rest of the dialogue is concerned with the selection 
of the kinds of pleasure and knowledge to be included 
in the good life. Here, of course, the results of 
the long analysis of pleasure and knowledge are used 
to help evaluate the candidates. All the forms of 
knowledge are included, but only some of the 
pleasures: mind thus wins on this score. But mind 
wins also on the larger score of being (as we saw in 
the ontological section) the cause of the harmonious 
mixture which is the good life. This point is 
emphasized by showing that the good is by nature 

65A-E beautiful, true and measured, and these are qualities 
which are preeminently those of mind. 

The results of the dialogue are now summarized in 
66A ff. a fivefold list in which mind and its qualities 

of measure and proportion win the first three places, 
practical knowledge the fourth, and the best pleasures 
come last. 

There is one last recapitulation of the subject of 
66D the dialogue — even Socrates remarks that he has 

been over the ground many times — namely, whether 
pleasure or reason constituted the good life. The 
last words of the dialogue jubilate that pleasure not 
only has lost — it is not even second or third in 
the good life; they boast likewise that reason, 

67A though not first, is "ever so much nearer and more 
akin than pleasure to the character of the victor." 
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The intention of this brief survey of those passages 
in the Philebus in which the main course of the discussion 
is charted is to assist the understanding of the detailed 
analysis which will follow and to make it as clear as it is 
possible to make it what Plato has declared the main topic 
to be. When these passages are set before us it seems 
absurd that anyone could ever have been deceived about the 
subject matter and main pattern of the Philebus; yet such 
deception is the rule; there apparently are very few who are 
willing to take Plato's word about his own intention. 

We can now turn to a preliminary examination of the 
problem to which the Philebus explicitly seeks a solution. 

2. The Philebus avoids an exhaustive opening state­
ment of its problem by assuming that the discussion is already 
in progress. Protarchus is about to relieve Philebus of the 
responsibility for the defense of the hedonistic position, 
which Socrates then summarizes. Philebus holds (Socrates 
explains) that delight, pleasure and joy are good to all 
creatures. This statement (11B) is of course intentionally 
vague as it stands, and only the course of true discussion 
can clarify it. Nevertheless, it is worth making a few 
remarks about the words themselves here. The conjunction 
of χα&#x1F77;ρειν. &#x1F75;δον&#x1F75; and τερψιs is not meant to specify 
separate classes of emotions, but to indicate the scope of 

8. This list may be taken as fairly definitive, since 
it is repeated in precisely this form at 19C. 
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a single class. Philebus wants to be sure he is not mistaken 

as saying merely that pleasure in some restricted sense is 

understood as being good Anything that creates a positive 

satisfaction is to be included. The relation of &#x1F00;ŷαθóν &#x1F14;ιν 
to these satisfactions is also indeterminate here: does it 
mean to equate the good with pleasure, interpreted in its 
broadest sense? Or does it intend to permit the possibility 
that other things also are good? This ambiguity is fairly 
settled in favor of the former interpretation when the 
original statement is recapitulated at the end of the dialogue 
(60A), for there Philebus' position is regarded as being that 
the two "names," "good" and "pleasant," are really and by 
nature one. Finally, Philebus says that pleasure is good 
"to all living creatures" (π&#x1FB6;σι ζ&#x1FF4;οιs). This phrase is also 
repeated at 60A, and Plato seems to have regarded it as an 
important addition. The reason for this will be clearer when 
we see what Socrates' thesis is. 

Socrates puts his view in this way: wisdom, thought, 
memory and the related right opinion and true judgment are 
better than pleasure, and the most advantageous of all things, 
for all those who are capable of them (11B,C). The many full 
or partial restatements of the position vary the list of goods 
slightly, but the only important additions are knowledge and 
art.9 The carelessness with which the exact contents of the 

9. 13E, 21D and 28A all list, φρóνησιs, νο&#x1FE1;s and &#x1F10;πιστη&#x1F75;μη, while 59D omits the last; 19D adds σ&#x1F78;νησιs (intelligence) and 
τέχνη(art).60B, the most complete restatement of the problem, 
mentions only φρóγησιs but 60D has μγήμη, φρóνησιs, &#x1F10;πιστη&#x1F75;μη and 

, &#x1F00;ληθ&#x1F75;s δóξα 64A has the same list as 60D but omits φρóγησιs. 



24. 

lists are altered suggests that the statement is not meant 
to be precise in this direction. An area is indicated; its 
limits, if any, will be left to the discussion to define. 
Socrates states his position rather mildly when he says these 
things are better than pleasure, for he leaves open the chance 
that pleasure may be good also, and this possibility still is 
not excluded by saying that the noetic functions are the most 
advantageous of all things. At 60A, B where the two original 
positions are restated in somewhat modified terms, Socrates 
says all he ever claimed was that "the share of wisdom in the 
good is greater than that of pleasure." 

A troubling matter in the Philebus hinges on the 
question what it is precisely that Plato means to indicate 
by the complex of words noted above (νο&#x01E1;s φρóνησιs, etc.). 
The question which I raise is not one of terminology — it is 
seldom profitable to try to find any precision in Plato's 
use of words; the question is one of consistency about what 
is meant. It is probable that Plato intends to talk about 
the same general thing in man which he believes (against the 
hedonist) to be most akin to the good. This thing he designates 
with different phrases at different times. The trouble arises 
when we find that it does not seem to be the same thing which 
is designated each time. The chief ambiguity is whether 
Plato is arguing that the superior element in the good life 
is mind or is knowledge. Whether mind is conceived as an 
organ, a function or a capacity of some sort, it is certainly 
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not t h e same t h i n g a s knowledge. Mind i s what does the know­

ing, and knowledge i s what i s known. Yet P l a t o never draws a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between the two. I n t h e e a r l i e r p a r t s of the 

d i a logue , i t seems to be c h i e f l y mind, t h e func t ion of knowing 

(and a l l a f f i l i a t e d f u n c t i o n s l i k e remembering and o p i n i n g ) , 

which i s d i s c u s s e d . But when "mind" i s f i n a l l y examined and 

studied in order to judge i t s impor tance f o r the good l i f e , 

i t i s v a r i o u s kinds of knowledge which a re c o n s i d e r e d . The 

f i n a l l i s t of e lements i n t h e good l i f e p u t s mind and wisdom 

(ΝΟÛS and φρóνησιs) i n one c a t e g o r y , and s c i e n c e , a r t and t r u e 

opinion (&#x1F72;ττισγήμη τέχνη óρθós δóξα) in a n o t h e r . When 

we are to ld t h a t mind wins second p r i ze because i t i s the 

cause of t h e good l i f e , t h i s would seem to r e f e r t o mind as a 

funct ion o r c a p a c i t y , n o t on ly for t h i n k i n g , but a l s o fo r doing. 

When we are t o ld t ha t p l e a s u r e s would be w o r t h l e s s u n l e s s we 

had a n t i c i p a t i o n s , knowledge and memory of t h e n , then t h e 

reference would seem to be not t o mind but to the knowledge, 

memories and a n t i c i p a t i o n s which a mind h a s . 

Probably the conc lus ion to which we are forced i s 

that P l a t o did not c o n s i d e r i t impor tan t for his pu rposes in 

the Ph i lebus to d i s t i n g u i s h between mind and knowledge. There 

i s an obvious and necessa ry connec t ion between the two, and 

he may have f e l t t h a t t h i s was enough reason t o t r e a t then 

as one . But I b e l i e v e t h a t i f P l a t o had been more r i g o r o u s 

in h i s examinat ion of j u s t what i t was in man's l i f e which 

is most ak in to the good, many of t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s of t he 
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dia logue would d i m i n i s h . One such d i f f i c u l t y i s t h i s : P l a t o 

e v e n t u a l l y argues (54D) t h a t p leasure cannot be a f i n a l good 

because i t cannot be an end . I do n o t t h i n k h i s argument on 

t h i s p o i n t i s a good one , b u t a p a r t from t h a t , i t sugges t s 

qu i t e s t r o n g l y that P l a t o does cons ide r tha t mind or knowledge 

or some r e l a t e d thing is an end . Now i t i s ve ry hard t o see 

how mind (which is the cause of the goodness i n the good l i f e ) 

can be an end. The f a c t t h a t i t i s n e c e s s a r y , but not 

s u f f i c i e n t , f o r the good l i f e impl i e s t h a t i t i s an i n d i s ­

pensable means, but t h a t i t i s not an end. I t i s a l i t t l e 

more p l a u s i b l e to t h i n k of knowledge as an end, a l though even 

t h i s i s d i f f i c u l t t o u n d e r s t a n d . I t would seem most p l a u s i b l e 

to argue t h a t the exper ience of knowing, remembering and so 

fo r th i s an end; but P l a t o never says t h i s . The v i r t u a l 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y of dec id ing what i t i s p r e c i s e l y t h a t P l a t o i s 

t a l k i n g about when he speaks of mind and knowledge (as i f they 

were one) in the Phi lebus i s one of the many d i f f i c u l t i e s we 

must face i n t r y ing to i n t e r p r e t t h e d i a l o g u e . 

In s t a t i n g h i s own p r e l i m i n a r y p o s i t i o n S o c r a t e s a l s o 

adds the r e s t r i c t i n g phrase t h a t mind and so f o r t h a re b e t t e r 

and most advantageous only for those who are capable of them. 

This has been taken to mean t h a t Ph i l ebus and Soc ra t e s are 

s t r i v i n g to so lve two d i f f e r e n t problems; t ha t Ph i l ebus wants 

to know what the good i s f o r all c r e a t u r e s (presumably i n c l u d ­

ing p l a n t s as we l l a s an imals ) while S o c r a t e s i s i n t e r e s t e d 

only i n t he "good for man." One might ag ree t h a t t he two 
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points of view set ra ther d i f fe ren t problems, wi thout agreeing 

that this is the r ea l d i f fe rence . The difference might be t ter 

be put in this way: Philebus i s t ry ing to define "goodness." 

He would l ike to answer th is quest ion: what does i t mean to 

say something is good? He i s not seeking the good, i f there 

happens to be such a th ing , nor the highest good, if there 

happens to be such a th ing . Socra tes , on the other hand, 

wants to know what things are good, and, in p a r t i c u l a r , which 

are bes t . This question must be answered, if i t can be, in 

re la t ion to something or somebody: — best for whom? In the 

dialogue, both questions are quite de f in i t e ly considered. 

In spite of vac i l l a t i on in the formulations of the 

problem,10 however, the ul t imate aim of the Philebus seems 

clearly to be the descr ip t ion of the nature of the good l i f e 

for man. In f ac t , much of the dialogue would be qui te point­

less if i t were considered only as a search for a def in i t ion 

of the good for "every l iv ing being." A f ina l passage even 

implies that evidence drawn from animals other than man i s not 

pertinent to the problem at hand (67B). 

10 
Cf. 11D, 22B. At 20D Socrates says the good l i f e 

must be pursued by Π<??>ν τò yιyν<??>σκον. This i s a hard phrase 
to t r ans la t e without pre jud ice . I t could mean "every i n t e l l i ­
gent being" but th is would seem to indicate more than i s meant. 
"Every aware thing" might be the most neu t r a l . Philebus 22A 
speaks of "man or any l iv ing t h ing , " and 22B says the good i s 
desired by Π<??>σι φuτοîs, " a l l l iv ing th ings . " This would seem 
to inelude even plants (cf. Timaeus 77A f f . ) , and probably 
shows that the yιyν<??>σκον of Philebus 20D should not be t r a n s ­
lated (as i t i s in the Loeb Edit ion) " in te l l igen t being." 
Some edi tors would ra ther re jec t the broader terms, however. 
Badham in par t i cu la r says " i t i s high time these φuτά were 
weeded out of the t e x t . " 
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The fact that the dialogue quite clearly seeks an 

answer to the question "what is the good life for man?" does 

not mean that it does not touch on the broader question of 

what the good may be. The Philebus certainly does examine 

the broader question about value, "what are the (or some) 

criteria by which we can determine whether anything is good?" 

This is not the problem of the dialogue, because it is raised in 

order to help solve the dependent problem of the nature of 

the good life for man, But there can be no doubt that in 

this sense, the Philebus does discuss what it is that makes 

things good in general. Whether the discussion of what it 

is that makes things good in general provides a definition 

of goodness depends on whether the criteria which are listed 

are thought to constitute a definition of the essence of 

goodness. There is some evidence that Plato does so consider 

them, although it is impossible to say definitely that he does. 

This must remain an open question. 

The Philebus takes as its central task, then, 

neither the discovery of the good in general, nor of the 

good for all living beings, but of the good life for man. 

An ambiguity lurks here also, however, which is not unrelated 

to the one concerning mind. This ambiguity can be under­

stood by asking this question about the task of the Philebus: 

does it seek to tell us directly what the good life is like, 

or does it seek to tell us what qualities or possessions or 

abilities a man must have in order to live the good life? 
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These a r e c e r t a i n l y d i f f e r e n t q u e s t i o n s , even though n e i t h e r 

ques t ion can be sa id t o be c l e a r as i t s t a n d s . The f i r s t 

ques t ion asks about the end or ends of l i f e ; the second 

assumes the ends and asks what means a r e neces sa ry to a t t a i n 

them. To the f i r s t ques t i on we might expect such answers a s : 

the good l i f e i s doing n i c e t h i n g s for o the r p e o p l e ; or having 

the maximum of p l e a s u r e ; or l e a r n i n g the t r u t h . To the second 

ques t ion we might a n t i c i p a t e such answers a s : to l i v e the good 

l i f e a man must have i n t e l l i g e n c e and memory; o r he must be s i x 

fee t t a l l ; or he must be able to c a l c u l a t e the consequences of 

h i s a c t i o n s . But d i f f e r e n t as t he se q u e s t i o n s a r e , i t appears 

that P l a t o a t t empts to answer both s imu l t aneous ly and wi thou t 

d i s c r i m i n a t i n g them. As a r e s u l t , both p l e a s u r e and mind are 

t e s t e d by c r i t e r i a which t e l l whether they can c o n s t i t u t e the 

good l i f e ; both are a l s o spoken of as " p o s s e s s i o n s " (κτ<??>μα 66A). 

As a r e s u l t , i t i s p o s s i b l e f o r P l a t o to t r e a t of i n t e l l i g e n c e 

and p l e a s u r e as i f bo th were " i n g r e d i e n t s " on t h e same l e v e l , 

a l though one i s most e a s i l y though t of a s an a b i l i t y or 

capaci ty necessa ry for a t t a i n i n g an end, while the o the r would 

seem to be an end ( i f i t belonged i n the good l i f e a t a l l ) . 

The t r u t h i s t h a t the Ph i l ebus asks i t s q u e s t i o n i n the n a i v e s t 

poss ib le form: which would you r a t h e r have , p l e a s u r e o r mind? 

I t never seems to have occured to P l a t o tha t the reason he can 

give the smal l c h i l d ' s answer i s that p l e a s u r e and mind as he 

i n t e r p r e t s them are not n e c e s s a r i l y compe t i t o r s on the same l e v e l . 
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Having raised so many d i f f i c u l t i e s , I would l ike to 

make one helpful suggest ion. I t seems to me that behind the 

various questions which the Phllebus e x p l i c i t l y ra i ses l i e s 

another question which i s never mentioned, but which i s very 

close to the center of the problem. I t is this question which 

I think Plato i s r ea l l y in te res ted in , and i t i s a question 

the answer to which would solve the other questions immediately. 

and I think one reason Pla to is not too worried about the s t r i c t 

formulation of the problems he does s t a t e is that a l l the while 

i t is another problem with which he i s primarily concerned. 

This further problem i s t h i s : What are the q u a l i t i e s of the 

good man? In t h i s quest ion, the other questions about the good 

l i f e and the best possessions over- lap; only the good man has 

those possessions which enable him to l ive the good l i f e . Thus 

when we find tha t the "good l i f e " combines pleasure with i n t e l l i ­

gence and knowledge, the apparent confusion of including i n t e l l i ­

gence as an experience can be par t ly resolved i f we think of th i s 

ra ther as a statement about the good man: the good man wi l l have 

some pleasures ; he wi l l a lso have a cont ro l l ing i n t e l l i gence . In 

the same way, the final l i s t of "goods" at the end of the Philebus 

is more i n t e l l i g i b l e if we take i t ne i ther as a descr ip t ion of 

the good l i f e nor as a l i s t of possessions, but as a mixture of 

both as they apply to the good man. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g in t h i s connection tha t Plato once 

speaks of pleasure and in t e l l i gence as "conditions and d i s ­

positions of the soul" (&#x1F15;ξιν ψuχ<??>s κ&#x1F72;ι διάθεσιν) which may 
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make a man happy (11D). The important thing here i s the 

insistence that pleasure or in t e l l i gence (or whatever the 

good may be) i s a condition of the soul . The proper condition 

of the soul i s surely what makes a man a good man; so that 

what i s being debated (at t h i s point) i s whether in te l l igence 

or pleasure character izes the condition of the good man's soul . 

And although the word &#x1F15;ξιs does not turn up again (except in 

other contexts - e .g. 32E, 4SC),11 the idea i s basic to P la to ' s 

t he s i s . The good for Plato i s a s t a t e or condit ion of the soul; 

i t is not something passing ( l ike a l l experiences considered in 

themselves), which might be tes ted and evaluated a t any one 

moment. I t can only be recognized in the long run, in terms 

of i t s general tendency and d i r e c t i o n . In the same way, 

just ice in the Republic i s a condit ion of the soul rather than 

separate ac t ions ; Plato c a l l s i t the "health of the soul" 

(Republic 443C-E). In the Philebus the proper mixture of the 

"good l i f e " is constantly compared to the ideal r a t i o of heal th . 

Probably, therefore, we should be on our guard against any 

in terpre ta t ion of the Philebus which would lead us to think 

of the good as a matter merely of "having" pleasure or mind or 

some combination of the two. The good is not having something; 

it is being something. I do not think i t would misrepresent 

Pla to 's views very much to say that for him the good l i f e for 

man is being a good man. 

1 1 . The word διάθεσιs is repeated at 64C. 
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Such phrases as " the good l i f e " and " the good man" 

i n v a r i a b l y have , e s p e c i a l l y i n a P l a t o n i c c o n t e x t , a s p e c i ­

f i c a l l y moral or e t h i c a l c o n n o t a t i o n . In the c a s e of the 

present d i a l o g u e , however, i t would be a mis take to l i m i t the 

good t o moral v a l u e . The P h i l e b u s i s concerned with a l l va lue 

and the r e l a t i o n of value to the v a l u i n g s u b j e c t ; i t i s no t 

p r imar i ly concerned with moral v a l u e , the q u e s t i o n of why we 

blame or p r a i s e . This i s a s p e c i a l s u b j e c t which might be 

considered to f a l l w i t h i n the scope of the l a r g e r , but i t i s 

not s p e c i f i c a l l y pursued h e r e . Moral conduct can be va luab l e 

or not j u s t a s o t h e r e v e n t s and o b j e c t s can b e , of c o u r s e , and 

moral conduct i s d i s c u s s e d as a pr imary i n t e r e s t i n many of 

P l a t o ' s works . But moral conduct and " v i r t u e " a r e consp icuous ly 

absent from d i r e c t s c r u t i n y i n the P h i l e b u s . I t would n o t be 

i n c o r r e c t to say t h a t the Ph i l ebus i s not an e t h i c a l t r e a t i s e , 

but a g e n e r a l t r e a t i s e on v a l u e ; i n t h i s r e s p e c t i t f a l l s r a t h e r 

outs ide the main s t ream of Greek t hough t . S tand ing midway 

between the Republic and the lliconachean E t h i c s , in many ways 

forming a t r a n s i t i o n between them, the P h i l e b u s n e v e r t h e l e s s 

eschews almost comple te ly d i r e c t c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the most im­

portant s u b j e c t s of those two works, namely, t he n a t u r e of 

moral v i r t u e and j u s t i c e . 



CHAPTER II 

THE ART OF DIALECTIC (12B-19B) 

1 . When the two op in ions about the na tu r e of the 

good l i f e have been p r e s e n t e d , Ph i l ebus i s d ismissed a f t e r 

he has fo rmal ly d i sc la imed any r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for t he o u t ­

come of the d i s c u s s i o n (12B). P r o t a r c h u s i s on h i s ovn; 

Phi lebus cannot s t o p him from "making an agreement" wi th 

Socra tes i f he w a n t s . 

I t i s now proposed t o e v a l u a t e the h e d o n i s t i c view, 

that p l ea su re i s t h e good. S o c r a t e s c o n s i d e r s t h i s p ropo­

s i t i o n as i f i t s s u p p o r t e r s thought i t were demonst rable 

from the meanings of the words a lone . A c o n s i d e r a b l e s e c t i o n 

(12B-14B) i s s u e s i n the r a t h e r modest conc lus ion t h a t t h i s i s 

not a very u s e f u l approach to the problem; t h a t i n d i v i d u a l 

p leasures ( l i k e many o t h e r t h i n g s ) are such t h a t d i f f e r e n t 

p r o p e r t i e s may p rope r ly be p r e d i c a t e d of them. 

Th i s passage l eads to the more s e r i o u s q u e s t i o n of 

the r e l a t i o n of i deas to one a n o t h e r , and a f t e r a cogent 

statement of the gene ra l problems a s s o c i a t e d wi th t h e i deas 

(15B,C) t h e d i s c u s s i o n t u r n s to P l a t o ' s most d e t a i l e d account 

of the p h i l o s o p h i c method (15A-19B). This method r e v e a l s 

three movements which a re n e c e s s a r y i f we a re to " l e a r n , teach 

and i n v e s t i g a t e " ; t h e s e are c o l l e c t i o n , d i v i s i o n , and combi­

na t ion . The f i r s t i s the somewhat fumbling a c t of d i v i n i n g , 

through a p r o c e s s sometimes of sampl ing , sometimes of 
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i n tu i t i ng , the nature of the unity to be defined or s tudied. 

The second proceeds to analyze this unity by dividing and 

subdividing i t u n t i l the smallest uni ts are reached. The 

third i s the a r t of combining and classifying the mater ial 

revealed by these d iv i s ions to form a harmonious whole. Un­

like d iv i s ion , the combinatory a r t i s c a t h a r t i c , for i t 

rejects elements which are disrupt ive and c rea tes a hierarchy 

in which some elements rule and some are ruled.1 

The r e s t of the Philebus demonstrates how this th ree ­

fold method must be used to define and create the good l i f e . 

The f i r s t par t i s devoted to discerning the scope and unity 

of the desired object ; i t s scope is defined by a se t of 

three c r i t e r i a which a good l i f e must have, and i t s unity i s 

defined broadly as a combination of pleasure and in te l l igence 

properly mixed. This ends the "col lec t ion" and the f i r s t 

part of the d ia logue. The o r ig ina l question, whether the 

1 
Throughout this paper "d i a l ec t i c " or "the a r t of 

d ia lec t i c" i s used to refer to the ent i re philosophic method 
which includes the three subdivisions. P l a t o ' s usage is much 
less cons is ten t ; he often uses "d i a l ec t i c " to refer to 
diaeresis a lone, or to d iae res i s and co l l e c t i on . The terms 
"division" and "d iae res i s " have been used interchangeably in 
this thes is to refer to the process of analysis by which 
d ia lec t ic demonstrates the contents and s t ruc tu re of a concept 
or idea. "Combination" (and o c c a s i o n a l l y "synthesis") wi l l 
be used to refer to the synthesizing aspect of d i a l ec t i c 
which s e l e c t s , judges and r e l a t e s the appropriate elements 
revealed by d i ae re s i s into a valuable and well-proportioned 
whole. Cathars is i s one facet of combination, for i t 
eliminates d i s rup t ive , inconsis tent or fa lse elements. All 
these words and thei r meanings wi l l be explained present ly . 
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l i f e of mind or the l i f e of p l e a s u r e i s the good, i s answered. 

But a new g o a l , which was always the r e a l g o a l , i s then s e t , 

namely, to dec ide on the r e l a t i v e p o s i t i o n s of t h e two con­

s t i t u e n t s of the good. The second p a r t of the d i a l o g u e 

comprises a t h r e e f o l d a p p l i c a t i o n of the p rocess of d i v i s i o n . 

In the f i r s t a p p l i c a t i o n , a scheme of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n f o r a l l 

created t h i n g s i s suggested which h e l p s us unders tand the 

u l t ima te n a t u r e of mind, p l e a s u r e and the mixed l i f e . The 

next two a p p l i c a t i o n s a r e to p l e a s u r e and mind , which a r e 

then d iv ided and subdivided to h e l p us judge and e v a l u a t e 

them. The f i n a l s t e p , combinat ion and s y n t h e s i s , i nvo lves 

the c r e a t i v e a c t of s e l e c t i n g , a r r a n g i n g and mixing the i n ­

g red ien t s of the good l i f e . Th i s l a s t f u n c t i o n of d i a l e c t i c 

i s not con templa t ive but p r a c t i c a l ; i t i s t h e a c t i v e work of 

a r a t i o n a l a r t . The s y n t h e t i c movement comple te , a summary 

is provided by a f i n a l d e f i n i t i o n of the good which combines 

the formal c r i t e r i a of the mix ture wi th an i n d i c a t i o n of t h e 

h i e r a r c h i c a l s t r u c t u r e of the c o n t e n t s . 

This b r i e f o u t l i n e of the development of the argument 

of the Ph i l ebus i s meant t o sugges t t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of the 

sec t ion on method, for t h i s s e c t i o n p rov ides the only impor tan t 

key to the a r t i c u l a t i o n of the whole d i a l o g u e . I t r e l a t e s t h e 

pa r t s which o t h e r w i s e appear to f a l l a p a r t , and i t g i v e s mean­

ing to what seems r e p e t i t i o u s , unnecessa ry o r a r b i t r a r y . I t 

i s worth saying t h i s because the tendency has been , e i t h e r 

with Shorey and Bury, to cons ider the passage on method as an 
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inconsequential diversion, or with Stenzel and Jackson, to 

think of it as the most important part of the dialogue. The 

point made here is that it is neither. The discussion of 

method is essential to the dialogue because it establishes a 

framework, because it explains the necessity for the lengthy 

sections on the analysis of pleasure and mind, because it 

relates the sets of criteria of the good to one another and 

to the overall scheme of the dialogue. At the same time, it 

is only a method, a tool, for learning and investigating; it 

is in this sense incidental to the main purpose.2 

2. A preliminary section (12B-14B) serves both to 

destroy a certain naive view toward a hedonistic definition 

of the good, and at the same time introduces a far more serious 

discussion of method. The question to be answered is, does the 

fact that a number of things can be designated by the same word 

mean that these things are the same? For instance, the word 

"pleasure" is applied both to the experience of the libertine 

when he carouses and to the experience of the puritan when he 

righteously restrains himself; the fool is pleased with his 

2 
An important book on the Philebus. Platos dialektlsche 

Ethik by Hans-Georg Godamer (Leipzig, 1931), also stresses the 
connection between the dialectical and ethical aspects of the 
dialogue. Godamer views dialectic, not as a tool or method, but 
as establishing the ethical hierarchy directly through its re­
lation to the phenomena. He therefore speaks, not of Plato's 
ethical theory as being dialectical, but of the dialectic being 
ethical (p. iii). This would make the major interest of the 
dialogue the dialectic, although it would make the ethical 
content essential to that interest. 
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foolish hopes and the wise man with his wisdom. Certainly 

there seems to be a difference between these kinds of pleasure. 

Yet Protarchus contends that though these pleasures may origi­

nate from opposite sources, they are the same in being pleasures. 

Socrates retorts that "the most opposite things are made one" by 

this argument; for white and black are both colors. The hedonist 

claims all pleasant things are good; but he admits that pleasant 

things are unlike. What is common to both bad and good pleasures 

which lets the hedonist call both good? Since Protarchus (quite 

sensibly) resists the logic of this inference, Socrates tries 

to make it more palatable by reversing the positions, saying he 

would not be worthy of dialectic if he were to contend that no 

form of knowledge is unlike any other even if some forms of 

knowledge were shown to be opposite. The two parties then 

agree that both pleasures and forms of knowledge are many 

and different. 

What are we to make of this passage? Socrates points 

out that actual examples of pleasure differ in some respects. 

Protarchus grants this, but contends that the examples must 

be alike in one respect: they must all be pleasures. It 

would seem difficult to make an argument out of this, but 

Socrates is determined to. His point is that although pleasures 

differ in other respects than having a common property which 

enables us to designate them all with the single word "pleasure," 

yet Protarchus implies that all pleasant things are similar in 

another respect, namely that they are good (13A,B). This would 
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appear to be a contention which might either be true or false, 

but Socrates argues as if some pleasures must be bad if 

pleasures differ in any respect what soever. This is modified 

somewhat to mean that some pleasures must be bad if some are 

"opposed" to others (13C), which Socrates apparently thinks 

he proved by the examples given in 12C, D. Again Socrates seems 

to be arguing fallaciously. For if he means by "opposed," 

"opposed in respect to goodness," then he is right; but he can 

hardly think he has proven this. If he means by "opposed," 

"very different in some respect" (which is the case with the 

example of black and white (12E), then nothing follows so far 

as the goodness or badness of pleasure is concerned. 

It is possible to give more importance and cogency to 

Socrates' position, however. First, it is worth noting that 

this passage stands as an introduction to the discussion of 

real dialectic. The entire method of dispute illustrated here 

is to be classed as childish, easy, and a hindrance to specu­

lation (14D). The value of Socrates' argument must be taken 

to be largely negative. The major import of the passage (as 

develops immediately below) is to demonstrate the uselessness 

of declaring the obvious paradox that objects are at the same 

time one (in respect to one name or quality) and many (in 

respect to many qualities). This is an imitation dialectic, 

or eristic, which can never lead to useful results, even 

though it is not wrong in itself. 
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But the t e x t of t he pas sage i m p l i e s t h a t P l a t o a l s o 

thought he was r e f u t i n g some argument which the h e d o n i s t 

might adduce to p reven t the a p p l i c a t i o n of d i a l e c t i c a t a l l 

to the problem of t h e good. Such an argument would be t o the 

e f fec t t ha t s i n c e a l l p l e a s u r e s a re one (having only one 

"name"), they must a l s o a l l be e i t h e r good or bad. Here 

Socra tes s k i p s the s t e p which would prove t h a t p l e a s u r e s must 

be good, because he wants merely to show t h a t the oneness of 

the c l a s s of p l e a s u r e s i m p l i e s n o t h i n g as t o whether or not 

the e n t i r e c l a s s i s f u r t h e r c h a r a c t e r i z e d by some o the r q u a l i t y . 

But from A r i s t o t l e we l e a r n what the argument may have been . 

Eudoxus reasoned t h a t a l l p a i n s a r e bad and t h a t t h e r e f o r e a l l 

p l easu res a r e good (Nicomachean E t h i c s 1172b, 18–20) . S o c r a t e s 

does not want to r e f u t e t h i s w i t h Speus ippus ' answer3 because 

he i n t e n d s to r e j e c t t h a t answer a l s o (Philebus 51A), nor can 

he r e f u t e i t by an a n a l y s i s of p a i n s and p l e a s u r e s , because the 

h e d o n i s t ' s p o s i t i o n i s j u s t t h a t a n a l y s i s i s u s e l e s s s i n c e the 

proof was independent of the type of p l e a s u r e i n v o l v e d . But , 

as A r i s t o t l e was l a t e r t o o b j e c t more e x p l i c i t l y , t h i s "proof" 

i s accomplished merely by assuming a d e f i n i t i o n which c o n t a i n s 

the d e s i r e d conc lus ion to begin with.4 This type of argument, 

3 

Nicomachean E t h i c s 1173a, 5–9. Speus ippus held t h a t 
both p l e a s u r e s and pa ins a re bad . 

4 
Ana l . P o s t . 92a, 20–27; Topics 147b, 17–25. cf . 

H. C h e r n i s s , A r i s t o t l e ' s C r i t i c i s m of P l a t o , p . 37 . 
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ca l led ÉK TOÛ ÉvævTíou because i t proceeded from the 

d e f i n i t i o n of the o p p o s i t e , was a p p a r e n t l y common in the 

Academy. C l e a r l y i t has no more v a l i d i t y than t o argue 

d i r e c t l y that a l l p l e a s u r e s a re good, which i s the conc lus ion 

for which proof i s sought . To argue i t d i r e c t l y could only be 

done by c la iming t h a t i f members of a c l a s s a r e a l i k e in one 

r e s p e c t , they must be a l i k e i n o t h e r s . P r o t a r c h u s never 

a c t u a l l y says t h i s , but S o c r a t e s i m p l i e s t h a t t h i s i s h i s con­

t en t i on (13A). S o c r a t e s makes P r o t a r c h u s admit t h a t some 

p leasures d i f f e r i n some r e s p e c t s . "How w i l l t ha t damage my 

pos i t i on?" P r o t a r c h u s a s k s . "Because I s h a l l po in t o u t , " says 

Soc ra t e s , " t h a t a l though they d i f f e r , you g ive them s t i l l 

another d e s i g n a t i o n i n common. For you say t h a t a l l p l e a s a n t 

things are good ."5 

This argument i s very s i m i l a r to one d i scussed in the 

Sophis t . The S t r a n g e r i s a t t a c k i n g the problem of non-be ing 

and nega t ive s t a t emen t s in g e n e r a l . Before coming t o the 

s o l u t i o n , which i n v o l v e s c e r t a i n d i s t i n c t i o n s in the meaning 

of the word " i s " and the c o n d i t i o n s under which the i dea s can 

and cannot combine, he c o n s i d e r s a po in t of view w h i c h , i f a c ­

cepted, would deny the p o s s i b i l i t y of any i d e a s combining. 

5 
This t r a n s l a t i o n of the passage a t 13A shows t h a t 

no r e v i s i o n of the t e x t i s n e c e s s a r y . Cf. Bury, The P h i l e b u s 
of P l a t o , p . 7 , n. 
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This is the view that only one word can be applied to one 

thing (or class). 

Anyone can take a hand in the game and at once 
object that many things cannot be one, nor one 
thing many; indeed they delight in forbidding 
us to speak of a man as 'good'; we must only 
speak of a good as good, and of the man as man 
(Sophist 251B). 

This doctrine can be related to that of the hedonist in the 

Philebus in this way: if one word applies properly to one 

thing only, then if we find another word which applies to 

the same thing, we must assume the two words mean the same. 

This is exactly the way in which the hedonist's attitude is 

stated in Philebus 60A: "the two names (or words), 'good'  

and 'pleasant', are in some sense one, and of one nature." 

Plato objects to this theory about words, not so 

much because it is paradoxical or because of the support it 

may seem to lend to hedonism, as because it denies the possi­

bility of dialectic and of communion among the ideas. As 

Socrates argues in the Republic (505C), if we define the good 

as pleasure, we simply obliterate the distinction between 

good and bad in any ordinary sense of the words. Analysis 

becomes useless, and dialectic, the tool of rational investi­

gation, loses its application. Unless we can make distinctions 

within classes, unless ideas can be "divided" in some sense, 

6 
Translation by F. M. Cornford. Cornford discusses 

the possibility (Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 254.) that 
Antisthenes is the man who held this opinion about names. 
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phi losophy w i l l be i d l e . 7 This po in t t u r n s ou t to be of g r e a t 

importance in the development of the r e s t of the P h i l e b u s . The 

r e a l i s s u e i s not between S o c r a t e s and some h e d o n i s t i c t h e o r y , 

but between two elements i n P l a t o n i s m i t s e l f . This i s s u e h inges 

on the ques t i on ( s h o r t l y to be in t roduced e x p l i c i t l y i n the 

Phi lebus) how ideas or u n i v e r s a l s , which a r e one and i n d i v i s i b l e , 

can be d i v i d e d . I t may appear a t t h i s s t a g e i n the d i s c u s s i o n 

t h a t the problem i s only whether the p a r t i c u l a r s which f a l l 

under t h e same u n i v e r s a l can d i f f e r from one a n o t h e r ; bu t i t 

soon becomes apparent t h a t i f t h e s e d i f f e r e n c e s a r e t o be made 

a c c e s s i b l e to a n a l y s i s , then the p a r t i c u l a r s must be d i v i s i b l e 

i n to s u b c l a s s e s which c o r r e s p o n d , of c o u r s e , to o t h e r u n i v e r s a l s . 

D iae res i s i s j u s t the m a t t e r of de t e rmin ing the number of t hese 

u n i v e r s a l s and t h e i r r e l a t i o n to each o t h e r and t o t h e more 

i n c l u s i v e u n i v e r s a l s . 

The o t h e r p o i n t which i s adumbrated here and which g ives 

a s p e c i a l importance to t h i s i n t r o d u c t o r y passage i s t h i s : i f , 

as i s q u i t e c l e a r , t he r e a r e to be good and bad p l e a s u r e s , and 

i t i s the t a s k of d i a l e c t i c to d i s c r i m i n a t e them and group them, 

then t h e r e w i l l be c l a s s e s of p l e a s u r e s f a l l i n g under the genus 

p leasure which w i l l be bad . Th i s means t ha t t h e r e must be a 

corresponding idea or u n i v e r s a l which s t a n d s for the c l a s s of 

7 
P r o t a g o r a s 331D f f . remarks t h a t a l l t h i n g s resemble 

one another i n some sense o r o t h e r . But i t i s not f a i r t o 
desc r ibe t h i n g s as l i k e which have some p o i n t a l i k e , however 
smal l , or a s un l ike t h a t have some po in t u n l i k e . 
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bad p l e a s u r e s (of course the re may be s e v e r a l such c l a s s e s 

and s eve ra l such i d e a s ) . The Parmenides had sugges ted t h a t 

i t might turn out to be the case tha t t h e r e were i deas of i n ­

f e r i o r or bad t h i n g s , but t h e problem was d i smissed t h e r e . 

In o ther l a t e d i a l o g u e s d i v i s i o n s a r e f r e q u e n t l y made (such as 

those which c l a s s i f y the s o p h i s t in the Soph i s t ) where one or 

more " p a r t s " of the o r i g i n a l idea a r e i deas of bad t h i n g s . But 

i t is here i n the P h i l e b u s t h a t the i s sue must be met, because 

here the e x p l i c i t t a s k i s t o f ind a b a s i s for and a d e f i n i t i o n 

of t h e good. And i n the e a r l i e r d i a l o g u e s , the i d e a s were 

often he ld up a s the source and o r i g i n of a l l v a l u e . The i dea s 

were cons idered as i d e a l p a t t e r n s the goodness of which p a r ­

t i c u l a r s could share only i n so f a r as the p a r t i c u l a r s resembled 

those p a t t e r n s . Once i t i s a d m i t t e d , however, t h a t t h e r e can be 

ideas of bad t h i n g s , i t w i l l no longe r do to say t h a t a t h i n g i s 

good simply i n so f a r as i t r e sembles an idea -- any i d e a ; nor 

w i l l i t do to say t h a t knowledge of u n i v e r s a l s i s a knowledge 

of ends and t h e r e f o r e , wi thout f u r t h e r ado, of t h e good. I f 

some u n i v e r s a l s s t and f o r good t h i n g s and some fo r bad, then 

the mere f a c t of r esembl ing a u n i v e r s a l i s no g u a r a n t e e of 

goodness, and some o t h e r way of d e f i n i n g goodness must be found. 

This o the r way i t i s the c e n t r a l t a s k of the P h i l e b u s to d i s c o v e r . 

I t must be remarked, f i n a l l y , t h a t S o c r a t e s has not up 

to t h i s p o i n t shown t h a t p l e a s u r e i s not the good, nor does he 

assume he has proven i t y e t . A l l he has shown i s t h a t i f the 

hedon i s t i c t h e s i s can be proven a p r i o r i , or if i t i s t aken as 
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a definition, then we must abandon all analysis. But at the 

same time he has also indicated that neither will the theory 

of ideas provide a simple solution to the question at hand, 

3. It is always possible, Socrates continues, to 

create apparent paradoxes by saying that something is both one 

and many. Protarchus, for instance, is one person, Just him­

self; he is also tall, heavy, and dark complexioned, so he is 

many. And of course he is tall relative to Socrates but short 

relative to someone else. And so forth. To make such state­

ments about particular objects, like Protarchus, which are 

generated and pass away, is childish and easy and should be 

discouraged, Socrates says (14D). But when we make such state­

ments about universals like man, ox, beauty and the good, then 

there is zealous interest and controversy (15A). 

It has been maintained that the kind of statements 

ridiculed here were once very important to Plato.8 Phaedo 

1023-103A makes the paradoxes which arise by predicating tall­

ness and smallness of one and the same particular one basis 

for the postulation of ideas. Republic 523A-526B calls the 

relation, of the one to the many the basis for dialectical 

education. Jackson takes this apparent shift in attitude as 

proving that Plato changed his mind radically concerning 

8 
Jackson, Journal of Philology. Vol. X, p. 264. 
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the nature of ul t imate truth — that i t was no longer to be 

found in the hypostat ized world of i d e a s . 

I b e l i e v e i t i s true that the Phi lebus represents a 

somewhat d i f f erent a t t i t u d e towards universa l s than the 

Republic and Phaedo 9 but I a l so think i t i s dubious that the 

passage under scrut iny i s so d e c i s i v e i n ind ica t ing the com­

plexion of that d i f f e r e n c e . Here P la to i s merely objec t ing 

to any undue emphasis on the paradoxes themselves . This 

cer ta in ly does not mean that the s o l u t i o n offered by the ideas 

is to be r e j e c t e d , but merely that once found, the problem 

ceases to be very i n t e r e s t i n g . This i s not because a l l 

problems involved in the r e l a t i o n between ideas and the i n d i ­

viduals are so lved , but because P lato f e l t that the i d e a s , no 

matter what the i r s t a t u s , did so lve the paradoxes of the "one 

and many" i n regard to part iculars . The Parmenldes contains 

the f i r s t express ion of r e l a t i v e i n d i f f e r e n c e towards t h i s 

problem. In that d ia logue , Socrates cons iders i t "not 

part icu lar ly remarkable" that one mater ia l objec t can have 

opposite pred icates at d i f f e r e n t times or i n d i f f e r e n t r e s p e c t s ; 

th is i s expla ined, he s a y s , by the theory of i d e a s . 1 0 

9 
Ibid., p. 266. 

10 
Parmenides 128E-129E. Cf. a l s o Sophist 251B, C. 

Cornford commonts ( P l a t o ' s Theory of Knowledge, p . 297) : 
" . . . the old quest ion how one thing can have many names i s 
dist inguished from the problem of the i n t e r r e l a t i o n s of Forms 
and dismissed as already solved by the theory of Forms, though 
the prec i se nature of t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n may remain obscure." 



46. 

What our present passage does show concerning P l a to ' s 

changed a t t i t ude towards the ideas i s , I think, t h i s : in the 

ea r l i e r dialogues Pla to had used the paradoxes to demonstrate 

the in fe r io r i ty of the passing world and the super ior i ty of 

the realm of ideas where such paradoxes could not occur. In 

the Phaedo, Symposium, Republic and other middle dialogues 

the idea was t reated as an icon, a perfect pa t te rn , which was-

morally, ontological ly and aes the t i ca l ly superior to par t i cu­

lars as well a s , of course, universa l , changeless and immaterial. 

when the idea was considered as an icon, i t was hard not to 

think of i t as a thing, a very wonderful pa r t i cu l a r which was 

one more denotatum of some general word. But the paradox of 

being, for ins tance , both beaut iful and ugly could never happen 

(Plato thought) to Absolute Beauty as i t could to a par t icu la r 

beautiful objec t . Absolute beauty i s always beaut i ful (Phaedo 

100C, D). By the same token, two individual objects could 

never be rea l ly equal in length; but Absolute Equality i s 

always and perfect ly equal (Phaedo 74D). By the time he came 

to write the Sophist Plato real ized that th i s argument would 

not serve to d i f f e r en t i a t e the ideas from pa r t i cu l a r s after 

a l l . For an idea could pa r t i c ipa t e in opposites a l s o . Any 

idea was the same as i t s e l f , for ins tance, but di f ferent from 

any other idea. As the Parmenides had hinted they might 

(129E, 130A), the ideas were now exhibi t ing the same em­

barrassing paradoxes as p a r t i c u l a r s . Nevertheless, the ideas 

remained the only sa t i s fac tory explanation of the paradoxes 
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regarding sensible objec ts . More important, the paradoxes 

with respect to the ideas could be mitigated if the ideas 

were not regarded as glor if ied pa r t i cu la r s which could never 

be divided in any sense (the Sophist showed t h i s ) . With th is 

discovery, a c ruc i a l gap began to open between the function of 

the ideas as the immediate source of a l l value and the function 

of the ideas in the solut ion of the problems of know ledge. 

Although, then, there were s t i l l ambiguities about the 

re la t ion of idea to p a r t i c u l a r , the "miracles" about the things 

of becoming were no longer of great i n t r i n s i c i n t e r e s t compared 

to the problems regarding the interconnections of the ideas . 

P la to ' s purpose now was to demonstrate the poss ib i l i t y of 

"dividing" the ideas , not among pa r t i cu l a r s (the problem of 

the Parmenides), but among themselves. Where a t f i r s t he had 

insisted on the oneness of the idea as a solut ion to the 

paradoxes concerning individuals , now the problem was to pre­

serve th i s oneness while permitting diaeres is or d iv is ion , 

which requires that ideas be "d iv i s ib le" and have " p a r t s . " 

Where early dialogues l ike the Euthyphro and Meno stressed 

the unity of the idea exhibited in different p a r t i c u l a r s , 

Philebus 12D s t r e s ses the var ia t ion of kinds under a single 

concept. V/here Republic 505C argued that pa r t i cu la r pleasures 

oust be condemned because they can be both good and bad, and 

hence belong to the changing world, the emphasis here is 

rather on the fact tha t the universal , pleasure, must be 
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d i v i s i b l e i n t o s u b o r d i n a t e c l a s s e s , some good and some bad.1 1 

The s o l u t i o n of t h e q u e s t i o n a t hand, whether the 

good i s p l e a s u r e , r e q u i r e s t h a t i d e a s be d i v i s i b l e . The 

d i f f i c u l t i e s of the type involved i n say ing Pro ta rchus i s one 

and a l s o g r e a t and s m a l l , heavy and l i g h t concern a p a r t i c u l a r 

( P r o t a r c h u s ) , whi le the r e a l problem concerns a u n i v e r s a l 

( p l e a s u r e ) . A u n i v e r s a l can " c o n t a i n " c o n t r a d i c t o r y p a r t i c u ­

l a r s or c o n t r a d i c t o r y s p e c i e s , because a c l a s s of o b j e c t s , 

grouped by one c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , can inc lude without c o n t r a ­

d i c t i o n u n i t s or c l a s s e s denoted by another c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ; 

whereas the p a r t i c u l a r cannot be said to c o n t a i n d i f f e r i n g 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , but t o e x h i b i t them, a t d i f f e r e n t t imes , or 

in d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n s . The problem i n the two cases i s 

d i f f e r e n t . I n the case of p l e a s u r e , the problem i s whether 

or not the examples which a r e l e g i t i m a t e cases of p l e a s u r e , 

and which n o t a b l y d i f f e r i n c e r t a i n r e s p e c t s , can n e v e r t h e l e s s 

exhibi t some f u r t h e r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c i n common, namely goodness . 

The problem in the case of P ro ta rchus i s whether the i n d i v i d u a l 

can e x h i b i t one r e l a t i o n t o one t h i n g and another d i s s i m i l a r 

r e l a t i o n t o ano ther t h i n g a t the same t i m e . The answer to 

the second q u e s t i o n i s e a s y , even t r i v i a l , but the answer t o 

the f i r s t i s d i f f i c u l t , P l a t o f e l t . Some of t h e main problems 

of the Ph i lebus t h e r e f o r e a l r e a d y begin t o emerge as those of 

the whole l a t e P l a t o n i c p h i l o s o p h y : how t o ma in ta in the 

11 
Vide J. Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic, p. 137 ff. 
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epistemology of the theory of ideas while r idding i t of i t s 

ontological pe rp l ex i t i e s ; how to r e - e s t a b l i s h the Platonic 

e thics without d i rec t re l iance upon the theory of ideas; how 

to va l ida te the poss ib i l i ty and function of the d i a l ec t i c and 

show i t s relevance to the discovery of e th i ca l t r u t h , 

4 . The d i f f i c u l t i e s Plato is in teres ted in are not 

the paradoxes concerning p a r t i c u l a r s , then, but ra ther the 

nature of universals and the i r r e l a t i o n to each o the r . In one 

of the most compact and problematic passages in the Philebus, 

Socrates i s made to summarize these d i f f i c u l t i e s . He i s 

disoussing such "un i t i e s" (jjU>V<*<fas ) as man, ox, beauty and 

the good, and he asks three questions about them: 

(1) Do they really exist? 

(2) In what sense can these unities, each being 
a unit apart from all others, admitting of 
no change or generation, yet all be one? 

(3) How is the unity related to the unlimited 
sensible particulars?12 

The first and third questions are definite and need 

little explanation. The third is elaborated in the text into 

two subdivisions: are we to say that the monads are divided 

into parts which are distributed among the particulars, or 

are we to say that each monad is present in its entirety in 

12 
This purports to be an accurate t r ans l a t ion of 

philebus 15B except for the th i rd question, which has been 
simplified. I t s fu l l meaning is given, verbatim, in the second 
sentence which follows. Some of the considerat ions which have 
led to t h i s in te rp re ta t ion follow. 
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each particular? This latter, Socrates adds, seems the most 

ridiculous of all. In any case, the problems raised in the 

third question are clearly those which were raised, but not 

solved, in the Parmenides. 

The second question has proven the most difficult to 

understand.13 The text may well be corrupt. Yet none of the 

suggested emendations has yielded results appreciably more 

transparent than the original. Jackson reads the entire passage 

as if it comprised only two questions, the second being "how are 

we to suppose these monads — if they are each of them eternally, 

immutably, one, neither coming into being, nor ceasing to be — 

severally to retain this, their unity, and yet, either by division 

or by multiplication, to be distributed amongst a plurality of 

particulars?"14 

13 
Bury, The P h l l e b u s of P l a t o , p . 13 , n . 5 ; p . 215 f f . 

14 
Quoted in Bury, The Philebus of Plato, p. 215. 

Jackson expands this view in the Journal of Philology, Vol. X. 
pp. 262 ff. Hackforth (Plato's Examination of Pleasure, p. 20) 
accepts the sane general interpretation as Jackson, believing 
that these are just two sentences, and that the second concerns, 
somehow, the relation of the monads and particulars. Yet his 
translation is so absurdly awkward that with hardly a change it 
can better be-taken as intending three questions than two. I 
give Hackforth's translation of the second (and, I think, third) 
question: "Kow we are to conceive that each of them [the monads], 
being always one and the same and subject neither to generation 
nor destruction, nevertheless is, to begin with, most assuredly 
this single unity and yet subsequently comes to be in the in­
finite number of things that come into being — an identical unity 
being thus found simultaneously in unity and in plurality." It 
is at once clear that what comes after the dash here adds nothing 
to what has been said, the sentence having already twice mentioned 
the unity and oneness of the monads and once the fact of their 
many examples. It is far simpler, I believe, to assume that the 
second question proposes some difficulty about the unity of the 
monads quite apart from particulars; it is entirely clear, of 
course, that the last part of the passage does deal with the 
problem of participation. The trouble is that if there is a 
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This interpretation requires a straining of the text, since 
μεΤ&#x1F70; δ&#x1F72;ΤοûΤο can be explained only if more than two points are 
intended. My greatest objection to Jackson's interpretation, 
however, is that it does not raise the problem of the relation 
of the monads to one another; yet the passage leading up to the 
questions, and the sequel, both require this as a major consider­
ation. Since neither the first nor third question is directly 
about the interrelations of the ideas, it seems likely a priori 
that the second is. G. E. Moore15 believes that the second 
question does raise this point, but he is ratner vague concerning 
the translation. The interpretation given here, which does not 
require an extraordinary pressure on the text, is simply this: 
how can these monads be one? We assume them to be completely 
separate, to exist without change or modification; but in doing 
this we attribute another predicate to them, namely unity or 
oneness. This at once raises the question of the communion of 
the ideas. If all ideas mingle with unity (or the Same, as in 
the Sophist) then are they any longer one, since they have taken 
on the character of a second idea?16 This is precisely the 
question which is important in the Philebus. Is the idea of 
pleasure a monad in the sense that it can never be analyzed or 
divided into two or more species? We have rejected this question 

15 
Also quoted in Bury, The Philebus of Plato, pp. 215, 216. 

16 
Just this point is raised in criticism of Parmenides 

in Sophist 244B ff. The argument there is that if the All is 
One, then it is not one because there are at least two, namely 
the all and the one. 
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with regard to the individuals as childish; the important 

thing to know is whether pleasure itself can be divided, not 

into particulars, but into other monads (such as good pleasures 

and bad pleasures). The first question and the third question 

raised in Philebus 15B are not relevant to the solution of 

this problem. It is therefore not unreasonable to suppose that 

there is a second question, and that it raises the one point 

which is most central and vital to the further development of 

dialectic • 

The ostensible reason for raising these questions at 

this point is, Socrates says, to distinguish problems which 

are "intensely interesting" and about which there is contro­

versy (15A), from the earlier problems concerning the one and 

many which are "common property" and which almost everyone 

agrees should be disregarded (14D). But once asked, does Plato 

intend to provide the answers? Socrates remarks after listing 

the problems that a poor solution will cause the greatest em­

barrassment, while a good solution is a profound satisfaction 

(15C), and agrees with Protarchus that it is "our first duty 

to thresh this matter out." Jackson feels that this passage 

would be pointless unless Plato meant to solve the difficulties 

mentioned,17 and Stenzel is of the same opinion.18 

17Jackson, Journal of Philology, Vol. X, p. 267. 

18 
Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic, p. 140. 
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Grote , on t he o ther hand, sees t h a t t h e s e problems a re the 

same as t h o s e r a i s e d i n the Parmenides , bu t he cannot f ind 

the answers i n the Ph i l ebus or e l s ewhere . 1 9 C e r t a i n l y i t was 

not the h a b i t of P l a t o to answer a l l the q u e s t i o n s he p r o ­

pounded. What we must ask i s whether a s o l u t i o n i s necessary 

for the d i s c u s s i o n t o proceed . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , no c l e a r answer 

to t h i s q u e s t i o n i s p o s s i b l e , p a r t l y , of c o u r s e , because i t i s 

not too c l e a r what would c o n s t i t u t e a s o l u t i o n . What happens, 

in f a c t , i s t h i s . The f i r s t q u e s t i o n , whether the monads 

e x i s t , i s never e x p l i c i t l y d i s c u s s e d . I doubt t h a t P l a t o ever 

s e r i o u s l y wondered whether u n i v e r s a l s e x i s t — the problem 

ra ther was the n a t u r e of the u n i v e r s a l s and t h e i r manner of 

ex i s t ence . That he assumes t h e i r e x i s t e n c e i n some sense here 

i s e n t i r e l y c l e a r because he assumes t h a t the paradoxes con­

cerning p a r t i c u l a r s a r e so lved , and P l a t o held t h a t t h i s 

so lu t ion depended upon t h e e x i s t e n c e of the i d e a s . The mat te r 

of the n a t u r e of the u n i v e r s a l s and t h e i r manner of e x i s t e n c e 

i s p a r t l y r a i s e d by t h e second two q u e s t i o n s . And, if I am 

r i g h t , a r a t h e r r e v o l u t i o n a r y adjustment i n the na tu re of the 

un ive r sa l s does emerge from the P h i l e b u s . This ad jus tment , 

― 19 
G. Grote, Plato, Vol. II. p. 558. Shorey is partly 

right when he says that ".,.Plato does not state that these 
metaphysical problems must be solved before we can proceed. 
He merely suys that we must come to such an understanding 
about them as will prevent the puzzle of the one and the many 
from confusing our inquiry. We have no reason to look for a 
solution of them in the subsequent course of the argument."  
(What Plato Said, p. 316). But this last sentence denies any 
real connection between the parts of the dialogue, and it is 
directly contradicted by the passage quoted above (15C, D ) . 
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as I have hinted, involves seeing more c lear ly than before 

that a universal is not a p a r t i c u l a r , that i t does not have 

the cha r ac t e r i s t i c s of a specia l pa r t i cu l a r , that i t is 

d iv i s ib le by d i a e r e s i s , and that i t cannot simply solve 

e thical problems by being a pa t te rn or model, at leas t in 

any l i t e r a l sense. 

The second question, which I in te rp re t as concerning 

the re la t ionsh ip of the ideas to one another, i s a crucial 

one for the Philebus, and i t i s solved, or at l eas t par t ly 

solved, by the new analysis of the ideas suggested above. 

The Sophist had already dea l t with the problem of the i n t e r ­

re la t ionship of a selected few ideas , but not exp l i c i t l y with 

the question of how such re la t ionsh ips are determined in the 

case of d iv i s ion . Nevertheless, the solut ion which the Sophist 

offers is applicable to d iv i s ion , and the Philebus makes this 

applicat ion; how, we sha l l see present ly . In any case, there 

can be no doubt that Plato thinks the problem of the unit 

ideas being divided is being deal t with in the Philebus, and 

that he believes a solut ion suff ic ient to ju s t i fy using 

diaeresis has been found. 

The third question, concerning the re la t ionship of 

universals and p a r t i c u l a r s , i t i s generally thought is nowhere 

solved in the Philebus or elsewhere in P l a to . Since philoso­

phers are by no means agreed upon any general analysis of the 

problem to th is day, i t would be pre t ty astonishing if they 

were to hold that Plato solved i t . On the other hand, I 
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believe the Philebus has much to say on the question, and 

that some of P l a t o ' s e a r l i e r d i f f i c u l t i e s are solved, or 

solutions are at l eas t suggested. Some of P l a t o ' s trouble 

with the ideas sprang from the assumption tha t ideas are 

like the pa r t i cu l a r s which pa r t i c ipa t e in them: the idea 

Beauty i s beaut i fu l , for ins tance, and ideal Tal lness is t a l l . 

This notion introduces the "third man" problem, as Plato saw 

before Ar i s to t l e did; on the other hand, the solut ion does 

not have to be so dras t ic as A r i s t o t l e ' s . Plato real ized that 

the solut ion to th is problem lay in recognizing the general i ty 

of universals and thei r u t t e r difference from p a r t i c u l a r s — 

i t did not (at l eas t necessar i ly) require some form of 

nominalism. Another closely re la ted source of d i f f i c u l t y with 

the theory of ideas arose from the assumption that ideas are 

icons or pat terns from which p a r t i c u l a r s are copied, but which 

are superior to p a r t i c u l a r s . As long as Plato held to t h i s 

view the ideas could not solve the epistemological d i f f i c u l t i e s 

they were invented to deal with, for the ideas would not be 

d ivis ib le as c lasses or meanings (or however we wish to 

interpret un iversa l s ) , and there could be no ideas of bad 

things. In addi t ion, the "third man" trouble would p e r s i s t . 

But these pe rp lex i t i e s again would be mitigated i f the ideas 

were no longer considered as pa t te rns (at l e a s t in the same 

sense as before) and were no longer considered as rea ler or 

better than p a r t i c u l a r s . This l a s t remark, i t w i l l be found, 

can only be asserted with great r e se rva t ions . Plato never 
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ceased to believe that ideas exist as the objects of knowledge, 

nor that they constitute the objects of the best knowledge. And 

it is by no means certain that he was entirely willing to give 

up the conception of the ideas as the source of reality and 

goodness in the world, as even a casual glance at the Timaeus 

will show. My point will rather be this; that Plato saw the 

difficulties involved in trying to make the ideas both universals 

and moral patterns at one and the same time, and he 

was willing to grant that this might be an error. The Philebus, 

I take it, is an attempt to show that philosophic method, based 

on the dialectic, does not have to rely on the questionable 

aspects of the theory of ideas, and that a rationalistic ethics 

can be built up without depending on ideal patterns which are 

also universals as a source of goodness. 

The purpose of this brief indication of the attitude 

which I think Plato took towards the ideas in the Philebus 

is to make it plain that the three questions raised at 

Philebus 15B are not by any means ignored in the sequel. Plato 

saw these questions as problems, and he set out to deal with 

them as well as he could. To claim that he found definitive 

solutions would be to claim too much; but to claim that he 

ignored the problems or left them where he found them would 

be to claim far too little. 

When we come to consider why Plato felt bound to raise, 

and try to answer, these objections to his theory of ideas, it 

is interesting to notice that there is evidence that Eudoxus 
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and Speusippus, whose ethical doctrines may be represented in 
the Philebus, are also among those who are referred to by 
Socrates as being intensely interested in the advanced form 
of the problem of the one and many (15A). Eudoxus held that 
particulars exist because of the mixture of ideas in them. 
This view is attacked in the Parmenides, and is questioned in 
the third problem stated in Philebus 15B. We know that in an 
early work now lost, On the Ideas, Aristotle used the very 
arguments of the Parmenides to combat the same theory; and 
Aristotle specifically mentioned Eudoxus. This is some evi­
dence that Plato was consciously attacking Eudoxus in the 
Parmenides and that he has him in mind in the Philebus. 

When Plato asks whether the ideas exist, and whether 
they can mingle with one another, he may be thinking of 
Speusippus, who abandoned the ideas as separately existing 
entities apparently because he felt that to assume them would 

21 eliminate all possibility of dialectic. According to 
Aristot le 2 2 the d i f f i cu l ty which Speusippus thought he saw in 

Pla to ' s theory of ideas was tha t i f the ideas are d i so re t e , 

there i s no way for the species to be re la ted to the genus. 

―20 
This i s known through Alexander's In A r i s t o l e l i s 

Metaphysica Commentaria 96, 39-94, 24 which recounts 
Ar i s to t l e ' s arguments against Eudoxus' version of the r e ­
lat ion of ideas to p a r t i c u l a r s . Cf. H. Cherniss, The Riddle 
of the Early Academy. pp. 78, 79. 

21 
Cf. Cherniss, The Riddle of the Early Academy, pp. 38-41. 

22 
Metaphysics 1091a, b; 1072b; 1086a; 1090a. 
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If the "animality" in the ideas of man and horse is the same 

(idea of animal), then either the ideas of man and horse are 

the same, or the idea of animal must be separate from itself. 

Moreover, the idea of animal would simultaneously have contradictory 

characteristics.23 In Topics 143b 11-32 Aristotle 

outlines this argument as a "stock method of disproving the 

theory of separate ideas by showing that the existence of such 

ideas would destroy the possibility of diaeresis and definition."24 

Now this is the very objection to the ideas which Plato answers 

in the Sophist and Philebus. The answer consists in saying that 

(to use the example given) the idea of Animal has parts, two of 

which are the ideas of Man and Horse. These two parts are not 

the same as each other or the same as Animal, but neither is 

the idea of Animal separate from itself, for its animality does 

not differ from one part to another. The ideas of Animal, Man 

and Horse are permanently "blended" without, however, being 

identified. When we say man is an animal, we do not negate the 

ideas of man and animal, but assert (according to Plato) that 

the idea of Animal pervades, or is blended with, the idea of 

Wan. Speusippus' argument applies only if we think of the 

idea as a concrete entity, the "parts" of which are conceived 

as parts of its body rather than parts of its meaning or in­

tention. This kind of existence and nature I believe Plato 

23 
This argument i s taken from Metaphysics 1039a 24-b 

19. Cf. Cherniss, A r i s t o t l e ' s Cr i t ic i sm of P la to , Vol. 1, p .43 . 
24 

Cf. Cherniss, A r i s t o t l e ' s Cr i t ic i sm of P la to , Vol. 1, 
pp. 5–7; 40. 
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was willing to forgo for the ideas, at least tentatively. 

This may show that not only the ethical doctrines of 

the Philebus were common matters for dispute in the Academy, 

but also the metaphysical doctrines. The further fact that 

Speusippus and Eudoxus had interests in both fields suggests 

a possible connection between their ethical theories and meta­

physics in turn. Speusippus, we know, was interested in 

maintaining dialectic as a device for arguing, among other 

things, that both pain and pleasure are opposite from the 

neutral state which he considered the good, a view which is 

discussed further on in the Philebus (44B). This he main­

tained against Eudoxus, who held that since pleasure is one, 

and is opposite to pain which is bad, all pleasure is good. 

From this Eudoxus reasoned that any particular which was 

pleasant by reason of being a "part" of the idea of pleasure, 

would also have to be good. In effect, this would be to deny 

the possibility of dialectic. 

If these connections and arguments were explicitly in 

Plato's mind when he wrote the Philebus then we may interpret 

the dialogue as attempting to strike a mean not only between 

two opposed ethical doctrines but also between two views about 

the theory of ideas. We know that Plato rejected the view 

represented by Eudoxus. Like Speusippus, Plato wanted to 

retain dialectic as the most important method at the disposal 

of the philosopher. Perhaps Plato wished, then, to meet 

Speusippus' objections, so that dialectic might be retained 
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to defeat the hedonism of Eudoxus; but at the same time he did 

not wish to abandon his conviction that in some important sense, 

universals exist. Some alteration, he may have agreed, was 

necessary to meet Speusippus' objections. The trouble was 

that this alteration left the ideas powerless to explain 

(simply, anyway) the source of value in the world. The argu­

­ent against hedonism was thus strengthened by keeping the 

dialectic intact — but at the same time the positive grounds 

in favor of Plato's rationalistic ethical views were apparently 

destroyed. 

If this analysis is accurate, then there is additional 

evidence for taking the Philebus as dealing consciously with 

a dispute between Eudoxus and Speusippus. At the same time, 

it increases our reason for believing in the inner unity and 

interdependence of the parts of the Philebus. For if I am 

right, the partial compromise with a worldly ethics which 

Plato makes in the Philebus was forced by the revision of the 

theory of ideas, and this revision in turn was forced by a 

desire to meet difficulties which he felt to be important. 

The end result is still idealism, both in ethics and epistemology, 

but it is an idealism definitely tempered compared to the un­

compromising death-morality of the Phaedo, and if neither the 

hedonism of Eudoxus nor the nominalism of Speusippus are finally 

accepted, yet neither are the exaggerated anti-hedonism of 

Speusippus nor the exaggerated realism of Eudoxus. The Philebus 

is thus a curious double compromise between the opposing views. 
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And it should be strongly interesting to us because it shows 

so clearly just what in Platonism Plato was most anxious to 

preserve when the chips were down. 

5. The one and the many, says Socrates, which are 

utilized by reason ( utro Xoycov), always circulate everywhere 

through all our discussions, both now and in the past (15D). 

This is an ageless characteristic of the reasoning faculty 

itself in us. Because this is the case, there is an irre­

sistible temptation to make trivial use of the one and the 

many, and any young man discovering this is apt joyously to 

impose his foolish arguments on anyone he can get hold of, 

rolling things up and kneading them into one, and then un­

rolling and dividing them (15E-16A). This is a reference to 

the "childish" form of argument dismissed earlier (15D) because 

it dealt only with perishable things. 

Now however, Socrates is invited to find "some better 

road," and this he says is "that which I have always loved, 

although it has many times left me alone and confused" (16B, C). 

This method is a "gift of the gods to men,"25 given to men by 

a divine source just as fire was given men by Prometheus. To 

it we owe all the inventions of art.26 The ancients, who were 

25 
Phaadrus 266B also stresses the fact that dialectic 

is a "divine" art. 

26 
Cf. P r o t a g o r a s 320D f f . P ro t ago ra s t e l l s how the 

gods molded a l l c r e a t u r e s from a mixture of e a r t h and f i r e and 
the e lements compounded from t h e s e . A l l an imals were g iven some 
equipment f o r s u r v i v a l ; but when they came to man, none was l e f t . 
So Prometheus s t o l e wisdom i n the a r t s and f i r e (321D) and made 
man a p a r t a k e r of a d i v i n e p o r t i o n (£*t'<*s 1*0(0*5 - 322A). 
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nea re r the gods , handed t h i s t r a d i t i o n down, t o u s : t h a t a l l 

t h ings which a r e ever sa id to be a r e der ived from the one and 

the many, and have i n them the l i m i t and un l imi t ed as p a r t of 

t h e i r n a t u r e . Here fo l l ows a d e s c r i p t i o n of the method i t s e l f : 

Since t h i n g s a re o rdered i n t h i s way (as a r e s u l t 
of being de r ived from the one and many), we^mijst 
always assume t h a t t h e r e i s one idea (/At** l/o-v ) 
of e v e r y t h i n g , and must hunt i t out — for we 
s h a l l d i s c o v e r i t t h e r e — and i f we l ay hold of 
t h i s one , then we must look in the one f o r two 
( i f t h i s i s c o r r e c t ; i f n o t , f o r t h r e e or another 
number); and t h e s e we must t r e a t aga in i n the ^ €, 
same way, u n t i l from the o r i g i n a l one (KPCT\£<pXi5 i*) 
not only do we see t h a t the^e i s one and many and 
i n f i n i t e , but how many (otroch*). An$ we must not 
b r i n g the idea of the i n f i n i t e {cttrsxfo* ' | i ¥ * r ) 
t o p l u r a l i t y u n t i l we survey i t s number between 
the un l imi ted and t h e o n e . Then, and not u n t i l 
t h e n , we may permi t the one of each of eve ry th ing 
(T© tv £K<HTTO* T«I rr^-irr«ov) to pas s on w i t h ­
out r e s t r i c t i o n i n t o the un l imi ted (16D, E ) . 

This c r u c i a l passage c o n t a i n s much which i s very 

obscure , and u n f o r t u n a t e l y the examples which a r e s h o r t l y to 

follow se rve i n many ways t o enhance the confus ion . Never­

t h e l e s s , c e r t a i n p o i n t s do emerge even a t f i r s t g l a n c e . 

a . The language of the passage i s of the s o r t which 

Pla to of ten uses when he i s speaking of impor tan t and d i f f i ­

cu l t m a t t e r s and is a f r a i d of being taken too l i t e r a l l y . He 

c a l l s the d i a l e c t i c a l method "the g i f t of the Gods" (o r , he 

modestly s a y s , so i t seems to h im); i t came to man by 

Prometheus ("or someone l i k e h i m " ) ; and "men of o ld" have 

passed on t h i s g i f t i n the form of a " s a y i n g , " The informat ion 

i s t h i r d hand a t bes t t h e n , and even a t t h a t i s i n epigrammatic 

form. P l a t o could h a r d l y have been more c a r e f u l t o warn us 
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against taking the actual words too precisely. 

b. What is described here is a method of "teaching, 

learning and investigating," and it is the "instrument through 

which every discovery ever made in the arts and sciences has 

been brought to light" (16C). Both this and the phrasing of 

the account itself make it entirely clear that the method 

deals with and yields understanding of the world of particu­

lars. It is quite clear that the "ones" or "ideas" are 

discovered in the context of the many particulars and help 

us, somehow, to learn about and investigate the world, 

although how this is to take place is not yet clear. 

c. There is a sudden and unexpected mention of the 

"limit" and "unlimited"; these are somehow linked with the 

one and the many, and like the one and the many, are to be 

found in all things. Later on the reason for this will 

emerge, and it will be found that the limit and unlimited 

are part of a general scheme of classification which embraces 

all the existing objects of the world. But even if we did not 

know this in advance, there are unmistakable hints that the 

"one idea" and the "many" which we are to find in it are 

worth looking for because the world is constituted in a cer­

tain way. For instance, "everything which is ever said to be 

is derived from the one and the many." I do not think that 

we can take this so literally as to mean that the visible 

universe is caused or created by the ideas, but it surely does 

mean that everything participates in some sense in the one and 
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the many. And let us be clear that this does not refer to 

the "paradoxes" that everything is one because it is itself, 

but many because it has many characteristics. It refers to 

the fact that everything we seek to investigate falls under 

some generic form, and that there is a discoverable set of 

species into which that form can be divided. There is thus 

a structure to the created universe which dialectic can trace 

27 

out. Why this is so will come later; right here it is merely 

stated as a fact: "because things are ordered in this way" 

(that is, are derived from the one and the many in the sense 

just given) we can always be sure that there is a generic form 

concealed in whatever we are investigating ("for we shall dis­

cover it there"). The method the Gods have handed down is not 

arbitrary. It owes its success to the fact that both dialec-
28 

tical discourse and the created world are prevaded by the 

one and the many, the one of the genera and the many of the 

species. According to Plato, the dialectical method would not 

work if there were not monads (genera) and species to be dis­

covered in the world. For such genera and species are, of 

27 
Vid. Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic, p. xxxiii. 

28 
Cf. 15D: "...we get this identity of the one and the 

many cropping up everywhere as the result of the sentences we 
utter; in every single sentence ever uttered, in the past and 
in the present, there it is. V/hat we are dealing with is a 
problem that will assuredly never cease to exist; this is not 
its first appearance; rather it is, in my view, something 
incidental to sentences themselves..." 
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course, universals, and hence fixed and unchanging. To the 

extent (and only to the extent) that there is evidence for 

them in the world can we understand the world. And to the 

extent (and only to the extent) that there is evidence for 

them in the world do we know that creation is not completely 

aimless and-unintelligible. This is what I believe Plato's 

attitude to be, as I shall show in the sequel; I do not 

suggest that analysis would not disclose a basic confusion 

in his thought. 

Close reading of the passage before us will reveal 

two of the three aspects of the method which dialectic uses 

to discover the truth. The analytic aspect of the method 

(diaeresis) receives the most emphasis here because it is in 

this dimension that the distinction. between the childish and 

true form of the art of dialectic becomes clearest. It is 

possible, however, even in this highly condensed account, to 

find collection also described. Combination is not yet 

mentioned, and it is in fact only implicit in what follows. 

This will be explained presently. 

6. Collection. The full dialectical method as out­

lined in the Philebus is intended to help us deal with any 

subject matter; it is capable of defining a species, classi­

fying the species in a genus, defining a genus, or of leading 

us to the practical application of any special discipline. 

But it accomplishes all of these ends in the same way, by a 

complete investigation of a whole field of knowledge. We 
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learn about the parts, according to this method, only by 

mastering the whole. In the Philebus we are interested in 

understanding and defining a whole art, namely the art of 

living the good life, so that the lesser uses of dialectic 

are incidental. But it is the fact that dialectic, as here 

defined, must always start with the "one idea," the genus 

which embraces the whole subject, that determines the starting 

point of the method in every case. 

No matter what it is we are interested in, then, we 

must begin by searching for the most general single idea 

which corresponds to the area of our interest or includes it. 

The nature of things, Socrates says, assures us that there 

always will be such a general single idea which embraces the 

subject of our investigation; our first act must therefore 

be to "hunt it out" so that we can "lay hold of it." This 

process applies whether it is a minimum species, a major sub­

species, or a genus which we want to study; or the inter­

relations between them, which can be expressed either in 

theoretic or practical terms (this will be explained later); 

no matter what we want to define or know about, we must begin 

by finding the genus of the whole. 

There are at least two obvious practical difficulties 

here, even if we grant from the start. that there are a finite 

number of genera and species and that these exist both eternally 

and yet also embodied in the created universe waiting to be 

"hunted out." The first difficulty is that there must be many 
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(having granted there are not infinite) genera which include 

the same individuals and even classes of individuals. How 

are we to know which one to choose? The answer to this 

question seems to lie in the nature of our interest. When 

we investigate horses with a general biological interest, 

the genus is animal; when we investigate horses with war in 

mind we might classify them as weapons (species: live; sub­

species: non-human, etc.). Plato could of course claim there 

was only one genus under which a given species or particular 

fell, but the classifications which he actually makes belie 

this. I do not believe that Plato had any practiced, unam­

biguous solution to this question, nor do I see how there 

could be one. Let us grant, then, that when Plato tells us 

to look for the one idea, he means the one idea which is 

pertinent to our particular investigation and interest. 

Even so, another problem arises. How general must 

our genus, our one idea, be to rate as a starting point? 

Obviously there is always a more general idea than the one 

we have until we reach the idea of everything. But if we 

are always to go back to it, then why does Plato speak as if 

there were different single ideas which we should hunt out in 

each case; indeed, what hunting would we need to do if we knew 

that every investigation would start from the idea of every­

thing? One answer to this is that as a practical technique 

Plato takes only as general an idea as seems necessary for 

the adequate study of his subject. This is not a logical 
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rule, ana there is no way to formulate it; but I am afraid 

there is no better. In the Philebus we know that the object 

of our search, the good life, is the subject of a fairly well 

defined science, and this is often the case, as in politics, 

shipbuilding, city-planning and so forth. In these cases 

Plato assumes as the genus the subject matter of the art to 

be studied. In many actual cases, arts or classes of arts 

(using "art" here in the broadest possible sense) provide 

Plato with his classifications. There is a special reason 

for this, as I shall show· At the moment it is worth re­

marking that arts emphasize purposes, and the essence or real 

definition which the Platonic idea enshrines is frequently 

couched in teleological terms. 

The second answer to our objection that there is no 

way to decide how large a generalization to start with is 

that Plato quite frequently in the late dialogues did finally 

take the genus ''everything" as his starting point; there are 

obvious examples in the Sophist, Timaeus, Philebus and Laws. 

The advice to look for the "one idea" of whatever we may be 

studying is thus often an invitation to start with the "one 

idea" which embraces all reality. 

We have made finding the one idea sound as if it 

were merely a matter of deciding the scope of the subject 

to be studied; actually of course, "hunting out" the one idea 

is harder than that because it involves finding the "essence" 

of that unity. Plato does not tell us here what the essence 
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is or how exactly we are to go about finding it , but the 

examples of the method which follow, the information from 

other late dialogues, and above all, the whole approach 

and purpose of the early dialogues, give us some concept of 

what is intended. This does not mean, unfortunately, that 

no problems are left as to the nature of what we are calling 

collection, but only that these problems are not peculiar to 

the Philebus. I do not intend, therefore, to try to give 

any new solutions or analysis of Plato's theory of definition 

and essence in general but shall content myself with a few 

remarks which are especially pertinent to the Philebus. 

For the rest, the nature of the actual application of 

collection in the Philebus will be examined as we go on. 

a. It would be too strong to say that the early 

dialogues are concerned with nothing but collection, but the 

remark is helpful if it assists us in seeing that collection 

means the entire process of defining or grasping the simple 

true nature or essence of the thing (or concept or idea) 

under examination. The word "simple" is inserted here to 

mark a distinction between Plato's attitude in the early 

dialogue and in the Philebus. In the early dialogues, a 

very large part of the task (possibly all of it) was con­

cerned just with finding the important or "true" nature of 

bravery or holiness or virtue. In the Philebus this is still 

accessary, but the complete understanding of the unity to be 

studied is only revealed when its internal structure has been 
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analyzed (i.e., the pattern of species and subspecies con­

tained in it shown). In other words, v/e can find a definition 

which determines the genus class without really knowing every­

thing about it. Its essence is divisible, and the divisions 

must be made manifest before we have mastered the subject. That 

is not the end of the matter either; but the point is that 

collection (the purpose and end product of which is finding 

the "one form" we seek) is no longer conceived as a satis­

factory conclusion to philosophical research. 

b. It becomes fairly clear in the Philebus that what 

we want when we seek to define the essence of any idea (whether 

of a species or a genus) is a condition or criterion by which 

we can judge whether or not something belongs to that idea. 

It would be unhistorical to say that what Plato seeks is a 

class concept because Plato did not distinguish clearly 

between classes and properties, nor even always, as we have 

seen, between these and ideal particulars. And it would be 

unhistorical even if Plato made these distinctions, because 

his conception of division meant that he did not differentiate 

between two classes one of which had as members species and 

another which had as members all the particulars which fell 

under those species. 

c. Once we face the fact that there are genuine 

ambiguities (from our point of view) in Plato's notion of 

the one generic form, we need not trifle with unreal problems 

concerning his meaning. In particular, we can now deal with 
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the question what "collection" involves. It is, as the 
Philebus says, a matter of hunting out the one form in the 
area of our interest. This I take to be identical with the 
process described in the Sophist as preceding division; be­
fore dialectic advances to division, we must first "discern 
clearly one form everywhere extended through many" (Sophist 253D). 
And this, as Cornford points out,29 is the "preliminary process 
of Collection" described in Phaedrus 265D as "taking a synoptic 
survey of widely scattered forms and bringing them into a 
single form." 

The question whether the genus is to be interpreted 
as a class of species or of particulars has been hotly debated; 
whether, that is, what the single idea brings together is what 
is common to the particulars that fall under it, or what is 
common to the species that fall under it.30 The answer is, I 
think, that for Plato's purposes it did not matter which, and 
he really thought of both as being much the same thing. This 

2 9 

Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 267. 
3 0 

Ibid., p. 186 holds that collection "is wholly con­
fined to the world of Forms." Stenzel, though perhaps less 
certainly, agrees (Plato's Method of Dialectic, p. xvi). 
Hackforth (Plato's Examination of Pleasure, pp. 142, 143) 
states that "It seems simplest to conclude that Plato means 
us always to think of the Forms mentioned in a collection t (e.g. the various kinds gathered together into διακριτικ&#x1F75; τ&#x1F73;Χνη 
at Sophist 226B-C) as reached by a previous Collection of 
particulars, since it is in fact, according to the Phaedrus 
doctrine, only thus that they can be reached..." Philebus 
16C-D he considers to be "ambiguous on this point." 
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may seem pretty peculiar when we reflect that Plato drew such 

a violent distinction between particulars and ideas; but re­

flection shows that this is not really the issue at all. Plato 

is interested here in finding the common form; it does not 

matter too much how we find it. The process is often quite 

elaborate, as we shall see. In any case, what we seek is 

general, not particular. If scanning particulars will lead 

us to see what is common to them, good. If scanning species 

will lead us to see what is common to them, also good; in both 

cases we end up in the same place since Plato thought of the 

genus as containing, ultimately, the features common both to 

the species and the individuals (as well as any sub-species, 
3 1 

of course). A further consideration which leads to the same 

conclusion is this: it is often quite vague in any particular 

case just how Plato regards the collection of cases which are 

said to be contained in the single form. Plato very seldom 

actually mentions particular cases. What he will say is "now 

let us take pleasure (or pleasures); some are of the body and 

some of the mind." Here pleasures of the body and mind are 

two species of the genus pleasure; yet we often get the im­

pression that this is a quick way of rounding up particulars. 

3 1 

An objection to this view which might be offered by 
quoting the Republic to the effect that the dialectic "begins 
and ends" with ideas would only make explicit the fact that 
the dialectic of the Republic comprises but part of what we 
are calling dialectic here. 
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Or if this seems clearly a matter of collecting species, 

consider the "pleasure of the wise man who rejoices in his 

wisdom." This is of course still a type of pleasure, not 

a particular case; but it contains few enough cases to give 

the impression of particularity. In any event, one thing is 

clear; the infima species must be collected from particulars, 

or it would not be an infima species. Therefore we must 

consider that Plato conceives of collection as including the 

discovery of the common element both in lower forms and in 

particulars. 

d. We still have described the process of finding 

the common form or idea only in vague or metaphorical language; 

we must "search for it," "hunt it out" or "lay hold of it." 

How we must ask how this is to be done. There is certainly 

no one way to go about it, just as there is no one place to 

look. Since the early dialogues are largely concerned with 

finding and defining some universal, any method which is used 

in them is available here. The Philebus adds nothing important 

to this phase of the method; we are not bound then, to explain 

in detail the Socratic devices by which a universal is approached. 

In general, what is often called elenchus is most frequently used. 

This is a technique of question and answer by which a proposed 

definition or statement is tested both for self-consistency and 

for consistency with postulates acoepted by both parties. What 

is to be tested is, in other words, taken as a hypothesis in 

order to see what the consequences would be if it were true. 



74. 

The testing uses the obvious logical devices; the syllogism, 

sorites, reductio ad absurdum, and so on. Direct disproof 

can be effected always by quoting a contrary case; this is 

often done. 

There are some questions which one might raise con­

cerning the use of the elenchus for what we have called 

collection. First, it might be objected that what elenchus 

tests must be a statement or something which we can put as a 

statement, whereas what we are looking for is an idea or 

common form. Part of the answer is that for Plato every 

statement of importance is about some idea. This is not 

enough however, for every statement about a form is not one 

which defines its essential character. We must grant, there­

fore, that the elenchus can be used for other purposes than 

finding the "one form." But when we are looking for an idea, 

what we want, as we noted, is a definition of its essence. 

This may mean some sort of statement of identity (as, "the 

good for man is pleasure") or it may be a listing of criteria 

by which we can identify all those and just those cases which 

fall within the scope of the idea. But in any case, "finding" 

the idea means being able to make a true statement which gives 

the essence of the idea. Therefore elenchus can test whether 

or not we have found the idea. 

Second, it may be objected that collection is a matter 

of scrutinizing particulars or species in order to see the 

common element, whereas the elenchus is a matter of testing 
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possible hypotheses about what that common element is. But 

how do we test the hypothesis? The main way is to note 

whether the cases which it would include are cases which we 

mutually agree come under the idea. If we discover that our 

criteria for defining the scope of the idea include cases 

which should fall outside, then the hypothesis is wrong; if 

we discover that there are cases which the criteria exclude 

which should be included, we reject the hypothesis. In 

either event, the testing is done by looking at the cases; 

and this is all that collection requires. The process may be 

more complicated, and it very frequently is when additional 

premisses are introduced. Probably it could always be shown 

that scrutiny of the particulars or the species took place 

at some juncture in the process. But rather than try to prove 

this, I am willing to grant that there might be arguments 

where the essence of an idea is arrived at by some other means; 

I would therefore extend the meaning of collection to include 

any such possible argument where the outcome is to discover 

the essence of the generic idea. 

A final objection, and a serious one, to the use of 

elenchus for finding the one idea, is that as a testing pro­

cedure it is only decisive as a disproof. Discovery of con­

tradictory cases can show that a hypothesis is wrong, and 

discovery of very many confirming cases can make a hypothesis 

very probable, but no number of cases can make it certain. 

Plato's method is suitable for getting only probable results, 
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while his epistemology demands certainty as an answer. 

Unfortunately, I do not think there is any good answer to 

this question. Professor Robinson, in what I believe to be 

a tenable theory about the "upward movement" of dialectic in 

32 
the Republic, argues that the process which lets us know 

that a hypothesis is true (that is, no longer need be taken 

as a mere hypothesis) is the intuitive realization that not 

only have we found no objection to a hypothesis, but that 

there exists no objection. The elenchus, in other words, 

stops short of the final step; it is used to disprove inade­

quate theories, and it serves to try the adequate theory, 

But the last step which, because it yields certainty rather 

than probability is not inductive but intuitive, supervenes 

on the testing procedure. 

Whether this is exactly what Plato meant by the upward 

movement of the dialectic in the Republic I do not know, but 

certainly it describes the actual technique which is often 

used in the dialogues. The significant thing, and one which 

cannot in any way be avoided, is that somewhere in the process 

of finding the one idea and of grasping the essential common 

character in a group of particulars or species, there comes 

a moment which cannot be described as rational proof or as 

32 
R. Robinson, Plato's Earlier Dialectic, pp. 151 ff. 
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empirical induction but only as intuitive vision: suddenly 

we "see it."33 

One more remark about the negative aspect of the 

elenchus must be added. This is that the disproof of inade­

quate hypotheses is frequently very useful in discovering 

an adequate hypothesis. The relevant cases are reviewed 

during the testing procedure, and while we are formulating 

the criteria by which we judge the eligibility of genuine 

cases we are at the same time often making strides toward 

the discovery of a satisfactory definition of the essence 

sought. For example, two important hypotheses as to the 

essence of the good life are tested in the Philebus, both 

are rejected; but the criteria and cases which we use to 

refute the two hypotheses are highly useful in finding the 

one idea we seek. In the same way, the seven unsuccessful 

definitions of the sophist in the Sophist can easily be seen 

to be helpful in arriving at the satisfactory definition, and 

therefore, as Cornford has pointed out, serve as a collection. 

Thus the apparently negative results of the elenchus often 

add up indirectly to a positive conclusion and constitute a 

valid part of what we have called collection. 

7. Division. The next step in the dialectical 

examination of a topic is division. This is the feature of 

3 3 

Cf. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 186. 
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the method of the late dialogues which is commonly held to 

distinguish it from the early dialectic which was satisfied 

to reach the defining essence of the "one idea." That this 

distinction between the early and late dialogues is not 

absolute is clear enough from the fact that examples of 

division occur in the early dialogues; it is also evident 

(though less obviously) from the fact that division is some­

times used in the late dialogues just to arrive at a definition 

of an idea (as in the Sophist).34 And as we go on, the inter­

relations between division and collection will become more 

intricate until at times it will be hard to distinguish the 

two. In particular, the impression we get from Plato's re­

marks on his method is that collection always precedes division; 

but in fact there is no rule of precedence at all, or the rule 

is much more complex than that. Yet collection and division 

can be distinguished, if not by their order of application, at 

least in their method of application. And if division is not 

entirely new to the late dialogues, the emphasis on it is. 

We can partly understand why Plato no longer considered 

collection as the end of philosophy by recalling the discussion 

which led up to this digression on method. Two propositions 

were under consideration each of which pretended to define the 

essential nature of the good for men, and of these two let us 

select the first, namely "pleasure is the good for man." This 

3 4 

Cf. H. Cherniss, War-Time Publications Concerning 
Plato, in the American Journal of Philology, April 1947, p. 139. 
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is clearly enough the kind of statement which, if true, would 

show that we had found the "one idea" of the good for man. 

Now this particular statement could be disproven by pointing 

out one bad pleasure. But such a refutation would neither 

get us very far toward a satisfactory answer, nor would it be 

a real disproof of hedonism, since a minor modification of the 

meaning of the statement would protect it from this attack. 

The more useful procedure, Plato believes, is to forget the 

unity we seek for a moment and analyse the concept of pleasure. 

If large, important classes of pleasures turn out to be bad, 

then the hypothesis can really be refuted. And at the same 

time, we will have gained a much more critical knowledge of 

the nature of pleasure which may turn out to be useful in 

framing a satisfactory definition of the good life. Upon 

analysis it develops that some pleasures are bad and some 

good; this not only indicates that the simple identification 

of pleasure and the good life is wrong, but also suggests on 

the positive side that there are some pleasures which may 

belong in the good life. The division of the genus pleasure 

is therefore essential not only to our adequate understanding 

of pleasure but also to our framing a correct definition of 

the good life. 

Ultimately, however, the most important reason for 

adding something more to dialectic beyond collection can be 

explained only by referring back to our discussion of Plato's 

revised attitude towards the ideas. At one time, Plato 



80. 

considered that to know the essence of any idea was to know 

the ultimately real and valuable. Only after the question 

arose whether there could be ideas of inferior things 

(Parmenides), after the discovery that there can be classes 

of evil things such as a class of sophists (in the Sophist), 

and after the need arose to divide the genus pleasure into 

good and bad pleasures (Philebus), was it altogether clear 

that knowledge of ideas is not always knowledge of valuable 

ends. It might be plausible that in so far as a man partook 

of the idea Man he was a good man; that insofar as a knife 

partook of the idea Knife it was a good knife; that insofar 

as a state partook of the ideal just State, it- was a good 

state; but it was not only improbable but patently false (to 

Plato) to say that insofar as a pleasure partook of the idea 

Pleasure it was a good pleasure. A genus such as Pleasure 

(or Art in the Sophist) might therefore have the epistemo-

logical unity that collection could confer on it without it 

being certain that all species or particulars which come under 

it are good, or are good to the degree of their participation. 

a. In considering the technique of division in more 

detail, it will be useful to follow this sequence: first 

we will examine the structure of relationships which division 

is said to reveal; then the way in which this structure is 

discovered; then how division is thought to assist the 

philosopher in his aims. 
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In a general way, it is not hard to grasp the object 

of division. It is to arrive at a complete system of classi­

fication in which each thing to be classified falls not only 

into the class which includes all the objects under consider­

ation, but also falls into some one smaller subgroup, and in 

turn into some one still smaller subgroup, and so on. There 

are certain important but simple requirements: the subgroups 

at any level must be mutually exclusive and yet comprehensive 

(exclude no item to be classified); each subgroup must fall 

wholly within some next higher group or subgroup. These rules 

always hold; there are other rules that hold for particular 

divisions. Any simple filing system in which there is no 

possibility of ambiguity or cross-filing will do: imagine, 

for instance, a vast central letter sorting machine in which 

all letters for the continental United States are sorted. The 

letters would enter through a single chute marked U.S.A.; this 

chute would divide into 49 marked with the names of the states 

and the District of Columbia; then each of these would divide 

into numerous counties, townships, etc. and so on to the 

smallest subdivision. Ideally, no letter would lack a route 

from top to bottom, no letter could properly end up in more 

than one place, and there would be an unambiguous answer as 

to the classification of each letter at any level. 

This example serves to point up an important aspect 

of Plato's concept of division: the divisions which it makes 

correspond to important "facts" in the real world. The United 
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States, Colorado and New Jersey, Astoria and Grand Rapids are 

not logical inventions nor mere arbitrary subdivisions; they are 

names of geographical areas which are distinguished by such prac­

tical matters as state and city administrations, communication 

systems and so forth. In the Philebus Plato stresses the fact 

that dialectic cannot be conceived as using any arbitrary set of 

subdivisions which might serve to exhaust the original genus. 

Instead we must always search for the "particular number" of 

species and subspecies which is appropriate to the case. Y/e do 

not decide how many subdivisions we wish any more than the postal 

department decides how many states there are; we inspect the 

situation to see just "how many" divisions are actually there. 

We are not finished dividing until we discover both the precise 

number of species at each level and also just how many levels 

there are. This excludes the possibility of a mere dichotomy 

based on one species and a contradictory (as "color" might be 

divided into "red" and "non-red").35 Division by dichotomy is 

35 
Division through dichotomy is permitted in the 

Politicus (e.g. at 258B, C) and in the Sophist (cf. Cornford, 
Plato's Theory of Knowledge, pp. 170 ff.). The difference, of 
course, is that in these dialogues Plato is chiefly interested 
in finding a definition of a particular subspecies. When such 
a definition is sought, only one side or fraction of each division 
is worth following, the one into which the object to be defined 
falls. Thus each division is divided into "being" (the object 
being in it) and "not-being" (the object not being in the other 
part or parts). (Vid. Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic, pp. 92, 
93. Cf. Politicus 257C.) The final subdivision is the thing we 
sought to define, and the definition consists of all the units^ 
vnich fell under the "being" side. (This is the <pojxrt\o*r) a<f£>\i 
of Sophist 221A.) In the Philebus the interest is in the highest 
genera, pleasure, mind and good, and so this restricted method of 
division is less interesting except in so far as it explains how 
"false pleasures" can "be." 
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ruled out, however, only when the purpose of division is to 

analyse a whole subject matter like pleasure, 

It is of course a commonplace now to recognize that 

classifications are highly conventional, that there are 

infinitely many alternative systems, and that the choice be­

tween them is based on no other objective factors than our 

interests and purposes and the usefulness of such classifi­

cations in attaining our purposes. This was not Plato's 

view, however. That it was not is absolutely clear from the 

passage before us which makes the entire task of division 

depend precisely on finding the "natural" divisions in things. 

Why it was not is a rather longer story, and one which will be 

developed later; in general, the reason is that Plato believed 

the world to be an object of purposeful design and that there­

fore there are real patterns and categories embedded in creation 

which we must discover in order to understand it. 

I stress this point here because there are aspects of 

Plato's actual use of division which suggest that he did not 

always cleave consistently to this theory. There are numerous 

divisions of the genus Art in Plato, for instance, which do not 

use the same subdivisions; and there are several different ways 

of dividing the aspects of dialectic; and of dividing the genus 

Everything; and so forth. But I am not sure that the general 

theory that divisions can be based on some real and positive 

features of the created world apart from our interests and 

purposes requires that there always be a unique schema. It is 
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almost impossible to argue the point without giving Plato's 
theory a far more precise meaning. The conviction that there 
are purposes and ends not our own and which are expressed in 
nature is a doctrine which can be worked out in many ways, and 
I do not think it is clear enough how Plato intended it to de­
cide the question at stake. 

Other difficulties arise when we find that Plato, for 
all his warnings, often neglects to finish divisions which he 
begins (Art in the Sophist), sometimes speaks as if divisions 
were quite arbitrary (Philebus 23D), and often divides arti­
ficial objects as well as natural, although we would expect no 
"natural joints" between artificial objects. Yet these 
difficulties only serve to show the practical problems involved 
in the belief that science can profit from the assumption that 
there are scrutable ends in the created universe; they are not 
evidence that Plato ever abandoned his conviction. Plato never 
claimed that he had discovered the truth or applied the dialectic 

36 
On "dividing at the joints" and the question whether 

there are ideas of artificial objects Cf. Politicus 259D, 285B, 
287C; Phaedrus 265E. According to Aristotle (Metaphysics 1070a 
18) the "natural entities" (1F79πδσα φ1F50σει) were the only things 
of which there were ideas for Plato. Epicrates is said to have 
written a play which mentioned the finding of these natural 
entities as the principal activity of the Academy (Athenaeus ii. 
59D). Jackson, Stenzel, and others have felt that this passage 
in the Philebus shows that Plato had decided to abandon ideas of 
artificial objects (like the bed in the Republic). It is not 
very certain, however, why dividing at the joints should exclude 
beds or anything else from division. The Parmenldes suggested 
that when Socrates grew up. he would not hesitate to admit ideas 
of all kinds of objects. (cf. W. D. Ross, Aristotle's Metaphysics, 
Vol. I, pp. xlix-li.) 
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properly in any particular case and he often suggests that 

any actual scheme of division may be wrong. But this suggestion 

is not that of a man who thinks of divisions as arbitrary, use­

ful devices; such a man would never call a scheme false, but 

only useless or confusing. We are bound to conclude that no 

matter what the difficulties inherent in the view may be nor 

how inconsistent his practice is, Plato never abandoned the 

conviction that there are "natural" divisions in the world 

and that dialectic is right when it finds them and wrong when 

it does not. 

So far we have made use of an analogy to explain Plato's 

conception of division. Now we must ask more definitely what 

it is precisely that division divides. It does not divide 

physical objects as the mail-sorter does; what then? Looking 

at the passage in Philebus 16C, D we find that the summum genus, 

the subaltern genera and infima species are described as "ideas" 

and as "ones." Nothing is said about dividing as such; we are 

merely told to look for the one idea (the genus), then for tv/o 

(ideas) or three or however many there are, and so on. All 

that we can safely say, then, is that division reveals a certain 

set of relationships between ideas. Finding these relationships 

in no way alters the ideas themselves; whatever division does, 

it does not change the ideas. Nor does division change the 

Particulars which participate in the ideas. The process of 

division is therefore primarily a process of discovery. 
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What does division discover? First of all, as we 

have said, a relationship between ideas; also, of course, since 

this relationship applies to the world, it discovers something 

about the world. Without asking which part of the discovery 

comes first, let us examine the relationship of the ideas which 

is to be uncovered. 

This is a matter to which I do not think there is any 

direct answer in Plato for the reason that Plato never decided 

unambiguously what the ideas were. Particularly in the Philebus 

where, if I am right, Plato quite consciously suspended judgement 

about the nature of the ideas and their manner of existence, we 

can expect no definite decisions as to the way in which they are 

related. There are some comments which we can pertinently make, 

however, which may assist in understanding the part which division 

plays in the Philebus. 

The general question of the relationships of the ideas 

is considered in the Sophist. The discussion there is not about 

our particular problem, which concerns only the relationships 

involved in division, but it is obviously relevant because our 

problem is a case which falls under the scope of the broader 

problem discussed there. In the Sophist, Plato speaks of the 

ideas "blending." Some ideas, he says, necessarily blend with 

each other; for some others blending is possible but not 

necessary; for the rest blending is impossible. As an example 

Plato suggests a very simple division in which the genus is 

Existence and the two species are Motion and Rest. Here it is 



87. 

necessary for Motion and Rest to blend with Existence; and it 

is impossible for Rest and Motion to blend with each other. 

These relationships will hold between the corresponding ideas 

of any division: it will always be impossible for the species 

at any given level to blend with one another; it will always 

be necessary for the species at any given level to blend with 

the species or genus which includes them. Further, when there 

are more than two levels to the division, the ideas on the 

third level and below must blend, not only with the ideas on 

the next level above, but also (since these ideas are blended 

with those above them) with every idea in the hierarchy above. 

Blending, in other words, would seem to be a transitive relation. 

But this does not turn out to be the case. Blending is 

transitive provided we always move in the same direction, upwards 

or downwards, through the division. But blending is never trans­

itive when we apply it to the relation between species in the 

same level; for each of them will blend with the species or genus 

above, but they do not blend with one another. The trouble is, 

simply, that "blending" suggests mere mingling, which is a sym­

metrical relation; when A mingles with B, then B mingles with A. 

But the relation between species and genus in division is 

asymmetrical: since a horse is necessarily an animal, but an 

animal is not necessarily a horse, it is clear that the uni­

versal Horse does not "blend" with the universal Animal in the 

same way that the universal Animal "blends" with the universal 

Horse. "Blending" is therefore a misleading word, because it 
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suggests a misleading metaphor. "Blending" would be a better 

word for the third aspect of dialectic, which I have called 

"combining"; and Plato does, I think, use "blending" in this 

way also. In any case, we can clarify our notion of the relation 

between the species and genus in division if we forget about 

blending and think instead of some simple asymmetrical relation. 

Then we can also say that the relation is transitive; if R is 

the relation which stands between any species and genus, then 

if Horse R Vertebrate and Vertebrate R Animal, then Horse R 

Animal. But since R is not symmetrical (as "blending" suggested), 

we cannot derive the false result Horse R Dog because although 

Horse R Animal is true, Animal R Dog is false. 

These considerations of a very simple nature combine 

to suggest that the relationships involved in a simple division 

may be expressed by the notion of class inclusion. In other 

words, if ideas were classes, the relations between them in 

division would follow the simple rules of a class calculus. 

The generic idea is the all-inclusive class, and every other 

idea is an included class. The infima species are the smallest 

classes. Every relation between two ideas (classes) in this 

system is completely expressed by the notion of inclusion; 

there is no partial overlapping. 

This view towards the ideas has the virtue of making 

the vague term "blending" exact and giving it a logical meaning 

which can be used precisely in manipulations. And I believe a 

great deal that Plato says about the ideas and division in the 
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late dialogues, particularly the Philebus, can be squared with 

the assumption that ideas are classes. Nevertheless, I am not 

arguing for the interpretation of the ideas as classes, chiefly 

because I think that while such an interpretation is helpful 

when used tentatively, it obscures the real ambiguity in Plato's 

thought when applied dogmatically. There is plenty in Plato 

that resists the thesis that ideas are classes — I hardly need 

mention this — and it would be no service to try and deny it. 

Before passing on to the next point, however, I should 

like to discuss the position advanced by F. M. Cornford con­

cerning the blending of the ideas in the Sophist. Cornford 

contends that the ontological implications of. Aristotle's treat-

ment of genus and species cannot be attributed to Plato.37 The 

chief reason he gives is that the genus and species do not exist 

in their own right for Aristotle and they do for Plato. This 

means, Cornford says, that the highest genus for Aristotle is 

the furthest removed from reality and the most empty of content, 

while for Plato it is "the richest, a universe of real being, a 
38 

whole containing all that is real in a single order." Plato's 

dialectic tells us about ideas, Cornford remarks, not individuals 

or classes of individuals, while in Aristotle's philosophy the 

39 only proper subject for a statement is a particular substance. 

37 
Cornford, P l a t o ' s Theory of Knowledge, p . 268, 269. 

38 
I b i d . , p . 270. 

39 
I b i d . , p . 268 . 
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This distinction leads Cornford to conclude that (1) the ideas 

cannot be classes and (2) therefore the blending of the ideas 

cannot be represented by the notion of class inclusion.40 

Now I do not wish to discredit Cornford's very manful 

attempt to make sense out of this part of Plato's epistemology, 

and much of what he says is plainly helpful. The distinction 

he draws between Plato and Aristotle was, after all, insisted 

on by Aristotle. Nevertheless, I would like to show that the 

distinction is not so easily drawn as either Cornford or 

Aristotle seems to think; and also that Cornford has given no 

good reason for not considering the ideas as classes and the 

blending the relation of class inclusion. 

Quite general considerations, which have very often 

been remarked before, suffice to show that there is less clarity 

than confusion in the distinction between Aristotle's predicates 

and Plato's ideas at the level we are discussing. "Division," 

whatever it may divide and whatever the relations between the 

things divided, is certainly common to both philosophers. They 

may mean different things, and they may describe what happens 

differently, but there is a suspicious similarity in the result. 

And let us look closer. Aristotle, we are told, said only 

individual substances could be the subjects of sentences. This 

may be so: nevertheless Aristotle also said that the individual 

was, per se, unknowable, and that it was only the universal 

40 
Ibid., pp. 270, 271. 
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predicates which yielded knowledge. Furthermore, Cornford 

gives, as a perfectly good (and standard) Aristotelian sub­

ject "all men"; but "all men" is neither an individual nor 

a mere aggregate (cf. Cornford, op. cit., p, 270, n.l)but a 

class, which is abstract and universal. Aristotle is very 

often willing to make statements about abstract universals, 

and his statements about them are very similar to Plato's re­

marks about the ideas. Furthermore, the relations between 

Aristotle's abstract universals (genera and species) in 

division are the same as the relations between the Platonic 

ideas in division. And both men agree that we can know the 

abstract universals but not the particulars. The difference 

between them, then, is not, as Cornford would suggest, in their 

account of division; it is in their answer to the question 

whether the abstract universals, with which both are agreed 

that division deals, exist. And here, of course, we are 

taught that Aristotle and Plato are exactly opposed. 

It would go very far from the subject of this thesis 

to examine this point in detail. For the sake of our argument, 

it is enough to have shown that in the actual technique of 

division there is no important difference between Plato and 

Aristotle, and that there thus remains no clear objection, on 

this score, to the view that Plato's dialectic deals with 

classes and that the relation between the ideas in division 

is that of class inclusion. Nevertheless, I wish to add a 

remark which I believe is not impertinent on the question of 
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the existence of the ideas. The difference which is said to 

remain between Aristotle and Plato in this matter is not so 

much exaggerated as it is misrepresented. The misrepresentation 

lies in taking Aristotle at his own valuation when he tells us 

that there is an absolute distinction between his own and Plato's 

views towards the existence of abstract entities. There may be 

a distinction, but it is not a very clear one. Let us think of 

Plato first. What kind of existence does Plato say the ideas 

have? These are the main points on which Plato relies to prove 

the existence of the ideas: they are the objects of certain 

knowledge; they are changeless; they exist out of space and 

time; they cannot be objects of sensation. And how about 

Aristotle? He would agree that the genera and species, which 

he correlates with the formal aspect in things, are the only 

intelligible factors; that they are changeless; that they are 

abstract, not concrete; that they are not sensible in them­

selves. Furthermore, about half the time he holds that the 

real essence of a thing is its formal cause which is defined 

in terms of genus and species; at other times he says the 

essence is the final cause, which turns out to be defined in 

the same way. This surely marks no important difference with 

Plato, whose idea is just such a mixture of form and purpose. 

Our conclusion up to this point would be apt to be that for 

Plato and Aristotle "existence" is an honorific term to be 

applied according to taste — and that their taste differed. 
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Probably the real difference, however, and the im­

portant one, concerns the locus of value. In this respect 

too, both Plato and Aristotle have basic confusions which 

brings them unexpectedly together. But even granting this, 

there is a very broad difference in ethical theory between the 

early dialogues of Plato and the Nicomachean Ethics which no 

one can miss, and this difference affects the status of the 

ideas. Without laboring the point, the difference can perhaps 

be brought out by saying that Plato, in the early dialogues, 

cannot decide whether the ideas are abstract entities or 

particular, concrete entities (that is, things with such 

properties as tallness, beauty and perhaps even location). 

Plato wants the ideas to resolve certain epistemological 

questions, which require that they be abstract; but certain 

ethical problems seem to require that the ideas be particular 

patterns which other particulars resemble. The whole problem 

of participation was greatly aggravated, as I have remarked, 

because the ideas were sometimes thought of as particulars. 

And this aspect of the ideas Aristotle very rightly criticized 

and ridiculed. If by existent Plato meant concrete and par­

ticular, then Aristotle certainly was justified in holding 

that the ideas should not be said to exist. 

My view is, as has been stated, that Plato had given 

up, at least tentatively in the Philebus, any contention that 

the ideas are concrete or patterns. As a matter of fact, 

Plato never once states that the ideas exist in the Philebus, 
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much less that they are realer than particulars; and, as we 

shall see, he very carefully avoids making the ideas responsible 

for value. Of course, he does say that dialectic examines the 

ideas and their relations, and that dialectic knows the eternally 

true and the real (Philebus 58A). But the ideas are found in 

particulars; perhaps they are classes of particulars; and what 

is known about genera and species is known about the entire 

world. The knowledge which dialectic yields is of the world 

as well as of ideas, although of the world only insofar as it 

is informed; the reality which dialectic knows is therefore 

not necessarily the ideas. 

The question why Aristotle continued to belabor Plato 

for a view to which Plato clearly saw the objections himself 

can only be answered by conjecture. The abandonment of the 

idea as concrete pattern may not have been permanent. We find 

the doctrine, although clothed in myth, in the Timaeus; and 

the Seventh Epistle certainly asserts it. Our concern here 

is with the Philebus alone, and in the Philebus, nothing is 

made to depend on the assumption of any particular sort of 

existence or value in the idea. That the ideas exist may still 

be assumed; but this alone lacks the usual Platonic tone unless 

accompanied with the assertion that only the ideas exist -- and 

this we do not find. 

There is a point in the Cornford argument to which I 

would like to return. Cornford contended that since dialectic 

is never about particulars it could never be about classes 
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(such as "all men," "all animals," etc.). To make this point 

clear, as well as the point that the blending of the ideas is 

not the same thing as class inclusion, he provided two diagrams, 

one showing the relation of class inclusion, the other of blend-

ing. I reproduce them here:41 

1. Class Inclusion 2. Blending 

In the diagram on the left, the circles enclose classes; 

in the circle on the right, the variously shaded sectors repre­

sent different ideas. Where there are overlapping shadings, 

the ideas are "blending." Here, for reasons which I do not 

understand, Cornford has represented two different divisions 

for comparison. But of course, there is no reason not to 

represent the same division in the two ways and thus come 

closer to a decision as to what the difference is between the 

two types of diagram, and hence (according to Cornford) between 

Aristotle and Plato and between class inclusion and blending. To 

make the point quite clear, let us first represent by the usual 

schemata the two divisions suggested by Cornford. They are: 

41. 
Ibid., pp. 270, 271. 

Biped 

Rational 

Animal 

All Animals 

Men Lions 
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We see at once that one of these divisions is quite different in 

nature from the other; but it can hardly be held that the scheme, as 

distinguished from the terms or concepts, on the left is more suit­

able to Aristotle than Plato; both Plato and Aristotle use both 

sorts of schemes. Now let us represent each of these divisions 

by Cornford's two methods. 

1. 

2. 

These diagrams, in which no attempt has been made to alter the 

way in which the spaces are named, should suffice to show that 

there is no difference of any importance in the pictorial part 

of the diagrams between the two methods suggested by Cornford. 

The use of circles within the outer circle in one case and the 

use of pie-divisions in the other is not a logical difference 

All Animals 

Men Lions 

Animal 

Biped 

Rational 

Animal 

Biped 

Rational 

Lions 

All Animals 

Animal 

Biped 

Men 

Rational 

All Animals 

Men Lions ? 

? 

? 
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and does not alter the relations of the parts. Nor does the 

shading of the sectors add anything (in a logical sense) to 

the right hand circles, since an altogether similar system of 

overlapping shadings could easily be added to the left hand 

diagrams. 

To this Cornford would probably answer that the differ­

ence between the diagrams (apart from the labels) is not meant 

to be a logical difference, but merely a visual suggestion of 

what Plato might mean by blending, and that the difference in 

the labels reveals the important difference. It would be hard 

to argue about this, since the difference between the two types 

of diagrams would then be held to be one of psychological sug­

gestion; the question what the difference to be suggested is 

remains, and must be examined with respect to the labels. The 

difference to which we are reduoed, then, is that some of the 

diagrams seem to concern classes (e.g. all animals) while the 

others conoern properties (e.g. animal, biped, rational). With 

respect to the phrase "all animals," it is quite certain that 

it does designate a class; such words as "animal" however, are 

actually ambiguous, and can be used to designate either a olass 

or a property. In general, we would say that the extension of 

a word like "animal" was a class and its intension was a property. 

(The same, of course, is true of such words as "man" and "lion"). 

Now, is it right to say that the diagrams numbered 1 represent 

relations between extensions (or classes) and that those numbered 

2 represent relations between intensions; or, in general, that 
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this is the difference between Aristotle' , and Plate's con­

ception of division? We have already shown that there is 

nothing about the form of such diagrans which would tell us 

that one kind concerned classes and the other properties. In 

fact, we may say quite generally that the relations between 

the intensions and the extensions of terms used in division can 

be represented by exactly the same kinds of diagrams. This is 

not, however, to say that the relations between the intensions 

and extensions of certain terms will always be represented by 

the same diagrams; this is not the case, of course. The reason 

is that extensions are determined by the facts of the world, 

while intensions are not. As a result, the relations between 

extensions sometimes depend upon the accidents of nature, while 

the relations between intensions are independent of such acci­

dents. In spite of this difference, however, the relations 

between extensions can often (not always) be known and stated 

quite independently of fact; and in these cases, the diagrams 

which represent the relations between intensions and extensions 

will be (at least from a logical point of view) identical. For 

example, whatever the facts of the world might be, it would be 

true that all men were animals (i.e., that the extension of the 

term "man" is a subclass of the extension of the term "animal"); 

this would be true even if there were no men. This is true 

because of the relations between the intensions of the terms 

"man" and "animal." And all such cases, where the relations 

of the extensions are determined by the relations of the 
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intensions, can be represented by identical diagrams; and in 

all such cases, there is no reason, so far as the relations 

given in division are concerned, not to state those relations 

by a class calculus -- that is, in terms of the extensions. 

The question whether division deals with extensions 

or with intensions turns out, then, to be quite undecided by 

the diagrams we use to represent it in all those cases where 

the relations between extensions are determined by the relations 

between intensions. It is fair to say, then, that in such cases, 

division may be considered as neutral as to whether what its 

terms designate are classes or properties. 

We might consider that the problem could be approached 

by seeing whether Plato (or Aristotle) ever makes statements 

in a division the truth of which depends on extensions. A clear 

case would be such a statement as "men are featherless bipeds" --

a statement whioh Plato seems to toy with, but not definitely 

expouse, in the Politic us. But unfortunately, many cases are 

ambiguous because we are not given definitions (i.e., we are 

not told the intensions) of the terms involved. Does the truth 

of the statement that men are bipeds depend on the extensions 

of the terms "man" and "biped," or does it follow from their 

intensions? We can only tell if we know what the intensions 

are, and this is often a matter of convention. In general, 

however, I believe we can say with some assurance with respect 

to division, that neither Plato nor Aristotle is much inter­

ested in relations between extensions which do not follow from 
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the intensions of terms. The reason I feel reasonably sure 

about this is that division, for both philosophers, deals with 

the relations between entities which are designated by their 

essential characteristics. And whatever else it may mean, one 

thing is certain about the essential characteristics of a thing --

they are determined by intensions, and never by extensions alone. 

In other words, it is enough to know that intensions alone do 

not require that featherless bipeds be men to know that the 

essence of man cannot be defined by the terms "featherless" 

and "biped." 

The outcome of this discussion is not a solution to 

the question whether ideas are classes or properties, nor to 

the question what the difference between Platonic ideas and 

Aristotelian universals is. The outcome is entirely negative, 

and may be stated in this way: the difference between division 

based on extensions and division based on intensions is not the 

difference between Plato and Aristotle. Both men seem to be 

interested only in cases where the relations of extensions are 

determined by the relations of intensions; this seems to be 

required by the fact that they deal only with essences. In 

any case, both men speak of universals, whether these be con­

ceived as classes or as properties -- and the question whether 

either philosopher means by universals classes or properties 

is not settled by the way they use division. For division 

based on the intension of terms will say exactly the same things 
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whether those terms are taken primarily as designating classes 

or not. Thus the fact that Aristotle says, for instance "all 

men are animals" does not mean that he is dealing with indi­

viduals, or with classes, in any sense that Plato is not when 

he says "man is an animal." Both statements may be taken 

either as saying that the class of men is included in the class 
having 

of animals; or as saying thatAthe property of being a man is 
having 

necessarily implied by the property of being an animal. This 

I maintain, of course, only with regard to division; my point 

is merely (as against Cornford) that division does not require 

that the terms employed designate (exclusively) classes, or 

properties; still less does it require that either properties 

or classes exist. Therefore, Cornfordhas said nothing against 

a possible interpretation of "blending" as class inclusion; nor 

has he shown that, so far as division is concerned, Aristotle 

talks exclusively about individuals or classes (Cornford con­

fuses the two) while Plato talks exclusively about properties. 

By the same token, I cannot see the justification for Cornford's 

statement that for Plato the highest idea is "richest" while 

for Aristotle the highest genus is "poorest"; from a logical 

point of view, they seem to come to the same thing. 

b. We now come to the question, how a division is to 

be constructed, i.e., how we are meant to discover the re­

lations between ideas (however conceived) which are set forth 

in a division. Plato describes this prooess as vaguely, and 

in much the same way, as he described how we discover the 
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common character in a collection. Here are the main passages 

which deal with finding divisions: 

16D ...when we grasp the one (jjitT*Ac'(3î i/) we must go 
on from one form to look (cmorrsTv ) for two, if there 
are two, otherwise for three or some other number of 
forms... 

17C,D ...when you have grasped...the number and nature of 
the intervals... 

17D ...only then, when you have grasped (N<*P>ryd all this 
(the divisions) have you gained real understanding; 
and whatever be the 'one' that you have selected 
for investigating, that is the way to get insight 
about it. 

18A When you have got your 'one,'.,..whatever it may 
be, you must not immediately turn your eyes to the 
unlimited, but to a number...(you) must discern 
(K<*T* voti\/) this or that number embracing the 
multitude. 

18B,C Theuth...discerned (K̂ Te<vor|<rfv) the existence, in 
that unlimited variety, of the vowels -- not 'vowel'  
in the singular, but 'vowels' in the plural... 
and as a third class he discriminated (oieKTTyr^To) 
...the mutes...he divided up the noiseless ones... in 
the end he found a number or things, and affixed to 
the whole collection, as to each single member of 
it, the name 'letter.' 

These instructions are not very clear; we must, there­

fore, consider in what way we are to "discern," "grasp" or 

"look for" the divisions we seek. Several answers suggest 

themselves: we may find the divisions by scrutinizing the 

genus; or by some form of deductive reasoning; or by the 

"inductive" process of collection; or by collection plus 

some further process. 

i. By scrutinizing the genus. Division generally 

proceeds by taking some universal as genus and "dividing" it 

into two or more species. Each of these is then divided in 
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turn until the division is complete. The answer to the 

question how a division is made would therefore seem to be 

that we simply look at the universal to be divided until we 

see the joints, and then divide. If Cornford is right that 

the genus is the "richest" idea, this should be easy; it is 

hard to see what "rich" can mean except that the genus is so 

constructed that we can find the species in it without search­

ing elsewhere. 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to see how this could 

be done. There would seem to be nothing about the universal 

Animal which, per se, suggests the universal Cat or Horse. 

The species do suggest the genus; it does follow from the 

nature of the universal Cat that every cat is an animal (or 

that whatever has the property of being a cat has the property 

of being an animal). But this is the reverse of division, and 

lends no weight to the theory that we can "discover" the 

species in the genus. 

ii. By deductive reasoning. If mere scrutiny of the 

genus yields no clue as to the species, then there is perhaps 

some train of deductive reasoning which will lead from the 

genus to the species. This has apparently been the opinion 

of those scholars who have identified division with the down-
42 

ward movement of the dialectic in the Republic. There can 

42 
Cf. Robinson, Plato's Earlier Dialectic, p. 171 for 

a full account and criticism of this view. 
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be little doubt that the downward movement of dialectic in 

the Republic represents a deductive procedure: it depends 

on using certain hypotheses as premisses and deducing conse-

quences from them. But in what sense can division be said to 

do this? Nothing can be deduced from a universal; deduction 

can only follow from a statement. 

Suppose, however, that we enlarge our view of division 

somewhat. Collection, we found, may be said to culminate in 

a discovery of the essence of the genus, and the essential 

nature of the genus can be proclaimed in a statement. Division 

might be said, loosely, to start from this statement, instead 

of from the universal alone. Can we deduce some statement 

about the species from the statement which defines the essence 

of the genus? For example, can we deduce the truth of 

1. All cats are animals 

from 

2. Animals are living bodies with a soul (or some 

acceptable definition of "animal")? Obviously we cannot un­

less we have some further premise. Such a premise would 

presumably tell us the definition of "cat"; and this would 

presumably be l in conjunction with one or more other state­

ments. But in that case, l would follow directly from this 

other premise, and 2 would be unnecessary. There would thus 

seem to be no sense in which we could be said to be able to 

deduce the species from the genus. 
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Of course, this is not to deny that the relations 

between universals which divisions reveal are analytic truths: 

the truth of 1 does follow from the relations between the 

universals Cat and Animal, and can be deduced from the defi­

nitions of their essences. But such truths as 1 can only be 

proven when we know the definitions from whioh they can be 

deduced, and when we know these definitions, we already know 

the structure of the division we seek. 

iii. By induction. There is a way of discovering a 

division suggested in the Philebus which does not go down 

from the genus, but starts from the particulars and rises to 

the genus. When, for some reason, we must start with the 

"unlimited" (that is, the particulars), then 

we must not go immediately to the one (genus), but 
must think of a number having some definite 
quantity (the species) and must end by passing 
from all to one (18A,B). 

Since this passage occurs in a sentence which describes 

division, it is unlikely that Plato thinks he is describing 

collection again. Nor is there anything about collection 

which requires that we think of some definite number of 

speoies as we go from the individuals to the genus. Collection, 

in fact, does just what we are told not to do in this passage: 

it goes immediately from the "unlimited" to the "one." Nor do 

I see any way in which we can interpret this as the upward path 

of the dialectic in the Republic; for here we are clearly speak­

ing of ideas (universals), not hypotheses or statements. And 

there is no special reason to warn anyone against going too 
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rapidly to a statement which is not a hypothesis, because 

there is no way it could be done. 

It seems certain, then, that we have before us what 

Plato considers an alternative way of discovering a division. 

This method consists in going, not from the individuals 

directly to the genus, as in collection, but in going from 

the individuals to the infima species, from the infima species 

to the subaltern species (if any), and so forth until we reach 

the genus. The question now is, how do we "go" from one to 

another? How, first, do we go from the particulars to the 

infima species? Plato does not tell us. The reason, I think, 

is that the process is logically identical to collection. It 

is true that collection goes directly to the genus. There is, 

as we have seen, no real way to tell what the genus must be; 

but even if we restrict collection to the discovery of the 

common element which defines the genus in any given hierarchy, 

there is no logical difference between collection (defined in 

this strict way) and the process which finds the common element 

in the particulars which defines the infima species. And since 

collection can also consist in finding the common element in a 

number of species, there is no reason the higher steps cannot 

also be called collections; in any case, they are exactly 

similar to collections. Thus in the "reverse division" of 

Philebus 18A, B we have found one way, at least, in which a 

division can be discovered: by a series of collections. 

iv. Collection and Division. Does this mean there 

is no difference between collection and division? It is evi­

dent at once that it does not. Even if we were to decide that 
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there is no other way of finding a division than through the 

use of collection, still the process of division would differ 

from the process of collection. The process of collection 

involves inspecting a group of particulars or species and 

stating their essential common element. Examples of such 

statements as the outcome of collections might be: "all men 

are rational animals," "the good life is a mixture of pleasure 

and intelligence," "the subject of this art is all sound with 

pitch," "the quality common to aquisitive art and productive 

art is the quality of being an art." The process of division 

involves recognizing the logical relations between various 

universals, and stating these relations in terms of species 

and genus. Division thus issues in such statements as "all 

men are either Greeks or barbarians," "art may be divided into 

the aquisitive arts and the productive arts," "pleasures are 

either mixed or pure." It can be seen that if we made a series 

of collections which exhausted the structure of a division, and 

we were to put the results into statements, then not only would 

we know the structure of the division, but the statements in 

which we put our knowledge of the structure (i.e. the statements 

of division) would be directly deducible from the statements 

of collection. To take a simple example, suppose we have a 

genus, Color, with just three species, Red, Yellow and Blue. 

Collection, let us say, inspects the cases of redness and states 

that "everything that is red reflects light of wavelength n"; 

and similarly for blue and yellow (substituting other constants 

for "n"). Collection also examines the species and states that 

"everything that has color has a wavelength of n or m or r." 
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Division can now state that "everything that is colored is 

either red, yellow or blue," and it is clear that this state­

ment follows deductively from the results of the collections. 

We might say, then, that the relations between species 

and genus in a division exist whether we know them or not, 

that these relations are always stated in one way when we 

"divide," and that they may be stated in another when we 

"collect." I say "may" because collection proper may also 

go immediately from the particulars to the genus. But if it 

does, then the further relations in the division can only be 

discovered by performing other, subordinate collections: we 

must always see that some higher genus is common to the 

species before we know that we can "divide" that genus. 

There is one further question which needs to be de­

cided. If we perform all the collections necessary to dis­

covering all the relations of a division, then can we say that 

division, as separate from collection, yields any new information 

beyond what can be deduced from the statements of collection? 

The answer would seem to be that it does. The additional 

information is this: that the division is complete. Suppose 

we know that the property common to red, blue and yellow is 

that they are colors (that is, they have one of the wavelengths 

which define colors). Suppose, further, that we know this is 

the essential common feature; in other words, that no cases can 

turn up which are colors but do not have one of the given wave­

lengths. Even then, there is no guarantee, when we come to 
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division, that we have collected all the species. If we know 

that we have, this is in any case an additional piece of in­

formation which is not essential to collection. But how could 

we know that we knew all the species in a given genus? Collection 

can not tell us it; nor do I see how else it could be learned, 

or, if it were known, proven. We must, I think, conolude that 

this is something which is somehow given intuitively; and that 

it is something which we must know in order to proclaim that a 

division is complete. 

c. We may now summarize the useful results which may 

be expected from the process of division. Division reveals a 

group of relations between universals or ideas; these relations 

are determined a priori by the nature of the universals them­

selves. As a result, a number of analytic statements can be 

made about the relations of the universals. These statements 

may ooncern classes or properties; the two kinds of statements 

can be intertranslated. Some of these statements can be con­

sidered as definitions. 

In addition to the statements whioh follow from the 

essential nature of the universals involved in a division, 

Plato seems to believe that there are several other truths 

we learn from a division. These other truths cannot be said 

to follow from the nature of the universals alone; they are 

not analytically true, but are synthetic statements about the 

world; Plato nevertheless considers them to be a priori. These 

truths are of two kinds. The first convey the information that 
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the division is complete. Such information would be analytio 

only if a division were dichotomous in the logical sense; 

Plato excludes such divisions in the Philebus. Therefore 

division, as discussed in the Phllebus tells us something. 

about the world: namely, that no species exist which are not 

included in the division. The reason Plato believes he knows 

this is, I think, that he believes that the world was created 

by a rational mind. The rational mind used dialectic (includ­

ing, presumably, division with its genera and species) as a 

guide in creating the world; it is therefore certain that the 

number of speoles will not increase or change, and that there 

is a real pattern in the universe for us to find and study. 

The second kind of information which division conveys about 

the world follows from the same teleological assumptions: it 

is that there are absolutely definite speoles (and genera) 

embedded in the universe, and that therefore some schemes of 

division are true and others false. By "embedded in the uni­

verse" I mean only that the particulars which exist can be 

understood and studied (in Plato's opinion) only if we hit on 

the right dialectical scheme, because this scheme was used by 

the divine mind which created the world. This last point is 

no different than what Plato has in mind when he tells us that 

dialectic must "divide at the joints" or that it must find "the 

particular number" between the one and the indefinite. 

In the Philebus. the various things which we can learn 

from, division and collection combine to form the analysis of 
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the subject under sorutiny. The subject of the Phllebus is 

the good life. Collection discovers that one feature which 

something must have to be a good life is that it must be a 

mixture of pleasure and intelligence. Division shows that 

this mixture oan be exhaustively divided into two species, 

pleasure and intelligence. Division also shows that each of 

these can be divided in turn. A large part of the dialogue 

is then devoted to discovering the essential features of each 

of the sub-species. This much should make it clear in what 

sense Plato believes that collection and division can analyze 

the subject matter of an art. 

8. Before we turn to the final aspect of dialectic, 

combination, we may look briefly at the illustrations of 

dialectic which Plato provides. 

Plato draws his examples from the arts of music and 

phonetics; this brings it to our attention at once that the 

practical application of dialectic is always some specific 

art.43 Collection and division, it would seem, could be 

applied to any subject matter whatsoever; and this may be 

true. But a practical art requires something more, so that 

dialectic cannot be complete with collection and division. 

To this point we shall return. 

43. 
Cf. Godamer, Platos dialektische Ethik, p. 15 

"...alles was durch Logos bestimmt ist und damit in 
Verfiigungsbereioh eine Wissens steht, erhält seine verbindende 
Gewissheit von der Dialektik. Alle Wissenshaft und alle 
Techne ist solche positive Dialektik." 
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The first illustration is the art of phonetios (or 

"art of letters," 18D). What is presented to the senses is 

undifferentiated sound as it Issues from the mouth (17B). 

The mind at once grasps this as constituting the subject-

matter of the art; it is "one" in this sense (17B); but what 

the "seal of its unity" is we can only discover by applying 

collection. Collection was first applied to spoken sound by 
4 4 

an Egyptian named Theuth, Plato tells us. By a series of 

collections, he found in spoken sound three species, which 

he named vowels, mutes and sonants. These species he then 

divided each into its separate kinds (the individual letters). 

He noticed next that these were the infima species and he gave 

them a name in common, calling them all letters. "Letter" 

being the generic name for all the sounds, he had now arrived, 

by an irregular route of collections and divisions, at the 

generic idea; at the same time, he had discovered the whole 

division. He recognized that the division was complete, that 

no one part could be comprehended without grasping the whole, 

and that therefore he had discovered or invented the basis 

of an art, the "art of letters" (18C,D). 

The second illustration is musical. It is somewhat 

less clear in detail than the first illustration, but the same 

44. 
Theuth is described as a "god or godlike man," pre­

sumably because all dialectic is a gift from the gods. Thus, 
just as it is a divine beneficence that makes dialectic apply 
to the structure of the world, so the first recognition of that 
structure in any particular art is due to the divine spark in 
man. Cf. Timaeus 47C: sound is a "gift from heaven." 
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general pattern emerges. In this case, the subject-matter 

to be studied is again sound, but this time it is sound with 

a pitch, musical sound. What Plato takes to begin with is 

again the totality of heard sound, in which no distinctions 

are made. This totality, he notes, is "unlimited" in the 

sense that the sounds in it belong to an endless high-low 

continuum of pitch; it is also unlimited because we recognize 

no divisions. Next, three distinctions are made in this con-

45 
tinuum: we detect high, low and the "level" pitch. We then 

proceed, in some way which Plato does not specify, to sub­

divide into the various intervals. Depending on the precise 

meaning of the terms, the genus would be "note," "interval" 

or "scale"; it is difficult to decide which. 

In considering these examples of the art of dialectic, 

it is probably more helpful to look for clues as to what Plato 

considered the typical form which dialectic might take than for 

a demonstration of all the principles of dialectic in general. 

For instance, the precise sequence in which collection and 

division follow one another is probably not important; we have 

seen that the process of discovering the relations between genus 

and species in a division relies, in the end, on certain intui-

45. 
There is a problem here. It is hard for us to think 

of high, low and the "level" as speoies unless some specific 
pitch is assigned to the "level." Otherwise the terms would 
appear to be relational, so that any particular note could only 
be called low in relation to some other, or to some level. 
Possibly Plato means that highness and lowness supply the clue 
to a classification of intervals (of. 17C), and it is the 
intervals themselves which provide the speoies and sub-speoies. 
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tive leaps; probably, then, there is no single established way 

to find them. What is important, I think, is the nature of the 

starting point, and the nature of the revealed structure of 

forms when we have finished. 

The starting point, in the typical case, is the body 

of particulars to be studied. But sometimes, as with musical 

sound, we do not really know what a particular is until we 

have analyzed the subject-matter. And even if the starting 

point is the body of particulars, we cannot, of course, name 

the class of particulars by its essential defining character­

istic; this is one of the things we wish to discover. For this 

reason, Plato ohooses to designate the subject-matter to be 

studied in some other way. Sometimes he designates the subject-

matter as a continuum without definite limits. To make quite 

clear how suoh a continuum could determine the subject-matter 

would require naming some characteristic which was common to 

all the things to be studied; this does not worry Plato, be­

cause the characteristic which was named would not be the 

essential characteristic which allows us to divide the subject-

matter. For example, sound, in both the case of spoken sound 

and of musical sound, is a generic idea. As such, we could 

proceed to divide it. The trouble is, that sound is an ambiguous 

genus. It may refer to all particular sounds (letters or notes), 

or it may refer to the undifferentiated sound whioh we hear. It 

may (in the case of music) refer to the abstract continuum of 

audible frequencies running from high to low. Any one of these 
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definitions of sound makes it "one" in some sense, and such 

that it could be divided. Actually, however, what Plato seems 

to do in each case is to consider inadequate the definition 

which names the subject-matter as a unit class instead of naming 

the divided parts. Sound, meaning the low-high continuum, is 

the starting point of collection, but not of division. Division 

starts from the genus which gives a name to the particulars which 

are discriminated by the infima species. The genus, properly, 

is the class of all the particulars (or the essential property 

which is common to the particulars); it is not the one continuum 

or undifferentiated area where the particulars are to be found. 

This means that in practice we usually begin with a continuum 

or undifferentiated area (the high-low continuum of music, or 

spoken sound), and "discover" within this continuum or area the 

species. This is the process of collection. Collecting the 

species, we find the higher species, and so on to the genus. 

The genus is then defined by the characteristic common to the 

units defined by the infima species (letter, in the case of 

phonetics). 

This way of discovering a division and designating its 

starting point and the kind of genus it seeks is not, I believe, 

common to all the late dialogues, nor is it strictly applicable 

to all the divisions of the Philebus. But it is the character­

istic form which dialectic takes in the Philebus. It is important 

to see this, because it is only in this way that we can understand 

why Plato felt that dialectic introduces order into an unordered 
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or u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d s u b j e c t - m a t t e r . This i s a loose way of 

speak ing , of c o u r s e ; d i a l e c t i c does not r e a l l y change the 

s u b j e c t - m a t t e r , but only shows us how t o unders tand i t . I t 

i n t r o d u c e s o r d e r i n t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the s u b j e c t - m a t t e r . 

When t h e s u b j e c t - m a t t e r i s t he good l i f e , however, i t i s no t 

a long s t e p from i n t r o d u c i n g o r d e r i n t o our unders tanding of 

i t t o i n t r o d u c i n g order i n t o our l i f e . 

I w i l l now append a rough diagram t o i n d i c a t e the 

a c t u a l sequence by which t h e s u b j e c t - m a t t e r of the a r t of 

phone t i c s was d i s c o v e r e d . 

The f i r s t s t e p h e r e looks l i t e a d i v i s i o n , but i t i s n o t ; i t 

i s a s e r i e s of t h r e e c o l l e c t i o n s , because b a s i c a l l y i t invo lves 

see ing a common element i n a group of p a r t i c u l a r s . Of c o u r s e , 

i t fo l lows t h a t those p a r t i c u l a r s can be d i v i d e d ; but the e l e ­

ment common t o a l l the p a r t i c u l a r s i s only d i scovered a t the 

Step 1 

Step 2 

Step 3 

Unlimited Spoken Sound 

Mutes Sonants Vowels 

B T K L S etc. A E I etc. 

Letter 
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end. The second step is one of division. The third step is 

again a collection. Since the outcome of the three steps is 

to discover the essential common element in the particulars 

which make up the subject-matter, I believe it would be 

possible to call this entire process a collection. 

This is not Plato's usage, however. Plato sees 

that the above process reveals all we need to know to con­

struct the desired division, and he therefore thinks of the 

process as combining collection and division. Strictly, 

however, division would result in a diagram like this: 

Letter 

Mutes 
• M 

Sonants Vowels 

B T K L S etc. A E I etc. 

We shall use the term "division" to apeak of the process of 

discovering or stating the relations between genus and species 

in the order shown here. The two steps of collection and 

division could, I believe, be represented by a composite 

diagram of this nature (in which there is no attempt made to 

show the actual sequence of discovery): 
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Unlimited Spoken Sound 

Collection 

Division 

Letter 

Mutes Sonants Vowels 

B T K L S etc. A E I etc. 

(unlimited) 

(one) 

(many) 

(many) 

To show how this method might be applied to music, I 

append a conjectural composite diagram showing how Plato may 

have intended dialectic to apply to music: 

Pitch 

higli low 

Note 

high Level low 

A B C D E etc. 
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9. Combination. Nothing in our treatment of 

collection and division would suggest that dialectic ever 

provides a reason for declaring that any particular event or 

object exists. Collection and division, as we have seen, may 

tell us that if something has certain characteristics, then it 

must have others (if x is a dog then x is an animal); or that 

if something is to be a member of a certain class, then it 

must exhibit certain characteristics (only something which is 

the product of a conscious purpose is a product of art). But 

they cannot tell us that any one particular must in fact exist, 

46 or that anything must have certain properties, 

Even if this were the case, however, that a dialectic 

comprised of collection and division told us nothing about 

what must exist, we might expect that it would tell us what 

should exist. Particularly when the thing to be studied is 

an art, we would anticipate that dialectic would arrive at 

a definition or discovery of some goal, norm, standard or 

ideal towards which that art should strive. In many Platonic 

works, we receive the impression that this is just the function 

of dialectic: to discover the true ends or goals of all 

endeavor. In the earlier dialogues, this end was uniformly 

represented as an idea, and the purpose of dialectic was 

46. 
This follows from the interpretation of collection 

and division given here. But others (e.g. Stenzel) have be­
lieved that division can make definite statements about the 
existence of particulars. This theory will be discussed 
briefly in the next section. 
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therefore to grasp, define or understand this idea. Now we 

must ask if there is any way in which collection and division 

could provide such an end for practical activity. 

Let us consider collection first. In some cases, at 

least, it is clear that collection provides no clue as to the 

end or goal of an art. Collection, in the "art of letters," 

yielded the result that there is a common characteristic of 

the individuals which make up spoken sound, which is the 

characteristic of being a letter. Even if we conceived the 

goal of the "art of letters" to be the production of perfect 

letters (which is not very probable) the mere discovery of 

the common element in the existing particulars would be no 

hint as to what the perfect letter should be. Nor will it 

help much to say that what collection discovers is the essence, 

which is not found by mere induction, and that the essence is 

the true (i.e. "correct") type or goal; for in this case at 

least we are not told anything further about the common 

essence except that it is to be a letter. If the genus in 

the case of the musical art is Note, the same remarks apply. 

And if, as is likely, Plato considers here as elsewhere that 

the "art of letters" is only part of the art of grammar, and 

the art of music is the art of producing beautiful and harmoni­

ous melodies, then it is even clearer that collection and 

division, as represented in the Philebus, cannot tell what 

the ends of those arts are. 

But is collection always so sterile with respect to 

ends? How about the collection which tells us that the good 
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life must be a mixture of pleasure and intelligence? Isn't 

the mixed life the goal which every man should strive for? 

If I am right, and the mixed life is the genus which is 

divided in the Philebus, and if collection reveals the es­

sential common element, then why can't we say that collection 

here has found the essence of the good life — what "makes it 

good," and therefore constitutes it an end? 

These questions are hard to answer. The answer is not 

really direct, but must take the form of a series of remarks, 

the combined force of which is, I believe, to show convincingly 

that collection cannot, as Plato once hoped, ever yield practical 

goals for action. In the first place, although it is true that 

collection is supposed to discover the "true" and "essential" 

common element in a group of particulars, what it actually finds 

is always too general or vague to serve as a practical description 

of an end. There is nothing in theory, perhaps, to prevent the 

"essential" common element discovered by collection from being 

precise and detailed enough to serve as a goal, since collection 

is not truly inductive and what it "discovers" is therefore 

arbitrary. But in practice, the result of collection is more 

often either to describe the genus to which any particular must 

belong in order to belong to the scope of a given art, or else 

to give criteria (i.e., necessary conditions) which serve as 

guides in further search for the goal or end. The genera Note 

and Letter are examples of the first sort; the genus Mixed Life 

is an example of the second sort. And in fact, both sorts of 
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outcome to collection serve in much the same way. If we were 

to use as a genus Pleasure and Intelligence instead of Mixed 

Life, we would have a parallel case; and collection tells us 

no more about the Mixed Life than that it is composed, somehow, 

of pleasure and intelligence. In each case, then, collection 

really tells us only what the elements are which are available 

for use by the art; it does not tell us how these elements are 

to be combined to produce a good product. Collection, in these 

cases, tells us the essential common nature of the individuals 

which are to be combined, mixed, or blended by the art; it does 

not tell us the essential nature of the combination, mixture, 

or blend. The "essence" which is discovered by collection is, 

in the examples we have discussed at any rate, neither good nor 

bad, but merely neutral from the point of view of the art which 

deals with it. Products of art are complex, they are made up 

of parts, and it is the proper relation of these parts which 

constitutes their value. Collection, as it is practiced in the 

Philebus, seeks to define the parts, but not the pattern or 

relation of the parts. 

'I would not wish to contend that collection, as Plato 

uses it, never defines ends. Ends can, be defined in many ways, 

in the most general and abstract terms, or in highly concrete 

terms. I restrict my claim to this: that nothing Plato says 

in his explicit account of collection (and division) in the 

Philebus suggests that he thinks collection discovers or de­

fines ends; that the examples he gives show that it does not 
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define ends; and that the application of collection to the 

problem of the good life in the Philebus does not define the 

end in the sense in which it is sought and finally found. And 

I would suggest, although I do not argue, that Plato never did 

actually use collection alone to arrive at the description of 

an end. Yet that he believed it could be done, at least at one 

period in his life, seems almost certain from famous passages 

in the Republic and Symposium. 

The second consideration which I feel is important in 

showing that in practice Plato did not depend on collection 

alone to yield knowledge of ends is that he used division. I 

do not mean that division yields knowledge of ends either, but 

that if collection sufficed, there would be no reason for 

division. The method which Plato says is so useful for "learn­

ing, teaching and investigating" is chiefly described as division; 

yet if collection sufficed to define and describe the goals we 

seek, why would we need division? Division merely tells us the 

species which fall under the genus; these would not be of any 

further use to us if the genus were the end of our researches. 

Thus the fact that Plato emphasizes the usefulness of division 

in investigating a field of knowledge after collection has 

identified it shows us that he did not consider collection to 

be sufficient. 

We have already enumerated the results we can expect 

from division; they are knowledge of the relations between a 

group of ideas and grasp of the essential structure of part 
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of the created world. Is there any way in which these results 

might be considered as giving knowledge of the desired end or 

purpose of an art? 

In the Sophist, the relations between the ideas which 

are shown by division are spoken of, we have seen, as "blend­

ing." In that dialogue we also are told that the dialectician 

is the man who knows how the ideas blend; which blend with which, 

and which do not (Sophist 253C-E). This knowledge of how the 

ideas blend is compared to the knowledge of the musician, who 

possesses the "art of recognizing the sounds that can or cannot 

be blended" (Sophist 253B), and of the grammarian, who possesses 

the art of combining letters together properly to form words 

(Sophist 253A, B). Now grammar and music are the same two arts 

which are quoted as examples of the application of dialectic in 

the Philebus. And, to anticipate, we are going to find that 

knowledge of the good life in the Philebus is a matter of know­

ing how to blend, mix or combine the various elements which 

compose it. All of this would suggest that division, or 

division and collection together (both seem to be mentioned in 

Sophist 253D), do yield knowledge of the desired product of an 

art. And certainly, if division (or division and collection) 

can tell us how to blend or mix ideas in the same way that the 

musician knows how to blend notes or the grammarian knows how 

to blend letters, then division can tell us what we need to 

know about the end of an art. For it would tell us how to mix 

or blend the various kinds of elements treated by the art in 
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order to produce a good or ideal product. In fact, if division 

could tell us this much, then it is difficult to see how know­

ledge of division in any particular sphere would differ from 

the knowledge of the specialist. If the dialectician, by knowing 

how the forms blend in division in the case of music thereby 

knows how the notes should blend to make good music, then his 

knowledge and that of the musician would seem (with respect to 

music) to be identical. The musician who knows how to blend 

notes surely knows in general the types of notes which blend 

and the rules of their blending, or he could not know in par­

ticular which notes to blend; thus his knowledge is of ideas 

as much as the dialectician's. 

Here we must stop and take stock. That Plato thought 

that dialectic, interpreted very broadly, could discover and 

define the ends of practical arts, is perhaps true. But that 

he believed that division alone could do it, I doubt; I shall 

try to explain why. First we must notice a difference in the 

context in which the arts of music and grammar are treated in 

the Sophist and the Philebus. In the Sophist these two arts 

are presented as analogies to dialectic The musician knows 

how to blend notes (or types of notes?) as the dialectician 

knows how to blend ideas. In the Philebus, the two arts are 

examples of dialectic, and we are shown that the musician or 

grammarian must know what division reveals about his art to 

be a good musician or grammarian. Plato never says, there­

fore, that division tells the musician or grammarian how to 

blend notes or letters. 
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Never the l e s s , the f a c t that the words "blend," "mix" 

and "combine" are applied i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y t o l e t t e r s , n o t e s , 

ideas and the elements of the good l i f e suggest that P lato 

meant that d i v i s i o n does g ive t h i s knowledge. I f he did not , 

then we have a rather confusing terminology to deal w i t h . Yet 

t h i s i s , I b e l i e v e , the c a s e . The "blending" or "mixing" of 

the ideas in the Sophist unambiguously r e f e r s to the r e l a t i o n s 

of ideas which are revealed by d i v i s i o n . And the r e l a t i o n s 

s p e c i f i c a l l y meant are those of genus to s p e c i e s . Thus, for 

ins tance , the l e t t e r A "blends" with the genus Le t t er ; so does 

the l e t t e r B, and so f o r t h . But the l e t t e r A does no t , and 

never can, blend with the l e t t e r B; i t i s a general p r i n c i p l e 

of d i v i s i o n that spec i e s on the same l e v e l cannot blend with 

one another (Sophist 252D, 254D). This i s simply because no 

part icular can belong t o two infima s p e c i e s ( i n the same 

d i v i s i o n ) a t the same t ime. On the other hand, the blending 

of notes or l e t t e r s which the musician and grammarian use to 

produce music or words r e f e r s equa l ly c l e a r l y to the i n d i ­

viduals which belong to the infima s p e c i e s . The grammerian, 

for example, knows that vowels must stand between mutes or 

sonants (Sophist 253A). (This does not mean that the musician 

and grammarian do not need and use the knowledge they gain from 

d i v i s i o n , of course. I t means that the knowledge which they 

have which t e l l s them how to produce a d e s i r a b l e product — 

the knowledge of the end of t h e i r ar t — i s not g iven by 

d i v i s i o n . ) I t fo l lows n e c e s s a r i l y , then , that the blending 
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of ideas which division deals with is not the blending of 

elements which described the final product of an art. Division 

will tell what the infima species are, and how these are re­

lated to higher species and to the genus. But it will not tell 

how the infima species are to be related to one another to form 

a complex, valuable whole. Division is necessary to every art 

because it shows the intelligible structure of the subject-

matter, and reveals the types of individuals available for 

combination into valuable products; but something more is 

needed to tell how these types should be combined. 

There are thus two completely separate senses in which 

Plato uses the words "blend," "mix" and "combine," and these 

cannot possibly both be the function of division. In order to 

refer univocally to the second sense of the words, which applies 

to the blending of kinds of individuals with each other to form 

a valuable product, I shall use the word "combination." It 

should be understood that Plato also uses the word (as well as 

others) sometimes to refer to the relation of species to genus, 

which I call "division." 

The question may now well be raised whether combination 

is a part of dialectic or not. The account of dialectic in the 

Sophist does not mention combination, but only collection and 

division, and the passage in the Philebus obviously deals, 

chiefly at any rate, with collection and division alone. 

Furthermore, combination introduces an element of evaluation 

and practical application which is not present in division and 
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collection; it might therefore be better to say that every 

art uses dialectic in the form of division and collection, 

but that combination goes beyond dialectic and provides the 

norms and guides for each art. To restrict dialectic to 

division and collection would thus both be consonant with the 

treatment of dialectic in the Sophist and Philebus and would 

have the virtue of making dialectic the methodological element 

common to all the arts while distinguishing by a separate word 

the practical element in each art which makes it an individual 

art. 

There are, however, good reasons for thinking that 

Plato considered combination as part of dialectic. Undoubted­

ly Plato often discussed dialectic as if it comprised only 

division and collection, but perhaps more often he equated 

dialectic with philosophic method in general. And philosophic 

method for Plato included the discovery and definition of ends. 

This is, of course, explicitly stated in the Republic and else­

where in the early and middle dialogues. But also in the 

Philebus, where ideas are not identified with ends, nor dialectic 

merely with the discovery of the idea which constitutes an end, 

Plato still definitely believes that dialectic defines ends. 

The dialectical method, Plato tells us in the Philebus just 

before the passage we have been considering (16C) "is indeed 

the instrument through which every discovery ever made in the 

sphere of the arts and sciences has been brought to light," 

And near the end of the dialogue, we are told that the "outcome 



129. 

of the present discussion" is the "creation of an incorporeal 

ordered system" (64B), where the system referred to is clearly 

the well-mixed, or good, life, and not the logical system re­

vealed by division. In the Politicus (282B), Plato speaks 

quite explicitly of the "combinatory art" which, like weaving, 

tells the statesman how to bring together the various elements 

to make a good state. As Cornford says, Plato believes the 

"practical task of the philosopher as statesman is synthetic. 

Possibly the Philosopher, had it been written, would have com­

pleted the account of the philosophic method by recognizing 

the synthetic or intuitive moment in dialectic..."47 In my 

view, the Philebus comes as close as Plato came to giving an 

account of the "synthetic" or combinatory aspect of dialectic. 

In the end, it should be realized that the decision to 

call combination an aspect of dialectic is only partly Justified 

by Plato's own usage. The best reason for this decision will be 

found if we discover that the philosophic method, as applied in 

the Philebus, involves the use of combination. In any case, 

since Plato's own usage is ambiguous, it is to a large extent 

an arbitrary matter of terminology. From here on, then, we 

shall consider that there are three aspects to dialectic (as 

it is used in the Philebus): collection, division, and 

combination. 

———47.— 
Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 183. 
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In the remaining portion of the present section, I 

am going to make some general remarks about combination as I 

think it is used by Plato in the Philebus. Combination, un­

like collection and division, is not reducible, even in part, 

to logical terms; it introduces matters of empirical, or at 

any rate value, judgment, and so it cannot be treated with 

even the slight element of precision to which the other parts 

of dialectic are amenable, There is, however, a section of the 

Philebus which discusses the general principles on which Plato 

bases his use of combination. That section is the section on 

the four "ontological" elements, and will be considered in due 

course. Thus what I say here is only of an introductory nature. 

a. The statements which express the relations between 

universals which are found by division are (with some possible 

exceptions already noted) analytic in character; they follow 

logically from the meanings of the words to which the universals 

correspond. But the knowledge which combination yields is not 

of this character. It states, rather, what things should be 

like, or what states of affairs or events or objects are valu­

able or good. Its statements are therefore normative and are 

value judgments. Division might tell us, for instance, that 

black is a color, that white is a color, and that nothing can 

be both black and white at the same time. Combination, on the 

other hand, might tell us that black and white must be combined 

in a certain way to produce a beautiful picture. Division can 

tell us that no letter can be a mute and a vowel simultaneously; 
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but from among the infinitely many ways that letters can be 

combined to form words and sentences, division can make no 

selection. It is the combinatory art which tells the musician, 

also, how to combine notes into intervals which are lovely or 

virtuous. With respect to the good life, collection may inform 

us that the good life will contain pleasures and functions of 

intelligence; division may tell us what kinds of pleasures and 

functions of intelligence there are; but only combination can 

reveal which of these elements shall be combined, and how, to 

make the good life. 

The contrast between division and combination is not 

properly expressed by saying that one deals with universals 

while the other deals with particulars. The statements which 

both make deal equally with ideas. The statements in which the 

truths of combination are couched speak of kinds of things, of 

qualities or classes, as do the statements which speak of the 

relations between species and genera. There is no difference, 

that I can see, in this respect, between the statement that 

"all cats are animals" and the statement that "the perfect house­

hold should contain cats, dogs and pigs." If one of these state­

ments speaks of universals or ideas, or implies something about 

universals, or ideas, then so does the other. The difference is 

that the first statement is true because of the meanings of the 

words themselves, and for that reason alone, while the second, 

if it is true at all, is true for some other reason. 

I do not mean to infer that the statements which are 

made by combination are not true a priori. That they are not 
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analytic is, I think apparent. But Plato believes, I am sure, 
that the truths of value, of combination, are known a priori, 
and that they follow from the eternal nature of the world and 
its creator. 

b. A second point which should be made about combin­
ation is that it is always related to a particular art. Of 
course, it can be discussed in general, just as collection and 
division can. But the principles of collection and division can 
be stated, at any rate, without any necessary reference to pur­
pose or product. In practice, the way collection and division 
are used is often related to the subject-matter of an art; but 
this is not essential to their nature, nor is it always true of 
Plato's practice. On the other hand, whenever collection and 
division precede combination, they are related to a specific art 
because combination must describe how certain elements, distinguishe 
by division, are to be combined to create a valuable product. The 
point is that collection and division can be applied to find and 
"divide" any generic idea; this idea need not establish the subject. 
matter of an art. But if combination is to follow, then division 
must have provided kinds or species which are suitable for 
combination. 

The terms "art" and "subject-matter of an art" as used 
above, and previously, are unfortunately vague. The word "art" 
is certainly being used in a broader sense than is usual in 
English and even, though less certainly, in a broader sense than 
the word "Τέχυη" in Greek. Plato, of course, frequently extends 
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the use of words, and "Τέχνη" is one of the words which we 
come to understand in a very broad sense in the late dialogues. 
Nevertheless, I am aware that I have probably gone further even 
than Plato in my consistently wide use of the word. The reason 
and justification for this extension, if it is one, will become 
clearer in future parts of this thesis. Here I will only say 
that I have consistently assumed that there exists an art with 
respect to every entity which can be considered a product of 
art. I consider anything to be a product of art which can be 
explained in terms of a conscious, rational, purpose. The 
created universe, and everything in it which belongs to the 
world of becoming, is for Plato a product of art, both those 
things which are created by man and those which are not. There 
is therefore nothing in the created universe which cannot be ex­
plained and analyzed in terms of an art. This statement must be 
modified in a certain way to explain why many things which exist 
are not perfect; we will consider this presently. 

c. Combination may usefully be thought of as comprising 
three separate steps, although in practice these are not always 
discriminated. These we may call evaluation, selection and mix­
ing. Strictly speaking, the wisdom of combination is concentrated 
in the last of these steps; but since we think here of combinatior 
as everything which must be added to collection and division to 
reveal the nature of the valuable product, we may include in 
combination the processes which necessarily lead from the truths 
of division to the final result. 
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Evaluation is the process of determining the worth or 

value of the various kinds of elements which form the subject-

matter of an art from the point of view of their ultimate places 

in the final product. Evaluation is not necessarily a naive 

"weighing" of values, because it may as easily mean determining 

the true function or nature of the element being considered. 

But in any case, the purpose of evaluation is to study and 

analyze each potential element in the final product with an eye 

to learning its use or value to that product. 

Selection is best expressed negatively by saying that 

it determines which elements are unsuitable for the final product. 

It corresponds directly, therefore, to the art of purification 

which, in the Sophist, is said to "expel the worse and retain 

what is better" (226D). There is such a negative aspect to 

every art: medicine casts out disease, politics casts out those 

people who disrupt the community (Politicus 308E), and the "art 

of happiness" casts out the disruptive pleasures (Philebus 63D,E). 

Finally, mixing is the process of combining the selected 

elements into a harmonious whole. This process Plato compares 

to weaving (Politicus 282B ff) and to mixing water with wine 

(Philebus 61B, C). It may be understood in two possible ways, 

both of which are derived from the productive arts. The mixing 

may be thought of as a blending of various ingredients (water 

and wine, warp and woof, cotton and wool), or it may be thought 

of as an imposition of form or shape on a material (as the pot 

is made out of clay, the figure carved in stone, the boat made 
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of wood). As the art becomes less like the manual arts, from 

which these analogies are drawn, the clear meanings of these 

two sorts of "mixing" begin to fade, and the explanation be­

comes analogical or metaphysical. As we have already hinted, 

in the case of the good life Plato sometimes speaks of the 

elements as ingredients, sometimes as form and matter. The 

confusion which results is best understood by seeing as clearly 

as possible the two analogical sources for the concept of 

mixing. 



CHAPTER III 

THREE CRITERIA OF THE GOOD (19C-22C) 

1. The purpose of the rest of the Philebus is to 

determine what follows from the application of the philoso­

pher's method to the question, viiat is the good life for man? 

The first step toward answering this question is 

collection. Collection, we have seen, is a matter of search­

ing for the essential common element in a class of entities, 

The end of collection is reached when this essential common 

element can be stated. Just what is essential and what is 

not is, of course, vague. In the example from the art of 

grammar, the element common to the class of all letters was 

merely that each member of the class had the property of be­

longing to the class –– was, that is, a letter. But often 

Plato expected more from collection. With reference to a 

particular art, it would seem that there are several (perhaps 

many) classes in which collection might seek the essential 

common property. In what we have chiefly treated as the 

typical case, collection seeks the property common to all 

the individuals which might be thought of as ingredients in 

the mixture which the art seeks. There is no logical rule 

which prevents collection from seeking the characteristic 

common to all the good mixtures or products, howeyer; this 

is in fact what collection most commonly did seek in the 
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early dialogues. If collection succeeded in finding the really 

essential characteristic of all good products, then neither 

division nor combination would be necessary. But the fact is 

that what collection seemed capable of finding in this way was 

either an empty or tautologous formal definition, or else, as 

often, nothing at all. 

Between the collection which seeks the common charac­

teristic in the elements of the mixture and the collection 

which seeks the common characteristic of all good mixtures 

there is the collection which states some characteristic com­

mon to all good mixtures, but a characteristic which is not 

sufficient or (perhaps) not essential. In the Philebus. the 

outcome of collection is embodied in the statement that the 

good life is some sort of mixture containing as elements 

functions of mind and pleasures. It does not state what 

functions of mind or what pleasures are needed for the good 

mixture nor how they are to be mixed. Collection in this 

case can therefore be thought of as naming a necessary but 

not suffiolent condition for the good life; or it can be 

thought of as specifying a larger class (i.e. all mixtures 

which combine functions of mind and pleasures) within which 

the class of good mixtures is to be found. 

The result of collection in the Philebus thus tells 

us very clearly what the elements for the final mixture are: 

they are functions of mind or pleasures. So far, it yields 

no different kind of knowledge about the good life than 
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collection yields about grammar when it finds that all the 

elements for combination into words are letters. But the 

collection of the Philebus adds a further piece of Information: 

it reveals that for something to be a good life, it must contain 

two kinds of elements, functions of mind and pleasures. The 

collection of the Philebus therefore starts by seeking some 

oommon characteristic in all good lives rather than some common 

characteristic in the elements which make up good lives; in 

this respect it resembles the collection of the earlier dialogues. 

And like the earlier dialogues, it begins the search by examining 

various proposed definitions of the final unity to test their 

validity. In the testing of these proposals, criteria are formu­

lated which provide necessary conditions which any acceptable 

definition must satisfy. But collection does not attempt to 

state the acceptable definition; having indicated the approximate 

area in which it may be found, division and combination are used 

to complete the task. 

Two tentative indications of the soope of the good have 

been suggested. In this sense we have "collected" definitions 

or hypotheses, just as the Stranger collected definitions to 

find the nature of the sophist. It is now necessary to "test" 

these suggestions against any oriteria whioh we feel must be 

satisfied if a definition is to be accepted. If there is an 

Cf. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 187. 
"...these first six Divisions actually, though not formally, 
serve the purpose of a Collection preliminary to the seventh." 
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art of happiness, a subject-matter with which it deals, and 
a content which may be analyzed, we must identify this content 
and describe this subject-matter first. 

2. Two possibilities have been suggested: pleasure is 
the good; or mind (and its affiliates) is the good.2 If either 
of these proposals is correct, then collection is terminated 
and analysis can begin; but Socrates suggests that neither mind 
nor pleasure is the good. Either intuition or discovery of 
examples which disprove one or both of the proposed hypotheses 
must supply Socrates with this hint; he tells us that "some 
god has given him a vague recollection" (20B), so we may assume 
that it is intuition. We might expect Socrates to suggest some 
third definition or hypothesis about the nature of the good; 
but instead of doing this straightway, he proposes three criteria 
by whioh any such hypothesis may be judged. .The result of the 
application of these criteria (which are accepted without demur 
as self-evident by Protarchus) is that the good is found to re­
quire something, at least, of both mind and pleasure. 

Whatever is the good in the inclusive sense of constitu­
ting the entire oontent of happiness must satisfy these criteria, 
says Soorates: it must be 1. complete (τ1F10λεον), 2. sufficient 
(1F31κνον), and 3. hunted, desired, sought for by every knowing 
creature (20C, D) . This last is expanded: "every knowing 

2. 
Where "is the good" means, to be more precise, 

"constitutes, or is the sole element in, the good life for man." 
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creature wishes to catch and possess the good, and is 

interested in nothing in which the good is not included," 

It is now proposed to test the two original suggestions 

as to the nature of the good to see if either fulfills the 

conditions. Before examining the criteria, it will be valu­

able to see how they are applied. The application is not 

systematic, in that the three conditions are not used one at 

a time, but rather in a manner which relates them to one another. 

Socrates proposes to apply the tests to purified, abstract lives: 

if either pleasure or mind is the good,3 then it will not need 

anything more. He first proposes to take the life of pleasure 

alone, devoid of any noetic character. Protarchus says this 

would satisfy him; he needs no wisdom or intelligence to calcu­

late his pleasures if it be part of the assumption that he 

already has them. But, Socrates points out, he would not be 

able to know he was enjoying the pleasures, he could not remem­

ber those past, or anticipate those future (21B, C). Asked if 

he would choose such a life, Protarchus says he would not. 

In this case at least, the tests emerge as one: is it 

desired? This is considered the vital question which eliminates 

the life of pleasure. If we ask why the life of pleasure is not 

desired, the answer is in terms of the other criteria; beoause 

it is not sufficient, or not complete. But these are not 

higher courts of appeal. If we ask in turn how we know the 

life of pleasure is not sufficient, or complete, the only 

3. 
See note on previous page. 
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answer can be, because we desire something more. Therefore we 

can in effect eliminate sufficiency and completeness in terms 

of desire. Now when we ask why the life of pleasure is not 

desired) the answer is, because something more is desired. If 

this is objected to as including the idea of completeness or 

sufficiency, then it is necessary to realize that desire in 

this context is from the first defined as all-inclusive. To 

be good, a thing must be desired; to be the good, nothing else 

may be desired. Sufficiency and completeness are not super­

fluous to the test, but are explanatory of what is meant by it. 

They are not intended to remove the good from the scope of desire. 

The examination of the life of mind is even briefer, and 

explicitly appeals to the third test only. "Neither of the two 

lives," says Protarchus, "can ever appear desirable to me, or, 

I think, to anyone else"(21D, E). 

3. Turning to the three criteria, let us examine them 

in reverse order. "Every knowing creature hunts the good, 

desires it, wishes to catch and possess it." This is meant, 

and stated, as a necessary condition, a sine quâ non, of the 

good, not as a definition. The good must be related to the 

desire of sentient beings. But this is not the same as saying 

that everything desired is good, nor the same as saying that 

the content of the good must be known. The object of desire 

may not be known. For this reason, it would be possible to 

choose contrary to desire, where the choice concerned a means 

or a part of the entire context desired. Such error would of 
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course be due to ignorance, or "some unfortunate necessity" 
(22B). What is really desired is not ever strictly an object; 
it is satisfaction of the desire. This is why Plato speaks 
of the good as a "state or condition" (ε02C703BEι03DB; κα1F76 διάθησις 11D). 
Desire is often directed to some act or object, which is spoken 
of as the object of desire. But our judgment may err; if the 
act or object does not satisfy the desire, it was not the true 
object of desire. We chose "contrary to tne nature of the 
truly desirable" (1F00ληθω02C6 α1F31ρετ1F79ν 22B).4 The good is the 
object of search, not necessarily the subject of knowledge. 
The phrasing of the passage is broad enough to cover every 
kind of desire, interest, or pursuit and every kind of entity, 
object, state of affairs, totality of events, satisfaction, 
process or feeling which might be desired. But the good need 
not be the thing or event actually possessed or experienced. 
Once the thing desired is obtained or realized, it may not 
turn out to be good. Possession may be unprofitable. "Do 
you think the possession of the whole world is of any value 
without the good?" asks Socrates in the Republic (505B). For 
something to be good it must be desired; but once possessed 
it may not satisfy the desire. The good is that thing, or 
total state of affairs which, when possessed, actually does 

4. 
Cf. Protagoras 358C, D. Socrates says, "No one 

willingly goes after evil or what he thinks to be evil; it 
is not human nature, it seems, to do so –– to wish to go 
after what one thinks to be evil in preference to the good." 



143. 

satisfy the desire or desires. This is the sense in which 
the good is the "best of human possessions" (1F00νθρωπ1F77νων κτη)-
ΜΆΤΩΥ 1F84ριτον, 19C); we can speak of it as the "most 
advantageous" (1F60φελι μ1F7Dταον 1F00πάντον 11c). 

These remarks show, I think, that it would be an error 
to say that Plato believed that being desired is the essential 
attribute of the good life. If it were the essential attribute, 
then I think Plato would be involved in a form of relativism; 
he would be bound to admit not only (as he does admit) that in 
some sense every one does desire the good life, but also that 
the good life is good because it is desired by someone. And 
this I am almost certain he does not believe. This is his 
position: man has a natural purpose or end, and this can be 
expressed in terms of the good life. When a man lives the 
good life and pursues his natural purpose, he will be happy. 
The natural purpose is the same for all men, when expressed 
in certain ways (expressed in other ways, it may differ, as 
the Republic shows). Therefore, there is one kind of purpose 
or one kind of life which will make each man truly happy. Now 
it is a matter of fact that everyone desires to be happy. This 
is an empirical fact in which Plato believes. And this explains 
what he means when he says that the good life is desired by 
everyone; everyone wants to be happy, and there is only one 
kind of life whioh will make men happy. But of course people 
may be wrong about what the good life is like –– if they could 
not be wrong, there would be no unhappiness in the world. 
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Now if Plato is wrong when lie believes that all men desire to 

be happy, then of course what men desire is no test of the good 

life in any sense at all. And it could be the case that it is 

false that all men desire to be happy. Plato never considers 

this possibility. 

Let us assume that Plato is right, and that it is a 

fact of nature that all men do desire to be happy. It still 

does not follow necessarily that all men do desire the good 

life; to prove this, it is necessary to assume a further fact, 

namely that men will be happy if they live the good life. 

Plato believes this is true because he believes there is a 

benevolent and rational mind which ordered the universe. If 

this were not the case, there would be no reason at all why 

the man who lived the good life should be happy, and therefore 

no reason he should desire it. In any case, although Plato 

accepts these two facts about the world, that everybody desires 

to be happy, and that living the good life will make everyone 

happy, it still is almost oertain that he does not believe that 

the reason the good life is good is because it makes people 

happy or because it is desired. For if this were the reason 

the good life is good, then even if everyone happened to de­

sire the same thing, it would still be the case that the good­

ness of the good life depended upon its being desired (or upon 

its making someone happy), and therefore the good life would be, 

by definition, relative to the person who desired it or to the 

person it made happy. But the rest of the Philebus makes it 
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entirely clear — if we were ever inclined to doubt it — 

that Plato never abandoned his conviction that the essential 

test of goodness is objective and independent of anyone's 

desire for it or use for it. The good life is truly desirable, 

and people do desire it, in the formal sense that they desire 

what will make them happy. But being desired, in this sense, 

is not what makes the good life good. What makes it good is 

the fact that it is man's true purpose, that is, the purpose 

for whioh he was created. Thus the goodness of the good life 

in no way depends on the fact that anyone desires it or even 

on the fact that it will make anyone happy; but being desired, 

in the sense explained, remains one criterion of the good. 

When we read that being desired is a test of the good 

life, then, we must guard ourselves against two misapprehen­

sions. The first is that this means that the things men 

desire are good; this is surely not Plato's meaning. Men 

desire the good only in the general, formal sense that they 

desire what will make them happy. This is only another way 

of saying what Socrates often said; that if a man knew the 

good, he would desire it. It would therefore be less mis­

leading to say (as Plato does say once in the Philebus, 22B) 

that the good is the truly desirable rather than that it is 

what men do desire. The second misapprehension to be avoided 

is that the desirability of the good constitutes part of its 

essential nature; strictly speaking, this is an accident. 

It depends on two laws of nature, one to the effect that the 
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good life will make all men happy, the second to the effect 

that all men desire to be happy. Plato believes both of these 

generalizations to be true, and so he believes that desirability 

is a true sign of the good life. 

Plato believed that men do desire the good life (in 

the formal sense described) because he considered desire (which 

is always, as we shall learn, of the soul) to be closely re­

lated to the "determining principle of the whole creature" (35d). 

This "determining principle" is, I think, Plato's phrase for 

man's natural drive towards his true (i. e. "essential") purpose. 

Men do, Plato believed, really desire to be healthy and happy; 

thus there is a sense in which men's desires are directed towards 

the good. But men do actually misjudge not only the means to 

health and happiness, but also the ends, thinking health and 

happiness to be differently constituted than they are. The 

true test of the good life is thus objective; the good life 

is connected only formally with any man's actual desires. What 

makes it good is the fact that it expresses man's true purpose 

or "essence" — not the purpose from which any man necessarily 

acts, but the purpose for which he was created. Man's true 

purpose is not, therefore, his own purpose (except in a very 

special sense). To give such a theory a meaning we must assume 

a purpose in nature which quite transcends man's own desires. 

If this hypothetical account of the significance of 

the criteria of desirability in the Philebus is correct, then 

what validity can Plato have supposed that it had? For granting 



the conclusion that men do desire the good life in the sense 

explained, yet from this follovrs nothing as to the actual con­

tents of the good life. We know Plato felt that most men 

pursue the wrong goals all their lives (cf. 67B). How can he 

then use what men do desire as a test of what the good life 

should be? The answer, I think, lies in the use of the 

elenohus. If Plato is right, when people see what it is 

that will make them happy, they will desire it. The method 

of philosophy, properly applied, may make them see that their 

present desires are confused, contradictory or actually mis­

directed. If they do see this, they will abandon their error 

and desire the truly desirable. The application of the cri­

terion of desire really requires the guiding hand of truth 

to be any help in learning the nature of the good life. 

4. Now we may turn to the other two criteria of the 

good. To be good something must be desired; to be the whole 

good it must also be sufficient. This we interpreted as an 

explanation of what desire means in this context. The good 

must be more than the true object of some desire; it must be 

the object of enough desires, or of a desire which is suffi­

cient. In a later passage the Philebus speaks of a TT£pas 

itwov , a sufficient limit (30C). It is enough to accomplish 

its purpose, fulfill its funotion. Again, the knowledge of 

eternal verities is splendid, it is the highest and best 

knowledge, but it is not ikm<*vtos (62A); more is needed for a 
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man to find his way home at night. What is desired must be 
sufficient in the sense that it must be oapable of perpetuating 
itself. It must provide for itself. What is sufficient is 
sufficient for something. It implies instrumentality5 of 
some sort. As the test of the life of pleasure showed, a life 
is not desired unless it includes certain conditions of the 
existence of desire. We may still think we want mind in order 
to live the life of pleasure; but pleasure alone is not suffi­
cient to live the life of pleasure. To be sufficient, the good 
requires at least some noetic elements in order to be desired, 
even as a life of pleasure. The life of the mind (as is less 
clearly shown) would not suffice without some elements of 
pleasure. If a man possesses the good, he has no further need; 
this is the meaning of the perfectly sufficient IΤÒ ΙΚΑΝÒΝ  

ΤΕΛΕΏΤΑΤΟΝ, 60C). 

5. But the good is more than sufficient, it is inclusive; 
not only does it not need anything, but it is complete. There 
is no going behind it and asking, why is it good? It is final, 
in the further sense of τελεóν: no further end can fall outside 
it. There is no sense, says Diotima in the Symposium, in asking. 
why a man wants to be happy, because happiness is the good, the 
ultimate object of desire. There is no other question to ask; 

5. 
Cf. Bury, The Philebus of Plato, p. 212. The Phaedo 

101E speaks of a hypothesis sufficient to explain the phenomena. 
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51 
Cf. Bury, The Phllebus of Plato, p. 212. The Phaedo 

101E speaks of a hypothesis sufficient to explain the phenomena. 
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this answer is final (τέ λοs).6 The good is complete in the 
sense of containing not only its own conditions for existence, 
but its own reason for existence, just as the properly built 
building or state or Universe contains its own reason for ex­
istence, "The properly built state will be perfectly good," 
Plato says in the Republic.7 The world constructed by the 
demiurge in the Timaeus is "whole and complete" ( &#x1F45;ΛΟΝ ΚΑ&#X1F76; 
ΤΈΛΕΟΝ , Timaeus 34B) because it is self-contained; nothing 
visible is left outside, nothing goes in and nothing comes out. 
it is self-sufficing (α&#x1F52;ταρκεs Timaeus 33D). 

These remarks give some indication of how Plato uses 
the words for "end" and "final." Applied to the good life for 
man, their meaning is, I think, this: from the point of view 
of man, the good life which we seek to define must be such that 
no end falls outside it. This applies in two senses. In the 
first sense, it means that there must be no important (i.e. 
"essential") aspects of man's life which are left unsatisfied. 
If there is any legitimate end whioh a man may or should seek, 
then it must be included in the good life. In the second sense, 
it means that the good life must be defined in terms of ends, 
not means. When we are through defining the good life, it must 
not be possible to raise the question what it is a means to. 
The good life must be defined as that for which man does things, 
not as something done for the sake of something else. 

6. 
Symposium 205A. 

7. 
Republic 427E. 
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Perhaps Plato is right in saying that the good life 

should be an end in itself, but I have some doubt that the 

ethioal theory of the Phllebus defines it so that it can be 

oonsidered in that way. If man's good is to be defined in 

term's of man's "essential nature," his "true purpose,1! then 

the good life is ultimately good because it is a means to 

realizing that nature or attaining that purpose. Although 

Plato always insists that the good must be an end, his teleo-

logioal view of the universe leads him to a position where 

every human good is a means. The Philebus shows that this 

paradox does not depend on the theory of ideas, but is an 

outcome of the view that the world is a product of purpose­

ful, rational and conscious plan. I inolude this remark 

merely to mark the fact that I recognize a basic difficulty 

in the views which (I think correctly) I attribute to Plato, 

But to enlarge this criticism would require a discussion of 

fundamental ethioal problems which is clearly beyond the 

scope of the present thesis. 

Aristotle, it is interesting to note, uses much the 

same criteria as the Philebus to prove that happiness is the 

good. The good, he says, is something final [TZXSI* ) and not 

just something which is a means. Suoh a thing is chosen for 

itself alone, not for the sake of something else. The good 

Nioomaohean Ethics 1097a 27. 
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must be self-sufficient (α&#x1F54;ταρκεs 9), that which, merely standing 
by itself alone, renders life desirable (Α&#X1F76;ΡΕΤÓΝ) and lack­
ing in nothing. "Those who deny that that which all creatures 
seek to obtain is good, are surely talking nonsense."10 The 
good is not just one among many; it must include all goods, 
or we could always add another to it and proclaim the new sum 
to be a greater good. Whatever more we desire must be added 
to the complete good, since the good is the object of all 
desire.11 Eudoxus, Aristotle tells us, used just this argument 
to prove that pleasure is the good.12 He contended that if 
pleasure is added to any good, it is better; but only the good 
can make better. Hence pleasure is the good. But Aristotle 
counters by quoting the Philebus. "A similar argument is em­
ployed by Plato," Aristotle remarks, "to refute the view that 
pleasure is the good: the life of pleasure, he urges, is more 
desirable in combination with intelligence than without it; 
but if pleasure combined with something else is better than 
pleasure alone, it is not the good, for the good is not 
rendered more desirable by the addition of anything to it." 

The conclusion of this section of the Philebus is 
that neither the life of pleasure nor the life of mind is 

9 
Ibid., 1097b 7. "It seems it must be," says 

Aristotle, perhaps in a resigned reference to the Philebus. 
10. 
Ibid., 1172b. 

11. 
Ibid., 1097b 15 ff. 

12. 
Ibid., 1172b. 
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the good. Both are desired, but neither is complete or even 

sufficient as an object of desire. The good must contain at 

least these two elements. This is enough to decide the original 

issue of the dialogue. Neither pleasure nor mind has won. But 

Socrates now proposes a third life, a combined life made up of 

both the other two. "Every single person without exception" 

will prefer this combined life (22A). This is no guarantee 

that still further elements could not be found for a still 

fuller good; and indeed the criteria of completeness and 

sufficiency are never directly applied to the mixed life it­

self. The collection is finished. The general contents of 

the good life for man have been determined. 

I have already explained why I do not think that 

desirability alone is a true definition of the essence of the 

good life. But neither do I believe that the three criteria 

together constitute a true definition of the good life, by 

Plato's standards. Ordinarily, we might agree that if every­

thing that satisfied the three criteria was a good life, and 

if nothing satisfied the criteria which was not a good life, 

then the three criteria would constitute a necessary and 

sufficient condition for the good life, and would be a satis­

factory definition. But although I feel reasonably sure that 

Plato intends his three criteria to be necessary and sufficient 

for determining a good life, I am also fairly sure he does not 

think they constitute a satisfactory definition. One reason 

for saying this is that Plato is not satisfied with a definition 
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unless it defines the essence of the thing to be defined, and 

as we have already remarked, the essence of a complex unity 

like the good life is described only when we state the component 

elements and how they are combined. To find out the elements, 

reject the bad, select the necessary, and blend them together; 

these are the tasks of division and combination. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FOUR PRINCIPLES OF COMBINATION (23C–31B) 

1. The purpose of the present section of the Philebus 

is to extend the discussion of philosophic method to combination. 

This is achieved through an analysis of all good mixtures; it 

attempts to explain what it is that makes any mixture a good 

mixture. It is then shown that this analysis is applicable to 

the good life because the good life is a created mixture like 

everything else of value in the universe. By showing how the 

analysis of all good mixtures applies to the good life, Plato 

answers the second question asked in the Philebus, namely, 

whether mind or pleasure is the cause of the goodness of the 

good life. The present section is thus preliminary to combi­

nation, just as the previous section was preliminary to 

collection and division. The application of the principles 

outlined in the present section comes later in the dialogue, 

however. The present section explains the principles of 

combination, and shows that they apply to the good life; it 

does not yet proceed to discuss how the good life is constituted. 

It might appropriately be asked why this discussion of 

the principles of combination does not come either earlier or 

later in the dialogue. It would seem that it should either be 

combined with the previous section on method, or else that it 

should immediately precede the application of combination 
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toward the end of the dialogue. Actually, it appears after 

collection is complete, and before division begins. What 

reasons can be given for this sequence? 

The reason the discussion of the principles of combi­

nation does not come earlier seems to me to be largely due to 

the demands of the dialogue form. Although the Philebus is 

far more direct and makes fewer concessions to the dialogue 

form than most Platonic works, the concessions which are made 

are not wholly nominal. By and large, the development of the 

argument is little influenced by the fact that it is supposed 

to be a debate. But the arrangement is somewhat modified by 

the desire to be persuasive, to elicit admissions from the 

reader in the most painless sequence, to lead the learner from 

the easy point to the difficult. Thus, while the positive di­

dactic program of the Philebus can be described simply as the 

task of discovering the true nature of the good life for man, 

Plato actually poses a series of other problems which lead the 

reader on to this subject by stages. The first problem which 

is set is that of deciding whether either pleasure or intelli­

gence alone constitutes the good life; this question is answered 

in the negative, but at the same time it is shown that the good 

life is a mixture of pleasure and intelligence. In order to 

discover this much requires no discussion of combination at all. 

Combination would tell us this much, to be sure; but Plato seems 

to have believed that since he could go this far without ex­

plaining his definite views on the positive nature of good 
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mixtures, he would be more persuasive to present the argument 

without unneeded assumptions. This explains, I believe, why 

Plato did not advance his views on combination before this point. 

The second problem set in the Philebus is whether mind 

or pleasure can be considered the cause of the good life. The 

answer to this problem does require an analysis of the princi­

ples of combination; it therefore naturally comes at this point. 

Showing that the analysis of good mixtures applies to the good 

life as one case suffices to answer this second problem; the 

third problem, which is the full task of the dialogue, can then 

be tackled: this is, to describe the nature of the ingredients 

in the good life and how they are combined. Before this can be 

done, division must reveal all the ingredients available for 

combination. Thus the fact that Plato wishes to lead the reader 

to appreciate the causative nature of mind before he goes on to 

examine the potential ingredients of the good life in detail 

explains why the present passage does not come later than it does. 

An even more important reason why the present section 

precedes the division of the species of pleasure is this: while 

division proper expresses logical relations between classes or 

properties, and the assumption is that division discovers the 

"essential" character of the species, there nevertheless remains, 

as we noted previously, a problem of just what species are to 

be taken as "natural" for a particular study. The present 

discussion of combination, with its demonstration of how this 

analysis is to be applied to the creation of the good life, 
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indicates what principles can be usefully employed in the 

division. If, in other words, combination is to evaluate, 

select and combine certain ingredients, then division must 

divide in such a way that these ingredients are the species 

which are "discovered." In the rest of the Philebus, then, 

the results of the present section are used not only for the 

final combination, but also to assist the division. This is 

not an accident; it is, in fact, an implicit result of the 

dialectical method. For if combination is to combine the 

appropriate kinds of things, these are the very classes or 

qualities (ideas) to which we must direct our attention from 

the start. The apparent arbitrariness of the original selec­

tion of genus, species and fundamentum divisionis is thus 

mitigated by the knowledge that we must collect and divide 

with an eye to producing results which will be useful to 

combination. 

In addition, the sections of the Philebus which dis­

cover the various species of pleasure and intelligence can­

not be said to restrict themselves to the business of stating 

the analytic, relations between genus and species. Division 

can no more say what exists than what should exist; yet much 

of the section which deals with the kinds of pleasure can be 

interpreted as assuming or endeavoring to demonstrate that 

the various species which are discriminated do, in faot, 

exist. More than this, the division is accompanied by pro­

longed studies of each species which can most accurately be 
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considered as evaluative: this part of the sections on 

pleasure and intelligence belongs, then, on our analysis, 

to combination. These are reasons which indicate why the 

sections which are to follow, which divide intelligence and 

pleasure into species, also do much more than this, and con­

tain elements which are really evaluative, and belong to 

combination. Both to assist division to divide wisely --

at the useful "joints" --; and to provide a basis for the 

evaluation which takes place during division, the present 

section on good mixtures must come before division begins. 

2. Let us now consider the nature of this section 

on the principles of combination. I wish to state immediately 

that I believe there is basic confusion in Plato's treatment 

of the subject, and that I cannot see any way whatsoever of 

interpreting his words which is true to their meaning and yet 

consistent. Part of the difficulty is due to Plato's erratic 

use of words; for instance, the word "mixture" in the present 

and subsequent sections of the dialogue is used in at least 

three quite distinct and contradictory ways, and this in spite 

of the fact that the word is introduced quite formally. Such 

total ambiguity in the use of words, where the meaning is 

obscure in any case, is certain to make the task of interpre­

tation very hard; and it is bound to leave any interpretation 

open to easy refutation from some passage in the original 

dialogue. But part of the difficulty comes not simply from 
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the fact Plato uses the same words in quite different ways, 

but as well from the fact that he has a definite tendency to 

confuse the different meanings of the same word with each 

other. These two difficulties together make it highly un­

likely that there will ever be general agreement as to Plato's 

meaning because it is so certain that there can be no con­

sistent interpretation to which all the evidence can point. 

What I intend to do here, therefore, is to argue for 

no one detailed, consistent interpretation, since I am rela­

tively sure there is no such interpretation which is correct. 

Instead, I am going to outline, first, a very general theory 

which I think expresses part (but by no means all) of what 

Plato means. I am then going to indicate several somewhat 

more detailed theories which are (in a rather vague sense) 

derivative from the first, general, theory, and whioh, while 

all consistent with the general theory, are not all consistent 

with each other. These further, more detailed theories, ex­

press at least some of the further things which I believe Plato 

had in mind when he wrote this part of the Philebus. 

a. The general theory is as follows: among those 

entities which do or might exist in the world (including ob­

jects, events, feelings, institutions, animals, etc.) only 

those which are complex in some sense can be said properly 

to be intrinsically good. The complexity means that there 

are discriminable parts, elements or aspects. The fact of 

complexity may be expressed by saying that the good entity 
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is a "mixture" of the parts, elements, or aspects. Every 

good entity is thus a mixture. Of all the relations between 

the parts, elements or aspects of a good entity, there is one, 

or there are several, because of which the entity is a good 

entity. This relation, or group of relations, because of 

which an entity is a good entity, and which stands between the 

parts, elements or aspects of that entity, is called a "limit." 

Every entity which has a limit may be said to be "limited." 

A complex entity which is not limited, fails to be limited 

because of a certain relation, or group of relations, which 

does not hold between its parts, elements or aspects. The 

absence of this relation or relations can be expressed posi­

tively as the presence of another relation or relations. When 

this other relation (or relations) is present, the entity is 

said to be "unlimited," or "an unlimited." 

Whenever, in the course of events, an entity which is 

limited appears, this can only be due to the presence of a 

cause of a certain kind. This cause serves to explain the 

existence of any good entity in the world. It explains it 

in this way: first, it is an efficient agent, which actually 

creates the entity which has a limit. Second, it provides a 

reason for the existence of the entity. By a reason, I mean 

that the agent has a reason, that is, a purpose. This purpose, 

or intention, is why the agent creates the good entity. Such 

a reason or purpose provides the only true explanation which 

can be given for the existence of anything; if anything else 
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exists, it cannot be explained. Thus if there are any en­

tities which exist and which are not limited (i.e., which 

are unlimited) then these cannot be caused by the special 

cause we are discussing, nor explained by it. 

The name which Plato gives to the agent which causes 

the existence of all good entities and which has the reason 

for their existence is "mind." 

b. This is the general theory, which I believe is 

about the maximum that can be said which is consistent with 

everything, or practically everything, which Plato says about 

combination in the Philebus, and which is not obviously in­

consistent with itself. It is pretty vague, and it leaves 

out very much which we would want to include; but I do not 

see how more can be included without raising problems of 

consistency. I am now going to suggest three somewhat more 

detailed theories all of which, it seems to me, are consistent 

with the general theory, but which are not strictly consistent 

with each other. The first of these is the most primitive, 

and probably represents a level of interpretation which re­

flects the genesis of the entire analysis. This theory is 

based directly on an analogy with the artisan and his work, 

and owes its cogency to the analogy. In its simplest form, 

this theory conceives of the "mind" as a maker or artisan 

who has the power to create objects and who has ,a purpose or 

reason in mind for creating them which acts as a guide and 

goal. The "limit" is the form which the object must have to 
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serve its purpose. This form may most easily be thought of 

as a series of spatial relations; but perhaps there are other 

ways of thinking of it. The material from which the object 

is made, but before the object is made from it, is an "un­

limited.w The material always has some shape, of course, but 

it is unlimited until it has the shape which the artisan has 

in mind. When the material has the right shape (i.e., is 

limited) then the object is a "mixture." The sense in which 

it is a mixture is rather difficult. It is this: it is a 

mixture of limit and an unlimited. The unlimited is the 

material before it has the proper shape. When the proper 

shape is given it by the artisan, it has limit. Speaking 

loosely, we may say that a limit was "mixed" with an un­

limited. But the material as such, on this interpretation, 

is not the unlimited: it is the material with a wrong form. 

Thus this interpretation agrees with Plato's repeated assur­

ances that when something has a limit, it is no longer unlimited 

(24A, B; 24C, D; 25D, E). It also agrees with the fact that 

Plato tells us clearly that existing entities can be unlimited. 

These considerations suggest that the mixture, on the above 

interpretation, cannot be resolved into a limit and an un­

limited at any one time; the "mixture" of limit and an un­

limited is rather a matter of temporal succession; first 

there is an unlimited; then the agent makes it limited, at 

which time the unlimited is gone. For the "it" which survives 

this change, there is no term in this analysis. 



163. 

A modification of this interpretation would involve 

considering an unlimited as the material aspect of an object. 

In this case, a mixture would really be analysable into a 

limit and an unlimited (i.e. "form and matter"). And cer­

tainly Plato does often speak very clearly of the mixture 

as being a mixture of a limit and an unlimited (23D; 25D; 26B). 

Furthermore, unlimiteds are characterized as "having no bounds", 

"suffering no bounds to be set" (24B), which would seem to sug­

gest that unlimiteds are abstractions from existing entities 

rather than existing entities. I believe that Plato did think 

of the present analysis sometimes in these terms. But it clearly 

is not consistent with the earlier version of this interpretation, 

which made unlimiteds existing entities, and which, therefore, 

implied that the same entity could not be both an unlimited and 

limited at the same time. And of the two versions of this inter­

pretation, I think the first is consistent with more of what 

Plato says, because it is quite vital to his argument to be able 

to say that existing entities are unlimiteds. 

c. The second theory which I wish to propose as coming 

under the general theory is the most important. It is the 

theory which fits more of what Plato says in the present passage 

of the Philebus than any other, and it is quite clear in its 

general outline. This second theory is this: the particular 

sense in which an entity must be complex in order to be good 

is that it must exhibit a proper relation between certain sets 

of "opposites." These opposites, derived from Pythagorean and 
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Empedoclean sources, are conceived either as properties or as 

actual elements. Any good entity which exists, such as a 

healthy body, good weather, or the entire universe, is to be 

thought of as a balance between different elements. To take 

one aspect of the healthy body, temperature, we must think 

of the right temperature as produced by the presence in the 

body of the right amounts of heat and cold, just as we get 

the right temperature in our bath by adjusting the cold and 

hot water faucets. It is true that we do not think of the 

right temperature as being a mixture of hot and cold, even 

though it is produced by blending hot and cold elements; but 

Plato does. Clearer examples of what Plato means might there­

fore be these: a certain shade of gray is produced by mixing 

proper proportions of white and black; these two colors remain 

in the mixture, and could be physically separated. Or in music, 

if a vibrating string is fretted in the precise center, then 

each of the segments will produce the same note; if it is 

fretted a third of the way from an end, it will produce a 

certain note and another an octave higher. In these cases, 

the proper relation of lengths in the string produces con­

sonant intervals; the interval (or rather, the chord made up 

of two notes) is a "mixture" of the two sounds. 

This last example is a good one because it illustrates 

the possibility that the right relation can be expressed in 

quantitative, precise terms. Plato would like to think that 

all right mixtures can be defined in such terms, and most of 
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what he says with respect to this matter is couched in semi-

mathematical language. He never does demonstrate how other 

mixtures can be defined mathematically on the analogy with 

the tuned string, but he assumes, or at least hopes, that it 

can be done. In any case, this is really a side issue. The 

point is that every mixture is good because of some relation 

between its parts, and on this theory, that relation is be­

tween opposite elements like hot and cold, high and low, dry 

and moist. The name for this relation (in the case where it 

is correct) is a "limit", and it must be thought of, ideally, 

as a mathematical ratio between the quantitative aspects of 

the opposed elements. when an existing entity exhibits this 

proper relation, it is a "mixture." 

The crucial problem with respect to this theory, is 

how to interpret an unlimited. The problem, briefly, is this. 

Plato speaks repeatedly of an unlimited as being indeterminate, 

as if it were a continuum of some sort in which there is no 

definite proportion or ratio. When a limit is "mixed" with 

this continuum, he seems to say, then there is no longer a 

continuum, but a definite, numerically expressible, ratio 

between elements of the continuum. Neglecting the questions 

which would arise if we tried to express this theory more 

precisely, the real problem is this: how can an existing 

entity be indeterminate? If the body in health has some one 

(proper) relation between a hot element and a cold, how can 

we deny that when the body is unhealthy it has some other 
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(wrong) relation between the two elements? Yet Plato says 

quite plainly that when determinateness is "applied" to the 

unlimited, the result is always a mixture -- i.e., the right 

mixture, and a great deal of the point of the dialogue de­

pends upon showing that actually existing entities are un­

limited. I believe it is therefore necessary to reject the 

interpretation of an unlimited as an indeterminate continuum 

in the sense explained above -- a sense which requires that 

an unlimited could never exist, because it would be an 

abstraction of some sort. It may be that Plato does think 

of an unlimited as an abstraction and as a continuum in this 

sense sometimes, but such an interpretation does not fit with 

very much that he says. 

I believe the best way to interpret an unlimited is 

as an existing entity which has the wrong relation between 

the opposites. It then becomes possible to speak consistently 

of examples of bad health, or of certain pleasures, as un-

limiteds (or of having the characteristic of being unlimited). 

Unlimiteds are thus as determinate, in the sense of having 

some definite relation between the opposites, as mixtures. 

In what sense, then, are they indeterminate at all? 

I believe the answer is this: an entity which is limited 

has the right relation between the opposites. When this 

happens, such an entity is stable; it has a tendency, at 

least, to maintain that same relation, and to remain at 

rest, so far as that relation is concerned. Why this is so, 

I shall not explain here; but that Plato believes it, there 
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can be little doubt. An entity which is unlimited, on the 

other hand, is out of whack. It is unbalanced, unstable, and 

has a constant tendency to become either better balanced or 

worse. This is what it means to say that it is indeterminate: 

it does not maintain the same condition with respect to the 

relations of the opposites. Over any period of time, it can­

not be said to exhibit any one relation. Therefore, according 

to Plato, we cannot say that it is truly determined. The 

passages in the present section of the Philebus which seem to 

bear out this interpretation are these: 

At 24D, Socrates says that "'hotter' never stops where 

it is, but is always going a point further, and the same applies 

to 'colder,' whereas definite quantity is something that has 

stopped going and is fixed." Here I believe he means that a 

thing which is hotter or colder than the correct temperature 

is an improper mixture of hot and cold elements, and therefore 

is unstable, and becomes still hotter, or colder, as time goes 

on. But something which has definite quantity -- i.e., which 

remains at one definite point in the balance between hot and 

cold -- is fixed; and this can only happen when the balance is 

right. At 24E we read that "when we find things becoming more 

or less anything, or admitting of terms like 'stronger,'  

'slighter,' 'very' and so forth, we ought to reckon them all 

as belonging to a single kind, namely that of the Unlimited..." 

In other words, an entity is unlimited when it is unstable 

and one element is becoming more or less dominant with respect 

to its opposite. 
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The guide to this interpretation is, of course, the 

assumption that there are types or species which represent the 

norms for existence. Such norms would, on this interpretation, 

be defined in terms of the proper relations between opposites. 

With respect to "amounts" of each opposite present in a com­

plex entity, some other given amount would always be correct 

to maintain the proper relation. Thus any improper relation 

could always be said to be due to an "excess" or "deficiency" 

of some opposite, while the proper relation would be a "mean" 

between excess and deficiency. Thus Plato tells us that the 

proper relation (limit) in the case of "severe cold" or 

"stifling heat" "removes all that is excessive and unlimited, 

and creates measure and balance" (26A). 

The distinction between an entity which has limit and 

one which is unlimited is, as I have just interpreted it, a 

physical theory. It states that when a certain given relation 

between opposite elements obtains in animals or events or insti­

tutions of given types, then a stable state will result which 

will tend, at least, to remain constant. It states also that 

when this proper relation is not present, the entity in question 

will tend, at least, to be unstable, and in a constant state of 

change. Such a statement of the theory as a physical theory 

expresses, however, only part of what Plato intends. I believe 

he would argue that even if this physical theory were untrue, 

it would still be the case that the unlimited entity was 

indeterminate, although in a somewhat different sense. I can-
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not pretend to be able to state this further point with any 

clarity, and I am not very sure what it amounts to. It de­

pends, I believe, on the metaphysical doctrine that only the 

really typical entity, the entity which does, in fact, exhibit 

the proper relation between opposites, can be truly said to 

be any one thing, even if it only happens to exist for a second, 

whereas an unlimited is not really any one thing, even if it 

happens to remain unchanged. This is partly to be explained, 

probably, in some way which indicates that the properly con­

structed entity is an end (that is, it is what the cause 

intends to produce) while any other sort of entity is not an 

end. And ends remain fixed in a sense in which other things 

do not; the end remains the same, even if the object does not. 

Thus an unlimited, since it exists in the passing world, is 

bound to change sometimes; while a mixture, although it also 

exists in the passing world, cannot change and still remain 

that correct mixture. I recognize that there is a question-

begging ambiguity in this argument; perhaps it is due to my 

inability to understand Plato's true meaning, or perhaps it 

is not Plato's argument at all, or perhaps Plato's position is, 

partly, based on some confusion. We shall return to discuss 

these problems presently, although not with the hope of 

"solving" them. 

d. The third theory which fits with the general theory 

outlined at the beginning of this discussion is quite similar 

to the second theory in many respects, but is not quite the 
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same, and is not really compatible with it. In this third 

theory, a mixture again is an existing entity which exhibits 

a proper relation between parts, and a proper relation is a 

limit, and an existing entity which has the wrong relation 

between parts is said to be unlimited. The difference is that 

in this third theory, the parts are not strictly opposites at 

all, but are just various elements which may be considered on 

the analogy of ingredients. A mixture, on this theory, is any 

complex made up of different parts, provided the parts are the 

right parts, in the right relations, and performing their proper 

functions. Examples of such mixtures are the good state, the 

good life, and the soul of the virtuous man. These mixtures 

cannot be said with any accuracy to be mixtures of opposites; 

rather they are mixtures of various different elements. While 

Plato treats pleasure in the rest of the Philebus according to 

the second theory, he treats the good life according to this 

third theory. It is harder, on this last theory, to see how a 

mathematical definition of a limit can be given, nor does Plato 

ever try to give such a definition for the mixture of the good 

life. In the third theory, the notion of the proper function, 

the appropriate achievement of each element (cf. 66A), becomes 

more important than the notion of a proportion or ratio. As a 

result, the final mixture of the good life includes as one 

element mind, whose function is to impose a limit upon pleasures 

by stopping them at one point (the right point); in this way, 

pleasures become limited within the larger limited entity which 
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is the good life. This illustrates the overlapping application 

of the second and third theories we have been discussing. 

If this third theory could be stated more precisely, it 

might be possible to decide whether, in general, it is true that 

the parts or ingredients which constitute a mixture must them­

selves be limited in the sense given to "limited" by any one of 

the theories. It seems fairly certain that, for a mixture 

(according to the third theory) to remain that mixture, each of 

the elements must remain fixed, or true to type. In a consonant 

chord, for instance, each note making up that chord must remain 

just that note; in the good state, each man must cleave to his 

appropriate task; and so forth. The question really is, whether 

trueness to type, stability, fixedness, are always to be accounted 

for by one of the three theories given above. If so, then it is 

likely that every mixture (in the third theory) is composed of 

elements which already have a limit. This is an obscure point. 

However, I am inclined to believe that trueness to type and 

stability, as Plato conceives them, are always to be explained 

in terms of one of the above theories, or on some theory which 

is closely similar to one of them. In any case, trueness to 

type and stability are very often to be explained in one of 

these ways; and it is not unlikely that Plato thought they could 

always be explained by the apparatus of the present section of 

the Philebus, because he says that wherever we find order and 

stability in the universe, we must credit the causual agent, 

whose stable product is always analysable as a mixture. 
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3. The third theory, which interprets the mixture as 

a complex entity with a right relation, or group of relations, 

between various elements (which are not necessarily "opposites") 

seems to fit best (or perhaps it would be better to say, fits 

most literally) with the account of division which has already 

been given. Division, it was found, reveals the kinds of ele­

ments available for combination into a mixture. In the typical 

case, these elements are not "opposites," although this possi­

bility is not ruled out; in the typical case, these elements 

are just the sort required for making a mixture according to 

the third theory. The different letters distinguished by the 

grammarian, the different classes of men distinguished by the 

politician-philosopher, the different elements of the good life, 

or the different elements in the good soul: all these are the 

kinds of entities distinguished as species by division in its 

typical application, and combined together by a mindful cause 

to form a true mixture which exhibits limit. 

This connection between division and combination has 

already, in a general way,. been discussed in a previous section, 

when it was shown why collection and division could not, either 

singly, or together, ever tell us how to produce a good mixture. 

But I would like now to touch on another question concerning the 

relation of division and collection on the one hand, and combi­

nation on the other. This is the question raised by Plato when 

he tells us that the concepts of limit and unlimit are common 

to the analysis of division and to the analysis of combination. 
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Before discussing what this may mean, it may be well to have the 

passage before us in which Plato makes this claim. 

At the beginning of the section on combination, the problem 

arises as to how the analysis is to proceed. Socrates admits that 

"...if my objective is to secure the second prize for reason I 

must have weapons different from those of my previous arguments; 

though possibly some may be the same" (23B), and he immediately 

repeats that "we might apply part of what we were saying before" 

(23C). The "part" to which he refers is made clear a sentence 

or two later where Socrates remarks that "God revealed (as we 

said before) two constituents of things, the unlimited and the 

limit." Looking back over the discussion of dialectic earlier 

in the dialogue, we notice that the concepts which played the 

largest part were what were called the "one," the "many" and 

the "unlimited." In one passage only did the word "limit" occur, 

namely at 16C, D, where we were told that, according to a "saying" 

handed down from ancient times, "all things that are ever said to 

be consist of a one and a many, and have in their nature a limit 

and unlimitedness. Since things are ordered in this way..." and 

it goes on to explain that we must look for this "one" and "many" 

if we would understand things. What is the parallel to which 

Plato is trying to direct our attention between division and 

combination? 

The simplest answer which is consistent with what has 

been said is that, given a certain type of complex entity (such 

as the good life), we see first that it is one when we see that 
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there is a single idea which embraces all of its aspects or 

elements (pleasures and functions of mind); we then see that 

it is many when we divide this generic idea into the species 

(into all the various pleasures and functions of mind); we 

recognize the fact that the final product will be unlimited 

unless the right elements are combined in the right ways; and 

if we do combine the right elements in the right ways, we will 

have a mixture which has a limit. This is simply an outline of 

the stages of dialectic from collection through division to 

combination, and it shows one sense in which Plato might mean 

the statement that the same thing may, viewed in different ways, 

be one, many, limited and unlimited. This explanation of Plato's 

meaning is not a very satisfactory one, however. It is not very 

satisfactory because Plato seems to be stating a definite paral­

lelism between the analysis of division and of combination which 

this interpretation does not suggest. Plato says, in introducing 

the analysis of combination, that the concepts of limit and un-

limitedness have already been revealed; this must refer to more 

than the mere mention of the words at 16C. The implication is 

that limit and unlimit are either to be identified with some of 

the concepts previously introduced, or else that they are to be 

considered as derived from them in some sense. In trying to 

understand Plato's meaning, let us first try to decide what the 

phrase "all things that are said to be" refers to; for these are 

the things which are said to consist of a one and a many and 

also to have in their nature a limit and unlimitedness. The 



175. 

"things" here may be ideas, for we remember that Plato was 

very strong in his assertions that, although particulars can 

be said to be "one" and "many," it is eristioal to make any­

thing of this, while it is important that ideas are one and 

many; and division, with which he was mainly concerned, deals 

with the oneness and manyness of ideas. The remark that these 

are things which are "said to be" need not rule out ideas, for 

ideas are, of course, "said to be" by Plato and Platonists. 

The objection to taking the "things that are said to be" as 

ideas is that it is impossible to see how ideas could be said 

to have an unlimited aspect; no possible interpretation of un-

limitedness would suggest that an idea could be unlimited, or 

even that it would be meaningful to say that an idea was un­

limited. It is of the essenoe of an idea that it be fixed, 

permanent and Immaterial, which are the very opposite charac­

teristics to those of unlimited entities. The "things which 

are said to be" cannot, then, possibly be ideas, which are the 

very things which, in the discussion of division, were said to 

be one and many. 

The key to the passage must, perhaps, be sought else­

where, in the words "since things are ordered in this way." 

1. 
There are scholars who have thought that the ideas, 

like particulars, are created from the limit and the unlimited 
(as in our first theory). This notion has a few good arguments 
in its favor, and one insuperable argument against it; I shall 
discuss it presently, but dismiss it here. 
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This refers, I think, quite generally to the whole created uni­

verse. The created universe, as we learn from the analysis of 

combination, contains elements of order and permanence; ideas 

are not created; but individuals are created, if not perfectly, 

at least generally in acoord with the permanent types with their 

normal balance of parts or elements. If this were not so, then 

we could never find the "ones" and the "manys" by "looking" for 

them in the world; if this were not so, it would not be apparent 

(as it was to Plato) that everything is created by a rational 

cause. Division, as we recall, tells us the relation between 

ideas, between species and genus; but we know as well that the 

genus and the species are not arbitrary conventions, but repre­

sent types, examples of which really exist in the world. This 

is why division must divide "at the joints." The typicalness of 

the individuals we find in nature is due to the rational cause; 

and it is what (on one theory) we called "limit." To be true to 

type, to remain fixed at the proper norm which establishes the 

essence of the species: these are the characteristics of an 

entity which has limit. There is, therefore, a relation between 

the species discovered by division, the "many," and the limit 

which characterizes individuals which are true to type. It is 

limit which makes division possible. It is "because things are 

ordered this way" that we can collect and divide, and the order­

ing that is meant is the creation of things with limit by the 

beneficent cause. 
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We have thus found a kind of correspondence, or 

connection at any rate, between the limit and the species 

discovered by division, and perhaps this is all Plato intended 

us to find. Even this much is open to a serious difficulty, 

however, which is this: division, to operate as Plato wants 

it to, must uncover some species of pleasures as necessarily 

unlimited. Not every species is a type which the intelligent 

cause would want to use as a guide in creating limited mixtures, 

therefore. The fact is that Plato wants to use division some­

times in a way which leaves it free to classify many things 

which are not "types" or "species" in the normative, evaluative 

sense at all; this is precisely why every idea is not an idea 

of something good. But Plato never escaped completely from his 

inclination towards the theory that if you could define some­

thing, it was somehow good, even though he continued to define 

bad things. This difficulty does not vitiate the fundamental 

value theory of the Philebus, however, for normative types and 

universals are not identified through most of the dialogue. 

Carrying further the connection between the analysis 

of combination and the analysis of division, we notice that 

the term "unlimited" is common to both schemes. In treating 

division, Plato speaks of the "unlimited number" which division 

must not approach until all the many species have been found 

(16D-17A); and this is generally, and I think rightly, taken 

to refer to the unlimited (i.e. unknown and indefinite) number 

of particulars which belong to the species. What is unlimited 
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here is the number of actually existing examples of each class 

discovered by division; as we found, division can never tell us 

how many such examples there are, nor can it tell us anything 

about them as individuals; it can only tell us about them as 

members of the class, Unlimitedness in the analysis of combi­

nation was, in most cases, taken as the characteristic of some 

one entity which it had because its parts were out of kilter; 

in the other case, it was taken as the material aspect of an 

entity. We can see, then, that in division what is unlimited 

is a number; in combination, it is a single thing. Thus the 

two cannot be identified. But there is a connection: insofar 

as an individual runs true to type, the definition of its 

essence applies to it. It is the individual variations which 

are not covered by the definition. It is the individuals, just 

so far as they are individuals, that account for the multiplicity 

of the unlimited in one case, or the variation from the norm in 

the other. It is the individual, untypical variation in both 

cases which makes something unlimited. I think Plato would say 

that this connection showed that just as division "imposes 

order" on the unlimited number of particulars by seizing on the 

common elements and ignoring the individual elements, so the 

good cause "imposes order" on the unlimited, complex individual 

by setting it right and giving it limit — by imposing the 

typical, normal and stable condition upon it, and eliminating 

the atypical, excessive and abnormal elements. 

I do not want to give the impression that I think this 

account of the relation between the analyses of division and 
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combination is highly satisfactory. What I have said seems 
to me largely confused and based on vague analogies. But so 
far as I can see, it is true to Plato's meaning, and I think 
it serves a purpose if it makes the sources of confusion some­
what clearer, and the analogies more explicit. Some of the 
problems raised here will be reconsidered in a later section. 

It is now time to remind ourselves that the purpose 
of the present section on combination is to decide certain 
questions about the good life. The first step is to show that 
the analysis of combination applies to the good life by identi­
fying the various aspects of the analysis with aspects of the 
good life. Most of the rest of this section will, therefore, 
be taken up with a discussion of the four elements of the present 
analysis with particular attention to their application to the 
good life, 

4. The Unlimited. So far, we have seen that entities 
of certain kinds may be said to be unlimited, but we have not 
discussed what Plato means by the unlimited (ΤÒ πειρov). It 
is quite clear what is meant however. Using the terminology 
of the passage on collection and division, Plato says that the 
unlimited is a "one" which is "split up into many," and that in 
defining and treating it we should try to "collect the many into 
one," and learn how it is "both one and many" (23E). He repeats 
that he will "try to show that the unlimited is, in some sense, 
many" (24A). Finally, a defining characteristic is found which 
attaches to every entity which is unlimited, and this is accepted 
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as a "sign" of the unlimited (24E); everything which has this 

characteristic is to be "put into the class of the unlimited" 

because this is what makes the class "one" (25A). The un­

limited is, then, a universal or idea, and like other generic 

ideas, it is both one and many. In a similar way, the limit 

and the mixture are also "ones," ideas, which can be defined 

by collection and divided into "many." The category of the 

cause may possibly have no idea; at least we are not told that 

it does; but with respect to the unlimited, the limit and the 

mixture, there is without doubt an idea in each case. I cannot 

see how there can be the slightest doubt that Plato intends us 

to believe that the unlimited, the limit, and the mixture are 

generic ideas, for he expressly uses the terminology taken from 

the discussion of generic ideas to talk about them. Nor do I 

know for certain whether anyone has ever questioned that Plato 

means them as ideas. Scholars have very frequently argued as 

if they questioned it, but I think what they really have wanted 

to question was whether examples of the limit, the unlimited and 

the mixture, were ideas. This is, of course, a very different 

question indeed, and it is unfortunate that practically every 

discussion of the matter confuses the two questions. The second 

question, whether examples of the limit, unlimited and mixture 

can be ideas, I shall discuss at appropriate places in this 

section. 

As a typical example of the confusion between the 

questions, whether all four classes are ideas, or whether 
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their members are ideas, I refer to H. Cherniss' review of 

the Diès edition of the Philebus.1.1 According to Cherniss, 

Diès argues that all the four "kinds" are meant to be ideas. 

"With regard to the ΜΕΙΚΤΌΝ ," writes Cherniss, "he admits 
that what is produced or engendered is not an intelligible 
entity, but he insists that the ΜΕΙΚΤΌΝ qua class is so." I 
would not even agree that examples of the ΜΕΙΚΤΌΝ are 
unintelligible; but they are certainly not ideas, and Dies seems 
to me to be absolutely right in saying that the class of mix­
tures is an idea, as are the other classes. Cherniss, however, 
misses the point. "This notion ... seems to me to be quite 
mistaken" he remarks, and quotes Grube1.2 to the effect that 
"there is not a shadow of a hint that ΜΕΙΚΤΌΝ anywhere in the 
Philebus refers to anything but the world of phenomena." There 
is more than a shadow of a hint that μεικτόν does not refer to the 
entire world of phenomena; but I agree that all examples of the 
μεικτόν do belong to the world of phenomena. What Cherniss does 
not see is that this does not contradict the assertion that the 
class of all mixtures is an idea. Cherniss tries to prove his 
point by a reference to the phrase ΜΕΊΚΤΟΤΑ ΧΟΝΤΑ in 
Philebus 59C which he assumes applies to the ideas. Actually, as 
I shall argue later, this passage, which does not mention the ideas 
at all, may refer to mixtures or ingredients of mixtures rather 
than ideas. But even if it applies to ideas, it does not mean 

1.1 Some War-Time Publications Concerning Plato,  
American Journal of Philology. July, 1947. 

1.2 Plato's Thought, p. 303. 
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unmixed in the same sense in which mixtures are mixed; for, 
as I shall show later, Plato uses "unmixed" to mean "pure" --
an adjective which applies to such phenomena as pleasures in 
the Philebus, when they arise from a proper mixture in the body. 

Cherniss also thinks there cannot be an idea of the un­
limited, even though Plato expressly says there is (16D-E); 
Cherniss tries to explain away the phrase τ ν το ν πείρον δέαν 
by calling it an oxymoron -- a rather cavalier argument. He 
does not account for other passages which clearly imply the 
same (23C; 23E; 24E; 25A). But his trouble surely springs from 
the failure to distinguish between a class and its members. 

Plato undertakes, then, to show the "oneness" of the 
unlimited in the usual way; by collecting examples for scrutiny, 
and by then identifying the essential common element. The 
essential common element is, of course, a characteristic of some 
sort; by the same token, it defines a class. Whether it is the 
common characteristic, or the class, which is the idea, is not 
at all certain. Plato speaks of both, of the unlimited "in 
things" (23C) and of the class of things whioh are unlimited 
(25A); and there is no clear way to tell which is the true "one." 
But, as we said before, it does not matter much for the purposes 
at hand, even though it might matter a good deal in some other 
contexts. Collection here, as often, is a matter of collecting, 
not particulars, but kinds of particulars, so that when col­
lection is finished it is already known what the "many" are: 
division and collection are simultaneously accomplished. Socrates 
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begins the collection by giving one type of thing which is 
unlimited: anything which is indeterminate with respect to 
hot and cold (24A).2 To this are added numerous other examples 
as the discussion continues.3 We are now immediately told the 
unifying prinoiple which makes these examples examples of the 
unlimited: all the examples (or, to be precise, kinds or species 
of examples) involve "more and less" (τò μα λλον κα ττον ). 
Something which is unlimited is unfixed; it admits no end (24A); 
it has no beginning, middle or end (31A). It may alter indefi­
nitely in either direction. As soon as something unlimited stops 
at a specific number or measure, a specific temperature or pitch 
or speed or loudness, then there is "an end to the more and less" 
(24B). When the more and less are present, they prevent any 
definite quantity (πόγον , 24C), for "if they allowed quantity 
and measure (τò μέτριον) to appear in the precinct of the more 
and less, then these latter would be driven from their rightful 
place" (24D). An unlimited is characterized by the fact that 
it is in flux: "the hotter and the colder are always advancing 
and never remain; but quantity does remain and does not progress" 
(24D). 

2. 
It is unnecessary to review again the various ways 

in which this may be interpreted; see the previous section. 
3. 
Others are: more emphatic and quieter (24C); greater 

and smaller (24C); drier and wetter (25C); quicker and slower 
(25C); tinier and larger (25C); higher and lower in pitch (26A); 
quick and slow in tempo (26A); hotter and colder weather (26A); 
often and seldom intense or dull pleasures (52C). 
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We must not make the mistake of regarding the more 
and less as two subdivisions of the unity of the unlimited. 
The "more and less" is rather the "seal of unity" which we 
have discovered in the many examples (25A). This is the sign4 

(οημει ον, 24E) which reduces the many to a unity (25D). It 
is no longer necessary to examine all examples, since we have 
found the uniting principle. The collection is complete; to 
the best of our ability we have done what was required -- have 
"collected all things that are scattered and split up and im­
pressed upon them the sign of some one nature" (25A). 
Summarizing the result of this operation, Socrates says: 

In order to save the time of examining all examples, 
we proposed as the nature of the infinite: -- that 
it is all things which appear to us to become more 
or less, emphatic and gentle, excessive and so forth; 
these are to be put in the class of the infinite 
(τò το υ πείρον γένοѕ) as their unity. (24E, 25A). 
The unlimited is the class of all things not definitely 

fixed and true to type. Since it contains nothing determined, 
the members of the class are not directly amenable to knowledge. 
In this sense, the unlimited supplies the irrational element in 
reality which the πειρον of dialectic supplied in discourse. 
Just as the indeterminate number of individuals is beyond the 
scope of diaeresis, so the indeterminate quality of unlimited 
things is beyond the scope of limit which creates intelligible 

4. 'Sign' means here simply 'characteristic' or 
'property.' It reduces the many to a unity in the sense that 
the many examples can now be said to belong to one class, i.e. 
the class of all things which have the property of being "more 
find less." 
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reality • Theocrrtipov is the end term of both discourse and 

the sensible world. In both cases it stands outside the scan 

of reason, but is the "material" out of which reason can create 

order. The unlimited of the Philebus expresses, among other 

things, the possibility of form; in the sense that it is the 

class of things which do not have fixed form, but could have 

it, it is one of the elements "from which" (£$" to\/, 27A) things 

with limit come into being; from it, by the agency of the cause, 

things "become into being" (V£V£<nv ZJS oWico/, 26D). 

Plato now explains that pleasure is to be placed in the 

category of the unlimited. As it finally turns out, this means 

some pleasures only. But in any case, the position is that 

among the number of things which belong to the class of the un­

limited, there is a subclass which is made up of pleasures. 

This is, presumably, one of the facts which division discovers, 

although proving it occupies a good third of our dialogue. We 

must not, at any rate, consider the present section as more than 

a promise of what is to come; that many pleasures are in fact 

unlimited, that some must always be unlimited, that some are 

often unlimited but may be limited, and that a few are, by 

nature, limited, is the burden of much of the Philebus. Here 

we can expect only an announcement of the theses in broad terms. 

Let us see, then, what Plato has to say at this stage 

concerning pleasure. Pleasure, he tells us, is "among the 

things which admit of more and less," for pleasure and pain 

form a continuum which has no limit (27E). This is eagerly 
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admitted by Philebus, who speaks up in one of his rare but 

rather violent moments of articulateness, because "pleasure 

would not be completely good if it were not unlimited in 

quantity and quality" (27E). This shows (as it is meant to) 

that Philebus has not been following the argument at all, for 

it has already been agreed that the good is a mixture, which 

must exhibit limit. Socrates merely points out that if Philebus 

is right, then pain is as good as pleasure, since it is equally 

unlimited (28A.). But in any case, it is clear from what Philebus 

has said that pleasures (and pains) belong to the class of the 

unlimited. This applies to individual pleasures and pains, taken 
5 

in themselves, apart from any other factor. And since it 

applies to individual pleasures, it applies as well to the life 

of pleasure, for the life of pleasure is constituted, by hypo­

thesis, entirely of pleasures (27E). But although both individual 

pleasures (some of them) and the life of pure pleasure are un­

limited, it would be an error to confuse the two: single pleasures 

and single lives may be unlimited, but this is no reason to con­

fuse a life with a pleasure. It is by no means impossible that 

a life which contains some limiting agent may contain pleasures 

and yet not be unlimited; the argument so far is just that pleasure 

itself can provide the life of pleasure with no limiting factor. 

But it is hardly an argument yet: it is merely an affirmation. 

5. 
"Pleasure is itself unlimited and belongs to that 

class that does not and never will contain within itself and 
derived from itself either beginning, or middle, or end." (31A). 
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If we think of an entity which is unlimited as the 

"material" which may become limited (and this is surely one 

way Plato uses the concept) then it is a fair question whether 

the life of pleasure is to be conceived in this way: is it the 

only kind of unlimited out of which the art of happiness creates 

order and harmony? Since this section of the Phllebus assigns 

all the aspects of the art of happiness to the appropriate cate­

gories, and the life of pleasure is the only one which is named 

as unlimited, there is possibly some evidence in favor of an 

affirmative reply. This is not to identify pleasure with the 

good, of course, since the art must, in creating a limit in the 

unlimited, eliminate many pleasures; moreover, the pleasures 

which are ordered and proportioned would still constitute only 

one aspect of the good: they would be neither the relation be­

tween the parts, nor the cause which creates the definite (right) 

relation, nor the mixture which is the good itself. Pleasure may 

in some sense assure the possibility of the good life, but it 
6 

could never create or be the good life. 

Plausible as it may be, I doubt that even this concession 

to pleasure is true to Plato's thought. It is true that the life 

of pleasure is an unlimited life; this does not mean, however, 

that pleasures are the only possible ingredients for a good life. 

And of course we know that reason and intelligence are ingredients 

Aristotle's objection to calling pleasure unlimited 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1173a) misses the point, for it fails to 
see that pleasure is unlimited, not because one can be more or 
less pleased, but because pleasure cannot provide a definite 
limit to itself. 
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along with some pleasures in the good life. And the fact that 

the pure life of pleasure is the only unlimited life mentioned 

by Plato does not eliminate the possibility of infinitely more 

unlimited lives. The life of pure mind would, I suspect, be 

also unlimited, although for very different reasons; it could 

not be a "good mixture." Even a life of pleasure and reason 

could be unlimited if it combined the two elements wrongly -- if, 

for instance, mind were used merely as a tool to assist pleasure 

to attain its ends. 

5. The Limit. Like the Unlimited, the Limit is a 

universal, an idea, either a class or a property. However, 

examples of the Limit cannot be, as in the case of the Unlimited 

(on some interpretations) things which exist in the world. 

Limitedness and unlimitedness are both properties which define 

classes of entities existing in the world; but there was also a 

sense in which we could speak of a thing which was unlimited as 

"an unlimited," whereas we cannot say that "a limit" is a thing 

at all. "A limit" is rather a relation of some kind which holds 

between the elements, parts, or aspects of a particular entity, 

and when this relation does hold, we say that that entity "has 

a limit." Having a limit is thus a property of existing par­

ticulars, the property of having a certain relation (a limit) 

between parts. I do not mean that a limit is a property, but 

only that when a certain relation holds between the parts of 

an entity, then it is said to "have a limit" or to be "limited." 

The phrase "has a limit" is thus not strictly grammatical; however, 

the usage is unambiguous. 
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The difference between the way the phrase "a limit" 

is used and the way the phrase "an unlimited" may be used is 

important only because it explains how Plato can say (as he 

frequently does in the Philebus) that a "mixture" of a limit 

and an unlimited is a thing with a limit. Obviously if both 

a limit and an unlimited were merely properties, the "mixture" 

of the two could never be an existing thing; but a mixture is 

an existing thing. But because an unlimited can be a thing, it 

is possible to speak of it as being "mixed" with a limit to pro­

duce a "mixture." This is still pretty confusing, to be sure, 

because an "unlimited" is so-called because it is unlimited, and 

it is unlimited because it has no limit; thus at any one moment 

we cannot truthfully say that an unlimited has a limit. Never­

theless, there is a comprehensible meaning, derived primarily 

from the arts, in which we can say that a block of wood is given 

a shape, or a blob of clay is "mixed" with a pot-shape to produce 

a pot; and this is the kind of thing Plato has in mind when he 

speaks of the good product as a mixture of a limit with an un­

limited. He could not speak in this way if an unlimited were 

not an entity existing in the world. 

We have already discussed the various interpretations 

of the notion of the limit which may be made, and indeed must 

be made, in order to understand all that Plato requires of it. 

These interpretations were three in number, and considered the 

limit, respectively, as the shape or form of an object; as the 

proportion between "opposite" elements in an object, expressed 
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(at least ideally) in numerical terms; and as the relation be­

tween various "parts" or "elements" in a complex object where 

these parts or elements could not be considered as opposites. 

As we said previously, Plato does not distinguish these three 

interpretations; they are suggested here chiefly as a method of 

clarifying our own thinking about Plato's meaning. For many 

purposes, the differences between these interpretations are not 

important. In what follows, therefore, we shall concentrate 

mainly on the aspects which they have in common: in each case, 

having a limit is the property of an entity by virtue of which 

its parts or elements are, in some way, properly related to one 

another. The difference between the various interpretations 

hinges on what we take these parts or elements to be, and hence 

on how we think of their relation to one another; but the inter­

pretations agree in that the limit in an object is always the 

relation which holds between its parts or elements and which 

makes it a mixture, i.e. a good object. 

Now let us see how Plato seeks to define the limit. 

Since it is an idea, or universal, the attempt to define it 

means to perform a collection, the outcome of which should be 

discovery of the essential element common to all examples of 

the limit. The collection of examples is easy enough; they are, 

as often, species rather than particulars, so that we see at 

once how the limit is "many" (although not "how many," since 

we are given no reason to suppose that the enumeration is ex­

haustive; if we were told "how many" the limit is, division 

would be complete). 
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Examples of kinds of limit are "equality and the 

equal; then the double and everything which is a number in 

relation to a number or a measure in relation to a measure" 

(25A, B). These examples have one thing in common: they are 

ratios or proportions. The most obvious proportion is 1:1, 

the equal. The double probably means the ratio 1:2. Then 

follow all further relations (ratios) of number to number. 

What does the relation of measure to measure add? We can only 

guess that this is meant to cover ratios which are not strictly 

numerical; in health, for instance, it is a relation between 

certain elements in the body which provides a ratio. The bal­

ance of color in a picture is not immediately expressed in 

terms of numbers. If this is the difference intended between 

measure and number, then we may take the difference between 

equality and the equal to be similar. The equal is the nu­

merical ratio 1:1. Equality is equal balance between non-

numerical elements. There remains the fact, however, that 

Plato hopes somehow to assimilate the non-numerical cases to 

the numerical. But just what a relation of a "measure to a 

measure" can mean in a non-numerical sense remains a mystery, 

at least for the moment. 

What, then, is the "seal of unity" which is common to 

all the kinds of limit? Or, if not to the kinds, then to all 

the particular entities which have a limit? Plato confesses 

that although he has given examples of kinds of limit, he has 

not yet defined the characteristic which they have in common 
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which makes them examples. (25D).7 This characteristic 

will, however, become apparent when we examine mixtures. 

For mixtures are all examples of particulars which have 

a limit; what is common to them will therefore define 

the class of limited objects. Socrates now states that 

the "family of the limit" includes such kinds as "the 

equal and the double and everything which makes an end 

to the opposition between contraries and makes them 

7. 

At 25D Socrates speaks of the "family of the 
limit," which means either the class of particulars which 
have a limit (cf. 23D, 23E, 25A, all of whioh speak of 
the class of things with limit) or the class of species 
of limit; Plato does not distinguish these two. This 
class, he says, "we omitted to collect just now; just 
as we collected the family of the Unlimited together so 
we ought to have collected that family which shows the 
character of limit; but we didn't." Hackforth (p. 47) 
explains the failure to find the uniting characteristic 
by saying that what is lacking is a statement as to 
what ratio would, in each case, be right for a kind of 
mixture (health, climate, etc.) To give all these 
correct ratios would, he says, be "unnecessary and 
unimportant." But surely Hackforth is wrong in think­
ing that such a statement of correct ratios would be 
what is desired; what is desired is rather what is 
common to all such correct ratios. Bury and Badham 
are closer to right on this point (cf. Bury, p. 168). 
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commensurable and harmonious through number" (25D, E).8 

This tells us more than we knew before: mixtures are 

limited because of a ratio between the parts (here thought 

of as "opposites") which mates those parts "commensurable 

and harmonious" in some numerical sense. Soon after, we 

are told that it is a limit in the case of health (25E), 

music (26A), right temperature (26A), good weather (26B), 

and in fact every beautiful thing in the world (26B) which 

makes that thing a mixture. This, according to Socrates, is 

enough to show how "the nature of the limit is one" (26D): 

its unity is discovered, apparently, in the fact that the 

class of objects which have limit can be simply defined as 

the class of harmonious and commensurable mixtures. 

This discovery of the uniting property which defines 

the class of limited objects must, according to the Platonic 

8. In this passage, I take "the equal and the double" 
as being a species of limit; 25A makes such an interpretation 
inevitable, it seems to me. When, in the next sentence, 
Protarchus speaks of the "mixture of these elements" he is 
speaking of the third kind of entity, i.e., the mixture; but 
whether he means it is a mixture of the limit and unlimited 
or of opposites with one another, is obscure, and remains 
obscure throughout the following section. Nevertheless, 
that 25D, E, the passage translated above in the text, is 
meant to give at least the beginning of a definition of 
the unity of the limit, I do not doubt. Bury emends the 
text to produce the same (or almost the same) effect as 
our interpretation with respect to the definition of the 
limit, but he is forced to lose the significance of the last 
sentence with respect to the mixture. He also must distinguish 
"three generations" of both limit and unlimited where no such 
hierarchy exists (Bury, The Philebus of Plato, p. 168). The 
Loeb edition of the Philebus does much worse; taking the class 
of the "equal and double" as the mixture. 
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philosophy, hit upon the "essential" proparty "which makes 

the class the "offspring of the limit." In a word, the 

possession of a harmonious and commensurable relation be­

tween parts or elements can be neither an accidental attribute 

of the members of the class, nor even an attribute deductively 

or casually related to the fact of being limited; the possession 

of this attribute must rather constitute the limited aspect of 

the thing. Not only is the class of limited objects identical 

with the class of harmonious and commensurable mixtures, but 

the property of being limited must be identical with the 

property of being a harmonious and commensurable mixture. 

We have thus defined the class of objects with limit; 

we have yet to define the class of limits. A limit is not a 

concrete object; it is a relation. A member of the class of 

objects having limit is a concrete object; a member of the 

class of limits is a relation. But it is clear how one is to 

be derived from the other: each concrete entity which is a 

harmonious mixture is so because it has a certain relation 

between its parts or elements. This relation is a limit. All 

particulars which share this same relation between parts have 

the same limit. A limit is any given (proper) relation between 

parts or elements which will make an entity a harmonious mixture. 

Such a limit obviously may be common to a number of particulars; 

having a limit is a property of particulars. And there seems no 

reason, aside from the fact that Plato never says so explicitly, 

for not calling a limit a universal or idea. This question will 

be treated presently. 
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Now let us consider Plato1s treatment of the "unity" 

of the limit. I think it is apparent at once that it is not 

very satisfactory. The definition in terms of the mixture 

seems, at least at first sight, circular. To be sure, only 

mixtures have a limit. But what is a mixture? A mixture can 

only be defined as something in whioh certain elements or parts 

have a given relation — a limit. However we conceive the mix­

ture, or the unlimited which is, in some sense, related to it, 

we must always say that it is a mixture and not something else 

because it has a limit. Before going on with the question what 

a limit is, or how it is to be known or defined, therefore, it 

will be well to see what Plato has to say about the mixture. 

V/e can then return to the limit. 

6* The Mixture. The class of mixtures is meant to 

be defined, apparently, by the following passage: Protarchus 

says that he understands what the limit and the unlimited are, 

but that he does not yet grasp what the "third thing" is. 

Socrates: The reason is that you are overwhelmed 
by the multitude of members of the third class. 
Yet there were a multitude of kinds in the un­
limited class also, and we succeeded anyway in 
seeing that it was one olass because we charac­
terized all the members with one property, that 
of being "more or less." 

Protarchus: Right. 

Socrates: Nor were we troubled about the limit, 
either as to its being many, or by nature one. 

Protarchus: No, we weren*t. 
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Socrates: Well, as to the third class, I intend 
to define it as one by including in it all the 
offspring of the first t w . classes, which come 
into being through the measures that are pro­
duced with the help of the limit. (26C, D). 

Whether Plato means here to mark a difference between 

the kind of definition required for the mixture and for the 

limit and the unlimited is uncertain. In one respect, they 

are all the same: all of them are both one and many, and all 

of them are generic ideas. The class of entities defined by 

each is one class, and the unity of that class can be grasped 

only when we see the essential property which characterizes 

each member. And one difference, at least, distinguishes the 

kind of definition required for the mixture and for the limit: 

in the end, we decided that the class of entities which are 

limited differed from the class of limits. The first of these 

two classes is made up of concrete entities; the second is made 

up of relations of a certain sort, and is thus a class of ab­

stract entities. Now the class of mixtures is made up, like 

the class of objects with limit, of concrete entities; and in 

fact, the two olasses are the same class, because as we have 

seen, a limit has so far been defined as the kind of relation 

which exists between the parts or elements of a mixture. We 

recognize, then, that members of the class which is or corre­

sponds to the genus mixture are concrete entities, and thus 

differ fundamentally from members of the class which is or 

corresponds to the genus limit. This may be the meaning of 

the remark that there is such an overwhelming multitude of 
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examples of the mixture (26C): the number of such examples 

would be, to use the terminology of the section on division, 

unlimited, while there are only a definite number ("many") 

examples of limit, since limits correspond to species, and the 

number of species is finite• It may also be that the members 

of the class of the mixture are spoken of as "coming into 

being" (26D) because they are existing entities in the created 

world; but this phrase may mean more than this. 

These considerations, along with the examples of the 

mixture already mentioned, have suggested almost unanimously 

to scholars, and correctly I believe, that Plato means us to 

take examples of the mixture to be actually existing entities 

in the created world. Many scholars have gone beyond this, 

and have claimed that all existing entities in the created 

world are mixtures. This seems to me to be altogether wrong; 

but it is an error which follows from the view that a limit is 

a general principle of definiteness, so that every particular 

would have to be limited. This view, in turn, springs from an 

interpretation of the unlimited as a general principle of in-

definiteness. I cannot say that I understand this theory very 

well, although it, or something like it, is quite usually 

accepted. Nevertheless, I am not at all prepared to say that 

such an interpretation is wrong. Plato's words are very vague, 

and, I believe, require a number of different interpretations 

if we are to explain them. This interpretation may, therefore, 

be one correct one. Nevertheless, it has the very difficult 
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consequence that all existing entities in the created world 

are mixtures; and yet mixtures are clearly described as the 

beauties of the created world, the harmonious and properly 

constructed complexes. And I do not think anyone wishes to 

claim that Plato thought everything in the world was beautiful 

and harmonious. But this is perhaps not enough to condemn the 

theory; in a doctrine which is already confused and probably 

contradictory, there is no principle on which we can exclude 

an interpretation which leads to an absurd conclusion. 

I wish, however, to approach the matter in a somewhat 

different way. Let us reconsider the statement that all mix­

tures are particular existing entities. Now let us ask in 

what way two mixtures would differ which had the same limit. 

Since a mixture is a complex entity in which the parts bear 

some particular relation to each other, we can classify all 

mixtures with the same limit as the same kind of mixture. And 

since a limit is a relation, and a number of particulars may 

have the same relation between parts, it is clear that there 

are species of mixtures which correspond to the various limits. 

It would be natural to speak of the particulars which fell 

under each of these species as having the "same mixture" or 

even as being the same mixture, although this later would not 

be strictly correct. Now it seems to be implied by Plato that 

there is some one limit which characterizes all the good mem­

bers of each species in the world, and each kind of entity or 

event. In other words, there is just one limit for weather, 
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one for a man's health, one for a man's soul, and so forth. 

Now in what way, if any, would particular good examples of 

the same species of mixture differ? All would have the same 

limit, and all would be, with respect to the mixture concerned, 

perfect. Can there be more than one example of perfection, or 

would all the examples be, in fact, the same? 

Considerations of this sort have led some to suggest 

that the mixture has taken over the function of the Platonic 

idea. There is something to be said for the view; and yet it 

can hardly be accepted if we hold to the fact that mixtures are 

created and are particulars. We will return to this question 

later. For the moment, I think it is clear that if two examples 

of the same species of mixture differ, it must be due to some­

thing besides the limit, for the limit is what. they have in 

common which makes us say that they are examples of the same 

species. The difference must, indeed, spring from the unlimited 

if a mixture can be completely analyzed into a limit and an un­

limited. I have said that, on a typical interpretation, an 

unlimited must be thought of as a particular with a wrong relation 

between its parts. Such a particular would, of course, have many 

properties besides those involved in the relations of its parts, 

or at least besides those with which a limit was concerned; these 

properties, whatever they were, would remain when a limit was 

imposed which related the parts properly with respect to the 

nature of the limit. It would be these other properties of the 

unlimited which remained when the entity became limited which 
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would enable us to distinguish one example of a species of 

mixture from another. These other properties would, presum-
9 

ably, include those of location and time, 

Suppose now that we think of an unlimited as a con­

tinuum. This is a very common view of the way in which it is 

to be interpreted. People are led to this view, as we have 

seen, by the remarks that an unlimited "goes on" in both 

directions, that it "has no definite number," and that "as 

soon as a definite number comes," the unlimited disappears. 

On this view, an unlimited could never be an entity existing 

in the created world, because all such entities have some 

definite temperature or length or whatnot; they are determinate. 

On this view, it is considered that there is one continuum which 

is common to all the possible states of health, let us say. Now 

according to this theory, a mixture somehow brings together this 

continuum with a definite limit. But assuming that this idea 

could be rendered intelligible, the difficulty would remain that 

if a mixture could be completely analysed into a limit and an 

unlimited, then there would be no difference between two examples 

of the same species of mixture. For the limit would be the same; 

and so would the unlimited. There would be no residue of proper­

ties which would make the examples differ. I conclude, therefore, 

that we cannot accept as the main interpretation of an unlimited 

that it is a continuum, or any other abstract entity. I will 

9. It goes beyond the scope of this discussion to con­
sider the scheme of the Timaeus; however, I may mention that 
at this point, at least, an unlimited, on my interpretation, 
seems to bear some resemblance to the receptacle. 
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grant, however, that there are passages in the Philebus which 

seem to imply this; such passages must, I think, if they do 

aotually imply this, be deemed inconsistent with the view that 

mixtures are particular entities in the created world. 

Even if we exclude from consideration, however, the 

interpretation of the unlimited as a continuum, we are still 

left with a number of possible interpretations of the mixture. 

At one time or another, then, Plato considers the mixture as 

a mixture of "opposed" elements, like hot and cold water; as 

a mixture of a limit with an unlimited; and as a mixture of 

various elements or ingredients, like sand, water and cement 

in concrete. On any of these interpretations, an unlimited 

may be a particular entity with wrongly related parts, while 

a mixture is, on any of these interpretations, a particular 

entity with rightly related parts. And on each of these inter­

pretations, an unlimited is characterized by not having a limit, 

while a mixture is characterized by having a limit. Of these 

interpretations, either the first or the third may be reconciled 

with the second; they are two different ways of speaking of the 

same thing. Why we call it a mixture is somewhat different in 

the two cases, but it may be the same thing which we do call it. 

Suppose we take the case of concrete. If it is made of the 

right proportions of water, cement and sand, it is a mixture, 

and the proportion between the parts is a limit. But this mix­

ture may be thought of as a mixture of sand, cement and water; 

or as a mixture of a limit with an unlimited where the unlimited 
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was a compound of sand, water and cement In the wrong pro­

portions. Making it a mixture would involve, of course, 

changing the proportions. The second way of speaking is 

suggestive rather than literal, but Plato uses it quite fre­

quently, as we have seen. In any case, we see that although 

in the two ways of speaking, we call the finished product a 

mixture for a slightly different reason, yet it is the same 

product which we call a mixture in both cases. 

The same remarks obtain about the relation between 

the first and second interpretations. There is a question, 

however, about the relation between the first and third inter­

pretations. There are times when it is hard to tell just what 

"opposites" are, and perhaps any list of elements contains some 

opposites. But typically, I think the "opposites" usually refer 

to pairs of terms like "hot and cold," "dry and moist" which are 

said to characterize unlimiteds. I have explained that I do not 

think this means that an unlimited is a continuum, but rather 

that it is a complex entity which lacks equilibrium and there­

fore is always changing, getting hotter or colder, drier or 

moister. The right temperature, or humidity, is conceived by 

Plato, on the analogy of the harmonics of a plucked string, as 

a mixture of two opposed elements. In the case of the ooncrete, 

the notion of opposites would seem to apply, for instanoe, to 

the ingredient of water: the proper moistness would be thought 

of as a mixture of the right amount of moistness with the right 

amount of dryness. As we know, Empedocles, Anaxagoras and other 
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pre-Socratics conoeived definite quantities in this way. I 

would agree that this interpretation seems more applicable to 

the elements of a mixture in the third interpretation than to 

such a mixture itself. But of course there is nothing to pre­

vent a mixture from being made up of other mixtures; and such 

in fact is the good life. 

The good life had already been characterized as a 

mixture of pleasure and reason (22A) before the present dis­

cussion began; yet although Plato has been using the notion 

of mixture in the present discussion primarily to refer to a 

mixture of an unlimited and a limit, he feels no difficulty 

in stating that the good life is a mixture because it combines 

pleasure and reason (27D). This is enough, if we needed further 

proof, to show that Plato uses these two meanings of mixture 

without discrimination. It may be that Plato acknowledges the 

two interpretations of the mixture when he says, after assign­

ing the mixed life to the class of mixtures, that the class of 

mixtures "does not consist of just two things, but of all un­

limited things bound fast by the limit; hence it is correot to 

make our victorious life a member of it" (27D). This passage 
10 

is obscure, and the subject of debate and emendation. It 

may be that Plato says that the good life need not be con­

sidered as made up of two things because he wants the reader 

to realize that a mixture can be a mixture of a number of 

ingredients as well as a mixture of a limit and an unlimited. 

10. 
Cf. Bury, p. 49, n. 11. 



204. 

But this does not seem to fit the quotation. In the first 

place, there are only two main ingredients, or kinds of 

ingredients, mentioned here, so that to imply more ingredients 

is not very enlightening at this point. What the passage seems 

to say is that the class of mixtures has more than two members; 

that it includes all cases where an unlimited thing is "bound" 

by a limit; and that therefore there is room for the mixed life. 

The trouble with this interpretation is that we cannot assign 

any reasonable meaning to the remark that there might be only 

two members of the class; who could possibly think that the 

limit and unlimited were members of the class of mixtures? 

Yet I am regretfully inclined to believe that this is the con­

fusion in Plato's mind. However, as we have seen, the same 

entity can be a mixture in both senses simultaneously, so that 

no contradiction is necessarily involved. Confusion arises 

only when we try to identify the elements of one interpretation 

with those of the other; specifically, if we try to identify 

reason with a limit and pleasure with the entire set of in­

gredients for the good life. The first of these confusions is 

relatively easy to avoid, although the reason for avoiding it 

is clear only if we keep the two interpretations apart. For 

it should be clear that mind (or intelligence, or reason, or 

knowledge) cannot be a limit, which is a relation; but it can 

create a mixture (or, speaking metaphorically, can create a 

limit in an unlimited). And mind is also a necessary ingredient 

in the mixture, because a mixture is self-sufficient and self-
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sustaining. The second confusion is difficult to avoid be­

cause Plato speaks both of individual pleasures as being 

unlimited, and of the life of pleasure as being unlimited. 

These are two different points and yet they are hardly ever 

discriminated by scholars. Plato intends us to accept both 

points: an individual pleasure is a complex entity just as 

a life is, and it can be a mixture or an unlimited, just as 

a life can. The confusion arises because (1) a life composed 

entirely of pleasures must, in Plato's opinion, be unlimited 

and (2) a life which contains a pleasure which is unlimited 

must be unlimited. The connection therefore, between un­

limited pleasures and an unlimited life is very close; and 

this is, I think, one cause of confusion. And since this con­

fusion is primarily one of confusing an ingredient in an un­

limited life with the unlimited life itself this confusion is 

directly related to a confusion of two interpretations of the 

word "mixture." A fuller examination of these points must 

await the analysis of the nature of pleasures, for various 

pleasures are unlimited in different senses, and cause a life 

to be unlimited in different ways. 

The placement of the good life of pleasure and reason 

in the mixed class wins for it "first place" in the race be­

tween the life of reason, the life of pleasure and the mixed 

life (27D) ; this result was assured even prior to the present 

discussion by the preliminary work of collection, but it may 

now be considered a sure thing. The advance which has been 
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made, of course, consists in the realization that the good 

life cannot be just any mixture of pleasure and reason, but must be 

a mixture "bound" by a limit; consisting, that is, in the 

"right" pleasures and functions of reason related in the "right" 

ways. The mixed life was already characterized as the only life 

good in itself, a final end, wholly desirable, and self-contained. 

It is now seen to belong to the class of things created good by 

virtue of a certain relation between their parts, such things as 

health, music, temperate weather and the starry heavens. Such 

goods are the only intrinsic goods; other goods may be, as we 

shall learn later, "for the sake of" some mixture (54A ff.),  

or may be good as the "cause" of a mixture (22C, D), but these 

are derivative goods, and their value depends on their relation 

to an intrinsic good, which is always a mixture. 

It is now time to consider again the question what 

property (or properties) it is which a mixture has which makes 

it an intrinsic good. The immediate answer is that it is the 

property of having a limit, or being limited. This follows 

directly from the fact, already discussed, that the statements 

"x is a mixture" and "x is limited" are equivalent. Since all 

intrinsic goods are mixtures and (if our interpretation is 

correct) all mixtures are intrinsic goods, it follows that 

"x is intrinsically good" and "x is a mixture" are also 

equivalent, and, further, that the predicates "intrinsioally 

good" and "limited" are likewise equivalent. Since, in what 

follows, the discussion will be entirely about intrinsic goods, 
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we can drop the qualifying adjective and say, for our present 

purposes, that the predicates "good" and "limited" are 

equivalent. 

Thus the promised discussion about the meaning of the 

limit turns out to be a discussion of the meaning of the good. 

Before going on to consider what the limit means in the Philebus 

it is proper therefore to strike an appropriate pose of modesty. 

This discussion cannot and does not make any claim to complete­

ness or certainty. Here as always Plato, in approaching the 

good, gives us vague hints, obscure metaphors and dark terms. 

He tells us here as elsewhere that the truths concerning these 

matters are "revealed by the Gods," "handed down from of old" 

and so forth. And the "road" which the discussion of the 

Philebus provides is just that: a method, and a pointing, an 

aid to the discovery of the good. But although the Philebus 

takes us further up the road than any other dialogue, I doubt 

very much that Plato means us to think that the revelation is 

complete and full; such a claim would be very far from the 

spirit of Platonism. 

The difficulties that stand between us and a full under­

standing of Plato's view of the good are not entirely that he 

tells us too little; for in a sense, we are told too much. 

There are too many statements in the Philebus alone about the 

good for it to be clear how all these statements can be com­

bined into one theory. No sooner do we frame a final hypo­

thesis about the Platonic good than we find that it is not 
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final; we can always discover a reason -- or several -- for 

the ultimate postulate for which there should be no reasons. 

We never seem to hit rock bottom. This characteristic of all 

attempts to interpret the Platonic good is, of course, really 

a direct result of Plato's method: in a theory where we are 

never asked to accept any statement as final, or more than an 

aid, we have, perhaps, no right to demand that the totality of 

statements form a coherent system. 

After making it as clear as possible, then, that in 

what follows there can be expected no magic key which will 

unlock the Platonic secret once and for all, we may proceed 

boldly with our discussion. The assumption on which we will 

go, but for which no arguments will be given, is that under­

lying the value-theory of the Philebus there are some premisses 

which are more basic than others; and that although no inter­

pretation which sets these forth can claim certainty, or even 

consistency with all that Plato says, yet that there is a real 

gain in setting them forth. Finally, I want to say plainly 

that there is no theory about the Platonic good (in the Philebus) 

which I can understand and against which I cannot find many good 

arguments; and my own theory shares this characteristic. That 

there are fewer good arguments against my view than others, I 

would, naturally, contend. But much as I would like, to demon­

strate this in full, it is neither wholly within my power nor, 

even roughly, within the temporal and spatial span of this 

thesis to do so. What follows must, then, be taken as a brief, 
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over-dogmatic statement of an interpretation for which very 

little is explicitly claimed. To someone to whom it appears 

usefully and correctly oriented it may seem to provide some 

insight into the basic assumptions of Plato's philosophy; to 

someone who doubts its fundamental correctness, there is little 

here to compel conviction. But the history of Platonic criti­

cism suggests rather strongly that no interpretation of the 

crucial doctrines in Plato will ever meet with unqualified 

approval; perhaps it is some consolation that this is as Plato 

wished it to be (Seventh Epistle, 341A-E). 

First let us repeat a warning. On the interpretation 

given here, the adjective "good" (or "limited") meaningfully 

attaches to the name of a particular entity, and properly 

attaches only to the name of an entity which is a mixture. 

There is no meaningful way, on this interpretation, of saying 

that a limit is good, or that the limit is good. A limit is 

a relation, a universal, and on the theory given here, only a 

particular can properly be said to be good, or limited. The 

limit is also a universal, as has been explained, and thus is 

excluded from the range of things which may be good. All we 

could say about the relation between a limit and the good would 

be that all the particulars with a given limit between parts 

are good; and we could further say that the class of entities 

which are limited is identical with the class of entities 

which are good. Since the limit is the universal which is, 

or corresponds to, or defines11 this class, there would be 

This phraseology indicates the fact that the precise 
nature of the Platonic universal remains undecided. 
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no reason, aside from the fact that Plato avoids saying so, 

for not calling the limit the "idea of the good." But it would 

have to be understood that Plato never says this, and that there 

would be no reason whatsoever for calling it good. If this is 

correct, then we must reject the view that a particular is good 

because it resembles a universal which is good; and if ideas 

are universals, then we must also reject the view that ideas 

are grandiose particulars or patterns which particulars must 

resemble to be good. I do not think there is any doubt that 

in the Philebus ideas are universals; therefore if the present 

theory is correct, there is no way that the goodness of ideas 

can account for the goodness of particulars. This point has 

received some attention in the section on dialectic, and we 

shall return to it presently. 

Mixtures, entities which are limited, are the only 

things which are intrinsically good, according to this theory. 

Further, if we adhere strictly to our present assumption, 

there is no meaning in the question "Why is it good for some­

thing to have a limit?", for this is like asking "Why is it 

good for something to be good?" Such a question could be 

meaningful only if we used the word good in two senses: but 

here we mean "intrinsically good" in both cases. The question 

is not, therefore, like asking "Why is it good for something 

to be yellow?" but rather (grammatically) like asking "Why is 

it yellow for something to be yellow?": which makes no sense. 

This follows, of course, only if it means exactly the same 
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thing to say "x is good" as to say "x has a limit." If the 

two did not mean exactly the same, but one could be inferred 

from the other, or there was a causual connection between them, 

then of course it would make sense to ask "Why is it good for 

something to have a limit?" On the view we are considering, 

however, it means the same thing to say "x is good" and "x is 

limited," and so long as we hold to this, we cannot meaning­

fully ask why it is good for something to have a limit. All 

we can ask is for an explanation or analysis of the term 

"limited." 

We have already learned that an entity is limited when 

it has a certain relation between analysable parts. But what 

is this relation? So far, we are able to make two further 

remarks about it: first, the relation should, ideally at least, 

be expressed, or capable of expression, in mathematical terms, 

More specifically, it should be expressed as a relation between 

magnitudes; as a ratio or proportion. Second, this relation is 

the "right" relation for the parts of a certain species or type 

of entity. Let us take up these two points in reverse order. 

The relation must be the "right" relation for a given 

type or species. According to this theory, there are a finite 

number of species in the world, and every entity belongs to 

one or another. Since there are many things which are un­

limited, we cannot say that a limit directly defines the class 

of entities which belongs to the species; for in that case, 

only mixtures, i.e. good entities, would belong to each species. 
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A limit must, therefore, go beyond the defining characteristics 

of a species to describe the characteristics of a "proper" or 

"true" example of the species. A limit could, however, be said 

to define a species in this way: a species is the class of 

entities which has a given limit, plus the class of entities 

which should have that limit. This definition would work pro­

vided we could always tell, once we knew all the possible limits, 

which one an entity should have. It is not incredible, at least, 

that the world should be so constituted that every entity in it 

always more clearly resembled some one mixture than any other. 

If this were the case, then each entity would be said to belong 

to the species whose corresponding limit was a property of a 

mixture most like that entity; and, according to this theory, 

the limit of the mixture which the entity most resembled would 

be the limit which it "should have." We now see why a limit 

does not directly define a species: the class of things with 

a certain limit is a sub-class of a species, namely, the class 

of those things which are mixtures. But indirectly, the species 

is defined by the limit because the species is defined by com­

bining this sub-class with the class of entities which most 

resemble any mixture in the sub-class. The nature of this 

resemblance is by no means clear, but for our present purposes, 

we do not need to examine it. 

The question at hand is whether the existence of species 

in the world is any assistance in learning what a limit is, or 

what the adjective "limited" means. And I think it is dear 
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that the existence of species, even if it were a fact, would, 

in itself, be no help. For even if we could discover a species 

by observation, apart from a knowledge of the limit involved, 

we would have no clue as to the sub-class of mixtures. In order 

to define the sub-class of mixtures, we would have to know in 

advance what the limit for the species should be, and mere 

observation of the larger class of the species could not tell 

us this. The assumption that the entities in the world divide 

into natural species is thus not enough, by itself, to determine 

the norm or limit which the entities of a given species should have. 

It may be suggested at this point that the notion of a 

ratio or proportion between the parts will provide a solution. 

Since if we now ask, what ratio is the proper one, we are asking 

the same question over again, this suggestion is useful only if 

we hold that if there is any ratio or proportion between the 

parts, the entity is a mixture. This view has often been held 

by interpreters of the Philebus, and it seems to receive support 

from many passages in the dialogue.12 Yet these passages can be 

12. 
Many of these passages have already been mentioned. 

Of these, 25A, B is the most important: it states that a limit 
is "any term expressing a ratio of a number to a number, or a 
measure to a measure." 24B says something is unlimited if it 
"has no end (TÉΛOS)," implying that something is limited if it 
does have a TÉΛOS. 24D suggests that when a thing has a limit 
it has a πóσor, definite quantity. But the interpretation of 
a limit as any definite ratio between parts really rests, as we 
have pointed out at length, on the assumption that every entity 
in the created world is a mixture, and if we reject this view, 
we will find little reason in the text to suggest that any ratio 
or proportion is a limit. The passages, such as the two above, 
which seem to say that any ratio or proportion is a limit, can 
be interpreted otherwise, as we shall show. 
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interpreted in another way; and they must be interpreted in 

another way if we are to explain many other passages. Quite 

general considerations make it unlikely that Plato means that 

any ratio or proportion between the parts is a limit. In the 

ordinary meaning of a ratio or proportion, any musical interval, 

no matter how discordant, can be expressed as some ratio between 

string lengths; if a temperature is thought of as a mixture of 

hot and cold elements, obviously any temperature can be expressed 

as some ratio between these elements; and so forth. In politics, 

Plato's prejudice against the ratio of "equality" is clearly set 

forth in the Republic and elsewhere.13 In whatever usual sense 

the right relation between parts can be expressed as a ratio or 

proportion, so, then, can the wrong. It cannot mean the same 

thing to say "x has a limit" and "x has a numerically express­

ible relation between its parts," if we use the words in any 

normal way. 

There is a typically Platonic way of using predicates 

which is rather different, however, and which may provide a 

clue to the meaning of "limited." This typically Platonic way 

of using predicates is not the normal, everyday way of using 

them, but it can, in general, be explained as follows: 

13. 
Cf. Winspear, The Genesis of Plato's Thought, p.209. 

Laws, 757A-C states that there is one kind of equality which 
simply gives each man the same honors and rights , and another 
"true form" of equality which divides unequally according to 
the worth of each man. Plato believes in the latter. 
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Let us assume, with Plato (and common sense) that 

there are natural species in the world. Now let us consider 

an individual member of such a species, for instance Cornelia, 

who. is a Persian cat. We are in the habit of predicating 

various properties of such an individual without altering our 

view as to what individual it is. We might say "Cornelia is 

gray" or "Cornelia is going to have kittens," or even "Cornelia 

is a good cat," without altering our opinion that it is the 

same Cornelia to whom we refer. Now suppose we observe 

Cornelia's condition, and we say "Cornelia is going to have 

kittens." Two days later we change this to "Cornelia has six 

kittens." Ordinarily, we would consider that both of these 

statements were true and that there was no contradiction be­

tween them because they were uttered at different times. We 

would think of the first statement as meaning "On July 6th 

Cornelia is going to have kittens" and the second as meaning 

"On July 8th Cornelia has six kittens." So. much for common 

usage• 

Plato is often unwilling to admit that the temporal 

reference is justified. He feels that all statements should 

share the timeless certainty of statements about the relations 

between universals, where no reference to time is necessary. 

He is therefore inclined, in some contexts, to say that either 

it must be true of Cornelia at all times that she has six 

kittens, or it is not true at all. A statement such as 

"Cornelia has six kittens" according to Plato belongs to 
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"opinion," not knowledge, not because it is merely probable, 

but because it is not always true. A true statement is one 

which contains no temporal reference; a statement which refers 

to some property of an entity which does not change. This is 

not a very precise explanation of Plato's special use of predi­

cates, but it will serve to indicate what I have in mind. 

I do not wish to analyse here Plato's reasons for this 

view; some of them are quite difficult to refute, as we all 

know. The point remains, and I think will be admitted by most 

scholars, that Plato does, at least at times, hold this view 

about statements of this kind. 

Now we may reconsider the theory that an entity which 

has any given relation between its parts is a mixture. If we 

use words in the special way explained above, then the state­

ment that a particular entity has a given relation between its 

parts will mean that it has that relation at all times. Now I 

think there is some truth in this interpretation, taken in this 

way. The reason there is some truth in it is this. It will be 

true to say, on this theory, that a given entity is a mixture, 

or has a limit, if, and only if, it has some given relation be­

tween its parts at all times. Now this will not mean that there 

are many possible relations between the parts for entities in 

the same species in case the following generalization is true: 

an entity belonging to a given species will maintain any given 

relation between its parts if, and only if, that relation is 

the correct relation for members of that species. If this 
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generalization is true, then there will be only one relation 

between the parts for all the members of a given species which 

will remain the same — the right one. And I think that, with 

some limitations, Plato believes this generalization to be true, 

and that it is one of the basic assumptions in his ethical views. 

First I wish to point out that, if this generalization 

is true, then it provides a definition of the "right" relation 

between parts, and hence for the meaning of the terms "mixture," 

"limit" and "good." The right relation can be defined as that 

one relation, in any given species, which will remain fixed. A 

mixture can be defined as any entity which has this right re­

lation; a limit is the one right relation which is common to the 

members of a species; and something can be said to be good if it 

has a limit. 

Second, it should be noted that these definitions are 

quite independent of the special way of using words explained 

above. That is, the right relation can be defined as the one 

relation which will remain fixed, using the words in their normal 

sense. It will be true, however, that if anything has the right 

relation, then it will continue to (by the definition), and hence 

it will be true, in the special sense, that such a thing has a 

given relation. But if we return to the normal usage, this will 

have the advantage that we can speak of entities which have the 

wrong relation between the parts. Using the words in the special 

way, we could not say this, since every wrong relation would be 

such that it would not remain a characteristic of the same entity. 
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Every entity (or every complex entity) in the created world 

which is not a mixture — every unlimited, in other words — 

has such a relation between the parts which will alter in time; 

and if we wish to be able to say that any particular entity is 

unlimited, then we must abandon the special way of using the 

words. 

The generalization on which the definition of "proper 

relation" is based must now be examined. First I shall try to 

explain somewhat more fully what it means, and then I shall 

discuss some difficulties involved. The generalization assumes, 

we have seen, that there are a finite number of identifiable 

species in the world. The word "species" here is not very good 

because it suggests that the only kinds of entities to be dis-

cussed are biological types.14 All that is meant to be included 

in the assumption is whatever meaning must be given to the state­

ment that every entity in the world has some one essence. An 

essence is some definable property or set of properties which is 

common to a class of particulars; ideally, each particular has 

just one essence, and thus falls uniquely into some one class. 

The difficulties in following out this view in practice have 

been discussed in the section on dialectic; they are insoluble 

in my opinion. The point however is just this: the word 

"species" is used here to indicate the class defined by an 

14. 
I am overlooking entirely, for the time being, the 

relation between these species and those discovered by collection, 
which involves the question whether there are "bad" species. 
This point will be discussed in the last section of the present 
chapter. 
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essence. Thus there can be species of inanimate objects, of 

manmade objects, of institutions, and, indeed, of any kind of 

entity whatsoever which can exist in the world. Whatever has 

an essence belongs to a species. 

With this proviso as to the theoretical scope of the 

notion of species, it is now safe to say that the generalization 

under discussion is best explained with reference to biological 

types, and that it derives very much of its force from its 

application to such cases. We may now consider a representative 

application of the generalization in such a case. Plato follows 

the typical Greek medical theory that an animal contains a number 

of different elements, which may be thought of as opposed, such 

as hot and cold and dry and moist elements. Exactly how these 

elements are to be understood need not concern us. According 

to this theory, health may be defined as the right relation be­

tween opposed elements; ideally, as a relation between quantities. 

Any increase in the amount of one element in relation to the 

others will create illness, or, in extreme cases, death. It is 

understood, of course, that it is the relation between the quanti­

ties that matters, not the absolute quantities themselves. Now 

the generalization states that when the relation between these 

quantities is right, it will remain that same relation, and that 

when the relation is wrong, it will not remain that same relation. 

In other words, an animal which is healthy will remain healthy, 

and one which is ill will either get iller, or better, or will 

at least change from one state of illness to another. A very 
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great deal of the Philebus is devoted to showing that most 

pleasures are bad because they are caused by changes in bodily 

condition. Obviously, a man who was a "mixture" (i.e. in whom 

the elements were properly related) could never feel such pleasures. 

This explains, I think, why the good life is a "state or con-

dition";15 it is not due to some passing property of a man, but 

it is a condition which, if it exists at all, will continue. 

This explains also, I would contend, the passages which 

introduce the concepts of the limit and unlimited. The state­

ment that "the more and less dwells in the nature" of an un­

limited (24A) means, according to this interpretation, that an 

unlimited is always becoming more or less hot or cold, dry or 

moist, but not that it is not some definite temperature, or dry­

ness, at any one time. That an unlimited is an entity in the 

created world (and not a continuum) is also suggested by the 

remark that an unlimited will continue to be unlimited as long as 

it is more or less something (24B). The "more and less" do not 

"allow any definite quantity to exist" and "thereby do away with 

fixed quantity" (24C) because if a thing is unlimited it cannot 

be truly said (in the special sense explained before) to have any 

one definite quantity (or proportion between quantities) over a 

15. 
11D. I do not mean that the good life is to be 

identified with health. The good life is called a state of the 
soul and hence refers, apparently, to a proper relation of elements 
in the soul, not the body. But probably the correct view is that 
the "mixed man" has a complex proper relation which involves both 
soul and body and their elements. In this case, the good life is 
the life of the mixed man, and requires a proper mixture both of 
soul and body. 
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length of time. This is made clear in this way: "hotter and 

colder are always progressing and never stay put; while definite 

quantity is something that has stopped going on and is fixed" 

(24D). Thus "when we find things becoming 'more' or 'less'  

anything...we ought reckon them all as belonging to a single 

kind, that of the unlimited" (24E, 25A). 

These are the most important passages in this section 

of the Philebus which bear on the interpretation of the limit. 

Toward the end of the dialogue, however, there are several 

passages which discuss very explicitly the question what proper­

ties a mixture has which make it good. Since we are arguing 

that goodness and limitedness are equivalent, these passages must 

also be considered as attempting to explain the meaning of 

limitedness. 

In turning now to these passages, we are altering the 

sequence of Plato's presentation; and this requires some 

justification in view of the general approach of this thesis. 

The justification is this: at the point where these passages 

occur, the main course of the argument is really terminated. 

It has already been decided what the constituents of the good 

life are and how they are to be blended. In approaching the 

summary, Plato wishes to emphasize the fact that while neither 

reason nor pleasure alone is the good life, yet that reason 

has established itself in a far loftier and more worthful 

position than pleasure. To make this point, Plato, in the 

summary, reconsiders in detail the properties of a mixture 
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which make it good in order to show the greater importance of 

reason. It is a dramatic, not a logical demand which puts this 

important discussion near the end of the Philebus. We will not, 

then, be accused of altering Plato's basic argument if we take 

material from this final portion of the dialogue to supplement 

the present one. Our purpose in scrutinizing this material will 

be to find what evidence there is for these views, already 

adumbrated: that it is mixtures, and only mixtures, which are 

good; that all mixtures are created, particular entities in the 

world; that mixtures are good because of some property which 

they share; and that this property may, in some contexts, be 

defined by the generalization discussed above.16 

In examining the texts, it is necessary to mention one 

of the basic difficulties which will beset our interpretation. 

In these passages, Plato discusses three different things: the 

nature of the good life for men; the nature of any mixture; and 

the nature of the property which an entity must have to be a 

mixture. Clearly these are three different things; clearly, 

also, they are closely related. The confusion springs from the 

fact that we cannot always tell which it is that Plato is talk­

ing about. Offhand, it would not seem as if there could be much 

16. 
This generalization stated that "an entity belonging 

to a given species will maintain any given relation between its 
parts if and only if that relation is the correct relation for 
members of that species." In effect, this means that there is 
one, and only one, relation between the parts of an entity which 
will remain fixed; and this relation is the correct one. Any 
entity, then, which has this correct relation between parts is 
a mixture, and is limited. 
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confusion. Obviously all good things must have some property 

in common if they are all good; and this property must attach 

to the good life for man as well as other mixtures. There is 

no trouble in saying that it is because it has this property 

that a thing is good, nor in saying that if a thing does not 

have this property, it cannot be good. The confusion arises, 

however, on a point which is rather difficult to deal with. 

This is that Plato sometimes seems to speak as if it were the 

property which makes a thing good which is good, rather than 

the entity which has the property. This property is, or 

corresponds to, a universal, and hence is, or corresponds to, 

an idea. Although Plato does not explicitly call it this, 

there is no reason, provided we are cautious in not implying 

too much of the doctrine of earlier dialogues, not to call this 

idea the idea of the good. Now the trouble is that, on our 

interpretation, the idea of the good could not strictly be said 

to be good; not, at least, in the same sense that a mixture is 

said to be good. There would, therefore, be no meaning in the 

statement that a man desires the idea of the good. What he 

desires is an entity which has the property which is, or corre­

sponds to, the idea of the good. If it were proper to say that 

a man desired the idea of the good, then the idea of the good 

would have to be conceived as a mixture itself, a glorified 

particular; and the "third man" problem would be upon us again. 

Yet the whole discussion of the good life at 22C ff. made it 

clear that it was the mixed life, made up of pleasures and in­

telligence, which was the complete and final good for man. 
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Thus it is more consistent, and, I think, generally 

borne out by most passages in the Philebus, to assume that 

what is good is always a mixture. I cannot decide for certain 

whether Plato relapses into the kind of speech which is common 

to the early dialogues in speaking of the idea of the good; 

but if he does, then this usage contradicts much that is, in 

my opinion, more basic in the value theory of the Philebus. 

Let us in any case be clear about one thing: there is no 

such relapse implied by speaking of the property common to 

all good things by virtue of which they are good. The re­

lapse is only implied if the particulars are said to resemble 

the property, and hence to be good because it is. And it is 

by no méans certain that Plato says or means this at any point 

in the Philebus. On the other hand, there is very much, as we 

have seen, to show that the entities which can properly be said 

to be good are created individuals, mixtures. If Plato is 

tempted to speak as if the idea of the good were an ingredient 

in mixtures, the goodness of which is transferred to the mixture, 

we must, it seems to me, take such language metaphorically if 

we are to understand the basic position of the dialogue. 

In order not to shirk my task, however, I will call 

attention to the passages which seem most damaging to my view, 

and indicate briefly how I think they might be interpreted. 

At 22D, we hear the first mention of "whatever it may 

be" in the mixed life "which makes it both desirable and good," 

and it is opined that this will be "more akin and more similar" 
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to mind than to pleasure. Mind and pleasure are, at least 

frequently, considered as ingredients in the good life; the 

Implication may be felt, therefore, that whatever it may be 

that makes the mixture good is also an ingredient. Such an 

interpretation is hardly necessary, however. What is referred 

to may be a property, provided we take "more akin and more 

similar" in the broad sense in which it may be intended. For 

the chief argument in favor of mind finally turns out to be 

that it is the cause of all mixtures. Mind and the property 

of being good are thus what "makes a thing good" in quite 

different senses; the kinship hinges rather on the fact that 

mind is the agent which creates anything which has the property 

of being good. 

Much later in the dialogue, we are reminded explicitly 

of the characterization of the good life as complete, final 

and desirable in a passage which states, again, that the good 

is such that "a creature that possesses it permanently, com­

pletely and absolutely, has never any need of anything else; 

its satisfaction is perfect" (600)• To be oertain that we 

understand that "the good" is the mixed life, we are told 

again that neither the life of pleasure nor the life of reason 

can be the good; therefore "neither of the two can be the per-

feet thing that everyone desires, the completely good" ( ~r& 

trŵ rrcsTTvcrî  t*yo<9o\f9 61A).
17 So far so good. Up to this 

• j i ^ 

To translate this "the absolute good" (with Hack-
forth, p. 126) is, it seems to me, to go quite beyond the 
meaning of -rnx̂ Tv-ir̂ civ 0 The meaning is that the mixed life 
is oomplete v&ile the lives of pleasure and reason are not. 
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point the passage seems unambiguously to be about the mixed 

life. Now, however, we are told that we have not found the 

good at all, but that we have "in a sense found a way to the 

good" because we now know where it "lives" (61A). Thus we 

must look in the "well mixed life" (61B) for the good. The 

sudden ohange here, in which "the good" is first used to apply 

to the mixed life, and then to the property in general which 

all mixtures have, is oertainly confusing. Tet it seems to 

me that the difficulty largely disappears when we see that 

this shift of meaning has taken place. The good life for man 

is "the good" for man, and there is no other. But of course, 

it is not the good in general; it is the good for man because 

it has some property which all good things have. But this 

does not mean that the property, or the idea which corresponds 

to it, is the good for man, or that the good for man resembles 

this property. Rather, it has this property, and it resembles 

all other goods because it has it. The reason for the shift 

in meaning in the passage quoted is something else. Plato is 

Interested again in finding out whether pleasure or mind has 

the leading part in making the good life good. Merely knowing 

that it is the mixed life which is good will not reveal this, 

for the mixed life contains both pleasure and reason. But the 

mixed life is good because it combines pleasure and reason in 

the right way; and it is this property of having the right 

relation between parts for rtiioh mind is responsible. For 

this reason, Plato turns to consider the property whioh good 
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things have in oommon, in order to show that mind is the 

cause of it in nature, 

Finally, I wish to discuss a passage at 64C ff. 

which begins by stating that "we now stand upon the threshold 
18 

of the good and of the habitation of the good." Socrates 

asks again what it is in the mixed life which makes it valuable 

(-ri|MUiT*«<Tov ) and is the cause of our approval of that state. 

The property whioh a mixture has which makes it good is then 

explained in terms of three other properties which, taken to­

gether as one, "may most properly be regarded as the reason 

(or cause) in a mixture (which makes it good} and througi the 

goodness of which the mixture has beoome good" (65A). Here 

the same difficulty seems to arise, namely that it is the 

goodness of the three properties, or ideas, which makes the 

mixture good. Yet I think that it is not entirely unreasonable 

to take the final statement as meaning that it is these three 

properties (taken as one) which make a mixture good, not be­

cause they are good themselves, but because anything which has 

them as properties is good. This is not precisely what Plato 

says. but I do not think it is impossible that it is what he 

means. And the entire passage can certainly be most easily 

understood if we interpret it as meaning that a mixture is 

" i s ; — 
The passage may be oorrupt and perhaps should read: 

"we now stand upon the threshold of the good and of the 
habitation where all that is like the good resides." In this 
case, I would suggest that "like the good" must mean "has the 
property of being good." 
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good (has the property of being good) because it is beautiful, 

well-proportioned and true. In this case it would be an 

analysis, or explanation, of the meaning of the adjective 

"good." The alternative is to interpret the passage as stating 

that a mixture is good because it has three properties, each of 

which is good; in which case we could only go on to ask what 

property each of the properties has which makes 1^ good. 

These remarks suffice to show how these passages must 

be taken if my interpretation of the Philebus is to be upheld. 

They are not meant as proof that these passages demand such an 

interpretation; on the contrary, they are the passages most 

damaging to my argument, and which I have displayed here only 

in the hope that others will agree that they may be taken in 

a way consistent with my view of Plato's meaning* 

Let us, then, assume that it is particular entities 

which are good, and that there is some property which they 

share which oauses them to be good, not because the property 

is good, but because it is the property of good things. Once 

this is assumBd, it is our job to continue the search for this 

property, for it will constitute a definition or analysis of 

the adjective "good." And, granted our assumption, there is 

no doubt at all, from the passages just examined, that it is 

mixtures which we must scrutinize to discover this property: 

"we must seek the good, not in the unmixed, but in the mixed 

life" (61B). But it is not just in the mixed life, but in 

mixtures in general that we must look; for we want to know 
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19 
vdiat the property Is whioh makes anything a good mixture. 

I now wish to consider those passages which seem to 

give some support to the hypothesis that the property which 

an .entity has which makes it good is the property of having 

the right relation (a "limit") between its parts, where the 

right relation is defined as the one relation which will 

remain fixed. 

The property which a thing must have to be good is, 

aooording to Plato, indicated, defined or to be "hunted down" 

by three properties "taken as one" (65A). These three are 

truth, proportion and beauty (iAy^B^io^^oyucTpic* , K<*XXos )• 

Together, these name or indicate the property which is also 

named or indicated by the adjective "good," If we could 

understand what Plato means by them, we would thus understand 
20 

what he means by "good," Let us therefore examine this 

composite property. 

That aspect of the property of the mixture which makes 

it good and which is indicated by the term*Xn&£»* is intro­

duced in a somewhat different way than the rest: it is intro-

vr.— 
Several times it is implied, or stated directly, 

that the discussion of the good has expanded from the good for 
men to the good in general: cf. 53E; 64C; 65B. But this is of 
course implied in any case by the search for the property which 
is the "cause" of the goodness of the mixed life. 

20. 
Subject, of course, to the qualification that these 

in turn may only be hints — a qualification which serves only 
to warn us that even if we oould understand the three terms, we 
still might not understand the good, but gives no Indication of 
what would still be lacking. 
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duoed first as an ingredient (64B). This however is not 

important; Plato constantly speaks of ingredients and proper­

ties interchangeably, as we have seen (the final list of 

"goods" at the end of the dialogue inoludes both). As Hackforth 

21 
says, "what Soorates says here should not be taken literally." 

Yet I cannot agree that all that Plato means to express is "his 

hope and faith that the kind of life indicated is no impossible 

ideal"; what is not to be taken literally is the notion that 

truth is an ingredient in the good life like pleasure and 

intelligence, Hackfbrth in fact translates the word as "reality"; 
22 

and in this, Bury seems to agree, at least in part. Bury seems 

to hold, if I understand him, that the word here refers to the 

finished and complete mixture, "the £1* of which resides in 

its symmetry and beauty, that is in its exact correspondence to 

its Ideal archetype." According to this view, the Ideal arche­

type has symmetry and beauty, and the individual mixture has 

Zt,\r\9t\& if it corresponds to the ideal. Such a view may well 

receive support from many passages in Plato. Yet I cannot see 

that it is very helpful. What we are trying to define are the 

properties which an entity has which make it good. If we be­

lieve in an "Ideal archetype," then what we want are the proper­

ties which such an archetype has which an individual entity may 

zT. 
Hackforth, p. 133. 

22. 
R. G. Bury, The Philebus of Plato, pp. 208, 210. 
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also have. An arohetype cannot have the property of corre­

sponding to itself; at least this would tell us nothing about 

it. But if an individual has the property of exactly corre­

sponding to an Ideal archetype, then surely it need have no 

other property; and again we would know nothing about what 

makes it good. As Aristotle saw long ago, the notion that 

something is good beoause it "corresponds" to an ideal arche­

type is an empty principle which leaves us where we were to 

begin with. Nor does it seem reasonable that here Plato would 

place on a level the property of corresponding to an ideal with 

two other properties which the individual must have to be good. 

For the notion of "corresponding to an Ideal arche­

type" we must substitute another if we are to learn anything 

about the good. And I would suggest that we substitute the 

notion of "trueness to type." At first blush, this would seem 

to mean the same, or much the same, thing. It abolishes the 

concept of an ikon or ideal archetype in favor of the concept 

of species; otherwise, how does it differ? The difference 

lies in this: by trueness to type I mean remaining true to 

type. Something is good if it remains true to type. This is 

indeed still no help unless we hold to our generalization that 

an entity will not remain in a given state unless it is true 

to type. Thus the notion of permanence may be part, at least, 

of the meaning of goodness. This is what I take Plato to mean 

when he says that to be good, an entity must have c<\viQc\dL: 

"for an entity with which we don't mix truth will never really 
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come into being, and if it ever did it wouldn't continue in 

being" (64B). This means, on my interpretation, that an 

entity is not true to type unless it exists and continues to 

exist as that same entity. One aspect of goodness, then, is 

permanenoe; only mixtures remain mixtures. 

This point I find reinforced in a rather interesting 

way by a discussion a few pages earlier the point of which 

is to show that pleasure cannot be the good for man, or, 

indeed, a good at all (53C-55A). This passage considers only 

those pleasures which result from changes in the body which are 

indications that it is not a mixture, changes from "hotter" to 

"colder" or "moister" to "drier." The point hinges on the fact 

that sinoe such pleasures are caused by alterations in the 

bodily state, the man who is feeling them must be becoming some­

thing different at each moment; Plato speaks of the pleasure it­

self, in such a case, as becoming (53C, 54C, 54E). Now if it is 

true that pleasure is becoming (in this sense), then, Plato 

23 argues, it oannot be the good for man. The reason is that 

goods in general are ends, and ends belong to "being," not to 

becoming (54C, D). This may mean to the average Platonist 

that goods or ends are ideas, and that a pleasure, being an 

entity in the created world, therefore cannot be an end. But 

The argument is hypothetical because some pleasures 
are not beooming;. that is, they do not result from alterations 
in the basic relations of the elements in the body. Plato is 
merely assuming, for the moment, a theory which certain "subtle 
thinkers" hold (53C). 
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we have only to read this passage to see that here, at least, 

the difference between ends and means is the difference between 

particulars which change and particulars whioh do not. Pleasures 

are. condemned, not because they exist in the passing world, but 

because they come into being and pass away: "pleasure is some­

thing that comes to be, but in no case ever is" (54D). But 

there is another life, the mixed life, which contains no pleasures 

of this sort, and in which the proper balance of bodily elements 

is maintained, which is good (55A). And there are pleasures, 

we learn elsewhere, which can be experienced in this neutral, 

stable condition. Thus ends, of which the perfectly desirable 

mixed life is an example, are real in the ordinary sense: they 

exist in the world. Whenever an activity or an art is practiced, 

it has such a practical, particular goal, just as the end of 

shipbuilding is the well built ship (54B). And it is part of 

the character of such a goal or end that it be permanent, that 

it remain true to type, that it maintain its proper structure. 

The view that a mixture is a mixture, and that it is 

good, because it maintains its true character in time, suggests 

a somewhat startling interpretation of another passage of the 

Philebus, one which deals with the subject matter of dialectic 

(57E ff). Plato is considering the various kinds of knowledge 

with respect to the certainty of their assertions, and he finds, 

of course, that dialectic is the most certain. Dialectic, he 

says, "has to do with that which is, that which exists in 

reality (TO OV K<*1 TO OVTWS) , ever unchanged." Following 
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directly the passage above in which the mixed life and the 

well built ship are called <*UTO K^'^trofssD) and <s>o<rioiv (54A), 

it does not seem out of the question, at any rate, that the 

objects of dialeotic to which Plato refers are the unchanging 

entities in the created world -- the mixtures. This would be 

in line with our view that dialectic includes combination, which 

tells us what kinds of ingredients must be combined in what ways 

to form mixtures. There is a sense in which combination deals 

with ideas, as we have seen, for it speaks of kinds of ingredients. 

And the mixtures of one species are all alike with respect to the 

limit which they share, and by virtue of which they are good mem­

bers of that species; so that combination again deals with the 

general characteristics of a class of entities; it defines, as 

Socrates calls it, "an incorporeal ordered system for the right­

ful control of a corporeal subject" (64B). But although even 

the combinatory aspect of dialectic deals, to this extent, with 

ideas, yet the truths of combination are not, as we saw, the 

analytic truths of division. And if combination speaks of how 

things are made good, and good things are mixtures, then there 

is certainly a sense in whioh its subject matter is particular 

entities and not ideas. The problem is that the particular 

entities with which combination deals are, like ideas, in some 

sense permanent; like ideas, they not only exist but they con­

tinue to exist. There is thus no easy way of deciding what it 

is that Plato means when he tells us that dialectic deals with 

the real which does not change • 
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Dialeotio, we are again told, deals with what always is, not 

with things which are coming to be (59A); its statements, un­

like other soiences, are certain because its subject matter 

is free from change; "we can never get a permanent grasp on 

anything that is entirely devoid of permanence" (59B). It is 

possible that the things free from change which are referred 

to here are mixtures; this possibility is increased, as I have 

said, by the fact that immediately before this passage it was 

mixtures which were spoken of as being and as unchanging. 

At 59C we are told that "we find fixity, purity, truth 

and what we call perfect clarity in those entities which remain 

unchanged and unmixed, or in what is most like them." The 

entities first mentioned have always been taken to be ideas, 

while the things most like them have been thought to be the 

heavenly bodies (of. Hackforth, p. 122). Yet fixity has been 

found to be a property of the neutral life in which the "true" 

pleasures are felt (51C, D), purity is a property of these 

pleasures (52C), and so is truth (52D). They are also said 

to have clarity (52D, 53A). We have already seen that the 

pure pleasures result from a bodily state which does not 

change and hence, unlike the pleasures which are "always be­

coming," the pure pleasures can be said to remain unchanged. 

The term which has convinced most critics not only that this 

passage deals exclusively with ideas, but also that mixtures 

are not ideas, is the term "unmixed." I would agree that 

mixtures are not ideas, but not that only ideas are "unmixed." 
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For, as we shall learn, Plato in the Philebus uses the word 

"mixture" not only to refer to the good and limited entity, 

but also to the unlimited entity. This usage is highly 

contradictory, but there can be no doubt that it exists. It 

is in the latter sense that pleasures are condemned because 

they are "mixed pleasures." Pure pleasures, on the other hand, 

which arise in the neutral bodily state of health (when the 

body is a mixture in the first sense), are called "unmixed" 

(52B; cf. 53A). They are unmixed because they are "pure"; 

because, that is, they arise in a bodily state which does not 

require or involve a process which brings a simultaneous or 

consequent pain. In exactly the same sense in which a "mixed 

pleasure" is unlimited, then, an "unmixed pleasure" is limited 

(they "have measure," and therefore belong to the "class of 

things with measure" 52C) and, it would seem, therefore a 

mixture. If a pleasure belongs to the class of the unlimited 

because it arises in a bodily state which is unlimited, then 

it is consistent to say that a pleasure which arises when the 

body is limited is a mixture. Thus it is quite proper, on 

Plato's strange terminology, to speak of an unlimited as being 

"mixed" and of a mixture as being "unmixed." I conclude, then, 

that the entities which are called "unmixed" at 59C may be 

mixtures; and at any rate, they certainly may be the pure 

ingredients of a mixture, for the pure pleasures have been 

spoken of as "unmixed." And I conclude further, that since 

every single adjective applied to the subject matter of 
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dialect ic in 59C has been applied previously to the pure 

pleasures , then i t i s not necessar i ly the case tha t Pla to 

is r e fe r r ing exclusively to ideas.2 4 

I f it i s mixtures or pure ingredients of mixtures 

(I am incl ined to the view tha t a l l pure ingredients of mix­

tures are mixtures) which are called t r u e , pure, precise and 

so for th in t h i s passage, what are the e n t i t i e s which are 

"most l ike them?" The answer could only be, e n t i t i e s which 

closely resemble mixtures , which are almost per fec t ly good. 

This suggests a whole l i n e of thought which we have not con­

sidered; and there i s perhaps not very much to be said about 

i t . This i s tha t so fa r we have spoken only of mixtures as 

good; but are some unlimiteds be t t e r than others? The answer 

almost c e r t a i n l y i s tha t they a r e ; the more c losely an un­

limited resembles a mixture, the be t te r i t i s . This view 

does not modify any of the r e s u l t s we have reached. The en­

t i t i e s referred to above as l ike mixtures may best be i n t e r ­

preted, then, as unlimiteds which resemble mixtures . We s h a l l 

not ra i se the question a t t h i s point whether any ex i s t ing e n t i t y , 

on Plato's philosophy, can ever be a mixture; if i t cannot, then 

combination s t i l l has a subject matter in those e n t i t i e s which 

come closes t to being mixtures . 

24.The proper t i es a t t r ibu ted to the objects of d i a l e c t i c 
are: f i x i t y , p u r i t y , t r u t h , c l a r i t y ; and they are said to be 
unchanging and unmixed. We have jus t shown tha t pure pleasures 
have a l l these p rope r t i e s . 
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Now let us briefly consider those two other facets 

of the property which makes mixtures good, proportion and 

beauty. 

Proportion refers obviously to the relation between 

the parts, ingredients or elements of a mixture; if an entity 

has a limit, it has proportion. Proportion I take not to be 

identical with a limit, however, but rather the property which 

an entity has if the parts are related by a limit. Proportion, 

in this context, is not the property of an entity with any 

ratio or relation between the parts, but with the right 

relation between the parts. In this usage, a thing has pro­

portion if it is "well-proportioned." The question again, 

of course, is what the right relation is which gives a thing 

proportion. And here we receive a few more meager hints which 

suggest that it is just that relation which is self-preserving. 

The most important passage reads as follows: 

...any compound, however constituted, that does 
not in some way exhibit measure and proportion, 
is the ruin both of its ingredients and, first 
of all, of itself; it is no real mixture, but 
literally an unmixed mess and a calamity to 
whoever possesses it. (64D, E). 

This passage states as clearly as any the principle 

which I have suggested, that an entity with any relation be­

tween its parts which is not the right one will alter with 

respect to that relation: it will ruin its ingredients and 

itself. The only property of an entity which will endure is 

limitedness, which is equivalent to goodness — as well as 

truth and proportion. Once again the one objective criterion 
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by which we can judge whether or not something is good is 

its permanence, its ability to endure as that thing. And 

this criterion works, if it does, because of the general­

ization with which we introduced this section; it works, 

that is, if there is just one relation between the parts 

which, in a member of a given species, will remain just 

that relation.25 

Beauty does not turn out to add much to our know­

ledge of the good. We are told quite plainly in fact that 

"the qualities of measure and proportion invariably constitute 

beauty and excellence" (64E). Beauty would seem, therefore, 

simply to be the aesthetic aspect of right proportion, and 

it enlists our support for the life of reason because, 

Socrates says, the life of pleasure is vulgar and ugly (65E). 

It is not irrelevant to note, however, that the pure pleasures 

of aesthetic appreciation are those which arise while the body 

is in a state of rest and equilibrium (51A ff.) and that the 

objects of purest beauty are, for Plato, simple unchanging 

tones and colors and shapes which do not alter their form (51C). 

This concludes the direct evidence in favor of the 

view that goodness is a kind of permanence and that the right 

relation between parts which exists in a mixture is the aspect 

which remains permanent. I shall consider some objections to 

25.A small piece of additional evidence for this inter­
pretation of the good is possibly contained in the phrase which 
tells us that the good will be, found in the mixture which is 
most "peaceful" <??>(&<n-*<r I<*Q rorciTr^ )<??> literally, "without 
internal strife" (63E). 
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this view and the generalization upon which it is based 

presently. First I wish briefly to examine another point• 

It will be recalled that the present discussion arose from 

an attempt to discover the nature of a "limit," the relation 

which exists between the parts of a mixture. The tentative 

outcome, which I believe is true to much of the theory of the 

good in the Philebus, has shown that Plato sometimes is in­

clined to think of a limit as that relation between parts in 

a mixture which remains fixed and permanent. Another aspect 

of a limit which we promised to discuss, and which Plato 

seems to imply, is that a limit can be expressed numerically. 

Let us consider what this may mean. 

The numerical aspect of the good is a very difficult 

thing to grasp in Plato, and it may be well if I confess at 

once that if it is a theory which can be expressed with any 

precision, then I do not know what it is. The best that I 

can do is indicate why I believe Plato thought there was a 

connection between the good and mathematics, with a hint as 

to how he may have hoped that the good could be defined in 

numerical terms. 

One kind of connection between mathematics and the 

good is set forth in the Republic. In the Republic, mathe­

matics is considered, first, as a kind of training in dialectic, 

a training intended to use the mind to dealing with precise 

terms and truths which are indubitable. But more than this, 

it is implied that the truths of mathematics are derived in 
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some way from the idea of the good. The nature of this 

derivation is never made clear, although it is very often 

said that Plato means that mathematics can be deduced from 

the idea of the good. But if this is an accurate way of 

representing Plato's view in the Republic, it is still not 

much help to us unless we are shown how such a deduction 

could be performed; and this we are never shown. The hard 

kernel with which we are left, therefore, is the opinion 

that the truths of ethics (or more broadly, of value) are at 

least as certain as those of mathematics. And this is an 

opinion which I think Plato never gave up, but which he always 

"considered to be essential to his theory of the good. We can 

see this in the Philebus, not only in the attempt to give the 

good numerical expression, but also in the consideration of 

the various arts. In evaluating the arts, Plato judges those 

most true which make the largest use of number (55C ff.); and 

it is dialectic which is the most exact, precise and certain 

(58A ff.). 

I do not think that there is any contradiction between 

the view that the truths of value are as certain as those of 

mathematics, and the view that the truths of value are not 

analytic in the same sense as those of division. We have 

argued that the analytic truths of division, which are true 

because of the unalterable relations between ideas, cannot 

directly yield the truths of combination. But this does not 

exclude the possibility that the truths of combination (which 
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are the truths of value) may be as certain as the truths of 

division. Although I would not agree with Plato that both 

sorts of truths have the same kind of certainty, I cannot 

see that there is any contradiction in holding that both sorts 

of truths are equally certain. And this is, it seems probable, 

Plato's view. 

So far, then, the connection between mathematics and 

the good is one of analogy only: the truths of mathematics 

are clearly certain, and independent of the particular faots 

of existence, and Plato has told us that he holds the truths 

of value to share these characteristics. This much does not 

seem to exhaust the connection which Plato hints, however. 

For, in some contexts at least, Plato appears to take mathe­

matics as more than a model of certitude; he wishes to 

assimilate, in some way, the truths of value to the truths 
26 

of mathematics. And it is clear that if this could be done, 

it would completely obliterate the distinction between the 

truths of division and the truths of combination. Let us see 

what Plato accomplishes in this direction, then. 

We have already noticed that Plato frequently speaks 

of the relation between the parts of a mixture as a ratio or 

proportion (25D), and many of the examples of mixtures seem 

26. 
Judging from the statements of the Republic. we 

might be justified in putting this the other way around, and 
saying that Plato wishes to assimilate the truths of mathe­
matics to the truths of value. But whether, in the end, there 
would be a difference, or what this difference might be, is a 
matter which I cannot see any way of deciding. 
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to be mixtures because of the numerical properties of the 

limit. In the case of music (26A), the traditional example 

taken from the Pythagoreans, the possibility of reducing the 

qualitative heard differences to quantitative relations be­

tween string lengths has already been discussed; this would 

seem to be a genuine case where both "right" and "wrong" 

intervals can be expressed numerically. In the case of 

temperature (26A), there can again be no doubt that once a 

decision is made as to what constitutes a correct level, 

this level can be expressed numerically. This applies to 

the temperature of the body as well as to the temperature of 

the atmosphere. Each of these is an example where the limit 

is a relation between "opposites." 

What can we say, however, where the limit is a relation 

between ingredients? Here again, as we have seen, there are 

surely some cases where the relation may be at least partly 

numerical (the well-mixed concrete, the we ll-mixed cake, where 

the limit insures the proper relative quantities of ingredients). 

These are, in fact, just the cases where the mixture is made up 

of ingredients each of which is a mixture of "opposites," where 

the rightness of each ingredient can be measured numerically. 

The problem, it seems to me, becomes acute in those cases in 

which Plato is most interested, however: in the case of such 

mixtures as the good life and the good state. How can the 

relation between mind and pleasure be expressed numerically, 

or the relation between the guardians and the craftsmen? 
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There are two considerations which bear on this 

question. The first concerns the possibility of judging 

such an ingredient as pleasure (or mind) in numerical terms. 

The treatment of pleasure suggests such a possibility- because 

pleasures are evaluated in terms of the bodily conditions under 

which they arise. Thus if bodily health (and illness) can be 

expressed in numerical terms (as is clearly the case with 

temperature, at least) then there is a sense in which pleasures 

may be evaluated numerically. Such an evaluation could draw 

no distinction between all those pleasures which arise when 

the body is in a state of health; but possibly this is not 

necessary from Plato's point of view. The various arts which 

are functions of mind are also judged in terms of the numerical 

exactitude with which they treat their subjects; but it is by 

no means clear how a number could thus be assigned to the arts 

themselves. The crucial point becomes, therefore, how the 

right relation between mind (or its functions) and pleasure 

can be expressed numerically. For although there is some 

sense in which each ingredient may be evaluated numerically, 

there does not seem to be any way that the relation between 

them can be expressed as a ratio. Nor, in fact, does Plato 

try to show how this could be done. The relevance of number 

in this case is that number is an aid in judging each ingredi­

ent ; but it gives no clue as to how the limit itself, on which 

the goodness of the mixture depends, can be expressed as a 

ratio. 
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The second consideration with respect to such cases 

as the mixed life shows conclusively, it seems to me, that 

the relation between the parts of such a mixture can never. 

at least fully, be expressed numerically. The consideration 

is this: it is vital to Plato's view of the good life that 

the relation between the parts express the essential functions 

of those parts. Especially with respect to mind, its relation 

to pleasure surely cannot be stated fully without saying that 

mind must guide or limit pleasures. The relation between mind 

and pleasures is therefore one which perforce implies the 

functional character of the parts. It is hard to see how such 

a relation can be given direct numerical expression; the same 

holds true of the relations between the various parts of the 

state explained in the Republic and the relations between the 

parts of the soul set forth in the Phaedrus, the Republic and 

elsewhere. 

If I am right, therefore, then although there are very 

many cases in which the proper relation between parts may be 

expressed in numerical terms, the very cases in which Plato 

is most interested not only are not expressed by him in 

numerical terms, but could not be so expressed. 

The reason, probably, that Plato wishes to express 

the limit of a mixture numerically is that he hopes in this 

way not only to make the statement of the limit precise, but 

also to give it the same sort of certitude which belongs to 

the statements of mathematics. If this is his reason, then 
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it seems to me that he was mistaken, for the mere fact that 

a proposition can be stated mathematically is no proof that 

it is true for mathematical reasons. The interval of an 

octave can be expressed as a ratio, but it does not follow 

from mathematical considerations alone that an octave is a 

"good" interval. The normal temperature of the healthy body 

can be expressed as a number (and possibly as a ratio), but 

mathematics can give no reason for accepting this number as 

the right one. I conclude, therefore, not only that Plato 

failed in his hope of expressing the good (in the important 

cases) in numerical terms, but that his probable reason for 

the attempt was an erroneous one. For merely to be able to 

express the good in numerical terms would be no evidence, in 

itself, that the truths of value were as certain as the truths 

of pure mathematics. 

This terminates the consideration of the principles of 

combination, and hence of the theory of the good, in so far 

as they can be derived from what Plato says about the limit, 

the unlimited and the mixture. The results are highly incon­

clusive -- more so, if possible, than has been indicated --

and only one positive thesis of any importance has so far been 

revealed. This thesis is that the property which makes things 

good can be defined in terms of a permanent relation between 

parts. The degree to which this interpretation is supported 

by the texts has been to some extent explored. And I think 

that as an interpretation of Plato's theory of the good in 



247. 

the Philebus, it has a degree of truth. There lurks, however, 

a very basic ambiguity in the theory thus interpreted, and 

once this ambiguity is revealed, it becomes clear that either 

the theory is incomplete as it stands (or circular) or else 

it cannot be the whole theory to which Plato subscribes. To 

separate out the two parts of the theory, to show why the 

acceptable part cannot be the whole theory, and to show why 

the incomplete or circular part cannot depend entirely on the 

considerations already brought forward; to show these things 

is to bring the discussion into a new area, the center and 

feature of which is the concept of the cause. What follows 

may, therefore, be considered as an introduction to the final 

one of the four elements in the analysis of the principles 

of combination. 

7. The Cause of the Mixture. The one result at 

which we have tentatively arrived in our attempt to define 

the right relation between parts which makes an entity good 

depends, as we have seen, upon the principle that there is 

one, and only one, such relation which will remain permanently 

that relation. It is now time to inquire, on somewhat new 

grounds, into the status of this principle. The major question 

concerns the way in which we are to take the principle: as a 

definition, as a statement of necessary and infallible connection, 

or as an empirical generalization. 

In the preceding sections, we have assumed that the 

principle is a definition, that the right relation and the 
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permanent relation mean the same thing, and hence that good­

ness and permanence, of a certain kind, are identical. 

Further, we have, although not explicitly, assumed that the 

relation in question could be defined in physical terms, and 

hence that the permanence was of a physical nature. And 

these assumptions are, as I have tried to show, to some extent 

justified by passages in the Philebus, Nor do I think it is 

open to reasonable doubt that Plato quite often, in other 

dialogues, speaks as if goodness and physical endurance were 

identical. In the Republic particularly, every arrangement 

in the good state seems to be subordinated to the goal of 

achieving just such a relation between the parts which will 

endure. Justice, which in the Republic plays a role similar 

to that of the limit in the Philebus, is a proper relation 

between parts in the state, and the one criterion of the just 

relation appears, in many contexts, to be definable as the 

one relation which results in maintaining the status quo --

in preserving, in fact, just that relation between the parts. 

It is not enough, to support this thesis, merely to say that 

the right relation causes the state to maintain the right 

relation; it is necessary to contend that the right relation 

and the relation which is maintained mean the same relation, 

and that hence permanence and goodness are identical. But 

this thesis may be supported by the Republic, for the right 

relation is that which establishes the functions and relations 

between the various classes of individuals in the state, and 
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this is the very relation which must remain fixed if we are 

to call the state a good state. 

In spite of these considerations, it seems to me that 

this theory of value is not consistent with some other 

assumptions which Plato makes in the Philebus and cannot 

therefore be accepted without reservation as an interpretation 

of the Philebus. But before I go on to examine the alterna­

tive theory which seems to me to be present in Plato's thinking, 

it is worth making a remark to avoid misinterpretation. The 

alternative theory is, I think, at least as important an inter­

pretation of the Philebus as the first, and quite possibly it 

is closer to the basic attitude towards the good which we find 

in Plato. Yet it is a very unsatisfactory theory, and it is 

both less clear and less plausible, it seems to me, than the 

first. Although I would not subscribe to the first theory 

myself, yet it is a theory which can, I believe, be made fairly 

clear, and it is not self-contradictory. The second theory, 

on the other hand, if I understand it at all, is quite useless 

in determining what things are good in the world, even though 

it defines what goodness is. And if the second theory is 

plausible, it is only because it assumes, at base, something 

like the first theory; so that not only does it have its own 

faults, but also those of the first theory. I do not wish it 

to be thought, therefore, that I am endorsing the alternative 

theory about to be considered; on the contrary, I consider it 

less satisfactory than the first. 
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We may now go on to discuss the validity of the 

principle upon which the first definition of goodness is 

based. Let us entertain the possibility that this principle, 

instead of defining goodness as the having of a permanent 

relation between parts, merely states that if something is 

good, then it will maintain the same relation between parts. 

We might still hold that having this relation is also what 

makes the thing good, without defining the right relation as 

the permanent one. In other words, one might very well hold 

that to be good is to have the right relation between parts, 

and that, in fact, anything which had this relation would 

continue to have it, without holding that it means the same 

thing to have the right relation and to have the permanent 

relation. This can be seen in this way. Someone who holds 

to the first view, that the principle defines the meaning of 

goodness, would be bound to agree that no matter what the 

world was like, the permanent relation was the right one. 

Someone who held to the second view would admit that if the 

world were differently made, or different facts held true, 

then the permanent relation might not be the right one, and 

something which was good might change with respect to this 

relation (and would therefore no longer be good). The 

supporter of this second view does not think that the meaning 

of goodness is contained in the notion of the permanent re­

lation, but he merely states that as a matter of fact, with 

the world as it is, the permanent relation and the good 
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relation are always the same. The permanent relation and 

the right relation denote the same relations, but, accord­

ing to this second view, they do not connote the same relations. 

This second view may be stated in this way: a right relation 

between parts is, in this world, a necessary and sufficient 

condition for the permanent relation. Once the difference 

between these two views is stated, it becomes doubtful, I 

think, which of the two views is actually supported by the 

passages so far quoted in favor of the first view. And I 

confess I do not see any way to decide which of these views 

is most apt to be that of Plato. I think he was inclined 

sometimes toward one and sometimes toward the other, but that 

since he did not distinguish them explicitly, it is impossible 

to tell which is the most accurate interpretation of the 

passages examined. 

As long as the principle is held to be unalterably 

true, even in this second sense, a great deal is gained with 

respect to our knowledge of the good, for it will remain true 

that, even if we do not know what it means (connotatively) to 

say something is good, we will always be able to tell what 

things are, in fact, good. The new theory would then depend, 

for our ability to identify good things, upon the truth of 

the principle, whereas on the first theory, the truth of the 

principle could not be called in question since it was a 

definition. The trouble is that as soon as we make the theory 

of the good depend on the truth of the principle, the question 
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arises whether it is true; and it seems quite evident that, 

on Plato's assumptions, it almost certainly is not. 

The question quite simply is this: is it true that 

if an entity ever has the right relation between its parts, 

it always has the right relation between its parts; and that 

there exists no other relation between parts which will re­

main the same? If there is just one case where an entity 

at one time has a right relation between parts, and at another 

time does not, then clearly the principle is not true, and 

goodness and permanence are not only not connotatively 

equivalent, but they are also not denotatively equivalent. 

And in that case, the principle will not serve to define 

goodness at all, or even, unambiguously, to indicate good 

entities. 

The objection to the principle which occurs to us 

immediately is that it seems to conflict with one interpre­

tation of the mixture, namely the interpretation which assumes 

that a mixture is an entity which once had a wrong relation 

between parts (an unlimited) and which has been caused to 

have a right relation, thus becoming a mixture (in a sense 

already explained) of an unlimited and a limit. And this 

conflict, it seems to me, is insurmountable as long as the 

principle is stated in its present form. For both on general 

grounds, and on the basis of particular examples, I think it 

is evident that Plato does believe that unlimited entities 

can, in some cases, be made limited. On general grounds it 
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is likely that he would hold this, for if he did not, there 

would be no way something bad could ever become good. And 

if this were the case, then there would be no moral struggle, 

no sense in "tending our soul," or in trying to mend the 

ailing state. For it would simply be the fact of the matter 

that the only thing that could be good would be good to begin 

with, and if it were good to begin with, it would, by the 

principle, never become bad. 

But also by particular examples we can show that 

Plato believed unlimited things could become limited. The 

Republic is perhaps the best example, for there we certainly 

learn how a state which is corrupt and unlimited could be 

made a mixture. It is true that Plato sometimes expresses 

doubt as to whether it will, in fact, ever come about, but 

he does not seem to question the theoretical possibility; and 

the same possibility is reasserted in the Laws. Also in the 

Philebus, even if we do not rely on the passages on the mixture 

(26A ff.) which seem to assert that unlimited things can be 

made limited, we can find evidence that the construction of 

the good life can take place, working with elements which 

were, to begin with, unlimited (28A; 31A). 

This point is possibly of not great importance, how­

ever, for an alteration of the principle itself can cure it 

of the difficulty. The principle can simply be rephrased to 

state that an entity which ever comes to have the right relation 

between parts will continue to have this relation. There will 
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then be no difficulty in holding that an unlimited may become 

limited, and the principle will then deal only with the period 

which commences when the entity becomes limited. 

Any objection to the modified principle must hinge, 

therefore, on the possibility that an entity which is limited 

may become, subsequently, unlimited. And we must see, again, 

that if so much as one entity can be limited, and then un­

limited, the modified principle must also be rejected. 

This question is a difficult one because there are 

arguments in Plato which imply that a mixture may deteriorate 

and others which imply that it may not. The arguments which 

support the view that a mixture cannot, or never will, in 

fact, deteriorate are the arguments which support the princi­

ple, and hence the first theory of the good which we have been 

discussing. And to the arguments and passages in support of 

this view which we have already quoted, we may add a general 

consideration. This consideration arises out of a question 

which has been bruited but not explicitly brought out. The 

question is this: if finality and self-sufficiency are, along 

with others, criteria of the good, then can any entity be con­

sidered an intrinsic good which does not include in its own 

nature the conditions of its continued existence? In the case 

of a state, this is surely one test of its goodness; the same 

seems to be true of the good life (for mind must be an ingredient 

just because it is an indispensable agent in creating and main­

taining the good life). It is true of some entities that they 
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must be self-sustaining to be intrinsic goods; but is it true 

of all? There does not, off hand, seem to be any way in which 

the order of the starry heavens, or good temperature, or 

harmonious music could be said to be self-sustaining, and these 

are also mixtures. Is it then a characteristic of some mixtures 

only that they are self-sustaining? Or is it rather the case 

that suoh examples as good music, good weather and even the 

order of the starry heavens are not really intrinsic goods, 

are not mixtures, in the fullest sense of the word? I do not 

see any way to decide this matter, although it is important 

to know the answer. It seems to me that the chief arguments 

on which mind is admitted to the mixture of the good life 

suggest that any mixture must include the main conditions of 

its own continued existence; but I do not see how this princi­

ple can be applied to many examples which Plato gives of mixtures. 

The reason it is of some importance to know the answer 

to this question is that if it is not a universal criterion of 

a mixture that it include the conditions of its continued 

existence, then it is far less likely that continued existence, 

as suggested by our main principle, is a necessary attribute 

of a good entity. On the other hand, if it is a universal 

criterion of a mixture that it include the conditions of its 

continued existence, then one would be justified in saying 

that, if this criterion were really satisfied, then no mixture 

could ever cease to be a mixture. This problem, which never 
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is raised explicitly by Plato in the Philebus, is handled in 

a rather unsatisfactory way in the Republic. For there the 

evidence favors both answers: the good state is designed with 

the one purpose of promulgating itself; and yet we are told 

how even the perfect state may deteriorate. 

At this point, it seems to me, we touch on a problem 

in Platonism so basic and so difficult that any full treatment 

of it must necessarily be omitted from this thesis. The problem 

concerns, in fact, the question whether or not a really good 

thing can exist at all in the passing world; whether, that is, 

the mere existence of such a thing would not automatically 

remove it from the realm of becoming into another realm. Can 

the perfect change? If it can, it would not seem to be perfect; 

if it cannot, it would seem that it breaks the laws of existence 

in the visible universe. This is the paradox which, apparently, 

Plato was unable to resolve. What does seem obvious, to me at 

any rate, is that the Philebus says, whatever it may imply to 

the contrary, that perfectly good things do exist in the visible 

universe; they are the "mixtures," the things with "limit." The 

fact that their perfection makes them tend towards permanence; 

that they are ends and not just means; that they can be said, 

therefore, in one sense at least, to "be" rather than to "become"; 

that they may be said, as they attain perfection, to "become into 

being"; all these facts do not remove these perfectly good things 

from the realm of ordinarily existing, particular entities, and 
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it is, indeed, necessary to their goodness that these things 

do exist in the commonsense meaning of the word "exist." 

If we must decide, therefore, in the face of the 

paradox, whether to admit that perfectly good things do change, 

or to admit that perfectly good things do not exist, I think 

we must accept the first rather than the second admission. 

And in accepting it, we decide, it must also be apparent, that 

not even perfectly good things can be guaranteed continued 

existence or unchanging excellence. The perfect state can, 

paradoxically perhaps, deteriorate, and the good man can fall 

prey to error. Good weather can change to bad, and all the 

works of reason may be overwhelmed by the forces of evil. 

The notion of the "perfectly good" entity need not, 

however, be invoked in order to complete the necessary argument. 

For whether or not the mixtures which Plato tells us exist in 

the world of change are perfectly g o o d , it is clear, if 

our previous interpretations have any validity, that they are 

the only things which can properly be said to be good at all; 

and if such mixtures may alter for the worse, the principle 

which we have been discussing must in any case be false. And 

I think it is altogether certain, on the basis of much of what 

Plato says and implies, that this principle is false. In other 

words, although I think there is very much evidence for the 

principle, I think there is also very much evidence against it. 

All that is required, to disprove the principle, is that one 
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mixture, at least, become unlimited. An almost anyone would 

agree that Plato believes that this might happen, not just 

once, but very often; in fact, Plato might even hold that it 

would always happen, in which case the principle would be 

absolutely false. The objection to the principle taken as 

a definition is that, in many contexts, Plato simply does not 

think that goodness and permanence (of the sort indicated) are 

identical. He might hold that something which was perfectly 

good would in fact be permanent; but, as we have seen, this 

does not mean that permanence and goodness are connotatively 

equivalent. This alone does not prove that permanence and 

goodness are not connotatively equivalent, either, of course; 

nor do I think that this doctrine, which I have gone to some 

pains to show is consistent with much that Plato says, can be 

proven wrong. If, indeed, as I think is the case, Plato does 

assert that perfectly good things exist, then the principle 

is proven inconsistent, and this is a good reason to hunt for 

another theory of the good. But even if it is not inconsistent, 

it may still be false, and I wish, in the sequel, to assume 

that it is. 

We will, then, agree once more that mixtures do, on 

occasion, exist, and that they are good; we will leave aside 

the question of "perfect" goodness. We will also assume that 

goodness is not connotatively equivalent to permanence, and 

that, in fact, it is not even necessarily denotatively equiva­

lent. We must, therefore, once again raise the question, what 

it is that makes a thing good. 
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It is important to see that the refusal to accept the 

principle on which the previous definition of the adjective 

"good" was based does not mean a refusal to admit any relation 

between goodness and permanence. Refusal to admit the principle 

as a definition leaves open the possibility, as we have seen, 

that what is good always is permanent. This possibility we have, 

however, also rejected. What connection remains, then? The 

connection which, it seems to me, is definitely implied by the 

passages already examined, if they do not imply the principle, 

is this: if an entity is good, it will tend to remain good, 

i.e. to preserve that relation between parts which made it good. 

Such an entity will be so constituted that it is stable; it will 

resist change. Force of circumstances may be too much for it, 

so that alteration does result; ideally, however, the origin of 

such alteration will come from outside the entity. 

So far, I am merely stating boldly the connection which, 

in my opinion, Plato implied existed between goodness and perma­

nence when he did not imply that permanence defined goodness. I 

think it is quite clear, however, from the evidence of the 

Republic and the passages already examined from the Philebus, 

that if they do not imply that goodness is permanence, then they 

surely do imply that goodness (still defined as having the right 

relation between parts) usually results in permanence, or tends 

toward permanence. 

There is a possibility, then, that this tendency might 

provide an ostensive definition of the good. This would be the 
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case if the tendency could be defined in some objectively 

determinable way. It might, for instance, be the case that 

good things retain the given relation between the parts which 

makes them good longer than anything else ever retains any 

given relation between parts; or that, statistically, the right 

relation is retained longer in more cases than any other. Such 

examples suggest that it might be possible, if our assumption 

about the connection between permanence and goodness is true, 

that we could always tell when a thing is good. 

But while this might tell us what the right relation 

between parts is which makes a thing good, we would be no closer 

to knowing what it is that makes this the right relation. We 

realize this at once when we see that although (if our assumption 

is true) good things do tend to be permanent, still it is not 

this tendency that makes them good. For consider this possi­

bility: suppose that we know what the relation between parts 

is that makes a man a good man. Suppose also that, in a certain 

situation, retaining this given relation will result in a man's 

death (perhaps the death of Socrates is an example). Such a 

case does not disprove the assumption that goodness generally 

tends to permanence. But it does show that it is not the 

tendency which makes the thing good; for in this case the good­

ness results in impermanence. And if Plato is willing to concede 

one such case where goodness might result in impermanence, then 

it is clear that it is not the tendency which makes the thing 

good. 



261. 

This example, and others like it, might serve to 

suggest that, even if goodness merely tends to permanence, 

the connection can be made more instructive if we add that a 

good thing would be permanent if there were no external dis­

ruptive forces. To this modified principle, I think Plato 

would be willing to agree. The trouble is that it is not a 

very useful principle. How are we to define "disruptive 

forces"? Or "external"? It might be interesting to consider 

these problems. We can afford to avoid them, however, because 

even if they could be answered, we still would not know what 

it is that makes something good. 

We may grant, in any case, that this modified principle 

is a true expression of Plato's position, and that it explains, 

in some sense, why it is that goodness does, as a matter of 

fact, tend to make a thing permanent. We may, therefore, ask 

why it is that goodness does tend to permanence. How do we 

know that goodness tends to permanence, or that if there were 

no external disruptive forces, goodness would always entail 

permanence? How can we possibly know these things unless we 

know first what it means to say something is good? 

Plato's answer, I believe, is this: the only way in 

which we can know these things is by recognizing that the 

good operates as a cause. If there were not a causual agent 

which made it true, there would be no reason at all for a good 

thing to tend to be permanent, and no reason to assume that, 

under ideal conditions, the good would always survive. The 
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fact that, in this world, the good merely tends to survive 

shows that the causal character of the good is not omnipotent; 

on the other hand, the fact of the tendency proves its potency. 

Whether or not this is Plato's argument -- and I believe 

it is -- there can be no doubt that this is his answer. Things 

are good because they are made good; that is, they are created 

by an agent or cause which works for the good. The answer to 

the question, what makes a thing good, is that the cause or 

agent makes it good. 

This last sentence obviously contains a joker. We 

began our inquiry by searching for the property or properties 

which an entity must have to be good, and we spoke of this 

property (or these properties) as what makes the entity good. 

The "making" had, however, no causal implications. We could 

say, if we pleased, that this property was the "cause" of the 

goodness of the entity which had it; but this use of "cause" 

does not imply causation: the words "reason for" would serve 

as well. A property is not an efficient cause or agent; it 

would be quite meaningless to speak of "redness" or "permanence" 

or "symmetry" as a causal agent. Clearly, then, we have not 

yet said what the property is which constitutes the goodness of 

an entity. Before going on to state what this property may be, 

it is necessary to remark, however, that Plato seems sometimes 

to be guilty of the confusion just noticed. Just as previously 

we noted that he sometimes confuses an ingredient of a good 

entity with the property which constitutes its goodness, so we 



263. 

note now that he sometimes confuses the efficient cause of 

the goodness of a good entity with the property which constitutes 

its goodness. These two confusions are not independent. For in 

the important case of the confusion, the causal agent is also 

an ingredient in the good entity. This will, however, become 

clearer presently. 

Although an agent cannot be a property, the fact that 

things which are good are good because they are created or made 

good by an agent suggests that there is a property which 

constitutes their goodness, namely, that of being made by the 

agent. 

This suggestion is unserviceable for only one reason: 

the agent or cause which Plato postulates also creates entities 

which are not good. In fact, the agent which makes good things 

27 makes everything, so that the property of being made by the 

cause or agent cannot be the property designated by the adjective 

"good." It is, however, a characteristic of the cause not only 

that it produces what is good, but also that it always strives 

to create good things. The end of our search, therefore, is 

this: an entity is good if it represents that which the cause 

or agent intended. We may say, then, that "x is good" is 

equivalent to "x is what the cause or agent intended"; the 

property which constitutes goodness is thus defined in terms 

27. 
This can be easily seen from Philebus 26E, 27A; "... 

between that which is made and that which comes to be there is 
a mere verbal difference," and, "there is only a verbal differ­
ence between a cause and a maker." Cf. 28D ff. 
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of the purpose of the cause or agent. This is the second 

ultimate definition of the good which I find in the Philebus, 

and the one which, it seems to me, is the most basic. To 

prove that it is the most basic is, probably, impossible, for 

there is, as I have tried to demonstrate, evidence in favor of 

an entirely different definition. But there are reasons for 

accepting this definition as more basic, and these I shall 

indicate. 

The negative reasons for accepting this second definition 

of the good and rejecting the first (as an interpretation of 

the Philebus) have already been discussed; they are those 

arguments which tend to show why, on Plato's own grounds, the 

first definition is unsatisfactory. The positive reasons are 

more difficult to state. One reason, of course, is that Plato 

seems to say just this in the passage which introduces the 

cause or agent as a principle of explanation. This will be 

examined immediately. The second, and perhaps more persuasive, 

reason is that much of the argument of the Philebus apparently 

hinges, in Plato's opinion, on this second definition. For 

the importance of mind in the good life, Plato thinks, is 

established most definitely by this second definition. 

Let us now consider directly what Plato tells us about 

the agent or cause, the purpose or intent of which defines 

goodness. The cause, as one of the four "principles" which 

Plato uses to explain the nature of the good, is first intro­

duced with the following remarks: 
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Socrates: ...It looks as if I'm a ridiculous 
sort of fellow when I try to divide things up 
into classes and enumerate them. 

Protarchus: How's that, my fine fellow? 

Socrates: It seems to me now that I require a 
fourth kind in addition. 

Protarchus: What is it? 

Socrates: Observe the cause of the mixing of 
those two [the limit and unlimited], and take 
this cause as the fourth factor in addition to 
the other three (23D). 

This passage invites two comments, aside from the 

general doctrine which it states in common with the subsequent, 

and fuller, exposition. The first concerns the fact that 

apparently this fourth factor is mentioned as an after­

thought, as if it had occurred to Plato only when he had 

28 
named the other three. This is the view, in fact, of Bury, 

who argues that the fourth factor is introduced last, and 

by the way as it were, because the fourth factor applies only 

to phenomenal entities, while the other three apply as well 

to ideal entities. I am inclined to think there is something 

in this argument, although I would not put it with the confi­

dence of Bury. I would agree, that is, that the first three 

elements alone do present the possibility of a value theory 

quite independent of the fourth element; this is the hypo­

thesis on which we examined the first three elements. To 

""~~"~ 28: 

The Philebus of Plato, pp. lxxii - lxxiv. 
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this extent, I think Bury right; and I think he is the only 

commentator ever to have pointed it out. But I cannot agree 

that Plato ever thought that the theory, based on the first 

three elements, could aocount-for the ideas, for, as I have 

shown, the mixtures which are treated are, whether we take the 

"cause" into account or not, particular entities in the passing 

world. I wish to postpone any further questions about the ideas 

for the present, however; these will be treated in the next 

section. Nor do I think Bury is right in thinking that the 

present passage shows the "cause" to be an afterthought. The 

Philebus (like the other dialogues) is full of half-humorous 

introductions of new points inserted as if they had just 

occurred to the main speaker; and we all know this for the 

dialectical trick that it is. One of the most important lines 

of argument in the Philebus hinges on the "cause," namely the 

line of argument which proves mind to be the most important 

element in the good life; it is unreasonable, therefore, to 

take seriously the suggestion that the basis of this argument 

was an "afterthought." 

The second point raised by the present passage is 

this: is there just one causal agent, or is there a class 

of such agents? Is the fourth factor, that is, both "one and 

many" like the other three, or does it differ fundamentally 

from them? I think it is likely that there is, according to 

Plato, a class to which the cause belongs. 23D, just quoted, 

speaks first of the division into classes (&io*} ) which has 
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resulted in the first three, and goes on to speak of the 

fourth class (y£vos). At 30B, Socrates speaks unambiguously 

of the four classes ( ŷ VK)}, naming the cause along with the 

others. At the beginning of 30E, and again at 31A, we are 

told that mind belongs to that one of the four classes "which 
29 

we called the cause of all things." Here we must separate 

two questions: first, whether there is a "class of the cause" 

at all, and second, how many members the class contains. To 

the first question, the answer seems to be that Plato believes 

there is such a class. But this does not tell us much; for 

clearly there can be classes which contain only one member. 

The answer to the second question is more important, and more 

difficult. The difficulty is this: if there is more than one 

member of the class, then it becomes very obscure how we are 

to define the good. Are we to assume that the purpose of every 

cause is the same? Or is our definition to imply a certain 

relativism; that is, if the purposes of the various causes 

differ, do we then hold that different things are good, depending 

on the cause we have in mind? 

This problem i s obviously of great importance when we 

consider the relation of the human mind to the class of the 

cause. Much of the argument of the Philebus depends on the 

relation between these two. Yet it would seem that either of 

Hackforth (op. cit., p. 57) translates the first of 
these passages, "...mind belongs to the family of what we 
called the cause of all things." A family is, of course, a 
class; in any case, he gives the usual translation of the 
second passage (31A). 
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the possible answers is unsatisfactory. If the human mind 

is a member of the class of the cause, then clearly it is 

what makes (i. e. causes) the good life to be good, because 

its purposes are, by definition, good. But this would, equally 

clearly, make the good relative to each human mind; and this 

result would be antithetical to everything most basic in Plato's 

ethics. On the other hand, if the human mind is not a member 

of the class of the cause, then the argument that it is the 

cause of the goodness of the good life can no longer be con­

sidered established. There may be some other connection between 

the human mind and the class of the cause, however, which will 

relieve the dilemma. This point will be considered presently. 

Meanwhile, I shall state in anticipation my main conclusion. 

I think it is fairly evident that the arguments against placing 

the human mind in the class of the cause -- of the cause whose 

purposes define goodness, that is -- are conclusive, whereas 

the arguments in favor are not equally conclusive, and I shall 

contend, therefore, that the human mind (or rather, human minds) 

does not belong to the class of the cause. For the same kind 

of reason (namely that another answer would lead to relativism) 

I am impelled to conclude, as well, that there is just one 

member of the class of the cause. Plato's speech does, in 

fact, often imply this quite unambiguously (28C; 38D; 30C); 

the other cases to the contrary quoted above must, I think, 
30 

be explained. There remains a certain vagueness on this 

30. 
I refer to the expressions at 30E and 31A. 
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point, however, and I am not at all certain what the final 

answer, drawn from the Philebus, should be. 

We may now go on to consider the rest of what Plato 

states about the cause (which we will now assume to be the 

sole member of the class of the cause). According to Plato, 

everything which comes into being must have a cause (26E). 

This cause is the agent; there is no difference between a 

creator and a cause, just as there is no difference between 

that which comes into being and that which is created (27A). 

In every case where a ratio (limit) is imposed on an unlimited, 

this is due to an act of creation. Further, to the extent that 

anything exhibits limit, it is the result of purpose. We may, 

therefore, speak of the agent as a maker (Sn<??>oupy'os, 27B), 

whose intention precedes his creation (27A). Where design 

exists in the universe, this is no accident; the intelligi­

bility of the world is the outcome of design. Everything in 

the world which exhibits rational pattern is created, from the 

orbits of the planets to the cloth on the loom. 

Quite evidently, Plato is here basing his account of 

the goodness in the world upon an analogy with a human crafts-

man, just as he does in the Timaeus. It is well, however, to 

guard against taking the analogy too literally, or with the 

same implications of literalness which we find in the Timaeus. 

One difference between the Philebus and Timaeus on this score 

is obvious: it is that in the Timaeus the cosmic agent has 

models after which he patterns his work, so that the goodness 
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of his product may be defined in terms of his success in 

copying the models. Theoretically, at least, this theory 

would enable Plato to define goodness without recourse to 

the causal agent at all. In the Philebus, it is the intention 

of the causal agent which defines the good, and there are no 

models. This point will be touched upon further presently. 

A second, and important, difference between the analogy in 

the Timaeus with the human craftsman and that in the Philebus 

is this: in the Timaeus the causal agent is compared directly 

to. the human craftsman and the things of the world to the 

products of the craftsman's art. In the Philebus, the causal 

agent is compared to the human mind or reason, while the things 

of the world which are caused by the cosmic agent are compared 

to man's body. This difference is reinforced, it seems to me, 

when we recall that the demiurgos of the Timaeus creates the 

world with a mind and body, so that any parallel between 

microcosm and macrocosm in that dialogue automatically would 

discount a comparison between the demiurgos and the human mind. 

The comparison is rather between the universe as a product of 

the demiurgos and man as a product. 

The difference stressed here is not meant to constitute 

in any way a full dress comparison between the Timaeus and 

Philebus; the point is rather to show that there is not, on 

this point, a strict parallel between the two dialogues. It 

is necessary to mention this only because it is usual, and 

natural, to interpret the Philebus quite strictly in terms 
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of the Timaeus, and at this particular point, such an inter­

pretation is apt to be misleading. The significance of the 

difference is quite important, for it is on the basis of the 

analogy of the Philebus that Plato argues for the primacy of 

mind in the good life, while the analogy of the Timaeus would 

simply serve to show that if a man is good, this is due to 

the demiurgos. 

Plato now goes on to argue, from the analogy between 

the cosmic agent and the human mind, that the cause of good­

ness in man is man's mind. We must, therefore, examine the 

basis of this argument. First, Plato sets about establishing 

the fact that the cosmic cause or agent is intelligent and may 

therefore be called a Mind or Reason. This view he supports 

with three kinds of arguments, from authority, from direct 

evidence, and from analogy. 

a. Plato points out that he has the support of 

religion and authority in his assertion that there is an 

intelligent mind which orders and creates the visible universe, 

and whose purposes are good. 

28C ...all the wise agree...that in reason we have the 
king of heaven and earth. 

28D Are we to say, Protarchus, that the sum of things 
or what we call this universe is controlled by a 
power that is irrational and blind, and by mere 
chance, or on the contrary to follow our pre­
decessors in saying that it is governed by reason 
and a wondrous regulating intelligence? 

29A ...what earlier thinkers agree upon... 

30D ...it supports those ancient thinkers...who declared 
that reason always rules all things. 
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28E [the opposite view] .. .seems to me sheer blasphemy. 

There is, however, some opposition to this view; at least we 

are warned to be prepared to make a stand "...if some clever 

person asserts that the world is not as we describe it, but 

devoid of order" (29A). 

b. But Plato is not satisfied by this appeal to 

authority, and states plainly that it is necessary to "take 

a share of the risk" (29A) by advancing some independent 

arguments. First, he contends that certain observed phenomena 

can be best explained by assuming an intelligent cause. 

28E To maintain that reason orders it all does justice 
to the spectacle of the ordered universe, of the sun, 
the moon, the stars and the revolution of the whole 
heaven... 

To this passage may, I think, be added the one from 

28D quoted above which also suggests, although more vaguely, 

that the observed universe exhibits order of a kind which 

suggests a purposeful agent. We may also quote some earlier 

passages concerning the kinds of mixtures in the world. as 

evidence of the sort of phenomena which Plato believed 

demonstrate the existence of a good cause. Plato there 

mentions as mixtures, and therefore (we learn later) products 

of the cause, "fair weather and all other beautiful things" 

(26B). He goes on: 

and indeed there are countless more things I omit to 
enumerate, such as beauty and strength along with 
health, besides a whole host of fair things found in 
our souls (26B). 

Finally, he adds the "law and order" established among men to 

the list of the works of reason (26B). 
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c. The final argument, and the one by which Plato 

seems to set most store, is based on a rather elaborate 

analogy between man and the universe, in which man's body 

is compared to the physical features of the world, and man's 

mind is compared to the cosmic agent or mind. I here para­

phrase Plato's words: 

29A-C The elements of fire, water, air and earth are in 
the natures of all living bodies, and also in the 
universe at large. These elements are small and 
poor in us and not at all pure; but in the universe 
they are wonderful and beautiful and have all the 
power appropriate to them. Moreover, the elements 
in the universe sustain and produce those in living 
creatures. As these elements combined together into 

29D-E one in a living creature are called a body (o*<3/*<*) 
so, gathered together as a cosmos, they also form 
a body. And our body is derived from that of the 
universe and obtains from it its sustenance. Just 

30A as our body has a soul, so the universe must have 
one, for our body is only a weak copy of the uni­
verse. In man, it is the "sum of all wisdom" (i.e., 
mind), which "implants the soul in the body, and 
provides the art of physical exercise and medical 

30B treatment when the body is ill, and which is in general 
a composing and healing power." It is absurd to 
assume such a power in the individual, and not 
assume one in the universe (which is in every other 

30C respect similar, and which exhibits such staggering 
examples of harmony and order as the seasons, the 
arrangement of the planets, the sequence of the years). 

Before going on to examine these arguments, it is well 

to quote Plato as to the precise conclusion which he wishes 

to draw from them. The conclusion is this: 

30E ...that mind belongs to the family of [or the class 
of31] what we called the cause of all things. 

: 31. 
There is a question of textual emmendation here which 

I cannot pretend to settle. The trouble is that both readings 
are demanded, but for different reasons, by the argument. This 
will be discussed below. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 57; 
Bury, op. cit., p. 47, n. 14. 
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31A •••we have now arrived at a fairly satisfactory 
demonstration of what class reason belongs to, and 
what function it possesses. 

31A •••reason was found akin to the cause, and belonging... 
to that class... 

The impression we receive from these passages, taken alone, 

is that there are two classes, that of causes and that of 

minds, and that the second class is included in the first. 

This is, I think, a conclusion which Plato would in some 

sense approve; but it hardly can be said to be supported by 

the reasoning which precedes it, For the gist of that reason­

ing is rather that the cosmic agent or cause performs in the 

universe the same function that mind performs in man, and that, 

therefore, the cosmic agent either is a mind, or is like a 

mind. This would seam to recommend the view that the class 

of agents belongs to the class of minds rather than vice versa. 

And the truth is that this is a conclusion also required by 

the sequel. Plato needs to be able to say, both that all 

minds are agents, and also that all agents are minds. This 

suggests that the proper interpretation of the above remarks 

is simply that the two classes, those of mind and agent, are 

identical. Yet this easy solution would lead to unsatisfactory 

results for reasons partly indicated previously. Before re­

stating these, however, I think it is fair to Plato to say 

that the three passages just quoted which contain the conclusion 

of his results concerning the relation of mind and causal agent, 

are almost purposely vague, and that it is not from them that 

we can accuse him of confusion. For the word translated "class" 
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(yzvos) has no technical meaning for Plato, and may as well 

mean "kind"; or it may simply indicate, in this context, 

that reason has the property of being an agent; or, still 

less definitely, that reason is like a causal agent (31A) 

or is, somehow, derived from it (30E, on Hackforth's inter­

pretation) . 

The question is, what Plato wishes to show from the 

relation between mind and agent; and here we must return to 

the point made previously, that there are two quite different 

theses which he is interested in maintaining. The first thesis 

is that there is a single intelligent causal agent in the uni­

verse which has created everything that exists, and which works 

for (intends) the good. The second is that man's mind is part 

of, akin to or derived from, this intelligent causal agent and 

should, therefore, strive to accomplish the same, or similar, 

ends. To what extent, and in what way, do Plato's arguments 

support these two theses? 

The argument from authority can hardly be evaluated in 

any but a historical sense. The historical significance of 

the argument is, to my mind, to indicate the way in which Plato, 

while abandoning the ideal theory as the direct source and 

explanation of value, nevertheless retains most of the basic 

characteristics of his value theory based on essences through 

a teleological view of the universe. The result, so far as 

value theory is concerned, is to explain more satisfactorily 

how things in the passing world can be good. The result, so 

far as epistemology is concerned, is that some of the problems 
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about universals are divorced from ethical considerations. 

And the result, so far as our understanding of Plato is con­

cerned, is to show that the true basis of his theory of value 

rests not on the theory of ideas, but on the teleological view 

of the universe. That this, historically, represents a return 

to an earlier stage of the religious and mystical Greek tradi­

tion, is, I think true. But the theory of ideas, in so far 

as it was related to ethical questions, always derived its 

ethical connotations from the teleological view in any case; 

so that far from being a step backwards, the value theory of 

the Philebus rather has the virtue, as I have remarked before, 

of divorcing, to some extent, problems of ethics from problems 

of epistemology. And by basing value directly on the teleo­

logical view of the world, it does not really regress, but 

simply skips an unnecessary step in the argument which had 

seemed to involve universals. 

These remarks of a historical nature are not meant to 

be a substitute for analysis, however, and they are indicative 

of my main line of argument rather than a precise statement 

of it. We must now return to the other evidence which Plato 

gives in support of his teleological views. 

The first real argument is that the pattern and design 

in the universe can be explained only by assuming an intelli­

gent cause. There is, I think , one way in which this is 

certainly true, on Plato's grounds. This follows directly 

from the meaning which Plato sometimes gives to the word 
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"explain." Plato held, at least in some contexts, that the 

only real explanation of the existence of a thing, the only 

"cause" which really accounts for why a thing is as it is, 

is a cause which is directed toward an end, which has a pur­

pose. For Plato, the question was not whether or not there 

could be a mechanistic explanation; he admitted such explana­

tions. He merely denied that they really explain. The famous 

passage in the Phaedo (97B ff.) makes it clear that when. we 

ask why something is as it is, the interesting answer is in 

terms of purpose. Only purpose can explain order: if the 

universe embodies order, it is because it is an expression of 

purpose. If we wish to explain vision, for instance, we can 

give a physical explanation in terms of light, surfaces, and 

so forth. But the real explanation is in terms of intelli­

gent purpose, which explains the usefulness of vision (Timaeus 

56D, E ) . The expression of mind is always intelligence and 

purpose; wherever we find symmetry, order, proportion, we must 

assume a mind as cause. Reason creates order and renders things 

intelligible because it has a goal, a reason.32 It is clear, I 

think, that this is not an argument, but a definition. Plato 

proposes that we agree: "a true cause, the meaning of which 

alone can give a real explanation of an event, must be an 

efficient agent with a purpose." And of course, this is one 

typical sense in which it is common to ask for explanations; 

it is only peculiar to Plato and others who accept the teleo-

"""" 32. 
Cf . Cornford, Plato's Cosmology, p. 166 ff. 
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logical view that this kind of explanation is demanded for 

everything. 

Yet even for Plato, this kind of explanation cannot 

explain everything. It can, in fact, explain only those 

things which are created by the cause. This difficulty 

disappears if we assert that everything is created by the 

cause; and Plato does assert this. But it is still the case 

that this kind of explanation will not explain everything, 

provided the cause fails of its purpose; provided, that is, 

some things in the world fall short of the intention of the 

cause. And there must be such things which do fall short 

of the intention of the cause, for the intention or purpose 

of the cause is (by definition) good, and there are things 

which are not good. It follows, then, that some things can­

not be explained at all (in the required sense); and in fact 

it follows that only good things can be explained. 

With these consequences of the definition of explanation 

Plato would, I think, be willing to agree. The consequence that 

many things cannot be explained, at least to a certain extent, 

he would accept; for these would be just those individuals 

which deviated from the norm, the specific individuality of 

which is always, on Plato's philosophy, inexplicable (as the 

passage on division and collection showed). The consequence 

that only the good can be explained follows, of course, from 

the other; Plato would assent to it also, contending, I think, 

that it was just the good entities (mixtures) which the cause 

was meant to explain. 
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The difficulty which remains is this: the reason 

for introducing the cause was to provide a definition of the 

adjective "good," and this it did, for we decided a thing 

was to be called good if it corresponded to the purpose or 

intention of the cause. But then we can hardly consider it 

an argument in favor of the view that the pattern and design 

in the universe can only be explained by an intelligent cause 

that this pattern and design are good; for they are good by 

definition. If it is true that the pattern and design in the 

universe can only be explained by an intelligent cause because 

this is the only way anything can be explained, then we have 

learned nothing as to whether there is in fact an intelligent 

cause, nor, if there is, what things can be explained by it. 

It would, indeed, hardly have been worth while to consider 

this particular point if it were not for the fact that Plato 

seems sometimes to argue that since only a purpose can explain 

there must be purposes to explain the universe. But whether 

or not this is true, it plainly lends no weight to the view 

that these purposes are good. 

But Plato's fundamental point is not thus to be dis­

posed of; the fundamental point is rather that there are 

observed phenomena which demand purposeful explanation. This 

argument differs from the first because it depends upon the 

actual nature of the universe; the first would apply, if it 

applied at all, to any universe. Now this second argument 

must maintain this: that there are phenomena which can only 
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be explained by an intelligent oause. And I cannot see what 

property it is that these phenomena have unless it is that 

they resemble, in some way, the products of an intelligent 

creature; for unless we are to assume the point to be proven, 

there are, to begin with, no other known intelligent causes. 

In this way, the arguments grouped above under b. and 

those grouped under c. are seen to be based on the same reason­

ing: both, that is, contend that since parts (at least) of the 

universe resemble (in some way) the products of human purpose, 

and since it is the human purpose which explains the human 

product, there must be a cause which resembles (in some way) 

the human purpose in the universe to explain those parts of 

the universe which resemble the human product. The argument 

is, in other words, based on an analogy, and proceeds from 

man to the universe, holding that a similarity of effects 

implies, a similarity of causes. In stating the analogy, I 

have spoken of human products; but the real product, in this 

case, is, as we have seen, the human body and not some 

external product. 

Once we have stated the analogy in this way, a very 

obvious difficulty appears. If the cosmic cause is inferred 

from the human mind, what right do we have to assume that its 

purposes are better than man's? If our sole knowledge of the 

cosmic cause springs from the analogy, why could we not as 

reasonably conclude that, where the universe does not serve 

our own ends, the cause was either less powerful, in its 
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sphere, than we in ours; or that its purposes were less 

good? Plato relies upon this reasoning: the bodily elements 

which are ordered by the human mind in man are, in man, "of 

little account," "very far from being pure in quality or 

possessing a power befitting their real nature" (29B). Fire, 

for instance, in man is "...small in quantity and weak and 

inconsiderable, whereas the fire in the universe is wonderful 

in respect of its mass, its beauty, and all the powers that 

belong to fire" (29C). From this dissimilarity, of a certain 

sort, Plato therefore argues to a similar kind of dissimilar­

ity between the cosmic reason and the human reason: presumably, 

the cosmic reason is purer in quality, larger in quantity, 

stronger and more considerable, more beautiful, and possesses 

more completely the powers which are appropriate to it. The 

question remains, on what basis are we to assume that the pur­

poses of the cosmic cause are better? We may argue, if we 

please, that the cosmic bodily elements are better in every 

way, and that therefore the cosmic cause has better purposes; 

but this is obviously fallacious. It is fallacious because 

it is, at this point, only we ourselves who judge it to be 

better; and if we know it is better, then our own purposes 

are not proven worse than those of the cosmic agent. When we 

see a man who has built a better house than our own we do not 

oredit him with better purposes, but only with more success or 

better means; the fact that we judge his house better shows 

that the superiority of his house is no proof of his superior 
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purpose. It is, I would say, quite impossible to judge 

another man's purposes superior to our own on the basis of 

our own evaluation of his works. 

It is not, however, my main purpose to level criticisms 

against Plato's position; I wish rather to understand as well 

as possible what that position is. Let us assume, therefore, 

that Plato has shown that the cosmic cause has purposes superior 

to our own; there can be no doubt, at least, that he does believe 

this. 

There is one more point which must be mentioned to com­

plete the account of Plato's position with regard to the cosmic 

cause. Plato does not depend entirely on the analogy to explain 

the relation between man's mind and the world's mind; there is 

as well a causal connection. The evidence for this connection 

is, to be sure, an analogical argument again, but this time the 

analogy is differently constructed. In the earlier analogy, 

Plato argued from the similarity of man's body and the physical 

universe to a similarity of controlling and ordering causes. 

In this new analogy, he argues from the similarity of the 

relation between body and cause in man and the universe to a 

similar source and origin for the cause and for the body. This 

second analogy accepts, in other words, the results of the first. 

It then goes beyond, in this way: not only does the body of man 

resemble the physical universe; it is also sustained, produced 

and nourished by it (29C), and derived from it (29E). And since 

man's body is controlled, cured and maintained by his mind just 

as the world's body is controlled by the cosmic mind, we must 
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infer that man's mind is sustained, produced and nourished 

by, and derived from, the cosmic mind (30A). Plato presents 

these two analogies together; but they are in fact quite 

different, since one is used only to establish the existence 

and excellence of the cosmic mind and purpose, while the second 

indicates the causal connection between man and the universe. 

With this material before us, we can go on to examine 

how Plato conceives that the assumption of a cosmic mind or 

purpose establishes his theory of value. Concerning the first 

thesis, that there is a cause which explains the existence of 

good things, we have seen the arguments on which Plato bases 

this contention. Following this line of interpretation, we 

must say that every mixture is, by definition, a creation of 

the cosmic agent. This would follow alone from the assertion 

that everything in the visible world is created by the cause. 

But we can say more about mixtures, namely that they express 

the full intention or purpose of the cause. If there are, as 

I believe Plato held, a finite number of kinds of mixtures, 

then the element common to these would be that in each there 

was the same limit, that is, the same relation between parts. 

And this would be just that relation which made any entity 

which had it good. This limit could be defined in terms of 

the purpose of the cosmic mind; having a limit would, by 

definition, be the characteristic which constituted the good­

ness of the entity. 

It is important to stress the fact that it is one 

conclusion from this line of reasoning that every mixture 
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in the universe is created by the cosmic cause, is ordered 

by it, represents its full intention and purpose, and owes 

its goodness entirely to this source. This applies to the 

good life for man as well as every other mixture. If the life 

of pleasure constitutes an unlimited, the right relation between 

mind and pleasure a limit, and the good life is the mixture of 

this (or another) unlimited with this limit, then the cause of 

the mixture, according to the results just reached, is the 

cosmic cause or mind. There is nothing contradictory about 

this view, taken by itself, in the fact that the cosmic mind 

creates and orders the mixture in man, and that the mixture 

in man contains, as an element, the human mind. This is, in 

fact, no more contradictory than for the rulers of the state 

to so order the state that the individuals in it perform their 

functions properly, and in doing so use their minds to direct 

and order their activities. Nor do I think there is any 

difficulty, necessarily, in the fact that, on this view, one 

kind of unlimited life (the life of pleasure) contains no mind 

at all; for in introducing a limit into such a life, the cosmic 

agent would necessarily add mind to the mixture. It is true 

that if we consider an unlimited as a "material" in which 

ingredients already present can be combined by the cause to 

form a mixture, then a difficulty does arise. But there are 

other ways of interpreting an unlimited, as we have seen; as 

long as we simply define an unlimited as a complex having a 

wrong relation between parts, this difficulty does not arise. 
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When we further remark that, according to Plato, the pure 
life of pleasure (with no noetic content) is impossible 
because some mind is always present, we see that, in fact, 
every life, no matter how bad, always contains although per­
haps in improper relations the ingredients necessary to the 
mixture. 

According to this view, it is the cosmic cause which 
is responsible for every mixture. We can also say that, even 
if no mixture did exist in the world, the definition of a 
mixture would follow from the aim or purpose of the cosmic 
agent. We may therefore correctly say, it seems to me, that 
the true aim or purpose of man is established by the purpose 
of the cause. And there is no reason not to call this true 
aim or purpose man;s essence.33 But when we say that the 
mixture of the good life is man's true purpose, it is clear 
that we do not mean that any man necessarily knows what it 
is, or actually aims for it. The good life (as we said in 
the chapter on the three criteria) is man's purpose in the 
sense that man should aim for it. It is the "truly desirable." 
But it is also the desired, not because man desires it in fact, 
but because it is desired by the cosmic cause. And even if 
man did, singly, or universally, desire it, it still would be 

38. Thus, at 32B, Plato speaks of the mixture which 
constitutes health as an essence (ύσίά ) to which man returns 
after the X6<nv T^S ct>6<rru>s of pain. This is the very mixture 
which is the aim or purpose of the art of medicine, where the 
art of medicine is considered one aspect of the "sum of all 
wisdom" (30B). 
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good not for this reason, but because, and only because, 

the cosmic agent desired it.34 

There are many scholars who will object at this point 

(if, indeed, they would not have objected long before this) 

that it is not because the cause desires it that a thing is 

good, but that the cause desires it because it is good. And 

for this view they would adduce evidence drawn from the theory 

of ideas, in some of its ramifications, and most particularly 

from the Timaeus. This is, of course, one of the very most 

troublesome problems in Plato; and I have no intention of 

trying to solve it. I shall admit, for instance, that there 

is nothing in the Philebus to contradict this view, and some­

one who oontends it cannot be directly refuted. But I shall 

also insist that there is nothing in the Philebus to support 

it: no mention of an Idea of the Good, of eternal models, 

or of the reasons for the purposes of the cosmic cause. It 

may be argued with logic that if we can give no reasons for 

the purposes of the cosmic cause, then we can explain nothing 

by assuming a cosmic cause; and I would agree. But neither, 

so far as I can see, would we be any better off by assuming 

a cosmic cause plus an eternal source of value; this would 

merely put the difficulty off another step. Such consider­

ations cannot, therefore, force any decision on us with regard 

34. With this interpretation Hackforth apparently agrees. 
He says "The result of the present section is not that our 
intelligence makes the mixed life good: it is the Cosmic Reason 
that does so..." (og. cit., p. 49). The ambiguity lurking in 
the word "makes" in Plato's reasoning lurks here as well, however. 
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to the source of value in the Philebus. And since Plato 

clearly does argue for the cosmic cause, but mentions no 

more ultimate measure or source of value, we may as well 

conclude that he stopped with the oosmic cause, and regarded 

its purposes as the ultimate ends in the universe. And from 

the point of view taken in this thesis, such an interpretation 

is superior for another reason, for it makes no ethical demands 

on the ideas as such, and leaves them free to perform their 

epistemological duties.35 

35. It might be held by some that since I have here 
given to the cosmic cause just those functions performed by 
the idea of the good in the Republic, what this amounts to is 
identifying the idea of the good and the cause. There is, of 
course, a very great deal to be said for this view; and most 
of it has been said very ably. I quote in particular Werner 
Jaeger (Paideia. Vol. II, p. 286): "Actually, the leading 
proof of the 'divine' character of the Good is that it has 
made Plato's God into a 'measure' like itself. For, as Plato 
says in The Laws, God is the measure of all things; and he 
is the measure of all things because he is the Good." The 
quotation from the Laws (716C) is, I think, a very major 
piece of evidence for the interpretation we have been stress­
ing here. Yet it does not conclusively settle the matter; 
for the quotation does not state that God (the cause) deter­
mines what is good by his measuring. Perhaps more conclusive, 
in fact, is the remark in the Laws that there is nothing in 
life worth taking seriously except God (803C). Jaeger's 
statement that God is the measure because he is the Good goes 
beyond anything which I have said, and, in fact contradicts 
my position at one point; I rather hold that God is the 
measure because his purposes are good; and it is just on 
the basis of this difference that I distinguish between the 
souroe of value in the Philebus and the idea of the good in 
the Republic Yet if we hold (as Jaeger seems to suggest, 
op. oit., p. 286) that the idea of the good is not really 
an idea at all, then any reason for holding that God is the 
measure because he is good disappears, and a reconciliation 
becomes possible. 
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We may now, finally, return to the second of the two 

points which we said Plato wished to establish from the 

consideration of the cosmic cause. We shall now assume that 

the first point has been made: that there is a cosmic cause 

which creates everything in the universe and explains what 

can be explained by its purposes. And we shall assume, in 

particular, that the good for man, the mixed life, is created 

by the cause (when it is successful), and that the purpose 

of the cause, in the case of man, defines what man should be 

and what kind of life he should lead. The problem now is to 

see how this leads to the second point, which is that the good 

life for man depends upon man's own mind and reason. 

As we have already seen, there are conclusive reasons 

against saying that man's mind should lead and control because 

man's mind belongs to the class of the cause. It may be that 

Plato does imply this; the passages quoted seem to lend credence 

to such a view. But, as we also noted, these passages are per­

haps not intended in a literal way; and we shall do better to 

assume that they are not. It is true that the first analogy 

does argue that all causes adequate to explain certain kinds 

of phenomena must be minds; this directly requires that the 

human mind and the cosmic cause both belong to one common class, 

namely, the class of causes adequate to explain these kinds of 

phenomena. But is this the class of the cause? The answer is 

no if we mean by the class of the cause the kind of cause whose 

purposes define good ends. For there is only one member of this 
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class, and that is the cosmic mind or cause. If man's mind 

belonged to this class, then all men would have perfectly 

good purposes; but all men do not have perfectly good purposes. 

Man's mind therefore may belong to the class of ordering causes, 

but not to the class of ordering causes which always aim for 

the good . 

The relation between man's mind and the cosmic cause 

cannot, then, properly be expressed by saying that man's mind 

belongs to the class of the cause. The relation is rather 

conveyed by the notion of similarity: the human mind is "akin 

to," or part of, or derived from, or "belongs to the family of" 

the cosmic cause (in the way in which the human body is related 

to the physical universe). These are vague and unsatisfactory 

notions; some of them, perhaps, can be explained only in 

mystical terms, if at all. If the human mind is derived from, 

or part of, the cosmic cause, then it may be that this somehow 

overcomes the difficulty concerning the identity of the con­

trolling factor in man. But I cannot see that this really 

helps much, because if man can err -- and it is only in this 

case that we are interested in, the question -- then his pur­

poses differ from those of the cosmic mind, and the gulf opens 

again. Once this difference is admitted, the problem of the 

function of man's mind remains. Nor, it would seem, can any 

other form of kinship or similarity between the cosmic mind 

and the human mind ever establish the fact that man's mind 

should guide or control man's life unless it can show that 

man's purposes are as good as those of the cosmic mind; and 
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There i s , f i n a l l y , the content ion t h a t each of t h e 

elements in man has a f u n c t i o n performed more p e r f e c t l y by 

the same elements i n n a t u r e , and t h a t t h e r e f o r e man 's mind 

must perform, a l t hough on a l e s s e r s c a l e , the same func t i on 

as the w o r l d ' s mind -- t h e func t ion of c o n t r o l l i n g and g u i d i n g . 

I t may f i r s t be po in t ed ou t t h a t t h i s r e a s o n i n g i s c i r c u l a r ; 

of course man's mind performs t h i s f u n c t i o n , s i n c e i t was from 

t h i s func t ion t h a t t h e w o r l d ' s mind was i n f e r r e d . But even i f 

t h i s o b j e c t i o n were waived, i t i s hard t o see how t h i s would 

sugges t t h a t man 's mind should o rde r and c o n t r o l man's l i f e , 

The analogy wi th the u n i v e r s e may, t h a t i s , show t h a t man's 

mind does perform such a f u n c t i o n ; i t can h a r d l y , i n i t s e l f , 

i n d i c a t e t h a t i t i s good t h a t i t shou ld . 

There i s a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t way of viewing the 

m a t t e r which may seem u s e f u l , however. I t may be sa id t h a t 

i f i t r e a l l y i s t he f u n c t i o n of mind to c o n t r o l and o rde r the 

organism which p o s s e s s e s i t , then t h i s means t h a t mind should 

perform t h i s f u n c t i o n . By say ing i t " r e a l l y " i s the func t i on 

we must mean t h a t i t i s the t r u e and e s s e n t i a l purpose of mind 

to perform t h i s f u n c t i o n . I f t h i s i s s o , i t i s because i t i s 

the purpose or i n t e n t i o n of the cosmic cause t h a t man's body 

should be ordered by man ' s mind. And I do not doubt t h a t P l a t o 

does b e l i e v e t h i s . The problem i s , how do we know i t ? The 

analogy with the u n i v e r s e cannot t e l l us t h i s , f o r t h a t ana logy 

was pe rce ived by obse rv ing the s i m i l a r i t y of t h e universe to 

man and not v i ce v e r s a . I t cannot be argued t h a t t h i s i s a 
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general principle of goodness, for many things are good which 

jiave no mind at all: music, good weather, and so forth. I 

would conclude, therefore, that there is no direct evidence in 

the arguments stated by Plato for believing that the mind of 

man should control and guide his purposes. But I do not deny 

that there may be very good reasons for this belief, nor that 

Plato has given some indirect reasons for believing it. 

Our failure, however, to defend Plato's position on 

this point results in a connected failure to explain precisely 

how it is that man's mind can create a mixture in man's life. 

There is no difficulty in saying that man should pursue the 

ends set by the cosmic oause; the difficulty is that all good 

ends, once accomplished, are said to be the work of the cosmic 

cause. It might be argued that this does not present a real 

difficulty: that we can say that the cosmic cause, like a 

good ruler, leaves his subjects free to pursue the right ends, 

and that it is, in fact, part of his purpose that the ends be 

freely sought. This is a metaphysical and religious doctrine 

which I cannot pretend to understand. Let us assume, however, 

that it has some meaning, and proceed. Yet there still remains 

the related problem that man's mind is both part of the good 

life (as created by tiie cosmic cause) and cause of the good 

Ufe (as created by the human mind). And if we are to keep 

this analysis on the same level, then cause and ingredient 

cannot be combined. There remain, in other words, two ways 

°? looking at the mixed life: as created by the cosmic cause, 
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it contains mind as ingredient, performing its proper function; 

as created by the human mind, it is a mixture of bodily ingredi­

ents controlled and ordered by the proper relations. If we say 

that the creative cause must always, on principle, be included 

as an ingredient, then we must insist that the starry heavens 

contain the cosmic cause as part of their mixture, that good 

music contain the musician as part of its harmony, and that the 

beautiful jar contain the potter in its symmetry. 

Yet here we may, perhaps, go back to our earlier 

criterion of the good as the self-sufficient and permanent, and 

argue that in the case of living organisms alone, like men, 

animals, the universe and the state, a peculiar rule applies: 

they must contain their own ordering agent, a principle of self-

determination and an ability to learn and strive for good ends. 

If this contradicts, or is at least not borne out by, other 

considerations, we must at least grant that it is not, taken 

alone, contradictory. There is no reason that the good for 

man should not require that the ordering and directive mind be 

part of the very mixture which it orders, just as the ruler 

determines his own function in the state. As creative agent 

and cause, the mind creates the mixture which is the good life. 

Formally, mind, considered as a cause, stands outside the bodily 

mixture. But the good life must be sufficient; that is, it must 

contain the conditions of its own continuation. One of the con­

ditions of this continuation is that mind be one part of the 

good life, so that the mixture can be maintained and created at 
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36 
each new moment. Therefore, practically, or synthetically, 

37 
the good life must contain mind. Analysis of the function 

of mind reveals mind as the creative cause; the practical 

synthesis of the mixture can be expected to place mind in its 

38 
proper place in the mixture. This marks at this point mind's 

superiority to pleasure. Pleasure and mind are alike parts of 

the mixture; but mind alone is cause as well. 

We are now left with two unanswered questions. Mind 

has been shown superior to pleasure because it is cause of the 

mixture. But it is only by a triok of grammar that we can say 

it is "what makes the mixture good." It has been shown to be 

an lndispensible means to the good life, and an essential 

ingredient if the mixture is to be complete. Further, it is 

mind which learns and executes the good ends of the cosmic mind. 

But what "makes the good life good" in the sense demanded is, 

as we have seen, the purpose of the cosmic mind. We may say 

that if the human mind acts according to the good, then its 

purposes define the good also; but this is not strictly true, 

for the mixture may be made good for this reason, but it has 

36. 
In the same way, Tlmaeus 88D, E recommends that we 

keep the body in motion to "hold in check the internal and 
external motions in a natural balance...such as we described 
in speaking of the universe." 

37 . 
This i s merely an a p p l i c a t i o n of a more general 

Principle explained by Wild, P l a t o ' s Theory of Man, p . 2 5 . 

38. 
Mind, in this respect, is like Love in Empedocles' 

cosmology. As Aristotle remarks, "The Love of Empedocles is 
both an efficient oause, for it brings things together, and a 
^terial cause, for it is part of the mixture." (Metaphysics 
A, 10. 1075b 3). 
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the property of being good only, still, because it is the 

purpose of the cosmic mind. Perhaps, however, this is to 

miss the mystical depth of Plato's meaning. When the human 

mind does share the purpose of the cosmic mind, then perhaps, 

as the Neoplatonists believed, it becomes one with it; and in 

this case, it would be proper to say, I suppose, that it is 

the human mind that makes the good life good in every sense. 

The second unanswered question is this: even if we 

accept the results so far outlined as valid, what we have 

arrived at is 1. a definition of the good in terms of the 

purposes of the cosmic cause and 2. a partial description of 

the good for man. This description asserts that the good life 

is a mixture of pleasure and of mind in which mind orders and 

directs. But for the art of combination to provide a full 

description of the good life, it must name the kinds and forms 

of knowledge and of pleasure, select those which are good, and 

tell how to mix them. 

But before beginning this task, I wish to examine 

briefly by way of appendix to this and previous sections, 

certain problems concerning the ideas. 

8. The matters to be considered in this section center 

around various problems concerning the ideas. First we shall 

discuss some questions raised by the interpretation of the 

ideas implied by our treatment of the Philebus. Next, we shall 

review certain suggestions which have been made concerning the 
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relation between the ideal theory and the fourfold classifi­

cation of the present chapter. Finally, we shall briefly 

summarize our conclusions with respect to the three "problems" 

raised in Philebus 15B about the ideas. 

a. The first question emerges directly from consider­

ations of the previous section. The question is this: granted 

that Plato is right in positing a cosmic agent whose purposes 

define what is good, and granting that man's mind has the twin 

functions of learning the cosmic purposes and of acting upon 

them to order human life, how is man to discover what the true 

purposes or ends of the cosmic agent are? This question, put 

this broadly, obviously takes in a huge territory: it covers 

the whole scope of philosophy for Plato, for it is the problem 

of the good restated. I intend here to touch upon the problem 

at one corner. One answer which Plato gives to the question 

how we discover the cosmic purposes seems to be that we study 

or observe something about the created universe. The universe, 

as we have learned, is entirely the product of the cosmic 

agent, and this agent works for good ends. The trouble, of 

course, is that these ends are seldom perfectly realized; in 

fact, if they were, there would be no moral problem for man. 

The question, therefore, is to know how we can tell what in 

the universe represents the intention of the cosmic agent. We 

can say that it is just those things, or aspects of things, 

which exhibit pattern, regularity and intelligent plan; but 
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of course, while this is true, it tells us nothing, for if 

we know in advance how to judge these things good, we have 

no need to look at the universe to discover good ends. 

There is, in my opinion, as I have already said, no 

valid answer to this question. What I wish to do here is 

examine some of the consequences of one sort of suggestion 

which Plato seems to endorse. This suggestion hinges upon 

the analogy between man and the universe. Man's mind, Plato 

holds, not only serves (or should serve) the same creative 

function in man as the cosmic mind serves in the universe, 

but it also contains, potentially at least, the same sort of 

intellectual capacity for dealing with problems of value. The 

characteristics of dialectic, particularly its use of the "one 

and the many," are not only characteristics of man's mind, but 

they are characteristics of intelligence wherever it is found 

("something incidental to reasoning itself, never to pass, 

never to fade," 15D). For this reason, the world, created by 

the cosmic agent, exhibits somehow the consequences of these 

aspects of dialectic ("...all things which are ever said to 

exist are sprung from the one and many...," 16C). It is for 

this reason alone that the "ones" and "manys" are discoverable 

by inspection; because, that is, the principles of rationality 

are embodied in both the human and the cosmic mind, so that 

the human mind has the opportunity of understanding the cosmic 

product and grasping therein the true purpose. 

It is for this reason as well, I think, that Plato 
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considers dialectic a gift of the gods (16C); man deserves no 

credit for his ability to grasp the divine plan in the universe; 

this is due to the god-given fact that man's mind resembles, to 

39 
a degree, the cosmic mind. As Plato says in the Laws (644D-

645A) it is because we are the creations of god that we must 

cooperate with the gentle guidance of the "golden cord of 

reason." 

The Philebus, the Laws, and the Timaeus have in common 

this, that they see a moral necessity in proving that the 

actual created universe embodies logical structure and good 

purposes, for this alone makes it possible for man's reason 

to approach the divine intention. This is, I think, what 

39.— 
This provides some clue, perhaps, to the surprising 

number of appeals to divine inspiration in the Philebus. Many 
of these appear to be somewhat ironic in character; the general 
force of such recourse to unsupported authority would seem to be 
to call attention to the intuitive character of the evidence or 
reasoning involved. It also calls attention to the fact that 
the intelligibility of the universe is itself, in the end, a 
divine gift. The structure of the universe is harmonious and 
rational because a rational cause made it so. There is no 
reason to suppose it might not have been otherwise. The structure 
of discourse flows from the same source of rationality, and there­
fore partakes of the same miracle of intelligibility as the 
visible universe. This is the faith of rationalism. 

A partial list of appeals to divine guidance in the 
Philebus includes: Soorates and Philebus call on their res­
pective gods, and Socrates speaks of his "awe of the gods" (12B); 
dialectic is a gift from the gods (16C); the gods handed down 
this method of learning, investigating and teaching (16E); some 
god or godlike man discovered the science of phonetics (18B); 
some god gives Socrates a vague memory of a wthird life" (20B); 
god revealed two elements in the universe (23C); god will tell 
us what the mixed class is (25B): it is "impious? to believe 
the universe is not ordered (28E); some god must preside over 
the mixture (61C). 
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Aristotle means when he says Plato subscribes to the theory 

40 of Empedocles that like knows like. Man understands the 

universe because the elements of his soul correspond to those 

41 in the universe. The Timaeus develops this thesis the farthest. 

In the Timaeus, the world-soul is constructed as a ratio of 

Existence, Sameness, and Difference (35B) and this constitutes 

a limit for the world's body (36E).42 Men's souls are created 

out of the same ingredients (41D), and establish ratios between 

the desires in the human body (42A). Reason or mind is inter­

preted as one aspect of soul (29B). 

The reason we must study the universe is, therefore, 

just this: everything has in it, somehow, both the one and 

the many and the limit and unlimited. This is not clear to 

the eye alone; it needs the eye of the mind also. Neverthe-

40.— 
De Anima 404b, 16 ff. Cf. Cornford, Plato's 

Cosmology, p. 94 ff. 

41. 
Cf. Timaeus 29A, 36E ff. The world is the best of 

all things which have become because it has been "fashioned 
on the model of that which la comprehensible by rational 
discourse." Furthermore, because of the correlation between 
the order of the universe and the order in man. we can study 
the universe with profit. Thrice the Timaeus (47A-C; 68E-69A; 
90C, D) makes the point that we will win to the best life by 
observing the harmonies of the cosmos and the heavens. In 
this way we can have similar harmony in our lives, and mind 
will rule in us as it does in the universe. "We must search 
out the divine for the sake of such happiness as our nature 
admits" (Timaeus 68E, 69A). 

42. 
True discourse is also directly related to this 

structure of the world soul (Timaeus 37B ff.). These are, 
needless to say, the same categories which the Sophist showed 
to explain the possibility of dialectic (cf. Cornrord, Plato's 
Cosmology, pp. 59-66). 
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less, these things are there if only we look for them. They 

are in man in the same sense: man has an essence, a proper 

limit, also, not always realized, to be sure, but potentially 

there and discoverable. The eye of the mind gives its aid to 

the discovery by the use of the god-given gift of dialectic. 

I do not pretend that by stating Plato's position in 

this way I have solved any of the problems which have been 

previously considered. Nor, for that matter, can I pretend 

to make clear, through the passages just quoted, what it is 

that Plato means when he says that the world embodies the 

intelligibility of dialectic. I have introduced the subject 

again for the purpose, rather, of bringing together two 

related points which seem to me to raise a special problem 

concerning the ideas as I have interpreted them in the Philebus. 

I have already considered, in the chapter on division 

and collection, the question how the "ones" and "manys" are to 

be discovered in the universe. I have also, in the introduction 

to this chapter, considered what Plato may mean by saying that 

there is a connection between the one and the many and the 

limit and the unlimited. At that point I raised the question, 

without discussing it, how the essential defining character­

istic of a species sought by collection as a preliminary to 

division could be related to the ends or purposes also supposed 

to be, somehow, discoverable in nature. This problem is now 

brought into focus by the present discussion in which we are 
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examining how good ends are to be found, through the use of 

dialectic, by examining the world. 

The problem, as I see it, is this. The task of 

collection is to find and define the essential common element 

in a group of particulars -- which is, of course, an idea. 

For if there are not such essences or ideas, then dialectic 

and, indeed, all rational discourse, are, according to Plato, 

43 
impossible. And it is these ideas, discovered by collection, 

which division relates in various ways. But the trouble is 

that there are classes of -- and hence ideas of -- bad things. 

And there would seem to be many objects which belong to classes 

which leave them, by themselves, neutral in value until they 

are combined together or with other things (some pleasures, 

letters, notes, etc.). And, I have insisted, unless dialectic 

can discover such classes of neutral and bad entities, 

combination cannot perform its proper functions of selection 

and rejection. 

Are there, then, bad essences? This would seem to be 

our conclusion. And if so, then the principle of the one and 

the many which (somehow) pervades the created universe can 

hardly reveal the purposes of the cosmic cause; for all its 

purposes, if not creations, are good. It will not help, it 

seems to me, to say (as we have previously suggested) that 

43. 
Cf. Parmenides 135B, C and R o b i n s o n ' s comments, 

P l a t o ' s E a r l i e r D i a l e c t i c , p . 7 5 . 
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all infima species may be defined in terms of the good 

members. It is true that we may define species which have 

good members in terms of the class of good members plus those 

that should be good members. There would, of course, be the 

problem of circularity in discovering which the good members 

were; but even granting that this could be overcome, what 

could we say of those classes (of pleasures, for instance) 

all of whose members are bad? 

There is no satisfactory solution, that I can see, to 

these problems. The treatment of division and collection, and 

its application, in the Philebus requires that the ideas be 

free to define all kinds of classes, classes of good objects, 

classes of bad objects, and classes of neutral objects. Yet 

it is also clearly stated that even these classifications are, 

somehow, objective, and dependent on the peculiar structure 

of the universe. Yet if the ideas are to be thus free of any 

direct connection with value, then whatever it is about the 

universe which makes these classifications objectively valid 

cannot be the same aspect which reveals the true ends and pur­

poses of the cosmic agent. We may say, if we please, that the 

universe contains evidence of both sorts, that there are the 

classifications due to the one and the many, and the "essences" 

required by them; and that there are the ends and purposes due 

to the limit, and the "essences" required by them. But we 

cannot say that the same aspect of the universe reveals both. 
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b. I wish now to discuss the status of the ideas in 

the Philebus from a somewhat different point of view. In the 

course of the following remarks, I am not going to introduce 

any new conclusions or arguments. My purpose is rather to 

bring together into .one place certain matters which have so 

far been considered separately. In the passage on division 

and colleotion, I stressed the point that the ideas in the 

Philebus were, unlike the ideas in some of the earlier dialogues, 

true universals in that they were not conceived as patterns or 

models which were good in themselves and which individuals 

resembled. In the present chapter on the principles of combi­

nation I have tried to show how the source of value can, on 

Plato's terms, be accounted for without making these assumptions 

about the ideas. I wish now to consider in what way the four­

fold analysis of value is related to the functions which the 

ideas once performed. Suppose, in other words, that we grant 

that the ideas of the Philebus are the pale reflections of the 

earlier ideas, and that they have an epistemological function 

only; where, exactly, in the fourfold scheme are the old 

functions of the ideas taken up? 

This is the question which has, in one form or another, 

probably attracted more attention than any other in the Philebus. 

If some scholars are right, in fact, the discussion of this 

point began with Aristotle; certainly it has not yet come to 

an end. I cannot, therefore, pretend to do more than touch 
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on certain aspects of the problem as they bear on my own 

44 

interpretation. 

It is interesting to note the degree to which the 

words \&L* and t\oos have disappeared from the crucial passages 

of the Philebus in favor of neutral terms like To sv and ^ovado^ .**-

One passage in the Philebus (58A ff.) does speak of dialectic as 

the highest and purest of all the arts because it deals with the 

really real and immutable knowledge. The ideas are not mentioned, 

however, as we have seen, and the permanence of the knowledge 

dialectic yields is nowhere said to depend on any assumptions 

about the ideas. Failure to mention the ideas, or, in mention­

ing them, to attribute to them the characteristics stressed in 

earlier dialogues is surely indicative. And it is especially 

noticeable in the passage on the fourfold classification that 

the ideas are never, as far as we can tell, once referred to. 

After recording this fact, and after noting the failure of other 

oritics to discover anywhere in the fourfold classification one 

element which can clearly be identified with the ideas, a few 

"" 44. 
There is a very fine and comprehensive summary of. 

the history of the debate on this subject in Cherniss, 
Aristotle's Criticism of Plato, Vol. I, pp. xiii ff. Also see 
Saokforth, op. cit.» pp. 39-43. 

45. r, 
The passage on dialectic at 15B ff. uses ic)^ only 

twice, and one of these occurrences is not very indicative. 
Other occurrences of the word 1o{ot in the Philebus are: 16D 
"one idea" must be sought in each case; 16D "the idea of the 
Unlimited"; 25B "the idea of the third class." Some occurrences 
of fcljos : 32B (twice); 33C; 48E; 51E. £?c)os is used through­
out the dialogue as meaning "class"; none of these cases 
suggests the special attributes given to the ideas in the 
Republic. Phaedo or Symposium. 
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scholars have decided that this classification is not related 

to the theory of ideas at all. A. E. Taylor, for instance, 

ooncludes that "...it seems plain that the fourfold classifi­

cation was devised with a view to a problem Where the forms 

are not specially relevant, and the true solution is thus that 

they find no place in this classification.46 W. D. Ross reaches 

the same conclusion, stating, "It is in fact impossible to find 

any clear relation between the metaphysics of the Philebus and 

the ideal theory. Plato is working out a new analysis of 

reality without troubling himself about its relation to his old 

analysis.47 Cherniss seems to have come to the same conclusion.48 

And with these statements I am, in general, in agreement. I 

agree, that is, that neither the ideas of the earlier dialogues 

nor the ideas of the section on division in the Philebus are to 

be identified with any one element of the fourfold classification. 

I do not agree, however, that the problem which the fourfold 

classification was devised to meet is one where the forms are 

"not specially relevant" nor that Plato did not trouble himself 

about the relation between the two schemes. In my opinion, the 

fourfold classification is very obviously relevant to the problem 

of the source and definition of the good, and surely no one could 

46. 
P l a t o , p . 417 . 

4 7 . 
A r i s t o t l e ' s Metaphysics I , p . 165 . 

48. 
See particularly his review of the Dies edition of 

the Philebus in Some War-Time Publications Concerning Plato, 
American Journal of Philology, July, 1947. 
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argue that the ideas, as conceived in the Republic or Phaedo. 

were not relevant to this problem. Of course, the ideas 

mentioned in the section of the Philebus on division are not 

directly relevant; but this is not the theory of ideas of the 

early dialogues. It is my thesis, then, that Plato was very 

definitely troubling himself about the relation between the 

fourfold classification and the theory of ideas, and that he 

contrived the former just to deal with the problems set by the 

latter. In the Philebus, if I am right, the functions performed 

by the ideas in the earlier dialogues are divided, some being 

performed by the monads of the section on division (which I 

have called the "ideas of the Philebus") and others being per­

formed by different elements of the fourfold classification. 

An important but difficult question about the status 

of the ideas in the Philebus is introduced by Aristotle's 

testimony in the first book of the Metaphysics and elsewhere. 

Aristotle ascribes these doctrines to Plato: (1) There are 

mathematical objects separate from both ideas and sensibles 

and intermediate between them; (2) Ideas are identical with 

non-mathematic numbers; (3) Idea-numbers are derived somehow 

from one and the dyad of the great-small. Jackson has tried 

to reconoile these points with the Philebus and the other 

late Platonic dialogues, but his attempts require considerable 

stretching of the evidence.49 Cherniss contends that in general 

- 4 9 . — 
We s h a l l consider Jackson's arguments present ly . 
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Aristotle's evidence is worth very little, saying that all 

attempts to find the Aristotelian Plato in the Philebus and 

50 other dialogues have failed. It is very tempting to try 

to find Aristotle's remarks borne out by the Philebus, however, 

and the effort will no doubt be renewed. Yet no way seems 

clear which does not do violence to the texts. One of the most 

enlightened attitudes towards this problem has been set forth 

by Glenn R. Morrow. 51 Morrow contends that it is inconceivable 

that Aristotle should invent, although he might misinterpret, 

Plato's doctrines. Morrow then shows that nothing Aristotle 

says is directly incompatible with an attempt to interpret the 

Philebus from his (Aristotle's) point of view. Failure to find 

the ideas in the Philebus may have baffled Aristotle, and he 

tried to interpret them into both the section on dialectic and 

the later section on the four ontologioal elements. Aristotle 

was not the last to do this. Specifically, Morrow says, the 

notion of mathematical objects could come from Philebus 15D-19B, 

where Aristotle took the ideas to be the highest forms, the 

"certain number" of definite forms in between as the inter­

mediates. Ideas as non-mathematical numbers could be derived 

by equating the "limit," which Plato describes in somewhat 

50. 
Riddle of the Early Academy, pp. 76, 77; cf. also 

Vol. I. Aristotle's Criticism of Plato. 

51. 
The Philosophical Review, March, 1946, pp. 190-199. 
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mathematical terms (25A), with the ideas. Lastly, the notion 

that ideal-numbers are generated from the one and the great-

small could also be an interpretation of the section of the 

Philebus on the limit and unlimited (which Plato calls the 

more and less). 

Into the intricacies of the problems involved here we 

cannot enter. One remark is, however, called for: if the 

evidence of Aristotle is worth anything at all as an inter­

pretation of the Philebus, then we must very considerably 

revise our own views of the dialogue. We may, I think, be 

excused from any detailed consideration of Aristotle's remarks 

by the fact that no one, as Cherniss says, has so far found any 

satisfactory way to reconcile Aristotle's statements with the 

Philebus (or any other dialogue). Morrow may be right, that 

Aristotle was simply striving to interpret the Philebus in terms 

of the earlier theory of ideas. If this is so, then he was, in 

my opinion, as bound to misinterpret the Philebus as other 

scholars have who tried to do the same. 

In looking at the fourfold classification of the Philebus 

we may at once agree, it seems to me, that the unlimited cannot 

perform any function ever satisfied by the ideas. The cosmic 

oause is another matter; we have already discussed its similarity 

to the idea of the good in the Republic. I have nothing to add 

to that point now, except to remark that whatever potenoy the 

ideas may ever have had in effecting their own realization in 

the world (and apart from the idea of the Good, there is a 
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question to what degree Plato thought they had such potency), 

this function has been taken over by the causal agent. 

In the concept of the limit there are very obviously 

some of the characteristics of the idea. A limit is, as we 

have interpreted it, a universal, and hence an idea in the 

same way in whioh the monads of the Philebus are ideas. A 

limit is therefore uncreated, imperishable, eternal, and does 

not exist in space or time. It is, moreover, that which a 

number of particulars have in common. All those particulars 

which have it in oommon belong to the same species, having the 

same relation between parts (for a limit is a relation). And, 

most impressive of all, only good entities have a limit, and 

all good entities do have a limit; all the good entities of 

the same species have, of course, the same limit. It is there­

fore the case that there is just one limit for every species 

(or every species which has any good members). This one limit 

defines the purpose of the cosmic cause with respect to all the 

members of a species, for the goodness of an entity may alterna­

tively be defined as having the right relation between parts 

(i.e. a limit) or as realizing the purpose of the cause; these 

are equivalent statements. 

Taking the limit then, that is, the class of all limits 

(which is, of course, like the other three classifications, an 

idea), we see that it is the only one of the classifications 

whose members are, in turn ideas (meaning here, universals; 

ideas in the sense of the Philebus). And it does not take 
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pointing out that the characteristics of limits are character­

istics which they have in common with the ideas, not only of 

the Philebus. but of the earlier dialogues. 

In what sense, then, can we object to saying that 

limits perform the functions performed by the ideas of the 

earlier dialogues? The answer is that just because the limits 

perform the functions of the ideas which they do, they cannot 

perform some other functions: for contradictory attributes 

were, in the earlier theory of ideas, given to the forms. 

Chiefly, the objection to taking limits as equivalent to the 

ideas of the earlier dialogues is this: limits are true uni-

versals, and cannot, therefore be patterns or icons. Particulars 

do not resemble limits; they have the property of having a limit. 

For the same reason, it is meaningless to say that particulars 

are good because limits are good. Possibly limits are, in some 

remote sense, good; but if they are, this is no argument for 

the goodness of the particulars. Particulars are good because 

it is good to have a limit; but particulars do not resemble 

universals, and so even some assumed virtue in the universal 

could never communicate itself to the particular. Nor is there 

any way in which a limit can be an end; the end is rather a 

Particular having a limit. If it is true that only ends exist 

(as Plato says in the Philebus), then this is not the sort of 

existence which limits have, for the ends Plato is thinking 

of are mixtures, particulars. 
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Not being an ioon or pattern which a particular can 

resemble, a limit also does not have the peculiar sort of 

oneness or indivisibility attributed to the ideas in the early 

dialogues. It is neither particular nor concrete, so that 

physical indivisibility is meaningless for it; and as an idea 

like other ideas in the Philebus, it must be both one and many. 

Finally, while all limits are universals, not all uni-

versals are limits; for there are, as we have pointed out, 

ideas of bad things and of neutral things. Limits are, in 

fact, restricted to infima species, so that no structure of 

limits could, as in division, be built up as it can of ideas. 

Yet if we identified limits with ideas, we would have to say 

all ideas were of good things, and that there were only ideas 

of infima species. This cannot apply to the ideas of the 

Philebus. 

Finally, we may consider mixtures. Mixtures clearly 

have many of the characteristics of the ideal. As we have 

seen, only something which has a limit, which is good, is a 

mixture. According to our interpretation, it is only mixtures 

which may properly be said to be good, and all mixtures are 

good. In the Philebus, the connection between value and the 

mixture is closer than between value and any other factor. 

An obvious proposal would therefore be that the ethical 

function performed earlier by the ideas has been taken over 

not by the limit, but by the mixture. Mixtures are not 
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abstract, as limits are. A limit does not exist in the sense 

in which mixtures -- or ends -- do. But the passing object 

which for a moment attains measure -- becomes a true mixture --

becomes for that moment perfect, and thus attains true existence; 

it "becomes into being." Thus it would combine, like the ideas 

of the early dialogues, existence and value. Furthermore, mix­

tures have the element of particularity and realized pattern 

which a true model or icon must have; other particulars can 

resemble a mixture, just as particulars were said to resemble 

the ideas when the ideas were considered as models. Value and 

being inhere in the mixture. The mixed life is the object of 

desire; furthermore, it is not in flux, but is at rest because 

it has a definite limit (24D). All these qualities are 

attributed to the ideas in the earlier dialogues. 

It is arguments like these which prompted Henry Jackson 

to suggest that the ideas are contained in the mixed class of 

the Philebus.52 Arguing that the difficulties about the ideas 

suggested in Philebus 15B were certainly intended to be settled, 

he contends that the analysis of dialectic does not do this 

(as Stenzel believes) but that the fourfold classification does. 

Noting the ideal character of the mixture, Jackson says that 

52. 
Jackson, Journal of Philology, Vol. X. This is one 

of a series of articles which appeared between 1882 and 1888 
and which contained a complete analysis of Plato's later 
theory of ideas. 
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" p e r f e c t i o n and e x i s t e n c e a r e i d e n t i c a l . . . Thus when To yfT^ov9 

>f 

i . e . , t h e a p p r o p r i a t e rro<ro>/f i s added t o a g iven cornpov , p e r -
53 

fection and existence are results." The multiplicity of 

particulars arises when other than the perfect ratios are imposed 

on the unlimited. Each of these is more or less similar to the 

perfect mixture, but the idea (i.e., the perfect mixture) is 

still only one. Since both the particulars and the ideas result 

from a joining of limit with the unlimited, Jackson holds that 

his interpretation is supported by Aristotle's remarks that for 

Plato both ideas and particulars spring from two elements, the 

54 
one and the indefinite dyad. This theory, according to 

Jackson, also shows how Aristotle could say that the ideas had 

become numbers for Plato, for the ideas are now mixtures which 

are characterized by specific ratios like equality and the 

double. 

In one way, I believe Jackson was right, because he 

saw that an important change had come over the theory of ideas 

and that somehow the explanation of value in the Philebus must 

be found in the fourfold classification. Jackson's error, it 

seems to me, lay in not going far enough with this line of 

reasoning and seeing that Plato had actually divorced the 

epistemologioal and the value aspects of the ideas. Jackson 

t h e r e f o r e r e v e r s e s P l a t o ' s p rocedure and t r i e s t o coa l e sce 

5 3 . 
Jackson , loc. c i t . , p. 278 . 

54. 
' I b i d . , p . 285 f f . 
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the ideas of the dialectical section of the Philebus with some 

element in the fourfold classification. Since the fit is not 

very good one way or another, he decided on the mixture as the 

locus of the ideas because it combined existence and value. 

Unfortunately for this interpretation, however, the 

existence of the mixtures is not the kind of existence Plato 

ever attributed to the ideas; quite the opposite. For mix­

tures are created, they exist in the passing world, and they 

can perish. The existence of mixtures is contingent, and 

depends upon matter of fact. Further, there would not seem 

to be much in the contention that there is just one mixture 

for each species. There is just one limit for each species. 

But, as we have seen, mixtures can differ numerically and can 

surely have some properties that differ: those of location 

and time, at least. It is true, of course, that any mixture 

could act as a norm for the members of a species; but there 

could more than one such model. 

Aside from these considerations, Jackson's thesis 

55 
suffers from other difficulties. It seems unlikely that Plato 

would be so deliberately obscure as to mention the ideas only in 

the passage on method, but intend us to find them in the mixture, 

Aristotle speaks of the one and the large-small as creating the 

ideas (Metaphysics I 6, 987b); Jackson must therefore equate 

55. 
Ross, in a detailed criticism,'shows that neither 

his interpretation of Metaphysics A nor of the Philebus can 
be maintained (Aristotle's Metaphysics I, pp. 164 ff.). 
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the one of dialectic with the limit of the analysis of becoming. 
But as Cherniss says:56 

Unfortunately for all attempts to maintain the corres­
pondence [of the one and the limit], the class of the 
mixture in the dialogue is distinctly and unequivocally 
equated with the objects and events of the phenomenal 
world...while the ideas are called 'monads' and are . 
desoribed as 'eternally immutable and unmixed' (15A). 

The basic confusion for Aristotle (as for many other commen-
tators) may have arisen from the fact that the word πειρον 
occurs in both the dialeotical and the ontologloal soheme. It 
is possible to see how the ideas are, in some sense, derivative 
from the unity (one) and the unlimited (number of particulars), 
since they are spoken of as a "certain number," a specific 
"many." But these ideas are not generated; the notion of the 
particular and the idea as oreated springs from an attempt to 
coalesce the two terms of diaeresis with the limit and unlimited 
of the ontologioal analysis. This is the only way we can under­
stand Aristotle's discovery of a "material cause" of the ideas. 

c. Finally, I wish to summarize my conclusions about 
the ideas in the Philebus as they bear on the three problems 
raised by Plato at 15B. (i) The first of these three problems 
was whether the ideas exist. As I have already stated in 
Chapter II, I do not see any reason to believe that Plato 
ever abandoned his conviction that universals exist, and exist 
eternally, unchanged, out of space and time, and that without 

56. 
The Riddle of the Early Academy, p. 18. 
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them dialectic would be impossible. It is true that Plato 

never asserts the existence of the ideas in the Philebus 

(unless we so interpret 58A), and so it is possible either 

that he no longer believed in it, or that he had serious doubts 

and wished to proceed without making his argument depend upon 

it. I think there is evidence (as I have tried to show) that 

Plato was concerned, not only about the third-man problem and 

other problems concerning the ideas, but also about the questions 

raised by Speusippus, who had claimed that dialectic was im­

possible if the ideas were admitted to exist. I agree with 

57 Cherniss that the appointment of Speusippus, who rejected the 

existence of the ideas entirely, to the post as head of the 

Academy may be interpreted as some indication that Plato did 

not consider this aspect of his philosophy essential to the 

pursuit of the truth. 

We may leave this question unsettled, then, as to 

whether Plato believed, or how definitely he believed, in the 

existence of the ideas when he wrote the Philebus . I think 

we must point out, however, that if the ideas do exist, then 

the conclusions we have reached are bound to affect in certain 

ways the kind of existence we attribute to them. Universals 

may exist, but if they do, they no longer, in the Philebus , 

have the properties once assigned them by Plato: they are 

not single models in some mysterious sense indivisible, they 

The Riddle of the Early Academy, p p . 82, 83. 
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are not necessarily the "essence" of good things, and they 

do not share the characteristics of particulars such as tall-

ness, beauty and goodness, because they are such characteristics. 

If the ideas do not account for the value of particulars 

by being perfect and valuable models, the strangeness of their 

existence, as pictured in the early dialogues, is mitigated. 

In those dialogues we were led to picture the world of ideas 

and the visible world as two worlds of particulars the former 

being unchanging, perfect, and wonderfully beautiful and good, 

while the second was changing, and good only so far as it 

resembled the world of ideas. This concept of the ideas raised 

two sorts of problems: epistemological problems due to the 

fact that the ideas and the individuals of the passing world 

were too much alike; value problems because they were too 

different. The solution of the Philebus is to make ideas and 

individuals far more different than before from an epistemo­

logical point of view, by holding that ideas and particulars 

do not resemble one another at all; this simultaneously 

eliminates the value problem so far as the ideas are concerned 

by making it meaningless to compare individuals and ideas in 

value. 

I shall resume the epistemological point presently. 

I now wish to explain the contention that the special kind of 

existence and value once attributed to the ideas, and which 

was intended to bolster Plato's value theory, did in fact 

raise a difficult problem. In the Republic, for instance, the 
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idea of the good was given special causal powers which seem 

entirely contradictory in an idea. Yet even in this case, the 

question arises how individuals can meaningfully be said to be 

good if goodness is a peculiar property of ideas. For, accord­

ing to this theory, the good contains no reference to the 

visible universe; all value is in the changeless and eternal. 

Aristotle raises this question: "even if the goodness predi­

cated of various things in common really is a unity or some­

thing existing separately and absolutely, it clearly will not 

be practicable or attainable by man."58 Nor, according to 

Aristotle, can we take the Ideal Good to be some sort of pattern, 

the knowledge of which would assist us to obtain some practical 

good, for this is not the actual procedure of the sciences: 

they rather aim at some actual good which they seek to produce, 

59 
and do not worry about any Ideal Good, In the Republic and 

other early dialogues, the idea was neither fish nor fowl, 

neither abstract enough to solve problems of knowledge, nor 

concrete enough to be a practical goal for action. The prestige 

the idea gained from its complete removal from the passing world 

made it inaccessible to endeavor without making it sufficiently 

different from particulars to banish the notion that it could 

be an end in itself. 

In the Philebus, this difficulty is overcome by making 

value inhere in created entities. I do not mean to suggest, 

— 
58. 

Nicomachean Ethics, 1096b 30 ff. 
59. 

Ibid., 1097a. 
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of course, that the ideas have no relation to value theory 

in the Philebus. But if the ideas have lost the sort of 

value and existence once attributed to them, their useful­

ness to ethics changes, and instead of being goals and ends, 

the ideas become instead the indispensible objects of the 

dialectic which analyzes, defines and explains how to create 

the good.60 The result of divesting the ideas of their 

immediate function in value theory is thus to shift value 

from the general and abstract to the particular and concrete. 

Where once the good was an unattainable goal, it has become 

the actual product of intentional art. At the same time that 

value appears in the created object, one of the chief motives 

for limiting ideas to ideas of good entities disappears. The 

reason Socrates hesitated about admitting ideas of mud, hair 

and dirt (Parmenides 130C), for instance, was that these things 

are "vile and worthless." But once worth no longer dwells in 

the idea, there is no reason there cannot be an idea of any-

thing.61 Once the idea is no longer the source of value, its 

lure emphasized by its remoteness, eternity and indivisibility,62 

and value is attributed to accessible states of affairs, it 

becomes possible to reconstrue the idea in such a way that it 

is not open to the objections of Speusippus and Aristotle. 

60. 
Cf. Stenzel, Plato 's Method of Dialect ic , p. 67. 

61. 
Cf. Stenzel, Ibid., p. 54 ff. 

62. 
Cf. Ibid ., p. 41. The desire or longing for the 

ideal good is a desire for immortality (Symposium 212A), for 
it cannot be achieved in this world. 
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(ii) The seoond problem posed in Philebus 15B was how 

each idea can be one and yet retain its absolute unity since, 

as the Sophist (244C) pointed out, oneness is an attribute 

which must be added to the unit. This question was answered 

in the Sophist at length, and the solution is assumed in the 

Philebus. There remains, in fact, no problem on this score 

once the notion of the idea as a superior, indivisible particu­

lar is abandoned. As long as ideas were conceived as superior 

individuals , one point of their superiority was their "indivisi­

bility." But if the idea is a true universal it is meaningless 

to say that it is indivisible in the sense in which the Atomists 

called an atom indivisible. The relations of ideas revealed by 

division do not, as we have seen, really divide; the function 

of division is rather to make true statements about the unaltera­

ble relations of the ideas to each other. The ideas are, to be 

sure, "one" in the sense that they are just that universal and 

no other; and they are "many" in that many true statements can 

be made about them. This is just the solution which worked for 

particulars; there is no reason to reject it for ideas once it 

is seen that this does not imply any similarity between ideas 

and particulars. For the superiority of the ideas as objects 

of knowledge does not rest upon their "indivisibility," but 

rather on the fact that their relations to other ideas are 

indubitable and eternal, while the statements about particulars 

are not. The inconsistency between the "indivisible" idea and 

diaeresis which Aristotle63 and Speusippus criticized disappears 

Aristotle's criticisms are in Topics, 143b 11-32; 
Metaphysics Z, 12-14. 
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when the notion of divisibility no longer applies to the 

idea; and it does once the idea is divorced from all taint 

of particularity. 

(iii) The third problem about the ideas specifically 

raised by the Philebus concerns the relation of the ideas to 

particulars, the so-called problem of "participation." I 

have remarked before that there is no way to tell if Plato 

has solved this problem until we know what a solution would 

be; and on this point there is no general agreement. If, as 

some have held, Plato never really believed the ideas exist 

at all, would this solve the problem? Clearly it would not 

for someone who contended that universals must exist in order 

to deal with some problems in epistemology. I will not, there­

fore, hazard any general answer to the question whether the 

problem of participation is solved. 

There are others, however, who have stated without 

reservation that the Philebus does solve the problem of 

participation. We have already considered Jackson's theory, 

which contends that the ideas are mixtures, i. e. perfect, 

but concrete and particular. We have seen that this theory 

cannot be supported as an interpretation of the Philebus. 

But even if it could, how would it solve the problem of 

participation? It would concentrate the source of value into 

a true model, and it would explain satisfactorily how other 

particulars could be good in so far as they resembled the 

model. And I agree that this is the account of value which 
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Plato gives in the Philebus. But if we also say that mixtures 

are ideas, we can then raise all the questions which Plato 

raises in the Parmenides, and there is no solution at all. The 

problem of participation requires for solution at least that 

ideas be universals; and whatever other virtues mixtures may 

have, they are not universals. 

Another attempt to find a solution to the problem of 

participation in the Philebus has been made by Stenzel. Stenzel 

points out that in his account of division, Plato speaks of 

dividing the genus into species, the species into subaltern 

species, and so on until the infima species are reached. Then, 

Plato says, we can "let each one of these intermediate forms 

pass away into the unlimited" (16E). Is it legitimate to 

include this last step, from infima species to individual, in 

the process of division? In Stenzel' s opinion this is the most 

important step of all, for it solves the "problem of partici­

pation." To him it seems that the jump from idea to example 

is no different from that from idea to idea. He writes: 

The ontological character of Plato's thinking is 
nowhere plainer than in this expectation that he 
could make an inference from mere concepts to a 
reality with a definite content...Division is in­
tended not merely to establish a general form for 
the judgment, but to prove the truth of particular 
judgments, having a definite content.64 

In this way, according to Stenzel, knowledge and opinion approach 

each other. "The lowest cioos is attained by reasoning, AoyoS , 

64. 
Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic, p. 91. 
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the sensible object bybo^; but it is only by being related 

to this that <fo<Tc* can become true."65 The dialectical move­

ment thus not only reduces the gap between the ideas and the 

phenomenal world to a minimum, it closes it. 

For this theory, there is neither logical nor textual 

justification. There is nothing in common between the step 

from genus to species and that from infima species to particular* 

Relations between ideas are necessary and a priori, while 

relations between ideas and particulars are contingent. And 

Plato can hardly be said to imply anything else. He stresses 

heavily the fact that the last step, from infima species to 

particular, differs from all the rest fundamentally. When a 

form is divided into other forms, the division, if it is properly 

carried out, always yields a certain number (T)\f<* ©<prC7aoK 16D, 

18A). But when a form is divided into individuals, the number 

is indefinite (C*TT£ *PO^). Because of this, we must delay the last 

step as long as possible, for it is this last step which goes 

beyond the scope of division. False dialectic, or eristic, 

consists in just this: in going directly from the original unit 

to the indefinite particulars (17A). For "the unlimited variety 

that belongs to and is inherent in the particulars leaves one, 

in each particular case, an unlimited ignoramus, a person of no 

account, a veritable back number..." (17E). As Cornford says: 

65. 
Stenzel, Ibid., p. 148. 
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The method of Division exhibits Forms arranged in 
systematic classification, spreading downwards from 
a single genus, through a definite number of specific 
differences, to the indivisible species at the bottom. 
Below that there is nothing but the indefinite number 
of individual things...They are below the horizon of 
science; the method considers only the One which is 
divided and the definite Many which are its 'parts.'66 

We cannot, then, aocept the theories of Jackson or 

Stenzel concerning the 'solution' of the problem of partici­

pation in the Philebus. Nor, as I have said, do I think there 

is any solution of the kind they sought. The solution, so far 

as it is one, lies in seeing that if the ideas are conceived 

as universals, then some of the problems simply disappear. That 

is, if the problem is defined in terms of the third-man diffi­

culty and similar difficulties raised in the Parmenides which 

arise from considering the ideas as indivisible particular 

entities, than it seems to me that the problem is solved. As 

far as I understand it, the third-man and associated problems 

arise when we think of ideas as models -- as perfect, unchange­

able, indivisible particular entities. But if we give up this 

conception of the idea, where is the problem? There remain 

real problems, no doubt, as to the nature of the ideas if they 

are not models; but the problems mentioned here are dispelled 

once we abandon the notion that we can predicate of ideas, as 

of particulars, such characteristics as tallness, size, beauty 

or value. 

Of course, Plato had always insisted that ideas were 

different from the particulars of the created world. But the 

Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 186. Cornford 
refers in a footnote to Philebus 16B ff. 
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difference he stressed in the early dialogues was a difference 

in perfection; he held the ideas to have a different mode of 

existence only because they were better. He did not recognize, 

at that point, the true nature of the difference, or he could 

not have raised the third-man problems or assigned to the ideas 

the characteristics of particulars. The real reason the 

Philebus can solve at least these aspects of the problem of 

participation is that it provides a new explanation of value 

which does not depend on the superiority of the ideas to 

particulars (except in the sense that they can be known in a 

way in which particulars cannot). By providing a new expla­

nation of value which does not directly involve the ideas, the 

ideas no longer must be regarded as particular patterns or icons. 

And ideas can thus take on unambiguously the abstract character 

of universals, leaving them free to deal with other problems of 

knowledge more satisfactorily when no objection remains to there 

being ideas of inferior products, artificial products, and so 

forth. 

This concludes our discussion of the ideas in the 

Philebus, and our discussion of the fourfold classification. 

Philebus had tried to break into the conversation 

once (18A) to ask the purpose of the long digression on method. 

Finally he succeeds (18D) and Socrates tells him that all this 

is preparatory to an analysis of pleasure and mind. The 

problem is to find out how many kinds of each exist, and what 

their nature is (bffooo*. *v« <3Tifcic*, 19B). For unless we can do 
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this with every unity and like and same (here Socrates mildly 

mocks Protarchus' earlier defense of pleasures (12E)) we shall 

be of no use in any way whatsoever. 



CHAPTER V 

THE ANALYSIS OF PLEASURE (31B-52C) 

1. With the conclusion of the discussion of the 

principles of combination, there remains now only the 

application of these principles to the elements of the good 

life, and the discrimination of these elements. We have 

already explained the various reasons which prompted Plato 

to insert this discussion where he did; we may therefore 

without ado proceed to the task of division and the complex 

tasks of combination: selection, evaluation, and mixing. 

We have assumed knowledge of the ingredients of the 

good life in the foregoing passages. Yet this knowledge is 

clearly not sufficient to prepare the way for combination. 

Collection showed that the good life is a mixture of pleasure 

and intelligence; it could not and did not tell what pleasures 

were to be combined in what way with intelligence. To find 

out, first, what kinds of pleasure and intelligence there are 

is the clear function of division. To judge and evaluate 

these kinds is one function of combination. In the sections 

which follow we may, therefore, consider that the purely 

analytic task of division has been infused with the evalu-

ational judgments of combination to prepare the way for the 

final act of selection, rejection and synthesis. 
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We are about, then, to divide pleasure and mind at 

the "joints," to learn their natural kinds. These kinds we 

may call species if we please; and surely they correspond to 

ideas, for they are universals; but we shall not make the 

mistake of thinking that all such kinds are norms, or define 

limits, for we are bound to discover some kinds which are bad. 

Not just bad in the wrong place or in the wrong proportion, 

but actually bad by nature, defined by the very characteristics 

which make them bad. For it is only if division does discover 

some bad kinds that the art can "separate good from bad" and 

"cast out," by an act of catharsis, the disruptive and 

corruptive elements. 

To a large degree, the parts of the Philebus which most 

require comment are those which we have already discussed. In 

those parts, we learned what Plato has to say about the nature 

of his method, and the principles upon which his theory of the 

good is based. In what follows, we observe the application of 

that method and those principles. This is not to say that what 

follows is less important than the previous sections; for it is 

in fact the fruit of those sections. But we can now turn our 

attention more directly to Plato's words, trying to see whether 

his practice bears out our interpretation of his theory, and 

profiting, where we can, from his incidental insights into 

human nature. The main task of interpretation, however, is 

now over, and what remains can only fortify or lessen our 
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confidence in it. 

The analysis of pleasure depends on the concept of 

the mixture not only to fix its place and importance in the 

good life, but also to provide some of the principles for the 

division. Because of this duplication, it is necessary to 

remind ourselves of some of the several ways in which Plato 

uses the word "mixture." 

First, let us note again that in one sense every mix­

ture is good; if it is not good, it does not satisfy the 

requirements for a mixture. Every mixture, in this sense, is 

the product of deliberate art. Just as music is the mixture 

produced by the musician, or a well-proportioned, easy-handling 

ship is the mixture produced by the shipbuilder, or a well-

ordered, self-sufficient community is the mixture created by 

the statesman, so the good life is the mixture produced by the 

art of happiness. We recall also that Plato speaks of such a 

mixture as mixed in two senses. In one usage, a mixture is a 

mixture of a limit and an unlimited. This, as we have seen, 

cannot be taken literally. Limit and unlimited are not two 

ingredients. A mixture results when the creative agent makes 

something which has a definite relation between its parts. 

This relation is a limit, which does not exist apart from the 

mixture. The real ingredients are the parts which are related. 

We speak of the mixture as mixed in a second sense, then, when 

we name the different ingredients which can be differentiated 
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in the compound. In both cases we name the same thing when 

we speak of the mixture; but in one case we think of the 

mixture as made up of an unlimited and a limit; in the other, 

as made up of the elements related by the limit. 

One further (and most confusing) way that Plato 

speaks of a mixture is this: an unlimited is a mixture in 

that it contains two opposite elements which are mixed rather 

than combined. The unlimited of a torrid day is a "mixture" 

of too much hot and too little cold; the unlimited of a 

discord is a "mixture" of wrong notes; the unlimited of some 

pleasures is a "mixture" of pleasure and pain. This is a 

disturbing use of the word "mixture" because it is almost 

directly opposed to the technical meaning it has been given 

in the preceding analysis; yet Socrates uses it in this 

different and misleading sense through the rest of the 

Philebus. 

To make the discussion that follows clearer, we will 

anticipate the broad categories into which pleasure will be 

divided. The body in health is a balance of certain factors. 

When this balance is disturbed or restored, pleasure or pain 

results. The first division of pleasures, then, is into those 

which result from this disturbance or restoration and those 

which do not; those born of process to or from the mixture 

which is health are called "mixed" pleasures, while those (if 

any) which originate without process are "unmixed." The 
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pleasures which originate in process are "mixed" in the sense 

that every movement away from health must be duplicated by 

another back to it (until death) so that every pleasure 

eventually entails (or is "mixed" with) a corresponding pain. 

Of those pleasures which spring from process, some 

are also simultaneously accompanied, because of their nature, 

by pains; some are not. This is a further division. Finally, 

there are pleasures of the mind and pleasures of the body; 

these divide each of the previous classes into two, with one 

exception. The exception is the case where the "mixture" is 

of pain and pleasure simultaneously; here three "mixtures" 

are possible, namely, of two bodily feelings, of two mental 

feelings, or of one each. The diagram on page 331 shows how 

the complete division can be carried out. 

This division is not altogether clear in all of its 

aspects in the Philebus, and it is not always certain how much 

of the scheme is meant to be covered by the discussion. The 

attempt to place every section of the text into one of the 

bottom sections of the diagram is also Procrustean to an 

extent, since the argument often digresses in such a way as 

to include larger sectors of the subject within the development 

of a subsection. But the diagram will serve its purpose if it 

assists in clarifying these problems as they arise. It should 

be noted that the word "mixture" nowhere in the diagram 

means what it meant in the ontological scheme. 
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2. We know the general class (V£\JOS ) of pleasure; 

now our task is to divide it. One way to do this is to in­

quire into its origin, and find in what (to £>) and by means of 

what condition (6\& TI TTb<yas) pleasure comes into being (31B). 

We may turn our attention first, then, to the pleasures which 

arise from alterations in bodily states. Such pleasures can­

not be considered apart from pains, for both originate by 

nature in the combined class (31C). This mixture, as Socrates 

goes on to explain, is not the good life; it is the mixture of 

various elements (or "opposites") which constitute, in the 

right relation, health. Let us consider this condition of 

harmony or ratio between "opposites" as the natural state or 

being of a living creature ((j>ocr«s, 31D, 42D; ov<ri<*, 32B). 

We will now say that pain is generated when this harmony is 

broken up (Aô is T^s <j>u(T£tos, 31D); pleasure is generated as 

the harmony is restored. Viewing the healthy body as a pro­

portion between opposites, we see that fullness and emptiness 

constitute alternative abnormal or unlimited conditions (42D). 

Hunger represents emptying, and is therefore a pain (31E); 

eating is a restoration of the proper limit or proportion, so 

eating gives pleasure. Whenever anything breaks up or corrupts 

the natural harmony we feel pain; any motion toward restor­

ation creates pleasure. Viewing the class of living creatures 

1. 
Cf. Symposium 186C ff. Eryximachus holds that the 

art of medicine is a knowledge of "love-matters" in the body 
in regard to repletion and evacuation. The physician must 
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as a "natural union of limit and unlimited" (32A, B), we can 

say that they suffer pain when the union is destroyed; but 

v ' the return of all things to their place (^^^op^is) and 

"the road back to its own essence" gives pleasure. For Plato 

the alternative to order is not a different order; it is 

disorder. The being of a created creature has one nature, 

and any change from this creates partial chaos, an unlimited. 

The question arises, in respect to Plato's explanation 

of pleasure in terms of the restoration of the harmony of 

health, whether his doctrine states that pleasure is to be 

identified with the bodily process of restoration, or whether 

he holds that the bodily process is only the cause (in some 

sense) of the pleasure. The question is of some importance 

to the theme of the Philebus because, if pleasure is to be 

identified with a change in bodily condition, then it would 

be possible (whether desirable or not) to live a life of 

pleasure (accompanied with pain) without having a mind at all. 

Aristotle criticizes the designation of pain as "the forceful 

make happy lovers of the opposites in the body, such as cold 
and hot, bitter and sweet, dry and moist. This explanation 
of pleasure and pain can be found elsewhere in Plato. Cf. 
Timaeus 64C ff.; Republic 583C ff. On the eve of his death, 
Socrates rubs his leg when the fetter has been removed and 
remarks to his companions: "What a strange thing, my friends, 
that seems to be which men call pleasure! How wonderfully 
it is related to that which seems to be its opposite, pain, 
in that they will not both come to a man at the same time, 
and yet if he pursues the one and captures it, he is generally 
obliged to take the other also, as if the two were joined 
together in one head" (Phaedo 60B). 
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separation of connate parts"2 and of health as the "symmetry 

of hot and cold"3 because such definitions would require that 

inanimate objects experience pain and have health. These 

definitions, he says, confuse cause and effect, for separation 

is the cause of pain, not pain itself. Aristotle, then, would 

seem to hold quite definitely that Plato's doctrine is that 

pleasure and pain are to be identified wich the bodily changes. 

The wording in the Philebus at a number of points gives some 

weight to such an interpretation (e.g. 45A, 46B, 32A, 53C). 

Nor can I see that if this were Plato's position it would 

change any of his basic arguments. His attack on the mixed 

pleasures depends primarily on the fact that they are always 

attended, at the time or later, by pains. And his denial that 

the life of pleasure can be the good life depends, not on the 

claim that even bodily pleasures involve the soul, but on the 

claim that even the hedonist does not desire the life of 

pleasure without mind. I would not even agree with Aristotle 

that this interpretation commits Plato to the absurdity that 

plants and inanimate objects feel pleasure and pain; for he 

2. 
Topics 145a 33-b 20. Cf. Timaeus 64D-E, 81D; 

Phllebus 3 l D . 

3 . 
Cf. Timaeus 82A-B; P h i l e b u s 32A and C h e r n i s s , 

A r i s t o t l e ' s C r i t i c i s m of P l a t o , p . 2 3 . In Topics 139b 19-23 
A r i s t o t l e c a l l s t h i s d e f i n i t i o n of h e a l t h " o b s c u r e , " s i n c e 
<rt>jA^$Tfb{oc i s an ambiguous word. But i n the Phys i c s (246b 4-6) 
he s ays t h a t h e a l t h c o n s i s t s of a m ix tu re and symmetry of hot 
and c o l d ! 
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could quite well hold that the Au<n^ -r*\s cvucrstos is pain 

(and its reverse pleasure) in the case of animals, but not 

in other cases. 

In spite of all this, I think it is pretty unlikely 

that Plato really believed that any pleasures or pains are 

bodily changes. It would strengthen the argument against 

hedonism, to say the least, to hold that even the bodily 

pleasures and pains necessarily involve the soul. It would 

be more in keeping with the doctrine, presently to be developed, 

that all desire, sensation and memory are of the soul. The 

majority of passages in the Philebus are ambiguous as to which 

doctrine is intended, but some quite definitely imply that all 

pleasures and pains involve the soul (cf. 55B, 35D, 41C). I 

conclude, therefore, although on somewhat shaky evidence, that 

Aristotle is wrong in implying that Plato held bodily pleasures 

to be purely of the body.4 

A mere state of disorder, could it exist, would not 

be accompanied by pain. Pain arises from motion, from the 

change introduced as the organism diverges from its natural 

harmony. The same is true of pleasure: a continuous state 

of harmony (if such were possible) would have no process, and 

therefore no pleasure of this kind. On this score, the hedonist 

4 . 
This is also the conclusion of Hackforth, P l a t o ' s 

Examination of Pleasure, p . 61 . 
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could claim that if Socrates is going to decide against the 

pleasures which result from an original disruption of the 

mixture, he will have no pleasures at all. Callicles argues 

this in the Gorgias (493D ff.), and recommends the unsettled 

life for this very reason: 

For the man who has taken his fill can have no 
pleasure any more; in fact it is what I just now 
called living like a stone, when one has filled 
up and no longer feels any joy or pain. But 
the pleasant life consists rather in the largest 
possible amount of inflow. (Gorgias 494 A, B) 

But we are now told by Socrates (Philebus 32B) that 

this kind of pleasure and pain is only one kind; perhaps 

there are others. 

3. The purpose of the preceding discussion is to 

demonstrate that simple bodily pleasures, such as those which 

originate from eating and drinking, are inevitably linked with 

pain; the pleasure derives in each case from a return to 

normalcy, the decline from which was pain. The question now 

is, are mental pleasures infected in the same way with pain? 

Here we must partially anticipate a later development because 

Plato does. It will ultimately develop that some mental 

pleasures are not related to pains (51A, B). Some are; and 

it is these which we are ready to consider. But Socrates can­

not resist two brief digressions based on the future course 

of the argument. 



337. 

Some pleasures, he says, will be found to be pure 

and unmixed in any sense (32C); their discovery will reveal 

the "truth about pleasure," for it will show that while some 

pleasures may be bad, others may be always good. This result 

will uphold our original contention that the entire class of 

pleasures is not good (Philebus 13B), but that some pleasures 

are good and some bad (32D). 

The other digression touches on a recurrent theme of 

the Philebus: if pleasure and pain result from process, what 

if there is no process? This prospect frightened Callicles, 

but it is tempting to the philosopher. This reveals a certain 

cleft between pleasure and mind; a man could live a life with­

out pleasure or pain (33A). The life of the mind would be 

sufficient, while the life of pleasure has been shown to be 

insufficient. The trouble with the life of mind is that no 

human desires it (21E): it is the life of a god, the "most 

divine life" (33B); for the gods feel neither "joy nor its 

opposite."5 A god would desire such a life: for him it would 

be good; but for a man it could not be good since no man would 

ever desire it. The divine neutral life is for Plato apparently 

Pleasureless; the theoretical or contemplative life is not. We 

should not let Aristotle lead us to confuse this point. 

-----------------

5. 
cf. Republic 540B, C. The guardian who sees the 
truth and lives by it is to be worshipped as a divinity --
"or at least as a man blest with a godlike spirit." 
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Ar i s to t l e f e l t that the l i f e of contemplation is "higher than 

the human leve l : not in v i r tue of h i s humanity wi l l man achieve 

i t , but in v i r tue of something within him which i s d ivine"; and 

t h i s something " i s superior to h i s composite nature" 

(Nicomachean Ethics 1177b-1178a).6 Ar i s to t l e could contend 

t h i s because for him God's contemplative l i f e was p leasurable . 

For Plato there i s nothing pecul iar ly divine about man's con­

templation, since i t can produce pure p leasure ; but for t h i s 

very reason, contemplation i s not "higher than the human l e v e l , " 

and i t i s part of man's composite nature to achieve i t . The 

solut ion to th i s problem must wait u n t i l we can show how man's 
7 

neutral life, unlike that of the gods, can contain pleasure. 

But to return to the simple pleasures and pains of 

the mind; most important among them are the pleasures and pains 

------------------
6. 
As Jaeger has shown, Aristotle is here closer to the 

position of the middle dialogues of Plato than in other parts 
of the Nicomachean Ethics. The passages quoted above are 
related to the Aristotle who wrote in the Protrepticus that 
man should strive to live divinely. Later the emphasis 
shifted: the good is something "within human reach" 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1096b 30); the good for the gods may be 
one thing and for man another (Nicomachean Ethics 1101b; 
cf. W. Jaeger, Aristotle, p. 235) • Here, as elsewhere, the 
Phllebus seems closer to the parts of the Nicomachean Ethics 
written last than to the earlier Platonic dialogues, just as 
Bk. X of the Nicomachean Ethics seems closer, in many ways, 
to the middle Platonic dialogues than to the later parts of 
the Ethics. 

7. 
Socrates, realizing that this passage is out of 

place in the argument, recommends that the point be reserved 
for discussion later (33B, C). It is referred to again three 
times (42E; 51E; 55A). 
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of expectation.8 These, Soorates remarks, originate entirely 

in memory (33C). It will therefore be necessary to discuss 

memory, and before it, sensation, to understand these pleasures 

and pains of the soul. Sensation is defined as "the union of 

soul and body in one common experience and motion" (34A). This 

definition is not clearly stated anywhere else in Plato, although 

several passages imply it,9 and it is not supported by any 

arguments here. The significance of the phrase "union of soul 

and body" can hardly (as Bury contends)10 be that "sensation 

involves consciousness." Its importance is rather to emphasize 

the general interdependence of mind and body even on the level 

of the most matter-of-fact explanation of pleasure; one of the 

reasons for the analysis of pleasure is to show how completely 

it relies on the mind at every point, to show that the "simple 

life of pleasure" which the hedonist advocates is impossible. 

---------------8.---------
The pleasures and pains of expectation are due to 

the pleasant or unpleasant character of the hope or fear with 
which we contemplate some future condition. Naturally 
expectation is pleasant when we expect events which we think 
Vill give us pleasure; this is the "sweet and cheering hope 
of pleasant things to come." But the pleasure or pain which 
Is considered now is present now; the pleasure results from 
the "sweetness" and "cheerfulness" of the present hope, not 
the pleasure of the future event. 

9. 
Timaeus 42A, 43C, 64B ff.; Theaetetus, 186B, C. 

Aristotle objects to the definition (Topics 125b 15-19) because 
he says, sensation is a state but motion is an activity; and 
the genus of a state must be a state. 

1 0 . 
Bury, The Phi lebus of P l a t o , p . 66 , n o t e . 
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Bodily pleasure, we have been told, is a sensation which 
originates under certain conditions. Now we learn that even 
it must penetrate to the soul before we can experience it. The 
motion must permeate both body and soul and cause a vibration 
in both (33D); if the motion affects only the body, we call it 
lack of sensation (34A).11 

Memory, being a function of the soul, retains only 
those things which penetrate to it; there is nothing to remem­
ber if there is no sensation (33E). Memory may therefore be 
defined as the "preservation of sensation" (34A). This is 
immediately distinguished from recollection ( νάμνησιs): 
"When the soul has had an experience with the body, and then 
brings it perfectly back all by itself apart from the body, 
then we say it recollects" (34B); recovery of a lost memory 
of a sensation, or piece of infonnation, is also recollection 
(34B, C). The distinction here between memory and recollection 
does not seem to be the same as that made in the Meno. Memory 
here is a simple retention of a sensation, like the seal in the 

12 wax tablet. Recollection is recovery of either (1) the 
sensation itself (although presumably only the noetic aspect) 
-----------------

11. 
That sensation results from motion we learn in the 

Theaetetus (156A ff.). It stresses the fact that there is 
motion both in the object perceived and in the recipient subject. 
But we perceive with the mind and only through the senses where 
the motion takes place (Theaetetus 184D). 

12. 
Theaetetus 191C. 
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or (2) of the memory of a sensation. Plato would seem here 

to subscribe to the Humian dootrine that there is nothing in 

the mind which has not entered through the senses. The 

addition of "or piece of knowledge" {jj^Bn^ros) to those things 

which can be recollected might be considered as admitting the 

sort of object Plato once held to be the only possible source 

of knowledge. But it is unlikely he would introduce so important 

a subjeot in so trivial a way; this "piece of knowledge" is 

probably meant to include only such information as the soul has 

acquired through word of mouth. For some reason the old theory 

of recollection, like the theory of ideas on which it depends, 

is being withheld. The reason the ideas were not introduced in 

another context in the Theaetetus, according to Cornford, is 

that "the Forms are excluded from the discussion, which is con­

fined to the empiricist claim that all knowledge comes from the 

external world of sense, either directly or by teaching as 

13 commonly conceived." He specifically notes that Plato "never 

uses his own word for recollection (anamnesis)" in the discussion 

of memory in the Theaetetus. But what are we to say of the 

Philebus. where there is no such limitation on the scope of 

the discussion, and where Plato does use "his own word"? In 

Partial answer, we may observe that the definition of memory 

la the Philebus is made for the purpose of showing that pleasure, 

1 3 . 
Cornford, P l a t o ' s Theory of Knowledge, pp. 135, 136. 
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even on the hedonist's grounds, must be granted a psychic 

faotor. Plato is going to use memory (as he did in the 

Theaetetus) to prove the possibility of error when only 

sensations and their retained (or recovered) images are admitted. 

The pleasures the hedonist advocated were all of the boc?y, since 

the hedonist wanted to maintain the possibility of a happy life 

without mind. Plato, meeting him on his own grounds, is not 

interested here in introducing the technical doctrine of 

recollection. 

Only the lesser mystery remains: why does Plato use 

the word once fraught with such special meaning in a context 

of definition? The answer suggests itself that the theory of 

<*Vo|xv̂ <7i5 set forth in the Meno no longer held a place of 

importance in Plato's epistemology. As we have seen, what 

remains of the theory of ideas in the Philebus is a very 

restricted version of the earlier doctrine, a doctrine from 

which the Philebus, apparently consciously, has dropped many 

of the most characteristic but debatable features. It is not 

altogether unlikely, then, that the unembarrassed use in the 

Philebus of a word onoe strangely significant is only one* 

facet of a general shift of emphasis. 

Plato now turns to attaok the partisans of pleasure 

in a new way. Philebus had maintained that only the pure life 

of pleasure oould be desired; that pleasure is the true goal 

of every living creature (60A). Whether or not all desire is 
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of pleasure then, any inspection of the origins of pleasure 

must certainly involve an analysis of desire. If desire, like 

anticipation, turns out to be a function of the soul, one more 

prop has been out from under the hedonist's position. 

Hunger and thirst are examples of desire; what is the 

uniting principle which permits us to use one word for all such 

examples (34E)? Socrates never names such a principle, for all 

he seeks is the common origin of desires. This origin he finds 

to be a power of the mind to seize on (acpxtTTofro, 35A, B) the 

bodily condition opposite to that in which a man finds himself.14 

When a man is hungry, he desires food; when he is thirsty, drink. 

The desire is never of what is possessed, but of something 

15 
different. A man cannot discover his desire in a present 

bodily passion.16 Of course, desire for food is related to 

present emptiness; but the desire is not of the emptiness, but 

of fullness. Where does the desire originate then, if not in 

the present bodily condition? The answer can only be, in the 

14.Cf. Cratylus 419E: smc^^u* is a name given to a 
power that goes (»fci3crcA ) into the soul (^^° 5). 

15. 
Cf. Symposium 200A ff• Love is always of what is 

not possessed. When it is of beauty, love indicates a lack 
of beauty. 

16. 
Even Faust1s famous line, "would that this moment 

Blight last," expresses a desire for what he does not have — 
assurance of the permanence of his own feelings. 
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soul, through the action of memory (35B). Memory preserves 

(or recollection recovers) past sensations of eating, of drink­

ing. In our present painful condition, the soul presents us 

with a memory of a past condition which was opposite; desire 

seizes and fastens on this memory (35C). We have shown 

conclusively that all the impulse, the desire and the first 

principle of all living creatures is of the soul (35D). There 

is no desire of the body. 

4. Although both expectations and desires are of the 

17 
soul, they are not of the same quality. Expectation is 

passive, while desire is active. Expectation contains an element 

of prediction; it can be right, or it can be mistaken. Desire 

cannot be right or wrong; it does not call for verification. 

Expectation can be either of pleasure or of pain, and the 

experiehce of expectation can be pleasant or painful. The 

object of desire is always pleasant (Charmides 167C-178A); 

"what a man desires is dear to him" (Lysis 221B). Expecta­

tion has no moral character; what is anticipated may be either 

good or bad, or neither. What is desired is always good, 

within its own,context (although this must be modified before 

we speak of the good, as we have seen). 

17. 
Cf. Wild, Plato' s Theory of Man, pp. 153-156 for 

a detailed discussion of the difference between expectation 
and desire. 
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Expectation relies on memory for the most accurate 

possible prediction about the future. Sinoe such a prediction 

depends entirely on empirical evidence, expeotation is always 

based on opinion. Desire relies on memory as a fund from which 

it can seleot a goal. Although desire is always of the soul, 

it is not always rational. There is a structure to desire 

which is directly related to the structure of the soul. The 

appetitive part of the soul desires food, drink and women: 

the manly part desires to rule and be famous; the rational 

18 
part desires the truth. This totality of desires is one 

way of viewing the scope of possibility from which the art of 

happiness selects and out of which it creates the mixed life. 

The discussion has shown that the pleasures of 

expeotation depend on the memory, a function of mind; it has 

also shown that all desire is of the soul and relies on memory. 

But if expectation and desire have been shown to have a noetic 

reference, let us remember that they are still related to 

bodily pleasures and pains. Desire, of the sort which has been 

investigated, originates from a bodily pain. We do not desire 

food unless we are hungry. Desire may not be,of the body alone, 

but it is not of the soul alone either; it is "blended with 

19 
Pleasure and pain." 

18. 
Republic 580D ff. 

19. 
Timaeus 42A. 
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The preceding sections analyzed the characteristics 

of simple bodily pleasures which arise in the change from 

disruption to harmony in the body; and of simple mental 

pleasures, which are based on the pleasant anticipation of 

things to come. Viewed in abstraction, these pleasures are, 

at any one moment, "unmixed" in the sense that no pain is 

necessarily felt at the same time. But viewed within any 

temporal scope, the bodily pleasures must yield to some pain; 

and mental pleasure is related to some concomitant physical 

pain. 

Turning from this analysis of the elements of pleasure 

in abstraction, Socrates points the way to the application of 

these elements in the "form of life" (faoo ado* , 35D). 

Defining quickly the condition of a mixture of pleasure and 

pain involving both body and soul (36A), he goes on to speak 

of the possibility of false pleasure. There is a fairly 

lengthy discussion of this point (36C-42C) which involves a 

unique consideration of the function of imagination. A 

discussion of "still more false" pleasures (42C) follows, 

based on an analysis of the most violent mixed bodily pleasures, 

although the doctrine that pleasure is merely absence from pain 

is wistfully rejected. Toward the end of the passage (46C) an 

outline of the entire section is given, dividing the mixed 

pleasures into those concerned with the body alone, those which 

belong to the soul alone and those which mingle pains and 
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pleasures of the soul and body. At 47D Socrates remarks that 

only one of these, the mixture of pain and pleasure in the soul 

alone, remains, and it is discussed with an elaborate example 

drawn from comedy and the nature of humor. Again at 50D Socrates 

outlines the three divisions of mixed pleasures, and then turns 

to the pure, or unmixed, pleasures (50E). 

This brief survey serves to show that in this part of 

the Philebus particularly the pattern is firm and explicit, 

the scheme is well worked out, and is kept before the reader. 

This becomes important when specific problems of interpretation 

arise, because it is assurance that everything is pertinent and 

planned. If the significance of a passage seems doubtful or its 

connection with the argument tenuous, the fault probably lies 

with us, since for Plato it was not a chance design. 

The aim of the analysis of pleasures which now follows 

is partly to divide pleasures into those which are suitable for 

the mixed life and those which are not, and partly to discredit 

hedonism for once and for all by proving that many -- perhaps 

most -- pleasures are bad in some sense. In some of what follows 

Plato seems to forget the first aim and concentrate on the second. 

One is apt to feel that Plato is not satisfied with having shown 

that pleasure alone cannot be the good life; he is determined 

to prove that most pleasures are not good, whether or not we 

accept his definition of the good life. For this reason he 

would like to show how individual pleasures can be bad quite 



348. 

apart from the question whether they would fit into the mixed 

life. I do not believe that the apparent independence of these 

sections of the Philebus will bear close scrutiny, however. It 

may be -- this is open to question -- that Plato desired to 

demonstrate the badness of most pleasures apart from the 

assumptions of the rest of his argument. But analysis will 

show, I think, that the sense in which the bad pleasures are 

bad is dependent, in every case, on their unlimited character. 

If this is so, then their badness is really of such a sort that 

it excludes them from the mixture. Badness will reduce to un-

limitedness, and the two apparently different aims of the 

dialogue will coalesce. 

The following part of the dialogue can perhaps be best 

explained by bearing this in mind. The position which Plato 

is about to maintain is that many pleasures are bad because 

they are inextricably related to error. He says his thesis is 

that some pleasures are false; yet all he succeeds in showing 

is that some pleasures are dependent on, or closely related to 

error. The failure to prove his thesis, which Plato practically 

admits, does not seem to shake his conviction that he has shown 

these pleasures to be bad. It would, therefore, be best to 

consider from the start that the true thesis is simply that 

some pleasures are bad because they are closely related to 

error. The badness which follows from this dependence on error 

can be related to the concept of the unlimited in this way: 
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error (as Plato explained in the Sophist, and as he explains 

again here) consists in believing something to be the case 

which is not, in fact, the case. Or, as he puts it, we believe 

something exists which does not. In such a case, reality does 

not correspond to our opinion. Now, if a pleasure depends on 

such a false opinion, we may say that the pleasure does not 

correspond to reality in the sense that if we had a true opinion 

(i.e. if we knew the thing did not exist) we would have no 

pleasure. Plato believes such pleasures which depend on 

erroneous opinions are unlimited in the sense that they are not 

explained by or measured by the facts. They are not determined 

by the facts, but rather by an opinion which is falsely related 

to the facts. If I am right in regarding the unlimited as that 

aspect of things which cannot be explained by a rational purpose, 

that is, a purpose based on knowledge of reality, then it is 

reasonable to say that a pleasure which depends on error is 

unlimited, since it can only be explained by an error in judgment. 

Let us now turn to Plato's analysis of the relation 

between judgment or opinion and certain pleasures and pains. 

Of the three sorts of pleasures and pains which occur simul­

taneously with other pleasures or pains, our first task is to 

consider those which our analysis of desire and expectation 

revealed to combine passions of the soul with those of the body. 

Let us consider, for instance, the condition of a man who is 

empty, and feels bodily pain, but at the same time remembers 
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the state of fullness, which would give him pleasure. We may 
speak of him as being "between the affections" (έγ μέσω ώγ  
παθημάτων, 36A). The bodily state is certainly painful, but 
there is an ambivalence about the mental state. If the man has 
an expectation of attaining the state he remembers of fullness, 
then his memory is pleasant; if the man despairs of attaining 
fullness, his memory of that condition is painful (36B). The 
feelings with which we view the same memory can differ enormously, 
then. The fact that a memory is of a pleasant experience does 
not make the memory pleasant. But it also is not the present 
bodily circumstances which determine whether a memory is pleasant 
or not. It is the nature of the anticipation. It is the future, 
or what we expect of the future, which makes the difference. We 
find the memory of a pleasant past experience painful now if we 
do not expect the future to reproduce the past. Clearly we can 
be wrong about the future, however. Perhaps, in spite of our 
direful expectation, we shall (unexpectedly) have the pleasant 
experience which we painfully remember. In this case we were 
mistaken. What is it that was mistaken? Not the memory of the 
past experience, for we remember it properly, and it was pleasant. 
It is rather the anticipation which is at fault; we expected 
something different than the facts warrented. As a result, the 
pain which we feel now (because we do not expect the future to 
be pleasant) is unwarranted because the opinion is wrong. Perhaps 
we may speak of such a pain (or a pleasure which attaches to a 
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wrong expectation) as false (36C). That is the first problem 

concerning the mixed pains and pleasures of the body and soul. 

Socrates introduces the question by pointing out that 

it is possible to be mistaken about whether we are experiencing 

a pleasure or not. A man who is siok or sleeping or insane 

may think he feels pleasure when he does not, or pain when he 

does not (36E). This is clearly true of the bodily pleasures 

if they are defined as the restoration of harmony between parts; 

for a man could easily be wrong as to whether or not a certain 

process was taking place in his own body. Even if these pleasures 

are only caused by the restoration of bodily harmony, we might 

still judge whether or not we had a pleasant experience accord­

ing to our opinion about the bodily change; and so again we might 

err. But would this make the pleasure itself false? Certainly 

we really do feel the pleasure, whether we know it or not. We 

must reconsider whether or not the qualities true and false can 

be predicated of pleasures. 

The problem is now put in a different way. What we are 

really interested in is not whether we are right in thinking we 

feel pleasure; what we want to ask is whether we can predicate 

truth and falsehood of pleasures. Let us consider two statements: 

1. There is a man under yonder tree. 

2. I believe 1. 

Either of these may be true or false. To verify the 

first, we find out if there is a man under yonder tree. To 
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verify the second, we find out if I believe there is a man 

under yonder tree. One statement is about the man; one is 

about me. Neither statement is an opinion. An opinion exists 

when a statement is asserted, or believed. If I believe either 

1 or 2 I have an opinion. If I believe 1, I have an opinion 

about the man. If I believe 2, I have an opinion about myself; 

and in this case, since the statement is about an opinion, I 

have an opinion about an opinion. 

There can be no doubt that we can substitute 

3. I feel a pleasure. 

for "l" in 2, and that this further statement is either true 

or false, and that it is about me. We may write it thus: 

4. I believe 3. 

We can verify 4 in the same way we do 2; and we can 

verify 3, although not in quite the same way as 1. But in no 

case can we speak of the pleasure being true or false. The 

truth of 4 does not depend on the truth of 3 any more than the 

truth of 2 depends on the truth of 1. If 4 is true, then I 

believe 3; this does not require that 3 be true. If 3 is true, 

I must feel a pleasure. But this is not the same as saying 

the pleasure is true, but that the pleasure exists. These 

two statements cannot come to the same thing, or we oould not 

say that false pleasures exist, which it is our purpose to 

prove. The reality of believing and feeling pleasure is not 

enough in itself to show that both opinions and pleasures may 

be true or false. 
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Let us ask once more "how it is that opinion is both 
true and false and pleasure only true, though the holding of 
opinion and the feeling of pleasure are equally real" (37B). 
We may start by looking again at opinion. When we say an 
opinion is true, we do not (as we found) mean that we really 
do have an opinion. What we mean is that what we assert or 
believe to be the case, is the case. Opinion adds the element 
of assertion or belief to the statement itself. It is only by 
extension that we speak of the belief or assertion as being 
true; what we really mean is that the statement asserted is true. 
We may think of the matter in this way: it is possible merely 
to entertain a statement without believing it. But suppose I 
see something in the distance, and I wish to distinguish what 
it is (38C). It is this desire or wish to know or deoide what 
it is that we see which gives rise to an opinion. Unless there 
is an emotion (πα ματα , 39A), there is no opinion. The 
mere proposition that there is a man under yonder tree could be 
entertained without belief. When, however, my dim sensation 
of distant-something is coupled with an emotion of fear, hope, 
desire or curioulsity about that distant-something, then I form 
aa opinion about it, which may be true or false. If I form an 
opinion, I may signalize this fact by making an assertion: 
"There is a man under yonder tree." If no one is present, I 
may still believe that this statement is true; Plato compares 
such silent assertion or belief to writing down the asserted 
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proposition. I record the statement in my soul as if it were 

a book (39A).20 It does not matter whether or not the state­

ment is really formed in words. It may be spoken (in which 

case we call it a Aoy^s, 38E) or it may be silent.21 It may 

be a picture or image which is produced in the soul, rather 

2 2 

than a verbal expression (39B, 40A). The important thing 

is the feeling with which the picture or statement is registered, 

and which makes us form an opinion. Now we see the only sense 

in which a feeling can be said to be false; if the feeling 

causes us to record a false statement, we call it false (39A). 

In no case do we question the existence of the feeling; but 

20. 
When we compare the book of Philebus 38E with the 

wax tablet of Theaetetus 194C, or Locke's tabula rasa we must 
be alive to this difference; that the wax is entirely passive 
while the sensations leave their marks. But the book of the 
Philebus needs more than sensations; an emotion is involved 
which makes what is written an opinion or assertion instead 
of merely a memory. 

21.Cf. Theaetetus 190A where <&?<* is identified with 
a statement {\6yos J "spoken, not aloud to another, but silently 
to oneself." Sophist 263E repeats that "thought and speech are 
the same" and speaks of "the inner dialogue of the soul with 
itself, which takes place without vocal utterance." Cf. also 
Timaeus 37B. 

22. r / 
There i s a worker (onM , 0 0py c > 5) in the s o u l who p a i n t s 

images (£1K6V«*S) . L a t e r , t h e s e images a re c a l l e d <PC^T*<T/AOIT<* 
(40E). Note t h a t t he p o s s i b i l i t y of the e x i s t e n c e of f a l s e 
linages, which was the major problem of the S o p h i s t , i s taken 
for g ran ted h e r e . S t e n z e l ( P l a t o ' s Method of D i a l e c t i c , p . 116) 
p o i n t s out t h a t t h e s e p i c t u r e s a r e no t n e c e s s a r i l y v i s u a l and 
c a l l s a t t e n t i o n to P h i l e b u s 39B where " o p * ' i s used by zeugma 
to denote a g e n e r a l f a c u l t y of forming images . " 

file://{/6yos
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we have found a pragmatic reason for des ignat ing the fee l ings 

true and f a l s e . 

What i s the nature of t h i s fee l ing which, when connected 

with sensat ions and memories makes, us form opinions? One t e s t 

of such fee l ings i s the willingness to act upon them. I f we 

believe something, we wi l l base our performance on i t . An 

opinion i s in the nature of a p red ic t ion , which events may prove 

to be ei ther t rue or f a l se . Opinions are based on present and 

past experience, but the i r reference i s t o the future (39D, E ) . 

In d is t inguishing between the mere entertainment of a propo­

s i t ion and i t s asser t ion, Plato i s surely drawing our a t t e n t i o n 

to a very important difference. And he i s c e r t a i n l y r ight as 

well in saying t h a t a proposition does not need to be asse r ted 

out loud, or in words, in order to be be l ieved . The problem 

i s , just how we are to conceive P la to ' s opinion about what i t 

is that makes the difference. One difference he i s c l e a r about; 

so long as we merely enter tain a propos i t ion , the t r u t h or 

fa l s i ty of the proposition can involve us in no e r r o r . Error 

(or rightness) attaches only to opinions or a s s e r t i o n s . I f we 

believe a f a l se statement to be t r u e , then we e r r . But what 

is the nature of the "feeling" which combines with memory and 

sensation to produce opinion? The only kinds of f ee l ing 

mentioned in t h i s section are the pleasures and pains of 

ant ic ipat ion, i . e . (pleasant) expectation and f ea r . These, 

however, are the feelings whioh resul t from opinions; they are 

not something which, added to an enter ta ined p ropos i t ion , turns 
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it into an opinion. We fear or anticipate the future because 

we expect it to have a certain character; but we can hardly 

say that the pleasure or pain we feel in contemplating the 

expected future gives us our opinion about that future. It 

seems to me that Plato is saying something obviously true 

when he remarks that there is a difference in how we feel if 

we merely think about a certain possibility, how we feel if we 

expect that possibility to be a reality, and how we feel if we 

expect that possibility not to be realized. But these differ­

ences do not serve to explain the difference between thinking 

about a possibility and believing it will happen, even though 

the second difference follows from the first. I conclude, 

therefore, that Plato here gives no full account of what it is 

that characterizes an opinion or belief; nor is it necessary 

for what follows. 

For in what follows, the important thing is merely 

to have shown the dependence of certain pleasures and pains 

on opinions, and this has been demonstrated. We have seen 

how opinion can be said to "write a statement" or "paint a 

picture" in the soul. It is perhaps easiest to think of the 

present pleasure or pain as attaching to such an image. When 

we have an image (cf>«*%n-<*<ri<*) in our minds of an object, act, 

event or circumstance, there is often a certain pleasure or 

pain attached to the image. We may imagine ourselves beooming 

wealthy; we may even imagine ourselves enjoying ourselves (40A)« 

Such images give us present pleasure. This pleasure is based 



upon two separate aspects of tiie image; part of our feeling 

about it is due to what we imagine the event to be like, and 

part of our feeling is due to whether we consider that the 

event exists (or did exist or will exist). Consider a man 

who, day-dreaming, thinks of what it would be like to have a 

vacation. The prospect, which he neither expects nor rejects 

as a possibility, gives him a reflective pleasure. Now suppose 

his boss says to him, "I am sorry, but you cannot have a 

vacation this year or next"; in this case a new feeling attaches 

to the image which is painful. If, on the other hand, his boss 

says, "Well, I think you should take off a couple of weeks with 

pay," the prospect is viewed with a new and active pleasure 

because it is anticipated as an actuality. All degrees of 

present feeling can obviously be attached to the image in this 

way. This feeling which attaches to the image because of our 

opinion as to whether the event exists (in past, present or 

future) is the one with which Plato is primarily concerned. 

And while this feeling can hardly be said to be false in it­

self, except if we speak quite loosely, this feeling can be 

said to be unfounded when the opinion on which it is based is 

false. It is easy enough to see why Plato feels it is not 

straining language too far to say such a pleasure is false; 

we say an opinion is false if it is not warrented by the facts; 

why not also say the pleasure is false if it is not warranted 

b7 the facts? 
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This is indeed only an apparent parallel in usage. 

To have an opinion means to believe that something is the 

case; to have a pleasure (of the sort mentioned) only results 

from believing that something is the case. If we believed 

something else to be the case, then necessarily we would hold 

a different opinion. But if we believe something else to be 

the case, it is only very likely that our feeling would be 

different; this does not follow necessarily. In the end, it 

is perhaps a matter of terminology whether we want to call a 

feeling which is unwarrented by the facts false. But it would 

be a terminology which would commit us to strange usages. 

Every action which we take based on a wrong opinion would have 

to be called false. Occasionally, however, we do speak this 

way; we speak of a "false move" for instance when we do some­

thing based on an erroneous opinion. Yet in philosophic 

discussion it would seem worth while to restrict the terms 

"truth" and "falsity" to whatever can be formulated as a 

proposition. An opinion can be so formulated, at least in 

part, while a pleasure cannot, even in part, be so formulated. 

While Plato does not show how the emotions of pleasure 

and pain which accompany opinions inhere in them qua opinions, 

he does indicate one subtle way in which the present emotion 

may partly determine what we think of an imagined event. When 

we imagine something which we believe to have happened, or to 

be happening, or which we expect to happen, we feel a certain 

pleasure or pain in the contemplation of the event. We may 
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very well, in such a situation, think that we did, or would, 

or shall, feel a similar pleasure or pain when actually 

experiencing the event. In this case, the present pleasure 

can account for error rather more directly than in the previous 

cases, because it causes us to believe that a certain event did 

(or does, or will) have a certain hedonic character. The error 

results here not from the possibility that the event does not 

happen, but from the possibility that the event is not as 

pleasant or unpleasant as it is believed to be. Where the 

event lies in the future, the error is in thinking our future 

pleasure in the event will resemble our present pleasure in 

anticipation. Such a present pleasure is "a rather ridiculous 

imitation of a true pleasure" (40C). Yet although such a 

present pleasure might cause us to form a wrong opinion, it 

would still, strictly speaking, be the opinion which was false, 

and not the pleasure. However, we could, rather metaphorically, 

speak of the present pleasure as a "bad copy" of the future 

pleasure, and hence, by extension, as a "false copy." 

In the Theaetetus, it was necessary to show that false 

judgments can be made (we can "speak what is not"23 ) i n order 

to prove that knowledge i s not percept ion. In the S o p h i s t 

23. 
167A states the problem as an opinion of Protagoras. 

It is expanded at 188C ff. Memory offers a partial explanation 
of the possibility of false judgments in the Theaetetus as it 
does here; cf. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, p. 127. 
But the Sophist offers the only real solution to the problem 
of false judgments, a solution which is assumed in the 
Philebus. 
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it was necessary to prove that false images can exist in 

order to define the sophist. In the Philebus it is necessary 

to prove that pleasures exist which are not based on fact in 

order to defeat the hedonist. For the hedonist argued that 

all pleasures are simply pleasures (12D, E) and that therefore 

none oould be debarred from the good life. We have shown that 

although it is true that all pleasures really are pleasures, 

some are based on false opinions and some are based on true. 

Before we can bar these pleasures from the good life, 

we must show that they are bad as well as unfounded. But 

this is easy, even on the hedonist's own grounds. For just 

as a false opinion is bad because it will lead us into error, 

and will defeat our purpose, the unfounded pleasure may lead 

the hedonist away from pleasure. He may imagine with pleasure 

an object or event from which he expects pleasure; but the 

present pleasure misleads him if the imagined event or object 

fails to yield the anticipated pleasure (40E, 41A).24 Hedonism 

fails because that of which we have a pleasant idea may not in 

fact be pleasant. Present pleasure is not an accurate clue to 

future pleasure. The pleasure I feel now on imagining a past, 

present, or future event may be only an imitation, or caricature, 

of the feeling that actually accompanies the event (40C). In 

that case, it is not based on fact (40C, D), and we may say 

24. 
Protagoras is forced to admit this about the pleasures 

of drink, food and sex; they can be bad if they lead to greater 
pains afterwards (Protagoras 353D-354A). 

24. 
Protagoras is forced to admit this about the pleasures 

of drink, food and sex; they can be bad if they lead to greater 
pains afterwards (Protagoras 353D-354A). 
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that the present pleasure was part of the reason we wrongly 

estimated the future pleasure. 

The badness of these pleasures results from the fact 

that they contribute to or cause a wrong opinion about the 

nature of an imagined event. But how about the other 

pleasures which themselves cause no opinion, but which we feel 

because we have a wrong opinion about the existence of an event? 

How are these pleasures bad? This question never receives a 

direct answer in the Philebus. My own interpretation of Plato's 

reasoning has already been hinted. I shall discuss it some what 

further at the end of the next section. 

This marks the end of the second attempt to show that 

pleasures can be false. The first turned on the notion that 

we can be mistaken about whether or not we feel pleasures, but 

this was temporarily discarded because the hedonist would not 

admit that the falsity of the opinion made the pleasure false. 

The second has made a point which the hedonist must heed, for 

it shows, in part, that present pleasures can swerve him from 

future pleasures. Having made this point, Socrates is not 

Satisfied. He has shown that some pleasures are misleading 

because they make us predict wrongly about future values; but 

the present pleasure, considered by itself, is still just as 

real, and considered apart from opinion, it is not clear what 

right we have to call it bad (41A). The present discussion 

136C-41A) has been pertinent to our problem (as Socrates 

promised, 36D) because it has undermined the hedonist's 
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position on his own grounds, and because it has resulted in 

an enlightening analysis of the nature of value judgments. 

But it remains to show, in a more general sense, how the other 

mixed pleasures are bad in themselves. So far, our argument 

has been fought on the opponent's territory, and has vanquished 

only a few pleasures. Now the scope of the discussion widens; 

"of the false pleasures we must prove in another way that they 

exist and come into existence in us often and in great numbers" 

(41A, B). 

The "other way" will consist in showing that pleasures 

are bad, not only because they are related to wrong opinion in 

the sense we have been trying to establish, but also because 

they "partake in another and multiform evil" (41A). This 

multiform evil is the unlimited (41D). The widest sense in 

which pleasures can be said to be bad is the degree to which 

they cannot be included in the mixture of the good life. 

5. Now we turn to a sort of pleasure "still more false" 

(42C). Once more it turns out that the falsity depends on a 

wrong judgment; but this time with a difference. This time 

the error consists in thinking we feel a pleasure when in fact 

we feel none. This is a false pleasure in the sense that it 

is no pleasure at all; it does not exist. In this it is un­

like the other false pleasures which, as Plato insisted, were 

real, but in some sense false or bad. 

Only certain theorists are accused of this error, but 

we may suspect, as usual, that Plato intends his argument to 
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apply more w i d e l y . These t h e o r i s t s 25 make the e r r o r , P l a t o 

says , of ho ld ing that pleasure i s freedom from p a i n . They 

base t h i s opinion partly on the doctr ine of H e r a c l i t u s that 

everything i s always in motion; from t h i s they conclude that 

the bodily changes which create the p leasures and pa ins of 

the body are continuous. Their argument seems t o be ( P l a t o 

omits t h i s s t e p ) that therefore we always f e e l e i t h e r the pain 

of the des truc t ion of bodi ly harmony or the p l e a s u r e of i t s 

r e s t o r a t i o n . Thus we may say c o r r e c t l y that when we f e e l no 

pain we do f e e l p leasure . This i s not qui te the same as s a y ­

ing that pleasure is the absence of pain; perhaps the t h e o r i s t s 

in quest ion a l s o argued (although Plato does not t e l l us t h i s 

e i ther) that pleasure i s r e a l l y only a return t o a l e s s p a i n ­

ful s t a t e , and that therefore what we c a l l p l e a s u r e i s r e a l l y 

just the absence of pain. 

In any case , Plato re fu te s the view that p l e a s u r e i s 

absence of pain by referr ing once again to the "neutra l l i f e . " 

At 32E f f . Socrates mentioned the neutra l l i f e i n which ne i ther 

destruct ion nor res torat ion was going on in the body, and r e ­

marked then that there was nothing to hinder a man from l i v i n g 

such a l i f e (33A). He asked h i s audience to remember t h i s 

point because " i t w i l l make a great d i f f erence in our judgment 

of p leasure ." Now we see that i f we accept H e r a c l i t u s ' dictum, 

there can be no such neutral c o n d i t i o n . 

25. 
I t seems impossible to ident i fy them. Speusippus 

cannot be meant because he recognized the n e u t r a l l i f e and 
called i t good, not p leasant . 
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There is a solution, however. Socrates grants that 

ohange does constantly take place in the human body. But just 

as some movements in the body are too slight to cause sensation 

(Philebus 33D), so some are too slight to cause pleasures and 

pains.26 Growth, for instance, is so gradual we never feel it; 

but it is a real change. Thus we can say that the "great changes 

cause pains and pleasures, but the moderate and small ones cause 

no pleasures or pains at all" (43C). In this case, the neutral 

life is quite possible. 

If the neutral life is a real possibility, then the 

opposition of pleasure and pain is not complete. It is not the 

oase that absence of pleasure is pain, or of pain, pleasure. 

There is a further condition, the neutral position, which is 

absence of both. Freedom from pain is not to be identified 

with pleasure (43D). Freedom from pain may be (temporarily) 

pleasure or (indefinitely) the neutral state. 

26. 
The Timaeus explains the physiology of these 

experiences more fully. An affection which disturbs a normal 
state is painful if it is sudden; if it suddenly restores the 
normal state, it is pleasant. Slower changes are imperceptible. 
But even rapid changes may not cause pain or pleasure. Only 
if the change meets with resistance in the body do we feel 
pleasure or pain; if the change is readily accepted by the 
body, it results in perceptions only. An example of this is 
a cut from a sharp knife; there is little friction,.so no 
pain is felt. A further possibility arises from the fact 
that disturbance of the bodily state may be slow, but the 
return rapid. In this case we feel only the pleasure, but 
not the pain (smells are of this nature). In the reverse 
situation (painful wounds are an example) we feel only the 
pain; the restoration is too slow to give pleasure (Timaeus 
64A-D). 
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In the course of this discussion of the relation of 

pleasure and pain, we have hit upon an amusing example of 

"false" pleasure. For apparently these misguided men who say 

pleasure is absence of pain actually think they feel pleasure 

whenever they do not feel pain (44A). We have shown that there 

is an essential difference between feeling pleasure and not 

feeling pain; we can only conclude that we have discovered 

another case of the deceptiveness of pleasure.27 

There is a paradox in Plato's argument here which I am 

powerless to explain away. The gist of the present section 

(42C–44A) is to argue against those who say "that the pleasantest 

of all things is to live one's whole life long without pain," 

on the ground that absence of pain may be the neutral life and 

hence pleasureless as well. The argument against this position 

serves to show that there is another way one can be mistaken 

about pleasure; some people apparently think they feel a 

pleasure when there is, in fact, no pleasure at all. But to 

make this point, Plato seems to overlook two arguments, drawn 

from his own thesis, which imply that the man who argues for 

the absence of pain right. The first is simply that, as Plato 

has just explained, a slow change can be painless. Why cannot 

a man live his life so that all destruction of bodily harmony 

is so slow that it is painless, while the restorations are 

27. 
Republic 583C ff. voices the same criticism: if 

pleasures and pains are "motions of the soul," the cessation 
of one will not be the other. The stationary state will be 
neither. 
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rapid enough to be pleasures? The second argument in favor 

of this position is more important. A large part of the 

Philebus is devoted to showing that some pleasures are pure -— 

unmixed with pain -— and the life which Plato recommends includes 

only such pleasures as far as possible. Therefore, not only 

would the life of no pain be capable of containing pleasures, 

namely the pure pleasures, but this would seem to be just the 

life which Plato is going to endorse as the good life! It is 

true that we are told that to live a really neutral life is 

impractical; nevertheless, this could be the aim of life, and 

it comes pretty close to the aim Plato endorses. If we now 

say that this is Plato's good life, but it cannot be that of 

those who deny the neutral life even in theory, then we may ask 

how it is that these theorists think it possible to "live one's 

whole life long without pain." The bodily changes have obvious 

limits before they reverse; on their theory, the proponents of 

avoiding pain would need to progress always towards greater 

bodily harmony, and this would seem impossible. At present, I 

see no way to explain these difficulties in this passage. Part, 

but only part, of the trouble may stem from the fact that 

throughout large sections of the Philebus Plato seems to forget 

that in his opinion some pleasures do not result from bodily 

ohange; yet he later points out quite clearly, with respect to 

the very theory under consideration here, that he cannot agree 

with "those who maintain that all pleasures are a cessation of 

pains" because he holds some pleasures to be real and pure (51A). 
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Plato now turns d i r e c t l y to a very important c l a s s of 

pleasures, a c lass which, we f e e l , he considered to be most 

typical of the pleasures advocated by the u n c r i t i c a l and un-

philosophical hedonist . These are the pleasures which a r i s e 

from bodily a l t e r a t i on and yet a re simultaneously accompanied 

with pains which also a r i s e from bodily a l t e r a t i o n s . This 

might seem at f i r s t impossible, but Plato shows t h a t i t i s n o t . 

In considering t h i s group of p leasures , Pla to says we 

may turn for guidance to those who hate pleasure the most. 

These are men who "divine the t r u t h , not by acquired s k i l l , but 

by some innate and not despicable repugnance which makes them 

hate the power of pleasure" (44C). These are the " t rue enemies 

of Philebus" (44B)28 because they hold tha t s ince a l l p leasures 

are mixed with pain, no pleasure i s r e a l at a l l . This theory 

can neither be that of Plato himself, nor of Speusippus, but 

Plato obviously l ikes i t . I t i s not P l a t o ' s theory because he 

holds bodily pleasures to be r e a l , even i f decept ive , bad, and 

"false"; and also because he thinks there i s an e n t i r e l y 

different kind of pleasure. I t i s not Speusippus' theory be­

cause Speusippus also believed tha t pleasures are r e a l , although 

evi l . 2 9 This theory i s , however, very close in many respects to 

that of Speusippus, and would have the same moral consequences 

28. They are the "true enemies" because they would banish 
all real pleasure, since they deny its existence. Socrates is 
not an enemy, but a friend, of Philebus because he is willing, 
while arguing against a simple hedonism, to conserve as many 
Pleasures as possible. He will not reject all pleasures. 

29. 
Cf. Hackforth, P l a t o ' s Examination of P leasure , p . 87. 
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with respect to the kind of life a man should lead provided 

it admitted the possibility of a neutral life. 

We may use these men to show that some pleasures are 

bad or false; but, as it will turn out, their arguments cannot 

prove all pleasures bad or false. Our rejection of their 

position is important, because it reveals the possibility of 

pleasures which are not mixed with pain. Nevertheless, we can 

learn a great deal from those who "hate the power of pleasure 

and think it so utterly unsound that its very attractiveness 

is mere trickery, not pleasure" (44C, D). These men, in their 

extreme distaste for pleasure, bid us regard the pleasures 

usually considered the most intense.30 Such pleasures certainly 

originate in the body, and since bodily pleasures arise from a 

return to normal from an abnormal state, the greatest pleasures 

will result when the disruption has been most complete. We 

will be capable of more violent pleasures when we are ill, and 

the harmony of the body is upset, than when we are well (45A, B).31 

We must not be misled by the fact that the pain also 

30. The method of analysing the most characteristic 
or extreme case is used many times in the Philebus as one 
technique of the art of division. Cf. 20E, 53A, 55C, 60C. 

31. 
Cf. Republic 585C: "the more numerous and violent 

pleasures which reach the soul through the body are generally of 
th is kind -- they are r e l i e f from pain ." This passage from the 
Republic serves to remind us tha t even the most violent bodily 
pleasures only a r i se in the body; eventually they "reach the 
soul ." 
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w i l l be g r e a t e s t ; we a re only i n t e r e s t e d i n s t u d y i n g t h e 

g r e a t e s t p l e a s u r e s . By the same r e a s o n i n g , we d i s c o v e r t h a t 

p leasures a r e more i n t ense in the l i f e of exces s (ufinis) t han 

the l i f e of s e l f - r e s t r a i n t (45D). In g e n e r a l , t h e g r e a t e s t 

p leasures a t t e n d the most t h o u g h t l e s s and d i s s o l u t e ; t h e y a r i s e 

in some d e p r a v i t y of the sou l (kv rivt iTbvnpi* i f ^ X ^ and n o t 

in v i r t u e (45E) . 

Le t us take an extreme example -- t h e i t c h ( T p i 6 ^ ) . 

This i s , by i t s e l f , a pain which d i s r u p t s the harmony of t h e 

body. When we s c r a t c h , we f e e l an immense p l e a s u r e . But t h e 

i t ch may be p a r t l y i n t e r n a l , so t h a t t h e s c r a t c h i n g i s o n l y 

p a r t i a l r e l i e f ; i n t h i s case we f e e l bo th p a i n and p l e a s u r e a t 

once. This i s a mixture (46A), but n o t i n t h e s e n s e t h a t t h e 

good l i f e i s a m i x t u r e . I t i s a m i x t u r e on ly i n t h e sense t h a t 

two extremes a r e experienced s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . Such p l e a s u r e s 

and pa ins may be about equa l , or may c o n t a i n more p l e a s u r e o r 

more pain (46D); but i n any case the e f f e c t i s n e a r t o madness . 

The man i n such a cond i t ion goes from u t t e r w r e t c h e d n e s s t o 

i nexp re s s ib l e p l e a s u r e when the p l e a s u r e overcomes t h e p a i n 

(46E), he l e a p s wi th s i l l y g l e e , s h o u t s and g e s t i c u l a t e s (47A); 

he i s "p leased to d e a t h . " This s o r t of man i s urged on by 

excess to g r e a t e r and g r e a t e r p l e a s u r e s , h a r d l y n o t i c i n g t h e 

Pain. His sense of value and judgment i s warped, h i s enjoyment 

Perver ted . He t h inks he i s happy. T h i s i s t he c o n d i t i o n of 

most people (47B)! 
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The picture painted here reveals Plato attacking the 

things he hates most; in this he is entirely in agreement with 

the enemies of pleasure. It is just this irrational, animal 

life which is a "living death" to the thinking man. The body 

can be the tomb of the soul if it results in completely sub­

merging the rational faculties. We are strongly reminded of 

the Orphic and Pythagorean doctrines of the earlier dialogues 

where Plato apparently felt that the body was in all cases an 

impediment to happiness. Here he lets this view be told by 

others; he is now willing to let the body serve its function 

in the good life. But it must not usurp the reason and become 

the guide to action. Against this the fight must be strengthened. 

Here the earlier and later views merge. We recall how Socrates 

led Callicles to admit that by his standards, the life of the 

catamite is pleasant and happy.32 We remember how the old man 

Cephalus at the outset of the Republic says he is glad he is 

too old to enjoy the pleasures of love for "it is like escaping 

from bondage to a raving madman."33 

The effect of this passage is (and is meant) to dis­

credit the mixed pleasures of the body utterly. They spring 

from disgusting conditions, they are due to depravity of the 

soul, and they issue in repulsive actions. The man who seeks 

them is foolish and ridiculous. But we must remember that 

32. 
Gorgias 494C ff. 

33. 
Republic 329E; cf. 403A; also Phaedrus 238C and 241D. 
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s t r i c t l y , t h i s i s only one part of the a n a l y s i s of p l e a s u r e . 

In the true d i a l e c t i c a l procedure, judgment should be postponed 

unt i l a l l the d i v i s i o n s have been r e v e a l e d . In h i s anx ie ty to 

make these p leasures as unat tract ive as poss ib le , Socra te3 has 

weighted the argument heav i ly . 

6 . One l a s t mixture i s l e f t , the mixture of p leasure 

and pain in the sou l . I t i s easy enough to show t h a t such mix­

tures e x i s t ; anger, fear , yearning, mourning, l o v e , j ea lousy 

and envy are a l l pains of the s o u l , and yet in each of them we 

a lso find pleasure at times (47E). 34 The emotions we f e e l 

when we see a tragedy are s i m i l a r ; we weep, and y e t we der ive 

pleasure from the very weeping (48A). This may be argued 

against tragedy, for i t i s an i n v i t a t i o n to enjoy v i c a r i o u s l y 

emotions o f which we would otherwise be ashamed. We take 

pleasure i n f e e l i n g s which might much b e t t e r be permitted to 

34. 
Here Socrates quotes from Homer a l i n e which says 

that wrath i s "sweeter than honey from the comb." I t i s i n t e r ­
est ing to note that th i s passage ( I l i a d x v i i i . 109) i s immediately 
preceded by a l i n e which reads "Would that s t r i f e might perish 
from the gods and from men." ( 1 . 1 0 7 ) . This l i n e i s quoted by 
Heraclitus with disapproval ( f rag . 4 3 , I . Bywater, H e r a c l i t i 
Ephes i i Rel iquiae) for Heracl i tus held that s t r i f e i s e s s e n t i a l 
to ex i s t ence . This i s the very point which P la to has just debated 
(Philebus 43A), referring to H e r a c l i t u s . I f a l l p l e a s u r e s are in 
s t r i f e , none are true i n the sense of being f i t to e n t e r into the 
good l i f e . This i s as much the case with the p l e a s u r e s of the 
soul as with those of the body. 

35. 
The rhapsode who delivers a poem enjoys a rather 

different mixture: he sees his audience weeping, but wants to 
laugh himself because of the money he'll take in! (Ion 535E) 



372 

wither away; even men of high character are corrupted 

(Republic 605C-608B). It is evil to feel many of these 
36 

emotions at all; it is perverted to take pleasure in them. 

Now Socrates proposes to prove that there is a mixture 

of pleasure and pain in oomedy. The proof of a mixture is 

easy with the case of love and fear and the rest, but the 

example of comedy is so difficult that if he can prove it, he 

can prove any {50C, D). It is all the more interesting because 

of its obscurity (48B). Introduced as a tour de force, the 

main point made in advance, the discussion of the nature of 

the ridiculous is set as a relaxing and brilliant interlude in 

the otherwise dense and labored text of the Phllebus, Assured 

explicitly that this entr'actewill be as intricate as possible, 

yet that it is making an easy point, we are permitted to ease 

the pressure of detailed commentary. This is the one part of 

the Phllebus that is meant to be read primarily for amusement, 

not for deep reflection. 

Here we shall give, then, only a brief summary: the 

spring of humor is error. V/e consider a man ridiculous when 

he is mistaken about himself • He may be mistaken in any num-

It is an interesting speculation that the juxta^ 
position in the Phllebus of this attack on tragedy as impure, 
and of the seotion following on the pure (K*8*P*>0 pleasures 
may have suggested to Aristotle his defense of tragedy as a 
K*6£p(7Ms, or purification. Aristotle suggests that the 
mixture of emotions we feel at a drama purges us harmlessly 
of the evil ones. 
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ber of ways: about h i s w e a l t h , h i s p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n , h i s 

physical appearance , or h i s v i r t u e (48D, E) . 3 7 We f i n d t h i s 

e r ro r about himself amusing, even when we f i nd i t i n f r i e n d s , 

provided i t i s not accompanied by power. I g n o r a n c e implemented 

by power i s not funny, i t i s dangerous (49B, C ) . The amusement 

we f ind i n the harmless c a se s i s c e r t a i n l y a p l e a s u r e . But 

where (asks P ro ta rchus ) i s t he m i x t u r e ? Le t us examine our 

emotion more c l o s e l y . A f t e r a l l , i g n o r a n c e i s an e v i l (48B, 

49E). I f we laugh a t our f r i e n d f o r b e i n g i g n o r a n t , we a r e 

laughing a t h i s m i s f o r t u n e . The cause f o r t h i s can on ly be 

envy (48B, 50A); t h i s i s t h e on ly excuse fo r t a k i n g p l e a s u r e 

in our f r i e n d ' s mishaps. C e r t a i n l y t h i s i s wrong of u s , but 

we do do i t sometimes (49D). (There i s n o t h i n g wrong, and 

perhaps we would not even c a l l i t envy, when we r e j o i c e i n t h e 

misfortunes of our enemies; t h a t i s p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l , 49D) . 

The mixture comes in t h i s : when we w i t n e s s the r i d i c u l o u s 

speotacle of a f r iend who i s m i s t a k e n about h i m s e l f , we l a u g h . 

This l a u g h t e r i s a p l e a s u r e ; bu t a t t h e same t i m e , t h i s l a u g h t e r 

proves t h a t we are env ious , f o r o t h e r w i s e we would no t take 

del ight i n a f r i e n d ' s i l l p l i g h t . But envy i s a p a i n f u l emot ion . 

Hence we f e e l p leasure and p a i n a t once (50A). And t h i s , we a r e 

3 7 . 
Th i s corresponds t o t h e f o u r f o l d d i v i s i o n of goods 

a man may have : h e a l t h , b e a u t y , s t r e n g t h and wea l t h (Laws 661A). 
A somewhat s i m i l a r d i v i s i o n i s g iven i n Nicomachean E t h i c s 1098b 
which s t a t e s t h a t t h i s grouping i s of " long s t a n d i n g " and 
"genera l ly accepted by s t u d e n t s of p h i l o s o p h y . " 



left to surmise, is the basic experience we have at a comedy.38 

Thus we have shown, as we set out to do, that in 

••mournings and tragedies and comedies, not only on the stage, 

but in all the tragedy and comedy of life, and in many other 

ways, pain is mixed with pleasure" (50B). With the discussion 

of mixtures of pains and pleasures of the soul, we have com­

pleted our division of mixed pleasures. 

7. We must remember that our division of pleasures 

proceeded according to three principles; we considered first 

those pleasures which were mixed with pain temporally, because 

they were born of process; these we divided into the simple 

and the complex. The complex were mixed in another way, since 

simultaneous pleasures and pains were found to be common. 

Lastly, we divided all these subdivisions into those pleasures 

and pains which are of the body, those which are of the soul, 

and combinations of these two. Now we return to the highest 

division, and ask whether there may not be some pleasures which 

are completely unmixed with pain because they are not connected 

with bodily alteration. If there are such, we may divide them 

into those which originate in the body and those which are of 

the soul; but no further division is possible, since they cannot 

be mixed simultaneously with pains. These are the pleasures for 

which the loophole has been so laboriously left open; the 

38The serious aspect of this virtuoso display of the 
dialectic technique is of course that even seemingly innooent 
pleasures of amusement may be mixed not only with pain, but 
with evil. For envy is a debased and childish emotion (49A). 

374. 
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pleasures which can be enjoyed without any corresponding or 

accompanying pain. They can exist in the neutral state in 

which no perceptible change takes place; they disprove the 

thesis that pleasure is merely absence of pain (51A). 

These pleasures we call "unmixed" because, since they 

do not result from a restoration of bodily harmony, they do 

not necessarily involve a reciprocal pain; nor do they, like 

the pleasures of anticipation or desire, result from the pain­

ful lack of something; nor do they, like the pleasures of 

comedy, involve some simultaneous and debased pain. And since 

these unmixed pleasures (whatever they may be) contain no element 

of the painful, we may say they are most truly pleasant. Or we 

may use another word to refer to this character of the unmixed 

pleasures: we may speak of them as "pure" {K<x&*poSt 51D, 52C), 

in the way in which we call any unadulterated thing pure (52D). 

The unmixed pleasures differ from the mixed in another sense 

also; we are not so apt to judge them incorrectly because they 

do not (like the mixed pleasures) occur only in a context with 

pain. It is not by virtue of any mere contrast that the pure 

pleasures are pleasant, since there is nothing to contrast them 

with. While mixed pleasures and pains may deceive us by a 

momentary contrast into thinking we feel more pain or more 

pleasure than we actually do, or into thinking a pain is 

actually a pleasure, so that we may say the pleasure or pain 

is only an appearance, not the reality, this sort of error can­

not arise with reference to the pure pleasures (51A). The pure 



376. 

pleasures are what they seem to be, for there is no element in 

them which makes for deceit. Allowing the same sort of extension 

of a characteristic from the accompanying judgment to the pleasure 

or pain judged as we made in the case of "true" and "false" 

pleasures, we may say that the pure pleasures are intrinsically 

pleasant, and not just relatively (51C, D).39 We may express 

this conclusion in a different way. The pure pleasures are not 

deceptive, either in the sense of being capable of causing us 

to make false predictions (like the pleasures of anticipation), 

or in the sense of presenting an appearance which does not 

correspond to the reality. But these were the characteristics 

which led us to call some of the mixed pleasures "false." Since 

the unmixed pleasures are incapable of deceiving us, we may call 

them "true" (51A, B). 

The unmixed, pure, real, true pleasures are of three 

sorts, two of the body, and one of the mind. Those of the 

body which Socrates now mentions are certain pleasures of sight, 

sound, and smell. The first two are grouped together as pleasures 

of the first kind. 

a. Aesthetic pleasures of the first kind. Among the 

pleasures of the first kind are those which we experience when 

39. This is not so simple in the case of the mixed 
pleasures which are not really pleasant at all, but are judged 
pleasant because the pain has diminished. In such a case, the 
pleasure may be said, loosely, to be only relatively pleasant; 
actually, however, there is no pleasure at all, so that it is 
the judgment which is relative, not the pleasure. 
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contemplating beautiful colors and forms (<rX*]M°<To<:, 51B). We 

can test the fact that these are pure pleasures by seeing if 

the lack of them is a pain. By this, all we can mean to ask 

is whether the pleasure of seeing oolors and shapes results 

from a restoration of a disturbed bodily condition. The 

aesthetic pleasures do not seem to result from any change in 

the bodily condition. We may desire them deeply; but our desire 

will not (like the desire for food) spring from an unbalanced 

bodily state. It is true that we may even feel pain at not 

experiencing some aesthetic pleasure, but this pain would 

result from reflecting on the absence of circumstances which 

might enable us to enjoy the pleasure, and not in any sense 

from the pleasure Itself. 

Two possible misapprehensions about the nature of the 

objects whioh yield this kind of pleasure are cleared up. 

The forms which yield pure pleasure must exist as objects of 

sensation. They are geometric shapes produced by the imposi­

tion of pure forms (lines and circles) on some material by 

the artisan's tools, such as the compass (TOPV^S), ruler 

(Kowwv) and square (ytovi<*, 51C). These productions can be 

either two or three dimensional, plane or solid. We must 

not make the error (commited by Wilamowitz- Möllendorf40) of 

40.— 
"Die Formen, die ihn erfreuen, sind die abs t r ak ten 

reinen Formen von Kreisen, Linien, jpd Winkeln. . . .Es sind zwar 
aicht die Sinnlich realen Kugeln, Korper, uns . . sondern ih re 
Vorbilder im Reiohe der Ideen" (Platon, p . 633). 

The Greeks frequently fai led to make a d i s t i n c t i o n 
between abst ract and realized geometric shapes. Eucl id , for 
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thinking of these forms as ideal or abstract. They are the 

objects of sensation (oM<rQrj(?i $ , 51B), not of thought. 

On the other hand, Soorates states that he does not 

mean to include "animals or paintings" among the objects which 

produce pure pleasures. The reason is not difficult to guess. 

The pleasures we feel at tragedy and comedy are impure, mixed, 

because certain non-aesthetic emotions arise from non-aesthetic 

aspects of the spectacle, and adulterate any pleasures which 

might be pure. To a lesser degree, this is true of pictures 

and the beauties of nature. We are distracted by the emotive 

and symbolic contents which pollute our reactions. As an 

aesthetician, Plato favors non-objective art; he would enjoy 

the work of Mondrian or Bauer. 

Among the pleasures of the first kind are also those 

sounds which "are smooth and clear and send forth a single 

pure note" (51D).41 These notes, while objects of sensation, 

are devoid of any of the emotional overtones which attach to 

instance, defined a sphere as follows: "When, the diameter of 
a semi-circle remaining fixed, the semi-circle is carried round 
and restored again to the same position from which it began to 
be moved, the figure so comprehended is a sphere" (Euclid, xi, 
def. 14). But Plato did make just this distinction which the 
geometricians failed to make, for we hear of him berating his 
geometer friends for describing shapes in terms of operations 
rather than concepts (Plutarch, Quaestiones Conviviales 718E-F), 
and we know that he can produce the abstract definition of a 
sphere (unlike the one quoted from Euclid) when he desires 
(Timaeus 33B). 

41. 
cf. Republic 617C: the Sirens in the myth of Er 

sing a "single sound on one note." 
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harmonies , i n t e r v a l s , s c a l e s , and the more complex combina­

t ions to which P l a t o o b j e c t s i n t h e Repub l i c (398C f f . ) . 

b . A e s t h e t i c p l e a s u r e s of the second k i n d . The 

a e s t h e t i c p l e a s u r e s , whi le a l l p u r e , c o n s t i t u t e a h i e r a r c h y . 

In the P h i l e b u s P l a t o does no t sugges t any s u p e r i o r i t y of 

s ight t o sound, but e lsewhere we l e a r n t h a t s i g h t i s t h e most 

valuable p o s s e s s i o n we have because i t i s t h e s o u r c e of a l l 

philosophy (Timaeus 47A, B), and sound fo l lows n e x t ; s i g h t i s 

to the v i s i b l e un iverse what d i a l e c t i c i s t o t h e i n t e l l i g i b l e 

universe (Republic 532B). There i s a c l e a r s t e p down to t h e 

p l easu res of s m e l l ; they be long to a l e s s " d i v i n e c l a s s " than 

those of s i g h t and sound ( P h l l e b u s 51E) . But t h e p l e a s u r e s 

of smel l a r e not mixed w i th p a i n , and so i t must be a d m i t t e d 

tha t they a r e p u r e . The i r i n f e r i o r i t y may s p r i n g from s e v e r a l 

sources . The p l e a s u r e s of s m e l l a r e l e s s d i s t i n c t , l e s s 

measurable , than those of s i g h t and sound. The o b j e c t s we 

app rec i a t e wi th our sense of sme l l a r e no t so d e f i n i t e o r 

c r i s p . Moreover, the re i s some doubt whether t h e p l e a s u r e of 

smell may not be the r e s u l t of g r a d u a l r e s t o r a t i o n of a b o d i l y 

s t a t e which was deranged so s lowly we were unable t o p e r c e i v e 

or be pained by the disruptive movement (Timaeus 65A).42 

""" 42. 
Cf. A r i s t o t l e , Nicomachean E t h i c s 1176a on t h e 

s u p e r i o r i t y of s ight to touch because i t does not have t o 
come in c o n t a c t with i t s o b j e c t ; of h e a r i n g and smel l t o 
t a s t e for t h e same r ea son . 
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8. The existence of the pure pleasures of the body 

has shown that the neutral life, in which no appreciable change 

in body condition takes place, can still be pleasant. A man 

could lead such a life, and even enjoy it. V/hen we originally 

concluded that no man would desire the neutral life because 

every man desires some pleasure, we spoke too soon. The 

neutral life without pleasure is for the Rods only; but there 

may be a neutral life for man which contains pure pleasure. 

Now we see that this is (theoretically) possible even apart 

from the body, for there are the pure pleasures of the third 

kind, the pleasures of knowledge (52A). Early in the dialogue 

(12D) we were prepared for these pleasures, for we spoke there 

of the pleasure the wise man takes in his wisdom. 

Although ignorance is an evil (48C) we cannot say that 

the pleasures of knowledge result from or are directly related 

to pains. The evil of ignorance is not generally a pain at all, 

for it is a lack rather'than a positive disproportion. Like 

the lack of aesthetic pleasure, we may feel pain if we are full 

of knowledge, and then lose it. But the pain results, not 

directly from the loss (as it does in the loss of harmony in 

the body), but from reflecting on the loss (52A, B). We can 

speak only metaphorically of knowledge "filling" the ignorant 

as food fills the hungry (Republic 584B, C). 

This short section of the Philebus plays an enormous 

role in the logical development of the dialogue, for on the 

existence of the pure pleasures depends the entire possibility 
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of effecting a compromise between the pa r t i sans of p leasure 

and the part isans of mind. This i s the case because the pure 

pleasures are apparently the only ones Plato i s w i l l i ng to 

admit to the f ina l mix tu re , 4 3 a l l o thers being re jec ted because 

they are "mixed" in the negative sense ( i . e . , they partake 

inourably of the unlimited.) 

Here there follows a sect ion (52C-55C) the purpose of 

which i s to evaluate pleasure as a p o t e n t i a l ingredient in the 

good l i f e and to examine anew i t s claim to be the end of l i f e . 

I t seems most convenient to postpone t h i s par t of the argument 

unti l the other ingredients , the forms of knowledge, have been 

c lass i f ied . This section w i l l therefore be considered in the 

final chapter . 

43.With the possible exception of the "necessary" 
pleasures (Philebus 62E). 



CHAPTER VI 

THE ANALYSIS OF MIND (55C-59D) 

1. We have already seen to what degree pleasure 

depends on functions of the mind: on memory, desire, per­

ception, judgment, opinion, and the pleasures of knowledge, 

Now we turn to an analysis, or division, or mind, viewed in 

direct relation to the good life. Mind, we remember, is 

doubly related to the final mixture; as cause, and as part. 

Mind's olaim to be part is based on its practical ability 

to maintain, or constantly recreate, the good life. This 

ability may be expressed in one word: art (T£AVV)). This 

is the oreative manifestation of mind, which imposes limit, 

renders intelligible, arranges, judges, rejects. Its final 

act in producing a "work of art" or mixture is synthetic and 

practical; but the snythesis depends on the theoretic or 

analytic function in turn, both to define and picture the 

goal, and to analyze the potential parts. We can say neither 

that art is exclusively practical nor that it is exclusively 

theoretical; the two parts are interdependent. The goal it­

self, the mixture, the happy life or health or the good com­

munity or whatever it may be, is not set by the art which 

exists for it, but is defined and produced by that art. In 

this sense, the art (with both its practical and theoretical 

aspects) is still only a device or tool; it serves some end 
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beyond itself. Most arts do not include themselves as part 

of the mixture they produce; this is a characteristic of the 

art of happiness. As the oondition and creator of the good 

life, mind stands outside the end it serves; viewed as con­

tained wholly in the mixture, mind partakes of the end and be­

comes part of the goal, the valuable, the good. 

Mind is now to be analyzed in the same way in which 

pleasure was (55C). Taking art in the broadest sense to cover 

all creative functions of mind,1 we can apply diaeresis to art 

itself. Since as with pleasure, our aim is to find which parts 

of the whole to be divided (mind or art in this case) are suit­

able or necessary to the mixture, our principle of division must 

separate those parts which are most pure, unmixed, measured and 

true from the parts whioh are less so (55C; 57A, B). 

2. There are varying degrees of preciseness in the 

methods used by the arts. The degree may be determined by 

observing the extent to which an art employs operations which 

use number, such as weighing, counting, measuring (55E). Our 

first division of the arts will be on this basis, then: we 

shall divide them into those which make a large and essential 

use of number, and those which make less. In general, this is 

the distinction between the arts which produce concrete objects 

and those whioh deal with education, society, and the support 

1. 
This is an extension of the use of the term even for 

the Greeks, as Socrates notes (55E, 56A). Cf. Wild, Plato's 
Theory of Man, p. 45 ff. 
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of society (55D). In the first kind of art, tools of precision 

are used: compasses, lathes, the chalk-line (56B). In the 

second kind, experience is the ohief guide; the methods are 

more flexible, the result less tangible; skill rather than 

accuracy counts (55E, 56A). 

Into the more precise group we can put the arts of 

building, ship-building, house-building and carpentry, for 

they use measures and accurate instruments (56B).2 The less 

exact arts include music, medicine, agriculture, piloting and 

generalship (56A, B). In one sense, mathematics and geometry 

can be considered as independent arts; then we may classify 

them as the purest (56C). But in another sense, arithmetic 

and geometry are used by all the other arts; for measuring, 

counting and weighing are just applied mathematics and geometry. 

It is to the degree to which it uses mathematics that any art 

rises above mere acquired skill and produces accurate, precise, 

certain results (55E, 56A). And no art can be completely free 

of this element; if arithmetic, measuring and weighing were 

taken from any art, it would be about useless (55E).3 

2. 
We are reminded that the objects which produoe the 

pure pleasures were made in the same way (51C). 

3. 
Cf• Republic 525B ff. which points out that even the 

arts of military strategy and statesmanship, which are among 
the less accurate arts, require applied mathematics. The art 
of piloting depends on navigation, which is applied mathematics 
and geometry. 
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These considerations enable us to say that the 

results of some arts are "truer" than others, for their 

methods are objective and precise rather than subjective and 

vague, just as we were able to say that some pleasures were 

"truer" because we could judge them more accurately (55C). 

But this must not mislead us into thinking that because measure 

and number is the "ruling element" (55D) of every art, 

therefore the accurate arts are placed in some ultimate 

hierarchy above the less accurate. In the hierarchy of pre­

cision, they are above; but in the hierarchy of ends, they may 

be above or they may not. The accurate art of ship-building 

exists as a means for the less acourate art of commerce; the 

less acourate art of commerce is a means for the even less 

accurate art of statesmanship. On the other hand, the less 

accurate art of tree-husbandry (a branch of agriculture) is 

a means for the more accurate art of carpentry. In the 

hierarchy of ends, two arts stand at the top, twin aspects of 

the philosopher's task, and all arts serve them: the art of 

statesmanship, which produces the good state; and the art of 

happiness, which produces the good life. 

3. It is clear that the first broad division of arts 

into more and less accurate is concerned with each art in its 

entirety, considering its methods, its materials, and its 

manifestations. Only in such a context would Plato speak of 

music as a "less accurate" art (56C). He is thinking here of 
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the actual production of music, based on practice, on ear; 

he speaks of the flautist feeling for the pitch of a note (56A). 

But music, we have learned already in the Philebus, embodies 

also a core of mathematical rigor; the intervals are measured 

by numbers (17D), and harmony as a limit sets a ratio or pro­

portion into the unlimited of pitch and time to establish 

"music in all its perfection." In earlier dialogues, music is 

compared to philosophy (Phaedo 61A); to love (Symposium 187B); 

to astronomy (Republic 530C ff.); it is recommended for leading 

the soul to inner harmony (Republic 399E; 401D; 441E); we are 

told that philosophy, tempered with music, is the only savior 

of virtue throughout life (Republic 549B). But despite the 

therapeutic value of music, the purity of its Intervals, the 

pattern which it sets for all ratios and harmonies, it is a 

threat to the balance of the state (Republic 424C); it is 

dangerous;4 it is full of imitation (Philebus 62B, C). 

The solution of this paradox is a distinction. We may 

view music in two ways. On the one hand, there is musical 

theory, based on the mathematical ratios which represent the 

various intervals and modes and harmonies, and the mathematical 

proportions whioh govern meter and rhythm. On the other hand, 

there is making music, the actual production of notes on some 

specific instrument. The first part of the art of music is 

pure because it is theoretical; the other part is impure be­

cause it deals with the stubborn world of fact. The development 

4. 
Cf. Demos, The Philosophy of Plato, p. 217. 
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of the theory of music by the Pythagoreans had always inter­

ested Plato;5 in the Republic (530C-531C) he says the 

Pythagoreans are "just like the astronomers -- intent upon 

the numerical properties embodied in the audible consonances." 

He contrasts their methods with those who "attempt to settle 

problems by the ear alone," who "tease and torture the strings, 

racking them on the pegs," Even the art of astronomy has its 

empirical as well as its theoretical side: the heavens can be 

studied as models, like the diagrams of geometry; but the 

perfect ratios are not to be observed (Republic 529E, 530A)• 

This, then, is a further principle of division: we 

may divide the arts into the analytic and synthetic, the 

theoretical and practical, the pure and applied (56D). It is 

an error, however, to think that this division doubles the 

number of arts. There are not really two arts of arithmetic, 

two of piloting, two of measuring. Instead, the analytic and 

practical are two aspects of the same art (57C); each art is 

twofold, although we group these parts under one common name (57D). 

While this new division is closely related to the 

first, it can be distinguished. The first dichotomy separated 

the more precise from the less precise arts. The second 

Separates the theory from the practice. One way of distinguish­

ing 
the precise arts was to observe to what degree they used 

mathematics. Now we see that mathematics itself has two aspects. 

5. 
A s tudy of t he fragments of P h i l o l a u s (whether they 

are genuine or n o t ) shows how c l o s e P l a t o and Py thagorean 
m u s i c a l d o c t r i n e come, not only i n t e c h n i c a l d e t a i l , bu t a l s o 
in Ph i losoph ic i m p l i c a t i o n . 
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There is applied mathematics f with which we add and subtract 

the unequal units of the phenomenal world; there is pure 

mathematics which deals with abstract, uniform monads (56D, E). 6 

The first division, as we observed, was made on the basis of 

the practical precision of the art. The judgment was entirely 

in terms of technique. Carpentry was accurate because its tools 

and methods were accurate. The second division separates 

technique, whether accurate or not, from the theory which supports 

and directs it. This separation can be carried out for every art. 

We have already seen that it can be done for mathematics, astronomy 

and music; we may also separate the practical art of calculation 

(yAoyicrriKn ) from pure (analytic) geometry (56E, 57A);7 and like­

wise for all the other arts. This double division may be repre­

sented by the following diagram: 

ART 

Accurate Arts 
(mathematics, 
geometry, 
measuring, 
weighing, 
carpentry, ship­
building, house­
building) 

Inaccurate Arts 
(music, medicine, 
agriculture, 
piloting, 
military strategy) 

Theory 
pure mathe­
matics, pure 
geometry, etc. 
diaeresis) 

Practice 
applied mathe-
matics, applied 
geometry. 

/ 
Theory 

Practice 

6. 
Cf. Republic 524D-526C. 

7.Cf. Gorgias 450D ff.; also Aristotle, Nicomachean 
Ethics 1098a: "a carpenter and a geometer both seek after a 
right angle, but in different ways; the former is content with 
that approximation to it which satisfies the purpose of his work; 
the latter, being a student of truth, looks for its essence." 
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I t i s p o s s i b l e t o de f ine t h e second dichotomy i n t e rms 

of the s u b j e c t - m a t t e r : t he t heo ry of any a r t i s exp res sed i n 

formulae, e q u a t i o n s , s t a t e m e n t s of r e l a t i o n s between t e r m s , 

d e f i n i t i o n s . The t h e o r e t i c a l p a r t of an a r t i s about c l a s s e s , 

ideas , s i g n s , e t e r n a l t r u t h s ; the s t a t e m e n t s which c o n s t i t u t e 

the theory a r e c e r t a i n and a b s o l u t e , and no m a t t e r of f a o t can 

refute them. The p r a c t i c a l p a r t of an a r t d e a l s with t h e 

v i s i b l e wor ld ; i t i s made up of t e c h n i q u e s and e x p e r i m e n t s , 

and i t s s t a t e m e n t s are o p i n i o n s , i t s p r o d u c t s a p p r o x i m a t i o n s . 

Either a s p e c t of an a r t can be pursued a l o n e . The t heo ry may 

be s tud ied f o r i t s own sake ( P o l i t i c u s 259E, 260A). T h i s 

y ie lds a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c p l e a s u r e (12D), i t i s good f o r t h e 

soul , i t ha s t h e g r e a t e s t r egard f o r c l e a r n e s s , e x a c t n e s s and 

t r u t h . But i n i t s e l f t i t i s r e l a t i v e l y u s e l e s s (58B, C ) ; i t 

i s l aughable t o have only pure knowledge and n o t be a b l e t o 

use i t (62A, B ) . The p u r e s t a r t must serve some purpose 

(Euthydemus 291A-292E), and wisdom must l ead t o achievement . 

I t i s no t enough merely t o possess knowledge; we must use i t 

(Euthydemus 280 f f . ) . 

P r a c t i c e of an a r t may d e g e n e r a t e i n t o mean ing less 

technique i f t heo ry i s n e g l e c t e d , on the o t h e r hand (55E) . 8 

The t h e o r e t i c a l must s u p p o r t , a s s i s t and d i r e c t t he p r a c t i c a l . 

The p r a c t i c a l a p p l i e s and makes a v a i l a b l e t h e t h e o r e t i c a l . The 

two p a r t s of an a r t a re needed each by the o t h e r , and bo th must 

8 . 
Cf. Wild, P l a t o ' s Theory of Man, p . 5 5 . 
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be present or the art will suffer. This point will be made 

again in the final chapter (Philebus 62 B, C). 

Searching through our classification, it is perfectly 

clear which arts contain the greatest degree of accuracy. The 

arts which we called more exact, arithmetic, measuring, carpentry 

and the rest, are by definition the more aocurate. And in each 

of these, the theoretic elements are absolute, pure and precise 

(57C, D). Perhaps as a general sort of definition, we may call 

the absolute truths the interest of the philosopher, for it is 

the philosopher who is interested in the eternal and true, 

while most people are interested only in the visible world and 

the practical producte (56D; 57C, D). This does not mean, how­

ever, that the philosopher and dialectician has no practical 

interest in the world. For, as we have tried to demonstrate 

at length, while the truths of combination are certain -- as 

certain as any, according to Plato -- they are not of merely 

theoretical interest. For not only do they tell us what is 

good, thus setting the ends of practical endeavor, but they 

tell us also (at least in outline) how these ends can be 

achieved; how, that is, the good product is to be made, and out 

of what ingredients. Part of the dialectical method uses mind 

in its creative function, the function which is to man what the 

creative cause of the good is to the universe. Dialectic, if 

I am right, is neither wholly passive, nor wholly theoretical; 

like other arts, it has its practical, creative aspect. Plato's 



admission that Gorgias' art of persuasion may be more practical 

than the art of dialectic (58A, B),9 therefore seems to me to 

be no more than an ironic, and possibly wistful, reference to 

the fact that persuasion more often moves men than reason, I 

cannot imagine that Plato seriously intends us to believe that 

dialectic has no practical application; on the contrary, if we 

are to take the Philebus seriously at all, we are bound to see 

that no art can be more serious nor more truly productive than 

dialectic. 

Nor, I think, can we count it against an art or science 

that it studies the visible universe. Plato's objection is 

rather against those arts which study nothing more, which see 

in the universe no good cause, no created pattern. To see 

nothing but the visible universe is to study the shifting facts 

of opinion indeed; but this is not to contend that there are no 

permanent truths to be learned from observation of the world. 

For, as we have seen, it is preeminently through study of the 

created world that we learn the basic truths of combination and 

learn the true ends of creation. 

We have already considered the question whether the 

things in which dialectic is interested are the ideas alone. 

It remains, then, only to sum up. Socrates goes on to glorify 

the philosophic pursuit: he points out that most men who study 

9. 
In the Gorgias (452D ff.; 448C) Socrates is not so 

reserved in his opinion of the art of persuasion. 

391. 
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nature study only its visible and passing manifestations (59A); 

that their toil has as its goal knowledge of appearances and 

transient productions only, while the philosopher discovers the 

eternal verities (59A); that only dialectic studies a truth 

which cannot change (59B), Since the subject matter of dialectic 

is everything which is fixed, pure, true and unmixed, we should 

give the fairest names to those parts of the soul which use 

dialectic (59C, D). Mind and wisdom (v/005 K<*I <4)pdYrrŷ is) 

certainly are the philosophic elements in the soul; and these 

are the very names Socrates called his candidates at the 

beginning (59D; of. 11B, 13E). 



CHAPTER VII – THE FINAL SYNTHESIS 

(52C–55C; 59D–67B) 

1 . A n a l y s i s i s comple te , t h e p o t e n t i a l i n g r e d i e n t s 

have been s e g r e g a t e d , measured and c l a s s i f i e d ; we may say t h e 

m a t e r i a l s a r e a t hand out of which (£^ 6 / ) mind , l i k e an 

a r t i s a n (<5r)jM0opyos)f i s t o c r e a t e t h e mix tu re ( 5 9 E ) . I t i s 

time t o t u r n , t h e r e f o r e , to the f i n a l a c t of t h e a r t of 

happ iness , t h e c r e a t i o n of the good l i f e for man. We l e a r n 

now how t h e p r i n c i p l e s of combinat ion a p p l y , i n one impor tan t 

c a s e , t o t h e o r d e r i n g of a m i x t u r e ; we see how t h e f r u i t s of 

d i v i s i o n can be employed by the mind when i t i s gu ided by t h e 

r i g h t p u r p o s e . That p a r t of the a r t which s e p a r a t e s " l i k e f rom 

l i k e " has done i t s j o b ; now we must s e p a r a t e "good from b a d . " 

And having s e l e c t e d the a p p r o p r i a t e e l e m e n t s , we must a s s i g n 

them t h e i r r e l a t i v e func t ions and b lend them t o g e t h e r s k i l l ­

f u l l y , forming the harmonious whole . The mind whose f u n c t i o n s 

have been so c a r e f u l l y d i s c r i m i n a t e d must now a c t a s cause t o 

fashion the ve ry mix ture of which i t i s a p a r t . When the mix­

ture has been s y n t h e s i z e d , the a r t of h a p p i n e s s w i l l have 

completed i t s t a s k . 

In the p r e s e n t s e c t i o n , i n t e r e s t i s focussed aga in on 

the good l i f e for man. The p rev ious d i s c u s s i o n s of d i v i s i o n , 

c o l l e c t i o n and t h e p r i n c i p l e s of combina t ion , of t h e types of 

Pleasure and the f u n c t i o n s of mind a re he re made t o pay t h e i r 
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way directly by the light they throw on the central issue. 

One important passage (59C-61C) does, to be sure, consider the 

characteristics of any mixture; but it is introduced for the 

purpose of establishing the true place and function of the human 

mind in the good life. Although it is the "dwelling place" and 

"threshold" of "the good" (61A; 64B) to which we breathlessly 

approach, all we learn about the good is how we are to "hunt it 

down" (56A) in "rough outline" (61A) by inspecting the nature 

and qualities of the good life itself. And when, at the end, 

the results of the dialogue are announced ceremoniously "to 

the world at large", these results are contained in a list of 

"possessions" which describe the good life for man (66A). 

Grand and conclusive as this promises to be, at least 

with respect to the good life for man, it is necessary to say 

that in fact the parts of the Philebus to which we are now 

turning our attention are probably the most confused, and the 

hardest to decipher in the dialogue. In general, logic gives 

way here to rhetoric and the bold announcement of results, the 

most distant sort of connection is accepted as proof or evi­

dence, and the many ambiguities of language and of thesis which 

we have already noted combine to create an atmosphere of incompre­

hensible profundity. As a result, students of Plato from the 

days of Alexander to the present have found a blissful haven in 

this part of the Philebus, for here they have discovered, hidden, 

but clear and mighty (to them) -- whatever it was they were look­

ing for. Interpreters of the Philebus, too, have frequently 
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turned their eyes first to the positive-sounding "hierarchy 

of the good" at the end of the dialogue and have interpreted, 

or tried to interpret, the rest of the dialogue in terms of 

what they thought they found there. 

These errors I shall avoid because I have not based 

my interpretations upon these final and obscure passages. The 

"list of goods" at 66A ff• is clearly, to my way of thinking, 

a summary of what goes before, and cannot be expected to add 

anything to the more detailed passages which it summarizes. 

By the same token, the selection and mixing of the ingredients 

of the good life may tell us something more of Plato's prejudices, 

but it cannot tell us much more about the principles of the 

selection and combination which have already been discussed at 

length. If the results do not follow the principles, then they 

are irrelevant or contradictory; while if they do, they can 

only confirm what we have already been told. I do not expect, 

therefore, to uncover any new or startling truths in these 

last pages. 

This is not, unfortunately, to say that no difficulties 

of interpretation remain. On the contrary, the various 

alternative definitions, interpretations and theories which we 

have with more or less success so far presented in relative 

isolation, now offer almost insuperable problems in their 

application. I doubt that it is possible to unravel, with any 

hope of achieving real clarity, the various interwoven meanings, 

theories and definitions, some of them contradictory, which 
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come together in the last pages of the Philebus. If this 

confession of defeat shows that I have failed to find the "true 

meaning" of the Philebus, then I am bound to admit my failure. 

In what follows, therefore, I shall do little more than try to 

show how the concluding passages of the Philebus, so far as I 

understand them, bear on the results which we have already 

reached. Since those results are highly inconclusive, so our 

treatment of these passages will be equally inconclusive, 

In introducing the aspect of dialectic which deals 

with combination (Chapter II, Section 9) I suggested, tenta­

tively, that combination could be considered as comprising 

three parts, evaluation, selection and mixing. These parts 

are by no means clearly discriminable in the dialogue; they 

are merely abstractions which are somewhat helpful in organiz­

ing the discussion, I shall use them here again in their 

application to the good life. It should be clearly understood, 

however, that this division is not meant as part of the inter­

pretation of the Philebus. Even as a plan for organizing the 

discussion it has its obvious shortcomings; but it will, I 

believe, serve as some sort of guide in what follows. 

2. I intend, in this section, to consider the way in 

which and, so far as I can, the grounds on which Plato evaluates 

the various forms of pleasure and of mind preparatory to making 

the mixture of the good life. In doing this it is necessary to 

review ground already covered, for the "divisions" of pleasure 
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and mind were performed for the purpose of revealing the 

relative worth of the ingredients discriminated. Nevertheless, 

there are several points which remain to be discussed, and the 

opportunity of correlating the judgments already delivered or 

implied will serve to introduce the other functions of combi­

nation. I shall consider first the evaluation of mind, and 

then that of pleasure. 

a. The evaluation of mind, taken in the widest sense, 

is a concern of the entire Philebus. The questions of how 

mind is related to pleasure, what its function in the good 

life is, how it operates in the universe and how it should 

operate in man; these questions form, in one way or another, 

the subject of almost every passage. Those commentators who 

have held that the "analysis of pleasure" is the central topic 

of the Philebus seem never to have considered that as good a 

case, or better, could be made out that the evaluation of mind 

is the central topic; for it would be easy to show that the 

analysis of pleasure is subservient to the demonstration of 

the superiority of mind. It is not my present intention, how­

ever, to review the entire treatment of mind, but rather to 

relate certain of the points already discussed to a very 

special problem concerning mind in the Philebus. The problem 

is this: in what sense has Plato shown that mind is "akin" 

to the good? We have considered how the purposes of the cosmic 

mind define the good essences of everything in the world, 

Including man, how man's mind acts as cause to create the mix­

ture in man, and we have learned why no one would prefer a life 
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of pleasure to a life of pleasure mixed with mind. But we 
have not considered how the results of these discussions 
prove man's mind to be "akin" to the good. Yet this is surely 
a conclusion very near the heart of Plato's argument, and one 
which he is extremely exercised to establish. 

It may be suggested that all Plato intends to establish 
is that man's mind must create the good life, and that it is 
therefore an indispensible means to the good life, and an 
indispensible ingredient in the self-sufficient life. And it 
may be added that this is all that his arguments tend to prove. 
I agree that Plato does not, in fact, prove in any ordinary 
sense of "prove" that man's mind is in some further way related 
to the good; but that he believes it and intends to establish 
it seems to me quite evident. This can be seen, I think, from 
the following considerations. The original three "conditions" 
or criteria of the good showed no more than that the good life 
must contain both mind and pleasure; they made no pretense at 
proving one of the two elements superior to the other. The 
argument which was to award the "second prize" to mind was 
introduced subsequently (22C ff.), after admitting that the 
first prize went to the mixed life. At that point, Socrates 
stated he would try to show that mind is the "cause" (αíτíα , 22D) 
of the mixed life, so that while neither pleasure or mind would 
constitute the good life, mind would be "that which mates the 
good what it is" (22D). 
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This then is the point for which I will contend 
with Philebus even more warmly than before: that 
whatever it is which, by its inclusion in this 
mixed life, makes that life both desirable and 
good, it is something to which mind is nearer 
and more akin than pleasure (22D). 

These remarks share ambiguities and confusions already 

noted: the word "cause" is ambiguous, for we cannot tell 

whether Plato means that mind is the creative agent which is 

the efficient cause of the mixture, or that mind is the 

ingredient which, by its mere inclusion in the good life, 

necessarily implies that the mixture is good, or that mind 

is an ingredient such that, unless it were included, we could 

not say that the mixture had the property of being good. The 

word "makes" shares the same ambiguity: does mind "make" the 

mixture good as a causal agent, or does its presence in the 

mixture logically imply the property of goodness? The longer 

passage quoted above seems to say that mind is one ingredient 

in the good life, and that there is another ingredient which 

"makes" it good, and that mind resembles, or is otherwise 

connected with, this other ingredient. Yet this is surely 

not Plato's meaning; there are never any other ingredients 

named besides mind and pleasures. There are two other mean­

ings which appear possible. One is that the thing to which 

mind (meaning man's mind) is akin is the cosmic mind, that it 

is the cosmic mind which "makes the good life both desirable 

and good." This suggestion is certainly possible, and it 

would be logical because the part of the Philebus which follows 

deals with the relation of the cosmic mind to the human mind, 

and it tries to show that the human mind wins "second prize" 
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just because of its resemblance to or relation to the cosmic 

mind. Yet even in this case, the ambiguity of the "makes" 

haunts us. Does the cosmic mind act as efficient cause to 

make the mixed life good? Then how is man's mind to receive 

any credit at all? If man's mind is caused to cause the good 

life, it has no more than instrumental value, and could no 

more be said to be akin to the cosmic cause than the hammer 

to the carpenter. Does the cosmic mind cause the mixed life 

to be good in the sense that it is its purpose which defines 

the goodness of all things? Then man's mind is not likewise 

good, for man's mind conceives other and less valuable purposes. 

And in any case, it would not be man's mind which made the good 

life good in this sense, as we have already pointed out. 

The second meaning we can give this passage, and the 

one which seems the most plausible, is that there is some 

property, or group of properties, which constitutes the good­

ness of the mixed life, and that mind is "akin" to it. The 

problem in this case is what it can mean to say that mind is 

"akin" to a property. The words for "kinship" and "similarity" 

are used by Plato very loosely; and I wish to examine what they 

may mean in this context. 

Immediately after Socrates has announced his intention 

of showing how mind is the cause of the goodness of the mixed 

life, he says that "if my objective is to secure the second 

prize for mind I must have weapons different from those of my 

previous arguments" (23B); and what follows is the fourfold 
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classification of the limit, unlimited, mixture and cause. 

This sequence does, I admit, imply that mind is akin to 

"whatever it is which makes the mixed life good" for the 

reasons which emerge in the fourfold classification. Yet 

these reasons, as I have tried to show, merely prove mind to 

be an indispensible means to the good, whereas Plato's point, 

as I understand it, requires that mind be intrinsically good, 

in some sense an end. We cannot, therefore, consider that 

Plato has shown, up to the present section of the dialogue, 

that man's mind is intrinsically good, or like an intrinsic 

good, or even better than some pleasures. 

Plato's answer is contained, I believe, in the passages 

beginning at 64B, some of which we have already discussed. 

Consider, for instance, the following remark, which follows 

upon a description of how the mixed life is constituted: "And 

what...shall we regard as the most valuable thing in our mix­

ture...? If we discover that, we can go on to consider whether 

this factor in the whole scheme of things is closer and more 

akin to pleasure, or to mind" (64C). The words here clearly 

recall those at 22D; and in the sequel, the kinship of mind 

with the properties which are said to indicate, at least, the 

property of goodness is examined. It is here then, and not 

in the fourfold classification, that the true superiority of 

mind is to be established. A curious point, however, is raised 

by the words "in the whole scheme of things." This is most 

easily taken as meaning that it is the cosmic cause which is 
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most akin to reason, Tor it is the cause which has, above all, 

been shown to be a factor "in the whole scheme of things.M1 

And if this were the meaning of the words, then the whole 

answer would be contained in the fourfold classification after 

all, for it was already shown there just what the relation be­

tween the cosmic cause and man's mind is. Yet in the pages 

whioh follow, the cosmic cause is not mentioned, and the "most 

valuable thing" is rather the property of goodness, roughly 

defined by three other properties. Of course, these are 

properties which belong to all good things, to all mixtures; 

and hence they are a factor in the whole scheme of things also. 

We must assume, then, that the phrase does not refer to the 

cosmic cause at all, and that it points ahead to the properties 

of a mixture which make it good. 

The properties of the mixture which make it good are, 

as we have seen, beauty, proportion and truth. The problem 

is to show how each of these is more akin to mind than to 

pleasure (65B). It is true that these properties, if they 

are equivalent to goodness, are likewise equivalent to the 

property of corresponding to the purpose of the cosmic cause; 

so that this is one connection between mind and these properties. 

And it is also true that these properties belong to a mixture 

because some mind made the mixture that way; so this is another 

connection. But such connections cannot, except very loosely, 

1. 
This i s , I take i t , Hackforth's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n (op. 

c i t . , p . 135, n . 3 ) . 
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be called "kinship"; what is required is some sort of 

similarity or resemblance.2 

In the discussion which follows, we observe a certain 

ambiguity about the kind of thing we are to compare with mind. 

Plato speaks, as we have seen, as if he were comparing mind 

with properties. And this impression is maintained, to some 

degree, in the sequel: at 65B Socrates proposes to compare 

beauty, truth and proportion, one at a time, with mind and 

pleasure; at 65C reason, truth and pleasure are examined for 

their "kinship"; at 65E we are asked whether "mind or the class 

of pleasures partakes more of beauty." These remarks may suggest 

in several ways the older theory of ideas which I have contended 

was abandoned in the Philebus; they suggest that the ideas 

designated by the words "beauty," "proportion" and so forth have 

the properties of being beautiful, proportionate, etc., so that 

the ideas may be compared with mind and pleasure. It is not at 

all certain, from the last quotation, that mind and pleasure are 

not also here conceived as ideas which can be compared, in point 

of the properties mentioned, with those properties themselves. 

I shall admit, therefore, that these intimations of the earlier 

theory of ideas are quite possibly in this passage; there is 

~~~" 2. 
Kinsh ip can i nc lude t h e r e l a t i o n of p a r e n t t o c h i l d , 

so t h a t we might say t h a t mind " b e g e t s " the m i x t u r e i f i t i s 
thought of as e f f i c i e n t c ause : but the word P l a t o uses i s 
^ W v r j j and i t s d e r i v a t i v e s ( £ " u y v ^ ^ c r r f p o / a t 22D, 65B and 
tSbt^uyyeves a t 65B) which means "of the same s t o c k , " "of 
the same s o r t " ; and a t 22D i t i s combined wi th the u sua l word 
for s i m i l a r i t y . 
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surely no definitive way to prove that they are not. It is 

also possible, however, that this is only a manner of speak­

ing with Plato, and that instead of comparing minds and 

pleasures with properties, or the ideas of mind and of pleasure 

with the ideas of beauty, proportion and so forth, what he 

really wishes to do is to ask whether minds and pleasures have 

the properties of being true, beautiful or proportionate. 

It may be suggested now that if Plato is asking whether 

minds and pleasures have these properties, there is no com­

parison being made at all. Plato, it may be said, promised 

to show that mind was more akin to the properties which make 

a thing good than pleasure, but now he is simply asking if 

mind has these properties to a greater extent than pleasure. 

I agree that this is the case. But it makes sense; for, if 

my interpretation is right, it is particular entities which 

alone can properly be called good, so that what Plato should 

try to do is show that minds are more like these entities 

than pleasures. The comparison, therefore, is actually between 

those entities already shown to be good (mixtures) and minds 

and pleasures, where the comparison is with respect to those 

properties which constitute the goodness of an entity. And 

this comparison is performed in two steps: first by deciding 

what the properties are which constitute the goodness of a 

mixture, and second by asking whether minds (or pleasures) 

have those properties. 

Before going on to consider Plato's conclusions, there 

are two remarks which must be made. The first concerns the 
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basis of the comparison about to be performed. The discussion 

began, we remember, by the construction of the mixed life 

(61D ff); it was then proposed to investigate the product to 

disoover what it was about it which constituted its goodness; 

and the purpose of this, in turn, was to help decide whether 

mind or pleasure was most akin to whatever it was that made 

the mixture good (or, as we have now interpreted it, most akin 

to the mixture with respect to those properties that make it 

good). The trick in this reasoning, which is intended, of 

course, to demonstrate the superiority of mind in every way, 

is that the mixture itself was just constituted on the 

assumption that mind must be the leading element. It will be 

no surprise, then, if the mixture, on examination, is found 

to have just those characteristics which a product of a mind 

must, according to Plato, have. This kind of circularity in 

reasoning, which we have already noted in the section on mind 

in Chapter IV, undermines the validity of Plato's argument. 

But it does not show that the position is false, or even that 

there is no evidence for it; it merely shows that Plato has 

not proven his point. It is a moot question, here as always 

in Plato, whether Plato considers his arguments logically 

valid, or only more or less convincing indications of the truth. 

The second remark concerns how it is that the properties 

assigned to mixtures can meaningfully be predicated of minds or 

Pleasures. Plato tells us that a mixture is a mixture (i.e., 

is good) because it has proportion and symmetry. From everything 
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that has gone before, this obviously refers to the relation 

between the parts of the mixture: just such parts as mind 

and pleasures. How then can minds and pleasures be compared 

to the mixtures which contain them with respect to the 

relations between parts? One possible answer, the obvious 

one, is that minds and pleasures are also mixtures. Pleasures, 

or many of them at any rate, have been judged by their relation 

to the mixture of health. And, it was pointed out earlier, if 

the relation between parts of a mixture is to be conceived as 

a numerical proportion, then perhaps all the parts must be 

assigned numerical values by being considered as mixtures of 

opposites. Yet despite these considerations, it is hard to 

see how the good pleasures can be considered as mixtures. 

They arise, to be sure, while the body is in the state of mixture 

called health. But how are such pleasures mixtures?3 

It is even more difficult to imagine how a mind could be a 

mixture; there is nothing in the Philebus to suggest this in 

any way. Yet we are now asked to believe that the very 

properties which make a mixture a good mixture (61B) apply, 

above all, to minds! 

It is tempting to assume that the doctrine here is 

so obscure that we must abandon all attempt to find a clear 

3. 
I disregard the fact that Plato calls the pure 

pleasures "unmixed," for unmixed there means unmixed with 
pain: it is a virtue, not a fault, to be unmixed in that 
sense. 
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meaning.4 But the temptation is a wrong one; there may well 

be some meaning in the present passage which even if it is not 

unambiguous and logical, will throw light upon the rest of the 

dialogue. There are, therefore, two ways we might alleviate 

the difficulty we are discussing. One is to admit that the 

properties which make a mixture good are not peculiar to a 

mixture at all, and that in fact other things besides mixtures 

may be good. The other is to find some sense, however remote, 

in which a mind could be considered as a mixture. And it will 

be conceded, I think, that a case can be made out for both 

these views. For the first, it may be argued that even an 

ingredient of a mixture which is not itself a mixture may be 

said to have a sort of derivative value if it is capable of 

entering into a mixture, and as such to be superior to some­

thing which is not. In particular, the property of being 

measurable is, in a sense, applicable both to ingredients and 

mixtures, and it is only if the ingredients are measurable 

that the mixture is. For the second view, it may be said that 

if the notion of a mixture is sufficiently generalized, then 

whatever is measurable is a mixture; for to be measurable, a 

thing must have discriminable parts. Considerations like 

4. 

It i s t h i s passage which led even Shorey, who has 
nothing but contempt for those who cannot "understand" P l a to , 
to remark "The chief value of t h i s a rgument . . . r es ides r a the r 
ia the e t h i c a l and psychological analyses that lead to the 
conclusion than in the conclusion i t s e l f " (What Plato Said, 
p. 326). 
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these, vague and unsatisfactory as they may be, serve to give 
some meaning to this part of the Philebus. 

Now let us turn to the passages in which Plato tries 
to show that mind has the properties which make something 
good — in other words, that mind is good. The examination 
is of both pleasures and mind, and takes up, n succession, 
the properties of truth, measuredness and beauty. The aim, 
in each case, is to show that the property may be predicated 
more truly or completely of minds than of pleasures. 

Truth is discussed first; pleasures, Plato remarks, 
are the "worst of all impostors" (65C) while mind is "either 
identical with truth, or is of all things the most like it, 
and the truest" (65D). This quotation shows clearly that 
when Plato speaks of mind as being identical with or similar 
to truth, he means only that mind has the property of being 
true, either fully or partially; otherwise he would not say 
that mind is the "truest" (αληθέστατον). 

With respect to "measuredness" (μετριóτητα which is 
now substituted for μέτρον , σμμμέτρον and μετριóτηs), we are 
told that mind has more of it than pleasure; for there is 
"nothing more unmeasured than pleasure and intense enjoyment, 
nor anything more measured than reason and knowledge" (65D). 
Again we note that in the end the test is whether minds (or 
pleasures) have the property in question. Let us also notice 
that, for the first time, knowledge (&#X1F10;πισήμη) is added, as 
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if it were the same thing, to mind (voûs ).5 

Finally, Plato asks, "Has mind more part in beauty 

than pleasure, that is, is mind more beautiful than pleasure, 

or is the opposite the case?" (65E). The answer, of course, 

is that mind is never ugly, while the sight of anyone enjoying 

pleasures, "especially the greatest pleasures," is one of 

"extreme ugliness" (65E-66A). 

Now we must consider how it is that, in Plato's 

opinion, mind may be said to be true, measured and beautiful. 

In the case of pleasures, we see that it is not always the 

pleasures as such, but rather the life of pleasure which is 

examined. This is perfectly clear in the case of beauty. 

But also in the case of truth we are told that "even perjury 

is forgiven the gods" when they are in love; in other words, 

the person who lives the life of pleasure is not truthful. 

And of course the life of pleasure is not the good life: it 

is an unlimited, and cannot have the properties which make 

a mixture good. Does Plato mean us to take his remarks about 

mind in the same way, as applying to the life of mind? This 

is, I think, one of his meanings. The life of mind, while 

impossible for a mortal, is "divine" (where "divine" applies 

5. 
Voûs is the term for mind through almost all of this 

passage . Yet a t 65B φρóνησιs served as a synonym, and a t 65E 
φρóνησιs i s added t o voûs as &#x1F10;πιστη&#x1F75;μη was a t 65D. One can 
only conclude t h a t , a t t h i s p o i n t , P l a t o draws no d i s t i n c t i o n 
between these t e r m s . Yet a page l a t e r (66B), voûs and φρóνησιs 
are c l e a r l y s e p a r a t e d from &#x1F10;πιστη&#x1F75;μη. One can hope to prove 
very l i t t l e from P l a t o ' s use of such words . 
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to gods morally superior, presumably, to those who perjure 

themselves in love); no doubt Plato did still believe, as in 

the earlier dialogues, that the pure life of mind was the 

"best" in many ways. But this meaning is not consistent with 

most of the Philebus. The life of the mind is not the good 

life, and it has been specifically rejected in favor of the 

mixed life. The good life contains both mind and pleasures. 

This argument cannot serve, therefore, to prove mind alone 

better than pleasures. In what sense, then, is mind true, 

measured and beautiful? 

Is it that mind is superior to pleasure judged as an 

ingredient in the good life? On this score, though, we recall 

that the pure pleasures have been shown to be "true," measured 

and pure, and that they spring from the contemplation of pure 

beauty. Plato's arguments might show mind to be superior to 

many pleasures — all those which were demonstrated "false," 

impure, and ugly — but not superior to the pure pleasures. 

Is Plato, as often, "forgetting" the pure pleasures in order 

to prove the superiority of mind? Or does he mean that mind 

is superior because all functions of mind are relatively true, 

and so forth, while only some pleasures are so? This would 

certainly be a weak: conclusion; for there would be no reason 

at all to judge the pure pleasures inferior to mind. 

If there are answers to those questions, then they 

must lie elsewhere. I will now enter my own suggestion as 

to the kind of consideration which I believe lies behind 
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Plato's position, a suggestion made in full knowledge of 

the fact that it is impossible to prove, and easy to show 

inconsistent with some aspects of Platonism. The objections 

have, in one way or another, already been discussed; I will 

therefore conclude this section by stating briefly my own 

interpretation. 

We must, in the first place, concentrate our attention 

on the attribute of truth. Beauty is from the first explained 

only in terms of the other two properties of mixtures, and we 

are not told enough about it to use it as an additional clue. 

Plato's meaning seems to be simply that aesthetic considerations 

alone would lead the fastidious away from pleasure and towards 

the staid dignity of the intellectual life. Measure also 

appears to be closely related to truth; that only those things 

which can be measured can be truly judged is one of the main 

themes of the dialogue. In any case, we are not told anything 

which would enable us to say, in any other sense, that mind 

was measured. Truth, however, is the attribute which, as 

Plato says, is most directly related to mind. But there is 

no sense in holding that mind is true (although, needless to 

8ay, Plato could probably "prove" this in the same way he 

proved pleasures true and false); what is true is rather 

knowledge. It takes no straining of the text to transfer the 

argument from mind to knowledge for, as we have seen, voos 

<J>POV̂ <5MS and £TTI<TTY^»^ are all loosely conflated in the 
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present section. This much, as far as it goes, is, I think, 

obvious: it is the function of mind to have knowledge, and 

knowledge is by definition true. This connection between 

mind and truth is almost certainly what Plato means when he 

says that reason is "identical" with truth or is at least 

the "truest thing in the world" (65C). 

We see here again how inconclusive the discussion of 

the cause of the mixture was. For it is not mind as creative 

agent which is judged good because true; it is knowledge. The 

evidence which tended to show that man's mind might be cause 

of the good life was no evidence at all, if this is right, 

that man's mind is good; if it is good, it is because man knows 

the truth. But, as we have seen, there is nothing in the 

discussion of the cause of the mixture to prove that man knows 

the truth. It is only if he does that mind is good; yet it is 

on the assumption that this has been proven that man's mind is 

shown to be the "cause of the goodness" of the mixed life. 

Possibly the true connection between truth and the good life 

is contained in a brief hint at 40B where we are told that 

the gods will not permit a good man to be deceived; in other 

words, we must simply take it on faith that truth and goodness 

go together! 

What we must do, I think, is abandon all hope that the 

connection can be explained through the notion of mind as the 

cause of the mixture, and revert to our earlier discussion 

of the first definition of the good. In that discussion, it 
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will be remembered, it was proposed that many passages in the 

Philebus, and the present passage in particular, can best be 

understood as based on a definition of the good which identifies 

it with permanence of some sort. At that time we fastened our 

attention on the property of symmetry or proportion. Now we 

especially notice truth. But in both cases it is, in the end, 

permanence in which Plato is interested. 

The connections between mind and knowledge and permanence 

are, in Plato's philosophy, so manifold as to defy brief dis­

cussion. We may merely mention, then, that in the Philebus 

these connections focus on the permanence of the good life itself. 

Knowledge is, for Plato, that which has for its subject matter 

unalterable truths. Some of these truths concern, of course, the 

nature of the good life itself, so that mind is thus shown indis­

pensable to the man who wants to live the good life. And we can 

also say that it is only the man who has knowledge of these 

permanent truths that will have a true and permanent end, which 

is to create a mixture. For we recall that only ends "exist" 

without becoming; that we can "never get a permanent grasp on 

anything that is devoid of permanence" (59B), and that the good 

differs from all else in that "a creature that possesses it per­

manently...has never need of anything else" (60C). Of all 

possible lives, therefore, the good life is the only one which 

is a permanent object of knowledge, for only it remains unchang­

ing; and only the man who has the good life as the object of his 

mind can live the good life. At this point, epistemological and 

ontological permanence merge, for the actual good and the ideal 
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good are alike permanent, and permanent objects of knowledge.6 

This argument, or one like it, seems to me to lie 

beneath Plato's contention that mind is like the good. For 

this argument not only shows why mind is necessary to the good 

life -- that was easy enough to prove -- but also why it (or 

rather its knowledge) is like the good life. Whatever may be 

said in favor of the view that permanence is what makes the 

good life good may be said in favor of the view that knowledge 

is good, for it is surely permanent. This general interpretation 

is also supported, in certain ways, by the attack upon the "mixed" 

pleasures, for they are judged "false" partly because they are 

constantly altering; they are impermanent themselves, and hence 

are not objects of true knowledge. We shall consider this aspect 

of the attack on pleasures presently. 

This concludes our discussion of how mind (or knowledge) 

can be said to be good, which was the main subject to be con­

sidered in the evaluation of mind. Before turning to the 

evaluation of pleasures however I wish to touch on a problem 

subsidiary to the one with which we have just dealt. This 

problem concerns the relation of dialectic to the other forms 

of knowledge. 

In the last chapter we outlined Plato's division of 

the forms of knowledge, noting that the test of the purity and 

6. 
The objections to this view, as well as the reasons 

for it, have already been stated at length. I intend it to have 
neither more, nor less, force here than was awarded it in previous 
portions of this thesis. 
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truth of any art was the degree to which it used measure and 

mathematics. There was also a division into the theoretic and 

practical aspects of each art, and it was pointed out that 

theory can be more precise than practice. The theoretical 

aspect of art -- or some arts, at least -- was said to be the 

concern of the philosopher. Those arts, we were told, which 

"involve the effort of the true philosopher are, in their use 

of measure and number, immensely superior in point of exactness 

and truth" (57D; of. 56D, E). 

These remarks serve to throw some light on our previous 

discussion for they indicate, in a general way, the connection 

between measure and truth. To Plato's way of thinking, only 

what can be precisely stated can be certainly true, and only an 

art which uses measure can make precise judgments. It is difficult 

to say, however, just what Plato means by measure. In the section 

on the division of forms of knowledge, measure seems to be identi­

fied with mathematical determination of some sort. We learn that 

those arts which use instruments which give numerical readings 

are more precise than those which do not, and that such an art 

as mathematics is more precise when it deals with number in the 

abstract than when it is applied in particular cases. But in 

any case, the "truest" and "purest" element in every art, the 

element which makes it capable of precision and truth, is 

"numbering, measuring, weighing" (55E). Nor can the numerical 

aspect of measure be considered unimportant in the scheme of 

the Philebus as a whole, for it undoubtedly explains why Plato 
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wants to define goodness in numerical terms. If the art of 

happiness, the science of value, is to yield true judgments by 

Plato's standards, then it above all must use measure and number. 

I do not mean to enter again into the question how good­

ness can be defined mathematically; on that point I have said 

what I could.7 The problem I wish to discuss here is the relation 

of dialectic to the other arts. At the conclusion of the section 

on the various arts, Plato separately mentions dialectic, without 

indicating its place in the scheme of division with any clarity, 

Dialectic, of course, is more precise than any of the other arts, 

and its statements are absolutely certain and true. The problem 

is, is dialectic a separate art with a separate subject matter, 

or is it, like exact mathematics, one aspect of every art? And 

if dialectic is more precise even than theoretic mathematics, 

why does the good need to be defined in mathematical terms? And 

does this mean that dialectic, being only the most theoretical 

aspect of an art, has no practical aspect? 

I cannot pretend to give entirely satisfactory answers 

to these questions, I cannot, for instance, explain in what way 

Plato thinks dialectic both uses mathematics (in defining the 

good) and yet is more precise still. The suggestion made before 

still seems to me the best possible, namely that mathematics is 

clearly a priori and Plato wishes us to think that the philosophic 

method is also a priori, and, if possible, even more precise. 

7. 
Cf. particularly Chapter II, Section 9 and Chapter 

IV, Section 6. 
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But if there are a priori truths which are not mathematical, 

but are at least as certain, then I cannot explain why goodness 

must be defined in mathematical terms. I can only suggest that 

since Plato never does succeed in giving a really mathematical 

form to his definition of goodness (except perhaps in the case 

of a few particular goods) it may be that he never intends a 

strictly mathematical account of goodness. It may be, as we 

have previously implied, that the concept of "measure" is meant 

to be capable of the kind of semi-mathematical determination 

which is just as precise as mathematics. 

What are we to say about the relation between dialectic 

and the other arts? Here we must, I think, distinguish the 

various functions of dialectic. Division and collection are, it 

seems to me, part of every art, or every precise art. This was 

shown by the use of division and collection in the specific arts 

of music and letters. There these parts of dialectic functioned, 

apparently, as necessary devices for "learning, discovering and 

teaching" in those fields. In those cases, at least, dialectic 

would seem to have no special subject matter of its own. It 

would be true, in a sense, that the dialectical part of the art 

was concerned with ideas and the relations between ideas while 

the practical part of the art was concerned with application to 

particulars; but the ideas involved would be just those relevant 

to the special art, and could hardly be said to form a special 

subject matter. 

Combination is different, however. It concerns itself 
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with the description of valuable things, of ends. It is 

theoretical, for it deals with permanent truths, but it is 

essential to every art if that art is to pursue valuable ends, 

Should it then be taken as part of every art, or should it be 

taken as standing outside every art and setting goals for it? 

Combination evaluates the elements which go into every good 

thing, and tells how, and on what principles, these elements 

should be mixed. And the artisan working in any field should 

surely have this knowledge. Yet Plato just as certainly thinks 

an artisan can, and usually does, work without any knowledge of 

dialectic. If such an artisan works for good ends, this can 

only be because they are set for him by someone who does know 

what the good ends are. Yet how could an artisan ever produce 

a good product unless he himself knew the proper ingredients 

and how to mix them? In other words, how can any art succeed 

at all unless it incorporates the knowledge yielded only by 

dialectic? 

This is, to my way of thinking, a serious problem in 

the Philebus. And I confess that my own view of the nature of 

combination is no solution to the problem at all; it helps to 

say that division and collection are really just aspects of 

specific arts, for that takes care of them. But combination, 

which is the part of dialectic which makes it truly valuable 

and necessary to the good life, the part which in fact proves 

that mind is superior to pleasure, remains in an ambiguous 

position. I am inclined to say that Plato thinks of combination 
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as an autonomous science, the science of final ends, and that 

it stands outside and above the other arts. I am inclined to the 

view that in the Philebus as elsewhere, Plato considers that 

combination has its own subject matter, which is the determination 

of the nature of intrinsically good things. But I see that this 

view has great difficulties, and I cannot advance it with confi­

dence. It seems to me that this attitude of Plato's (if it is 

his attitude) gains credibility chiefly from the fact that Plato 

never quite makes clear whether combination does set the ends 

for arts like music and grammar, or whether it sets ends for 

other arts as music and grammar set their own ends. Part of 

the ambiguity springs from the question what the ends of such 

arts as music really are. For in the end, the only arts upon 

which Plato ever turns the full power of dialectic are those 

concerned with the good life, either individually or corporately. 

It may be that the real solution lies somewhere in this direction: 

that the only final ends are those revealed by the arts of happi­

ness and politics, and that by setting these, dialectic sets the 

ends for all other arts. And in these highest arts, it may be 

that dialectic finds its only unique subject matter, a subject 

matter not shared by any other art. It is a peculiarity of 

dialectic, according to Plato, that it is "the faculty in our 

souls naturally directed to loving the truth and doing every­

thing for the sake of truth" (58D). The truth of which Plato 

is thinking is the true end of life, for we only do things for 

the sake of ends (54C). Dialectic thus takes on, in a special 
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way, a causal nature, for knowledge of truth and love of good 

ends are, finally, indistinguishable. 

b. We turn now to the evaluation of pleasure in the 

Philebus. We have considered in detail the classification of 

pleasures, which included most of the pertinent passages deal­

ing with questions of the worth of the various kinds of pleasures. 

It remains now only to review these passages and the arguments 

in them in an attempt to find the basic assumptions on which the 

final decisions with regard to the value of the kinds of pleasures, 

are based. 

We note first a definite ambivalence in the treatment 

of pleasure which runs throughout the dialogue. One of the main 

lines of thought in the Philebus is that all pleasures are not 

alike with respect to their value, and that some are intrinsically 

bad while others are not. Yet in many passages of the dialogue, 

Plato speaks as if all pleasures were evil, or at least only to 

be tolerated in as reduced a scale as possible. On the one hand, 

Plato wants to prove that the good life contains both mind and 

pleasures; on the other hand, he is anxious to exhalt mind at 

the expense of pleasure by making pleasure as unimportant as 

possible. These two aims quite obviously collide in the Philebus 

to the detriment of the argument. And the confusion which result 

from this duality of aims is heightened, it seems to me, by cer­

tain ambiguities of terminology and theory which have already 

been noted. The chief of these derives, I think, from the ambi­

guity concerning the function of man's mind in the mixture. This 
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ambigui ty r e s u l t e d from t h e double meanings of t h e p h r a s e s 

"cause of the mix ture" and "what makes t h e m i x t u r e g o o d . " 

This l e d , we remember, not only to t h e u n c e r t a i n t y a s t o 

whether i t was the cosmic mind or man 's mind which "makes t h e 

good l i f e good," but a l s o the a s s o c i a t e d u n c e r t a i n t y a s t o 

whether man 's mind should be viewed p r i m a r i l y as an i n g r e d i e n t 

in the mix tu re of the good l i f e (which i t c e r t a i n l y would be 

from the p o i n t of view of t he d i v i n e purpose) or as t h e cause 

of t h e mix tu re (which i t would be i f i t were r e a l l y man ' s mind 

t h a t c r e a t e s the mixture i n man) . These confus ions c a r r y o v e r , 

in more than one way, i n t o t he t r e a t m e n t of p l e a s u r e . The way 

in which t h e s e confusions i n f l u e n c e t h e t r e a t m e n t of p l e a s u r e 

which i s p e r t i n e n t to our p r e sen t d i s c u s s i o n i s t h i s : i f we 

th ink of man's mind p r i m a r i l y as c a u s a l a g e n t , and t h e r e f o r e 

assume the p o i n t of view which would p l a c e man 's mind o u t s i d e 

the mixture i t c r e a t e s , t hen the mix tu re i t s e l f would be com­

posed e n t i r e l y of p l e a s u r e s . I f , on the o the r hand, we view 

man's mind as p a r t of the m i x t u r e , and as p a r t , i n f a c t , of 

any r e a l l i f e whatsoever , then p l e a s u r e can only be one p a r t of 

such a l i f e . According t o t h e second a t t i t u d e , i t i s n o t hard 

to see t h a t some p l e a s u r e s may be bad, bu t o t h e r s may be good, 

in the mix ture wi th mind. On the f i r s t v iew, however, i t i s 

easy to t h i n k of the p o s s i b i l i t y of a l i f e made up e n t i r e l y 

of p l e a s u r e s , t o which mind may be added as an o r d e r i n g c a u s e , 

or from which i t may be s u b t r a c t e d t o l e a v e an " u n l i m i t e d " l i f e . 

I t i s t h i s t h e o r e t i c p o s s i b i l i t y (which P l a t o d e n i e s as p o s s i b l e 
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in fact) of a "pure" life of pleasure (i.e., a life made up 

entirely of pleasures without guidance of mind or inclusion of 

any noetic functions whatsoever) which leads to confusions in 

the evaluation of pleasures. For, on Plato's theory, a life 

made up entirely of pleasures, no matter what those pleasures 

were, would be unlimited, and hence bad (or at least no mixture). 

And this argument leads Plato, sometimes, to think he has proven 

all pleasures to be inferior. All he has proven, as he is 

anxious to point out at other times, is that the life of pleasures 

only (if it were possible) is not the good life; but this does not 

show that some pleasures may not be good if they are incorporated 

in the mixture with mind. It does not even prove that what "makes 

the good life good" may not be the inclusion of pleasure; for 

mind may be necessary only in order to balance and select the 

appropriate pleasures. The demonstration that pleasure without 

mind is not the good life does not prove anything about the value 

of pleasure except that it is not identical with the good; yet, 

because of the confusions noted above, Plato sometimes seems to 

feel that it proves very much more. 

These considerations serve as some explanation, I think, 

of one of the mysteries of the Philebus, namely the scant treat­

ment awarded the "pure" pleasures. It seems a mystery because 

so much of the main argument of the dialogue depends upon their 

existence; if it were not for the pure pleasures, the "mixed" 

life would not be mixed at all, and the demonstration that 

pleasure is "many" rather than "one" would fall to the ground. 
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Yet not only does Plato give very little space to his treatment 

of the pure pleasures, but he also ignores their existence at 

crucial points in the argument. The partial explanation, 

derived from the considerations above, is that Plato is afraid 

the hedonist, seizing upon these pleasures, and interpreting 

mind as a mere instrument for attaining them, would reduce mind 

to a means, and judge pleasure ("pure" pleasure) the true end. 

And, as we have seen, this is a theory which, while it would be 

a real modification of naive hedonism, would fall very short of 

Plato's intentions. For Plato wishes to prove, of course, not 

only that mind is cause of the mixture, but also that it is the 

most valuable ingredient in the mixture, and, in some sense, like 

the mixture in value. This, I think, is why Plato accepts the 

second interpretation, in which mind is considered as an ingredient 

in the mixed life, and in which the whole scope of pleasures, in­

stead of being treated as the field of potential elements to which 

mind could set a limit, is rather pared down to the minimum. 

Although I believe we can make sense out of this second inter­

pretation (the one which Plato, for the most part, espouses), 

I doubt that Plato served his own conclusions very well by using 

the scheme of analysis of the good that he did. I think Plato 

would have done better if, from the start, he had not tried to 

Prove that mind (or its functions of knowing and remembering, 

etc.) is an end, but that it is indispensible in knowing and 

Staining the end. But since Plato would never agree to this, 

he would have bolstered his arguments better by using a scheme 
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of analysis which (unlike the scheme of the Philebus) did not 

suggest such an interpretation. Many of the difficulties of 

the dialogue result from Plato's attempt to escape the apparent 

implications of his own scheme of analysis. 

In any case, that the pleasures which salvage what is 

possible of the hedonist's position should receive such slight 

attention in the text in spite of the importance which they 

play in the structure of the whole, is typical of the moral 

tone of the Philebus. While the dialogue stands as a partial 

defense of pleasure, and insists repeatedly on the fact that 

some pleasures are good, yet the vigour with which the evil 

pleasures are attacked, the ease with which the whole class of 

pleasures is lumped with the bodily pleasures, and the lukewarm 

praise awarded the pure pleasures all show clearly that Plato 

never intended a real compromise between hedonism and the anti-

hedonism of Socrates and the early dialogues. This is not, it 

might be suggested, a necessary outcome of the analysis of 

becoming, the criteria of the good, and of the technique of the 

art of happiness outlined in the Philebus. 

These considerations are by way of introduction to the 

main point; what we wish chiefly to discuss are the grounds on 

which, in general, Plato judges all pleasures inferior to mind 

and most pleasures as incapable of limit. And while the points 

we have just touched upon bear on these matters, they do not 

indicate the major arguments which Plato levels against pleasure. 
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Let us first review the remarks Plato makes in the 

section in which he compares mind and pleasures with respect 

to the characteristics which make something good. In that 

section, we remember, he says, with respect to truth, that 

"pleasure is the worst of all impostors," and that the ex­

perience of pleasure excuses perjury, even for the gods (65C). 

Concerning measuredness, we are told that there is "nothing 

in the world more unmeasured in its character than pleasures 

and intense enjoyment" (65D). And finally, we detect in people 

enjoying pleasures -- especially the greatest pleasures -- "an 

element either of the ridiculous or of extreme ugliness" (65E,66A). 

On what grounds, now, is pleasure judged to be untrue, 

unmeasured, and ugly? The last criterion, that of ugliness, we 

may, I think, again disregard, not because it is unimportant, 

but because it is not independent, but follows from the others. 

Let us consider, then, the statement that pleasure is unmeasured. 

This means the same thing as to say that pleasure is unlimited. 

We have already considered the sense in which a life of pleasure 

is unlimited since it provides no limit by itself and without 

mind. This is the only sense in which the pure pleasures can 

be said to be unlimited. How are individual pleasures, regarded 

as potential ingredients in the good life, unlimited? One way 

in which most individual pleasures (we shall for the time being 

exclude from discussion the pure pleasures) are unlimited is 

this: they result from a bodily condition which is not a mix­

ture. Since health is a mixture, and most pleasures result 
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from a change in bodily condition toward health, it is clear 

that these pleasures are a certain sign or indication that the 

body is not a mixture. Thus if health is one aspect of the 

good life, many pleasures are incompatible with the good life. 

This is, to be sure, only a connection, although an 

infallible one, between unlimitedness and these pleasures. It 

does not directly show these pleasures to be unlimited. This 

can be shown, however, according to Plato, by the following 

consideration. Pleasures which result from bodily alteration 

are, of neoessity, always changing themselves. They must 

terminate. And furthermore, they are always, and inextricably, 

connected with pain, for reasons already explained at length. 

Thus such pleasures are themselves unlimited, in one primary 

sense of "unlimited" which means "impermanent" and "always 

going on," in this case to a condition of greater pleasure 

or of less pleasure or of pain. 

If the mixed life were really definable as a numerical 

ratio or proportion, then it seems likely that the unlimited 

character of some pleasures would, in itself, exclude them from 

the good life. For unless some numerical value can be set on 

each pleasure, it is impossible to see how such a pleasure 

could be a term in a ratio. But because Plato does not show 

how the good life is a numerical ratio, he must rely upon 

arguments which broaden the meaning of the term "measure." 

Just as in the case of mind, the exactitude upon which its 

knowledge was based turned out to be like mathematics because 
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of the certainty with which its objects could be judged, so 

in the case of pleasures, Plato turns to arguments which show, 

in his opinion, that most pleasures are not capable of being 

accurately judged. Thus the unlimited aspect of pleasure 

becomes dependent, in the end, on its relation to mind. It 

does not satisfy Plato to prove that individual pleasures are 

unlimited because they are always changing; he wants as well 

to show that they are unlimited because they are incapable of 

being measured. Thinking again of the cause of the mixture 

as external to it, we are meant to see that whatever cannot 

be truly judged cannot become part of the stable and rational 

pattern of the good life. If it now be said that the attack 

upon pleasure is not independent, but rests upon the assumption, 

first, that the good life must be, in some sense, permanent, and, 

second, that such permanence can only be achieved by a mind 

working with elements capable of being "measured" truly, then 

I shall agree. The attack upon pleasure does, in the main, 

assume the very points which it set out to prove. 

The considerations above, if they are accurate, show 

why it is that Plato concentrates so much of his argument on 

proving that pleasure is "false." They show also that the 

evaluation of pleasure, like that of mind, rests first upon 

the characteristic of truth, and that both, therefore, rest 

finally upon the criterion of permanence. But the connection 

is vague and difficult. Mind is good because its knowledge 

is permanent, and because this knowledge is the only knowledge 
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on which the permanent good life can be based. Pleasure is 

inferior because it is not a permanent object of judgment, 

and because, for this reason, it cannot be part of the 

permanent good life. Mind and pleasure are alike judged with 

respect to "truth," but mind is true because what it knows is 

true, while pleasure is false because it cannot be truly known. 

Yet truth itself is a convincing criterion of value only because 

it is, according to Plato, essential to the permanence of the 

good life. 

The results of this discussion are, as predicted, 

highly inconclusive. While I would hold, as before, that the 

chief criterion of value which Plato advances is that of 

actual physical survival or permanence, and that elements in 

the good life are judged, more than by any other one criterion, 

by their contributions to this end, yet it is clear that this 

is too simple a view to account for all that Plato says. It 

is true that the second general basis of value which we have 

disoussed, the teleological view, helps to fill in some of 

the gaps by giving to mind and its purposes a special importance. 

But neither of these interpretations alone, nor the two together, 

can logically explain the relation between physical permanence 

and truth which Plato relies upon to prove, in one way, the 

superiority of mind and, in another, the inferiority of 

pleasures. 

3. We may now consider the selection of the ingredi­

ents for the final mixture. Theoretically, we have been 
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d i s c u s s i n g , i n t h e p rev ious s e c t i o n , how the p o t e n t i a l 

i n g r e d i e n t s a re e v a l u a t e d ; us ing t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n , the t a s k 

now i s to dec ide which i n g r e d i e n t s should be r e j e c t e d and 

which r e t a i n e d i n the good l i f e . But of cour se the d i s c u s s i o n s 

a c t u a l l y o v e r l a p , for much of the e v a l u a t i o n was on t h e b a s i s 

of whether or not a p o t e n t i a l i n g r e d i e n t would make a good 

i n g r e d i e n t ; p l e a s u r e s were l a r g e l y cons ide red on t h i s b a s i s , 

and mind was p a r t l y judged on i t s a b i l i t y t o c r e a t e and ma in ­

t a i n t he good l i f e . 

There i s one passage , however, i n which P l a t o d i r e c t l y 

s t a t e s which i n g r e d i e n t s a re to be chosen for the m i x t u r e 

(61D-64A). Let u s , t hen , summarize t h i s p a s s a g e , so t h a t we 

may s e e , i f p o s s i b l e , the bas i s on which the s e l e c t i o n s a r e 

made. 

S t a r t i n g with mind, and wi th the p u r e s t p a r t , we must 

f i r s t c o n s i d e r what we c a l l e d t h e t h e o r e t i c a l a s p e c t of a r t 

(61D, E ) . Th i s kind of knowledge cannot be a cause of d i s ­

propor t ion or a l t e r a t i o n ; t h e r e i s no r eason t o exc lude i t . 

Fu r the r , such knowledge, which is of u n a l t e r a b l e t r u t h , i s 

p leasan t and d e s i r a b l e i n i t s e l f (63B, C ) . The re fo re t h e r e 

i s reason t o inc lude i t . But of course much more can be s a i d 

for pure knowledge than t h i s . I t i s pure knowledge which , a s 

we found, s u p p l i e s the formal s t r u c t u r e of every a r t . As s u c h , 

i t provides one necessa ry p a r t of many a r t s upon which the good 

l i f e depends, a r t s of husbandry, h e a l t h and p o l i t i c s . Above 

al1, i t Inc ludes combinat ion, which d e f i n e s and d e s c r i b e s good 

ends, and the good l i f e . 
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But such pure knowledge is not sufficient (62A). The 

man who cannot apply his wisdom, who is "master of the divine 

circle and sphere, but is ignorant of our human sphere and circle"  

cannot build a house; indeed, he cannot even find his own way 

home (62B).8 This would be a "laughable" state, to be interested 

only in pure knowledge. We must then admit the practical arts, 

or the practical aspect of each art; "otherwise our life will 

not really be a life" (62C). Living implies doing, and doing 

requires technique as well as theory. It is necessary to cope 

with the empirical world despite the fact that we may never 

reach perfection when we do; opinion and approximation are less 

elevated than pure theory, but just as necessary. For the 

practical arts supply the material conditions of the mixture 

"throughout life" (63A). On the other hand, we cannot omit 

the theory, as the analysis of the arts showed, or the practice 

will become misdirected. The lower forms of art are safe only 

if we have the highest (62D). 

Now we may consider pleasure. Our analysis of pleasure 

revealed that some pleasures are not mixed; they do not result 

from a related pain. These pleasures can be Judged precisely, 

and can enter into a proportion or ratio for this reason. They 

are harmless, and desired; therefore they should be admitted 

8. 
Cf. Wild, P l a t o ' s Theory of Man, p . 30: "The 

theore t i ca l understanding i s by i t s nature a b s t r a c t , and 
incapable of the broadest synthet ic sweep. Contrary to a 
widespread misconception, i t i s only with a view to prac t ice 
that theory achieves i t s most inc lus ive i n t e g r a t i o n . . . " 



431. 

to the mixture (62E). Some of these pleasures spring from 

the exercise of reason itself; these are most closely related 

to mind (63E). Others also, while bodily in origin, are not 

related to pain; such are the aesthetic pleasures (51B ff.), 

which are capable of limit (52C), and therefore eligible for 

the mixture. The pure pleasures correspond to this extent 

with pure knowledge: both originate in a passive bodily state. 

Pure knowledge springs from speculation on changeless verities; 

pure pleasure springs from observation of simple forms and 

colors. In both cases the subject plays the role of observer. 

Is there a practical or necessary form of pleasure 

which corresponds to the practical aspects of the arts (62E)? 

Of this possibility we have not spoken before. Such might 

be the pleasure of creation (as opposed to the pleasure taken 

in the created object), the satisfaction of the builder, the 

pilot, or the doctor in his craft. These necessary pleasures 

must surely be included. In addition to these, there may be 

others which are necessary in another sense: the pleasures 

which accompany the functions necessary to preserve life. The 

pleasure of eating to restore health is related to the pain in 

which we lost it; but eating enough plain food to maintain 

health may fairly be called a necessary pleasure (63E).9 

9.  
Cf. Republio 558D ff.: Among pleasures "there are 

those of which we cannot get rid, and those the satisfaction of 
which is a benefit to us. Our nature cannot help seeking to 
satisfy these, so they may fairly be called necessary." Luxurious 
sating is unnecessary; eating enough to maintain health is necessary. 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1147b, says "The necessary sources of 
Pleasure are those connected with the body: I mean such as the 
functions of nutrition and sex." 
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Finally, there are the pleasures which "consort with 

health and temperance," and which "attend upon virtue in 

general" (63E). Typically, these are mentioned almost as an 

afterthought, and never receive notice, one way or another, in 

the rest of the dialogue; they are not even included in the 

final list of goods. 

How about all the other pleasures, which have been 

called "mixed" and "false" and "unlimited" for one reason or 

another? Socrates makes the test dramatic by "asking" the 

other parts of the mixture whether they can cooperate with 

these pleasures (63A, B). But the question is asked, strangely, 

only about the violent bodily pleasures, those which our 

analysis of pleasure classified as mixtures of two bodily 

passions. These pleasures are rejected by the mixture, 

for they clearly are disruptive forces. They disturb the 

soul, preventing the arts from coming into being at all, or 

destroying the productions of the arts (63D, E). Here then 

the art of happiness must imitate the "kingly art" of politics 

by "casting out by death or exile" the parts which disrupt the 

harmony of the whole (Politicus 308E). 

10.— 

At 63D these pleasures are called "intense," "great­
est," "maddening"; these words were used only of one division of 
mixed pleasures (cf. 45A, "greatest," "intense"; 45E, "maddening")• 

11. 
Cf. Timaeus 86B ff.: "Among the gravest disorders 

of the soul we must rank excessive pleasures and pains," for a 
man in this condition "can neither see nor hear aright; he is in 
a frenzy and his capaoity for reasoning is then at its lowest." 
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A serious question remains. What of the less violent 

mixed pleasures, the pleasures of anticipation, of laughter, 

of bodily restoration? These, which in the analysis of pleasure 

were not called violent pleasures, constitute the great majority 

of all pleasures. By the strictest standards, they are impure; 

they can be false; 'they are unlimited. Many of these pleasures 

are nevertheless desired and Plato does not here show that their 

inclusion would be harmful to the mixture. Plato's reticence 

in treating this great residue of impure but relatively harmless 

pleasures calls attention once again to the moral prejudice of 

the Philebus. Instead of showing carefully why the less intense 

"mixed" pleasures must be omitted from the good life, Plato 

instead skips this very interesting point, and lumps all the 

unlimited and unmeasured pleasures together with the most 

violent pleasures. He thus makes his case very easy to prove, 

but in doing so he fails to enlighten us on just the most 

ticklish point. The "necessary" pleasures may be intended, 

of course, to cover the pleasures of eating, exercise, sex 

and so forth; yet if they do, this would seem to admit through 

the back door some of the very pleasures against which Plato 

has leveled his strongest attacks; while if they do not, there 

would be some question whether the good life were practicable 

or, above all, sufficient. There is apparently a conflict 

between the criterion of sufficiency and the exclusion of all 

the "mixed" pleasures which Plato never discusses. If some 

mixed pleasures must be included in order to satisfy the 
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criterion, then we would like to know which ones, and on 

what basis, and to what degree. 

Looking now at our summary of the present passage, we 

must try and decide on what grounds Plato has based his 

decisions. The basis which is proposed, and actually used to 

a certain extent, is the purity and truth of the potential 

ingredients. In previous passages, both forms of knowledge 

and pleasures have been divided roughly into two main cate­

gories, the true and the less true (or false). Plato suggests, 

then, that only the true kinds be included (61D, £)• And 

indeed, the true forms of knowledge and the true pleasures are 

admitted chiefly on the basis of their truth (61D; 62S; 63E). 

This much of the selection, as far as it goes, may be said to 

be in line with the main results of the dialogue. The "true" 

elements are those which for one reason or another make for 

permanence and can enter into a measured and symmetrical whole. 

Curiously enough, however, the rest of the selection 

does not follow closely the criteria and evaluations already 

set forth. We would expect, at this point, that the functions 

of mind would be selected partly on the grounds of their 

creative power in making and maintaining the mixture, partly 

on the grounds of their ability to seize and hold to good ends. 

The mixed pleasures we would expect to find excluded on the 

basis of the fact that they cannot be part of a proportionate 

whole because they cannot be truly judged. But instead of 
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using the more detai led end prec ise c r i t e r i a derived from h is 

discussions of mind and pleasure , P la to turns back t o the 

vaguer condit ions of the good l i f e which were o r i g i n a l l y used 

to decide in favor of some mixture of pleasure and mind. These 

were, we remember, that the good must be complete, su f f i c i en t 

and des i rable . I t is surpr is ing t h a t Plato turns back to these 

conditions because they were used merely to s e l ec t the mixed 

l i f e above the pure l i f e of pleasure and the pure l i f e of mind; 

but they did not suffice for the more complete analyses of the 

good mixture which followed. These condit ions were suggested 

as requirements which any s a t i s f ac to ry l i f e would have to 

sa t i s fy , but they were not taken as a fu l l desc r ip t ion or 

def in i t ion of the good l i f e . One i s tempted to f e e l t ha t i f 

these conditions would, a f te r a l l , have sufficed to ind ica te 

how the good l i f e was to be constructed, then very much of the 

Philebus was advent i t ious . But of course t h i s i s t o put a l t o ­

gether too much s t r e s s on the present passage. I t would be 

bet ter simply to confess that the present passage i s not meant 

to summarize the f u l l r e su l t s of the dialogue, and tha t Plato 

expects the wise reader to see how the analyses and p r inc ip les 

of the e a r l i e r sect ions can be applied in d e t a i l . 

The t a c i t use of the three condit ions of the good can 

be seen in the employment of such c r i t e r i a as "need," "necess i ty" , 

"usefulness," "advantageousness" and "harmlessness" in the 

present passage. The notion of need or necess i ty occurs twice, 

once in the discussion of the "impure" forms of knowledge (62A), 
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once in the discussion of the necessary pleasures (62E). 

The argument, of course, is that these are needed if our life 

is to be any life at all (62C). This is the argument from 

sufficiency; the good life will not be sufficient to life if 

it does not include the practical arts and the necessary 

pleasures. It will, perhaps, be said that this result can 

be derived from the concept of the mixture, for the goodness 

of the mixture depends, on one interpretation, upon the in­

clusion of elements which make it tend, as far as possible, 

to maintain itself. This is perfectly true; Plato might have 

used this argument in the present discussion. But to have 

used this argument as the basis of selection would have re­

quired a detailed examination of the parts of the mixture as 

they stand in relation to one another, and then a judgment of 

each possible mixture with respect to its ability to remain 

just that mixture. This Plato does not do; instead he relies 

upon the more general and common-sense attitude based upon 

the notion of "sufficiency." Sufficiency implies permanence 

and proper relations between parts for Plato, so that the more 

detailed criteria are suggested by the present discussion; but 

they are not employed. 

It is logical that any ingredients which actually 

inhibit or destroy others should be eliminated. For this 

reason, the notion of harmfulness is applied to each potential 

ingredient. The inexact forms of knowledge are found to be 

harmless (63D); so also are the pure pleasures (62E; 63A; 63E). 
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But the violent pleasures "put countless obstacles in the 

way" of knowledge, "disturb with frenzy" the souls in which 

knowledge dwells, "prevent" knowledge from ever coming into 

being, and "utterly ruin" the other functions of mind (63E, E ) . 

It might equally well be argued, on these grounds alone, that 

it is mind which inhibits the gross pleasures, so that while 

both mind and these pleasures cannot be Included, perhaps it 

is mind which should be eliminated. But of course Plato 

intends us to remember many of the results he has reached else­

where; not only are the functions of mind better than the bodily 

pleasures, but they are necessary to the existence of the good 

life in a way in which these pleasures are not. And finally, 

the gross pleasures inhibit each other, and make for violent 

pain. 

What is interesting about the use of the notion of 

"harmfulness" in selecting pleasures and functions of mind is 

not that it is so much cruder than the criteria which have been 

worked out in the dialogue, but its suggestion that, after all, 

if something is not harmful, and is desired, then it should be 

included. This principle, the principle of plenitude, is 

suggested, at least, by the conditions of completeness and 

desirability. Desirability, to be sure, is not equivalent 

with the property of being desired; nevertheless there is a 

hint in Plato's use of the word that implies that there is 

something good about what is desired provided it is harmless. 

The condition of completeness seems to bear this out; it 
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requires that the good inolude everything which will make it 

more desirable: the good life cannot be improved; no addition 

will make it better. Of course there is a logical hitch here; 

"desirable" strictly means "good," and "good" means "permanent" 

or "the purpose of the cosmic agent." And there is no proof, 

on either definition of goodness, that plenitude must be a 

principle of the good life. Yet Plato quite clearly does apply 

the conditions of desirability and completeness in such a way 

as to suggest that the principle of plenitude should operate. 

By the principle of plenitude I mean only that of those potential 

ingredients of the good life which give satisfaction to men, as 

many should be included as possible within the bounds set by the 

other conditions. In other dialogues, Plato stated the doctrine 

quite clearly. "There should be no secret corner of illiberality; 

nothing can be more antagonistic than niggardliness to a soul 

which is ever longing after the whole of things both divine and 
12 

human" (Republic 486A). The creator of the good should not be 

jealous of the existence of any part which is not destructive 

of harmony (cf. Timaeus 29E). 

Can we say that Plato has observed the principle of 

plenitude in the Phllebus? It is difficult to tell, because, 

as we have seen, the very pleasures to which the principle 

12  
Cf. Republic 586 D ff.: The justice of mind is not 

to stunt the pleasures, but to lend them the purity and truth 
it can: it should see that each harmless pleasure receives 
the gratification appropriate to it, that each function enjoys 
the pleasures proper to it and the "best and truest of vtoich 
it is capable." 
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might pertinently be applied are never discussed at all in 

the final passages of the Phllebus. The question whether the 

vast mass of "mixed" but non-violent pleasures are "harmful" 

is never raised. Not all of them are excluded, because some 

are necessary; we must assume that the rest are excluded, but 

we are never told why. The simple conditions on which the 

present passage depends give no clear answer about these 

pleasures; this may explain why Plato does not bring them 

forward for scrutiny. On the basis of the full discussion of 

pleasure, there would be reasons to exclude all mixed pleasures 

from the good life, as we have seen; but the actual rejection, 

on the basis of these detailed considerations, Is never explained 

nor even explicitly performed. We must, therefore, remain 

unconvinced whether there was not some "secret corner of 

illiberality" in Plato's judgment of pleasure. 

4. There is, in the Philebus. a hierarchy of elements 

of the good life which is only partly made explicit. I am 

thinking now not of the hierarchy of value, but of the hier­

archy of oontrol (upon which, partly, the hierarchy of value 

is based). What is shown is that mind organizes and direots 

the proportioning of the good life, and may, therefore, take 

oredit for it. But just how mind controls the pleasures which 

are included and gives them the limit needed to relate them to 

the rest of the mixture, is never shown. Even the intricate 

relation between mind and pleasure revealed by the discussion 

of opinion and "false" pleasures is never utilized to help 

describe how, in the good life, pleasure and mind may work 
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together. 

Anyone familiar with the Republic is bound to be 

surprised, I think, that the hierarchical structure of control 

and of functional relationships which plays such a dominant 

role in that dialogue is never directly discussed in the 

Philebus. Such a hierarchy is, of course, assumed in the 

Philebus; it lies behind the proof of the superiority of mind; 

it lies behind the proof of the unlimited character of the 

mixed pleasures. Yet what largely emerges is the judgment of 

relative worth of the potential ingredients, with no direct 

statement as to their functional interrelations. 

I do not mean that we cannot infer, with some degree 

of suocess, what these functional relations are, and what, 

therefore, the hierarchy of control should be. What is sur­

prising is that these relations and this hierarchy are not, 

in the last part of the dialogue, made absolutely clear. The 

reason they are not is, I think, due largely to the use of 

the figure of the "mixture" and the related notion that the 

connections between the "ingredients" may be expressed as a 

mathematical ratio or proportion. The simple analogy of 

"mixing" wine and water in the right proportions (61C) tends 

to obscure the fact of functional relations between parts 

which is so important in the good life or the good state. The 

notion of ingredients which differ in no respect but relative 

value may have been useful to Plato in proving mind superior 

to pleasure; but it tended to obscure what might have been a 
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valuable account of the true and proper functions of each. 

And in the end, it made for more difficulty than clarity for 

it is on the difference of function that the difference of 

value is finally based. As we have seen, the attempt to 

evaluate mind and pleasure on the basis of the same criteria 

was never really successful; it required the labored attempt 

to show how pleasures can be "false," and resulted in the 

confusions concerning the function of mind in the good life. 

It is difficult not to feel that here Plato served his own 

ends poorly by choosing, in his anxiety to prove with a 

moralists finality the sinfulness of pleasure and the divinity 

of reason, a scheme which threw into shadow the true nature of 

the difference between them. 

The process which we have called "mixing," using 

Plato's term, is really, then, far more than a mere matter 

of bringing together the right elements in the right propor­

tions: it is in fact a matter of deciding the proper 

functional relations of these parts to one another. That 

these relations should constitute a hierarchical structure 

is not, of course, necessary. But it is typical of Plato's 

philosophy that he should so think of them, and in fact much 

of the Philebus, as we have seen, depends upon the assumption 

of a hierarchy of functions. It may be of some value here to 

assemble some of the passages in the Philebus which yield hints 

as to how Plato conceives the relations between the parts of 

the mixture. Such an assembly cannot be expected to reveal 
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any novelties, but it may serve to summarize this aspect of 

the art of combination. 

Foremost in the hierarchy of relationships is mind, 

and among the functions of mind, foremost is the theoretical 

science of dialectic. It may be that dialectic alone would 

be useless, and that the "pure" philosopher would be laughable; 

but no other art, pleasure or activity is of any worth unless 

it is directed to valuable ends, and it is dialectic which 

knows and describes such ends. It is dialectic which knows 

the eternal truths, not only of division, but also of com­

bination, so that it knows what the good is really like. 

Since its object is the real, what does not change (58A), it 

may be said to know ends, for it is ends which exist (54C), 

and for the sake of which everything is done. Nor is the end 

an abstraction of some sort; it is real, and can come into 

being (65A, B; 26D). Thus the highest function of mind stands 

in many relations to the mixture of the good life: it describes 

the "incorporeal ordered system for the rightful control of a 

corporeal subject" (65B); it "governs" and "regulates" the 

elements of the mixture (28D); it is directed towards "doing 

all for the sake of truth" (58D); and finally it may be said 

to create the mixture itself (30B). 

In its manifold tasks, the highest function of mind 

must judge accurately the value of each of the other elements; 

this is why they must have "measure" and "truth." Mind must, 

first of all, not be deceived about itself: ignorance is an 

evil (49D), but the worst sort of ignorance is to be deceived 
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about one's own wisdom (48E-49A). We have already described 

how theory must direct practice in each of the arts if they 

are not to degenerate into mere unthinking technique; but 

the practical arts, or the practical aspects of the arts can 

"do no harm" if one has the theoretical and pure parts to 

direct (62D). Pleasures, even the pure pleasures, cannot 

direct or limit themselves: they are, "like children, com­

pletely destitute of reason" (65C). Some pleasures may become 

limited by the action of mind, but "pleasure is, in itself, 

unlimited, and belongs to the kind that does not and never 

will contain within itself and derived from itself either 

beginning, middle, or end" (31A). This is why pleasures are 

"not in themselves good, though some of them sometimes and 

somehow acquire the character of good things" (32D). This 

character they aquire, of course, through the limiting and 

ordering action of mind. 

It does not tell the whole story to say that mind 

must direct and limit pleasure; for the pleasures need various 

functions of mind in order to realize their appropriate char­

acter, Even the hedonist needs mind in order to know that he 

is enjoying himself (21B), to remember past pleasures, to 

calculate the degree of his enjoyment, or to estimate future 

joys (21C; 60D, E). But more than this, the pleasures them­

selves find it "disadvantageous" to be without mind; they 

"cannot do better than have the family of knowledge to live 

with us, knowledge of all things in general and of each of 
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ourselves in particular to the fullest extent possible" 

(63B, C). Mind does not "spoil" the pleasures, as the hedonist 

contends; on the contrary, it "preserves them" by establishing 

among the pleasures a "law and order" and a limit (26B, C). 

As Plato says in the Laws (653A, B), goodness consists not 

only in having the right pleasures, but also in consenting 

to the rational account of their value. 

5. The final section of the Philebus (66A-67B) 

summarizes the main results of the dialogue, and emphasizes 

the victory of mind at the expense of pleasure. Aside from a 

recapitulation of the salient aspects of the debate, the chief 

interest of this section lies in a fivefold list of "goods" 

which is obviously intended to serve as the coup de grâce for 

the hedonist as well as to provide a handy outline of the out­

come of the argument. Into this brief section, as we have 

mentioned before, the scholars have poured their grandest inter­

pretations. Fortunately, the deflation of these schemes has 

been accomplished by other scholars who have had their own, but 

different, schemes to propound. We will consider that the 

13 score is even, and not enter the debate. 

13.  
There is a rather full summary of the various views 

which have been held on the "fivefold classification" in Bury, 
The Philebus of Plato, pp. 169-178. Bury gives a moderately 
restrained interpretation himself. Hackforth states that "the 
passage is perhaps not so difficult or mysterious as has been 
usually supposed" (Plato's Examination of Pleasure, p. 137), 
although he has a rather fanciful explanation of the exclusion 
of "truth" from the list (pp. 138, 139). Shorey concludes that 
"The main purpose of the scale in the Philebus is to satisfy 



445. 

Actually, considering the vast controversies which 

have raged over it, the passage is surprisingly clear and 

free from difficulties. It is introduced as the outcome of 

the previous discussion in which pleasure and mind were 

weighed against the three properties which constituted good­

ness, measure, truth and beauty. In a semi-humorous vein, 

Socrates proposes that the results be broadcast by messengers. 

The statement of the list contains a number of phrases intended 

to guard against too literal an interpretation.14 

The list constitutes a description, from no one fixed 

viewpoint, of the good life for man. It is, Socrates says, 

a list of "possessions" (66A), arranged in the order of their 

value. The order is not to be confused with the "hierarchy 

of control" which we discussed in the last section; the matter 

of the functional relations of the parts is not specifically 

mentioned here, although the principle of functional relation 

is named. Of course, when it comes to the "ingredients" of 

the good life, the order of value corresponds to the hier­

archical order of control. But this is, in one sense, 

Plato's feelings by removing pleasure to the fifth or sixth 
place...The scale may suggest other metaphysical meanings, but 
they are not to be pressed or taken too seriously or erected 
into a system. There is no real obscurity in the passage..." 
(What Plato Said, p. 327). 

14. 
The first place is "somewhere near" measure, etc.; 

and even then, the term is given tentatively. Second place is 
also "near" whatever is denoted by the terms given. Third place 
("if I divine rightly," says Socrates) is occupied by mind — at 
least "this isn't far from the truth." It is even slightly un­
certain whether or not there is a sixth place, for Plato lightly 
ends with a quotation. 
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accidental: here we are, as in the previous passage of the 

Philebus. merely evaluating the various elements. And this 

list is no new evaluation, but is merely meant to ennumerate 

the results of the forgoing evaluation. 

The last three items on the list give no real diffi­

culty. They constitute all the ingredients in the good life. 

First among the ingredients is, of course, the pure, theo­

retical aspect of mind; second come the practical arts; third, 

the pure pleasures. A minor question arises over the precise 

terminology used to name the two sorts of knowledge, to which 

the answer can only be that Plato is not here, any more than 

elsewhere in the dialogue, using words with technical pre­

cision, and he has said as much in the present passage. 

Another minor difficulty is the apparent absence of the 

"necessary" pleasures and the pleasures of virtue and health 

mentioned at 62E and 63E. But these were simply inserted 

without previous mention there, so that their omission here 

is no special mystery. They may be mentioned, somewhat 

ambiguously, in the "sixth choice" of the present passage 

(66C). But the point has been made, in any case, that all 

pleasures come in the fifth or lower place (if they are 

included at all), and this is really all Plato is interested 

in showing. A summary cannot be expected to enter into the 

detail of the passages it summarizes. 

The first two items on the list provide the only 

problem at all, and even here the difficulty is a mild one. 
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The ingredients of the good life have been exhausted with 

the last three; the first two items are clearly properties 

of the mixture. Nor are any of the properties named new; 

they merely repeat the properties previously used to 

characterize the mixture of the good life. 

The "first of all possessions," according to the 

list, is "in the region of" measure, the measured and the 

appropriate <??>(muerpo* , To utrpioV, T© Kcxtpov).<??> The second 

is "in the region of" the symmetrical, the beautiful, the 

complete and the sufficient <??>[T& <TVU^£TT3OV K<*A KC*AO\/ I<O<> n> 

TxXeoY KoO 'iKcrfrov).<??> Obviously the properties named here are 

derived from two prior lists, the one immediately preceding 

this section, with its three "marks" of the good, and the 

earlier one which gave the three criteria or conditions of 

the good. Now let us consider the present fivefold classi­

fication with this in mind. 

It is quite impossible to try to make a distinction 

between <??>ji>£Tpov<??> and <??>jUErpi^v<??> ; the "first possession" is 

merely in their "region" in any case. And looking back at 

the previous section, we notice again that Plato there draws 

no distinction between <??>u£Tpo^<??> and the derivatives of <??>JAZTAIOZ<??> 

(64D; 64E; 65B, etc,). Symmetry (or proportion) was likewise 

on that list, but it was also considered a synonym of measure. 

Beauty of course was another of the three marks of the good; 

it was hardly distinguished from symmetry. 

It is now clear that a very good part of the "list of 

goods" in 66A ff. can be derived directly, and as we should 
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expect, from the discussion which immediately precedes it. 

As a matter of fact, every one of the five possessions is to 

be found there. And some hint, even, of the order of the 

possessions is to be found there: for measure was named first, 

and special emphasis was placed upon it. After it were named 

beauty and truth. Then among the ingredients, mind was, of 

course, placed before pleasure. The two aspects of mind were 

not separated; but their order can be derived from the 

discussion at 62A ff. Finally, we notice that two more of 

the properties mentioned in the final list are derived from 

the "three criteria" of 20C, D: these are completeness and 

sufficiency. 

The only property which is mentioned for the first 

time in the final list, then, is <??>To KCMPO^.<??> And it cannot 

provide a problem if we take the list at all seriously; for 

each position on the list is, in effect, one position. The 

"region" of measure, the measured and the appropriate is one 

region, so that Plato thinks he is adding nothing new by this 

"new" word. The fact is, we are meant to take these three 

as one, just as we are meant to take the four in the second 

position as one, or as we were specifically told to take the 

three marks of the good in the previous discussion as one (65A). 

There is thus only one problem of any interest at all 

which we can raise about the list, and that is what the 

distinction between the first place and the second place is. 

This is a problem because measure and proportion, which were 



449. 

lumped together as one property in the previous discussion, 

are here placed on separate levels; while beauty and pro­

portion, which were there at least nominally separated, are 

here placed on the same level. How, then, are we to evaluate 

the difference? 

I think, in the first place, that it is entirely 

possible that Plato did not intend us to find any great 

significance in the order of the first two positions. It 

seems extremely unlikely that he could have attached great 

importance to the matter, since, as we have Just seen, there 

is an obvious conflict in terminology between the list and 

the classification which it is meant to summarize. And, as 

we found on examination of the previous section, all of the 

characteristics tend, on Plato's vague usage, to merge into 

one another; everything is in one way or another "akin" to 

everything else, and kinship soon comes to be treated as 

identity (cf. 65D). To attempt to draw any conclusions of 

importance from the order of the first two positions seems 

to me, therefore, altogether absurd. The same remark applies 

precisely to the exclusion of the property of truth from the 

list. Truth, as we have seen, is said by Plato to be 

practically identical with reason (a pun in 66B implies that 

truth may be included in the third rank); and measure is the 

characteristic which makes true Judgments possible. Truth 

runs through the top three layers of the list by a series of 

associations which are definitely, if not clearly, set forth 
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again and again in the Philebus. And of course truth applies 

also to the practical arts and the pure pleasures, although 

to a lesser degree. These remarks, it should be understood, 

are not intended to explain the precise nature of the list 

of goods, but to indicate why it is useless to try to dis­

cover any deep and mysterious explanation. 

Probably the most plausible, and certainly the most 

generally accepted, theory about the order of the first two 

"possessions" is that the first names the properties which 

the ingredients of the good life must have while the second 

15 names properties particularly applicable to the whole mixture. 

Thus, it is said, measure is a characteristic which each part 

of the mixture must have (for reasons explained at length); 

it corresponds, in many contexts, to truth. Appropriateness 

particularly, it is held on this theory, refers to the fact 

that each ingredient performs its proper or appropriate 

function. Symmetry, beauty, completeness and sufficiency, 

on the other hand, are said to be properties of the complex 

whole, the entire good life. It is maintained, and with some 

reason, that these are properties which could not apply mean­

ingfully to individual ingredients, while they are properties 

which have been applied, in earlier parts of the dialogue, to 

the mixed life. 

15. 
So Hackforth, op. cit., p. 138. Hackforth adds, 

"as between the first and second, the order is, I think, not 
really ethical but logical." Cf. Bury, op. cit., p. 178. 
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This theory cannot but gain credibility when we com­

pare the scheme it would establish with that of the Republic. 

It does not seem to require much interpretation to recognize 

in the last three items of the list in the Philebus the three 

aspects of the good man, wisdom, courageous performance, and 

desire. In the second place we find, in the Republic, 

temperance, which is the "friendly harmony" of the parts 

(Republic 442C); this may correspond to proportion in the 

Philebus. And, at the top, in the Republic as in the Philebus, 

(if this interpretation is valid), we find the virtue which 

assures that each part performs its proper function. For this 

virtue, which applies to each ingredient in turn, establishes 

also the right relations between the ingredients, and thus is 

the condition and the cause of the proper mixture. The follow­

ing passage from the Republic may, therefore, be a summary of 

the meaning of the characteristics placed at the top of the 

list in the Philebus, and indicate as well their relation to 

the others: 

...the just man does not permit the several elements 
within him to interfere with one another, or any of 
them to do the work of others, -- he sets in order 
his own inner life, and is his own master and his own 
law, and at peace with himself; and when he has bound 
together the three principles within him, which may 
be compared to the higher, lower, and middle notes of 
the scale, and the intermediate intervals -- when he 
has bound all these together, and is no longer many, 
but has become one entirely temperate and perfectly 
adjusted nature, then he proceeds to act....always 
thinking and calling that which preserves and 
cooperates with this harmonious condition, just and 
good action, and the knowledge which presides over 
it, wisdom, and that which at any time impairs this 
condition, he will call unjust action and the opinion 
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which presides over it ignorance.16 

Comparison with the Republic, as well as other con­

siderations, thus lend credence to the view that the highest 

property of the good is for each of the parts to occupy its 

proper place and to perform its appropriate functions, while 

the second highest property is for the whole formed of these 

parts to be harmonious and proportionate and complete. And 

as long as nothing of importance is deduced from this order, 

I see no harm in accepting it tentatively. But it should, I 

think, be made clear that only the most arbitrary interpre­

tation can pretend to prove some metaphysical superiority of 

one of these properties to the other. For in fact each implies 

the other; it is only if the parts are right that the whole is 

right, and only if the whole is right that the parts are 

properly related. And, to further cast in doubt any very 

precise determination of the difference between first and 

second place, the property of measuredness, which stands first 

on both the final list and on the list of properties which 

characterize the good, is, in Philebus 64C, unambiguously said 

to be a property of the mixture as a whole. It is introduced 

only after the blending of the parts has been accomplished, 

and it is then asked "what.. .shall we regard as the most 

valuable thing in our mixture, that which makes an arrangement 

of this sort commend itself to us all?" The answer is, that 

16. 
Republic 443D-444A. Jowett translation. 
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it is measure which is "the cause which makes any mixture... 

possess high value" (64D), for "any compound...that does not 

by some means or other exhibit measure and proportion, is the 

ruin both of its ingredients and, first and foremost, of it­

self" (64D, E). In the face of this, who can maintain with 

confidence that measure, the "first of all possessions," is 

surely meant to characterize each of the ingredients of the 

mixture, but not the mixture as a whole? Perhaps we should 

conclude, rather, that the properties of the good are, in 

Plato's estimation, too hard to grasp and too inaccessible 

to the fastened meanings of words, to state in categorical 

form: about the things that are good, he can tell us the 

relative value, but around the good itself, the mystery 

remains wrapped like a shroud. 
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