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            Introduction:
   

            On the natural integrity of Plato’s Philosophy
   

         

         
            “Give a dog a bad name and hang him!”
   

            John Dewey
   

         

         Plato was not a Platonist! I would like to show in the following pages that anyone who reads the dialogues of Plato without bias or an ax to grind will find a humorous, witty, pleasant friend; and not a desiccated scholarly mandarin. Plato was an open-minded, tolerant, reasonable individual, not a tight-lipped, pietistic, puritan. In a word, Plato was an Athenian, not a Spartan!

         “Scholars” have made it virtually impossible to understand Plato over the years, with their “careful distinctions,” “qualifications,” and “analytical considerations.” They have made up a “scholarly” word, “Platonism,” made us memorize it, and assumed everyone knew what it meant. But nothing could be more confusing and unclear.

         Thus, if Platonism means a world divided, separated, and detached, between physical substance and mental substance, then Plato was not a Platonist. If Platonism means a perfect world of pure ideas with no connection or relation to a world of perceptual things, then Plato was not a Platonist. If Platonism means a world of moral purity unsullied by moral mistakes, errors, or “the boiling cauldron of unsociable emotions,” then, again, Plato was no Platonist. But “scholars” have insisted on each of these.

         The only thing I shall attempt to show in this entire book will be to indicate that such a pervasive misperception about Plato is quite mistaken and rather misrepresents the entire thrust of Plato’s thought. I shall also try to state what I think Plato actually was trying to say, knowing full well that I may only cause more confusion rather than to come to a clear and distinct notion of Plato’s real intentions. Nevertheless, audaces fortuna iuvat! (“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”)

         I
   

         Alas, Plato, in the modern day, is almost universally taken to be a Platonist in each of the above senses: the priest, politician, or puritan, an easy target for those who would like to give Plato “a bad name and hang him.”

         Of course, this is not a new phenomenon. It began with his student, Aristotle, “who used him for his own purposes.” And Aristotle’s interpretation has continued to this very day, most notably in its recency, in a book by I. F. Stone. Aristotle’s aim in many of his writings is to attribute to Plato a “realm of separated forms,” (the first charge), which forms would be infinitely regressive and meaningless, on the one hand, or irrelevant to nature, on the other. Without proceeding into the intricate details of Artistotle’s caricature of his teacher, this much needs saying, that the big mistake of “the separated forms” is usually said to be the “Third Man Argument.”

         Now, what is wrong with the “Third Man Argument”? What is this obvious fallacy, which is attributed to Plato — even though Plato is careful to refute the argument, himself, many times? What is that Argument? (Clever “philosophers” currently call it TMA.) Stated simply, it is this: If Callias and Socrates are “Men” but cannot be “pure ideas,” then there must needs be a “Third Man,” a pure idea, in order to understand the “Man-ness” of Callias, and the “Man-ness” of Socrates. But, if there is a “Third Man,” must there not also be a “Fourth Man,” to understand the Third, and a Fifth, a Sixth, ad infinitum? And if such is the case, we never shall know anything at all about Man-ness because we shall have committed an infinite regress, which can never yield any firm knowledge. Plato, as I have suggested, refutes this argument many times, and had, himself, warned against the fallacy of the infinite regress. Plato was no Platonist, even if his student Aristotle said so! Aristotle just gave him a bad name and tried to hang him.

         However, former students who turn out to be worst enemies, like Aristotle, are not the only ones who might give one a “bad name.” There are also those who consider themselves devoted disciples and friends. In Plato’s case, there were the Neo-Platonists, who tried their level best to be “discipuli” only to make a version of Platonism, which Plato would not recognize, given an eon to contemplate. I am thinking of Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists. Here, full-blown, is the Plato of the Aristotelian gossip: the detached forms, the myriad emanations, the ecstatic transcendental visions.

         Now, Plato was a great teller of tales, myths, and allegories, but there is not one of these that is not given a reasonable interpretation, a rational explanation, a meaningful application. The Allegory of the Cave, for example, (Republic 514a), is an explicit explanation of the nature of knowledge and how one might feel to gain it. No, again, Plato was no Platonist, no matter which student or disciple said he was!

         Perhaps the greatest of those who have given Plato a “bad name” are the Christian theologians, e.g. Paul and Augustine. The grounds for asceticism and puritanical moralist in the Christian tradition are well known. It was Augustine who thought the theater a morally degenerate place, not Plato. But it is Plato who is said to have created the split-level world and advocated living only on its top floor. Such asceticism is not Plato. Plato was an Athenian lover of life; not a Spartan, like Lycurgus who wished for a regimental, military discipline as a moral, political, social ideal. Paul said one should best remain single “as I am,” not Plato. Again, Plato was not a Platonist; Paul and Augustine, oddly enough, however, were.

         II
   

         But, if Plato is not a Platonist in any of these usual senses, what was he? On the whole, Plato has always been a remarkable mirror: People usually see in Plato exactly what they wish to see. Thus, there have been several attempts to make of Plato whatever would seem to fit the dominant temper of one’s time.

         In the history of the philosophy of Greece, the dominant themes have been religion (the Middle Ages), art (the Renaissance), and science (the Modern Period). Predictably enough, there have been these three kinds of “knowledge” in each of these periods of “civilization.” So, the best of philosophical knowledge has been, successively, religious, artistic, and scientific. To put it more broadly, knowledge has been seen to be knowledge of the subject as subject (art), object as object (science), and the unity of subject and object (religion).

         No wonder, then, that the nature of knowledge, or truth, in any particular time in history, would form the foundation upon which our life is understood and practiced. All intellectual and practical activities, conflicts, and agreements alike, seem to be based on a commonly designated and understood “paradigm,” if we can give some measure of credence to Thomas Kuhn’s idea. This, oddly enough, seems to have happened to the interpretations of Plato.

         It seems, then, that Plato has been successively interpreted as the “best of all possible” theologians (e.g. Augustine in the Middle Ages), artists (e.g. Raphael or Michelangelo in the Renaissance), and scientists (e.g. Descartes or Newton in the Modern Period). Whatever the case, I am saying that each of these motifs seem to appear in our day, as well. And, Plato is being interpreted, both honorifically and pejoratively, accordingly.

         In our time, I think the three most distinctive interpretations of Plato have been given by Taylor, Ryle, and Randall. (I am sure that many others would take different examples, and find other “distinctions,” but sapere aude!) Now, if one sifts through to the essence of each of these “interpretations of Plato,” one must finally arrive at some unique views. Jowett and Taylor,
         1
       for instance, would finally conclude that Plato could be seen to understand, and could best be understood, in terms of the fine, subtle distinctions of Christian theology. In all candor, many others have thought the same, both to the favor and the disdain of Plato. So, to such commentators, Plato’s utterances are best understood in their theological and moral contexts. The Timaeus, with its Greek “creation story”; the Republic, with its “kingdom of God” and “ten (or so) commandments”; and the Phaedo, with its Greek “crucifixion story” and the idea of “immortality.”

         For Ryle,
         2
       the situation is quite different. Plato, as any good scientist or natural human being would, “grows up” and “changes his mind,” and “matures,” throughout his writings. The scientific Darwinism in all of us “moderns” is particularly responsive to Ryle’s Plato’s Progress. Ryle’s Plato is also a devotee of empirical and scientific truth, which, in its dynamic way, moves from “probable truth” to “probable truth,” and without any “quest for certainty.” To reconcile the “Early Dialogues,” the Socratic ones, with the “Later Dialogues” with the Eleatic Stranger, Ryle must insist that Plato had matured. He had observed the youthful inadequacies and the crude romantic idealism in the Early Dialogues, and has grown into the “maturer” views of the Later Dialogues. So, any attempt to reconcile the early idealism with the later realism is futile and innocuous, and any attempt at a “fully consistent” Philosophy of Plato is quite a mistake. Plato, like Ryle himself, is a good, reasonable and scientific philosopher, and, again like Ryle, a philosopher with high ideas and well-thought-out moral principles.

         Randall,
         3
       I think, finally makes Plato into an artist, a “Dramatist of the Life of Reason.” This, I have always thought, is a most tolerant and open-minded, generous and civilized view of what Plato must have been doing. Our common view of de gustibus non est disputandum, “of matters of taste, there is no disputation,” makes us seem quite “ill tempered” if we should try to reconcile all of the apparent inconsistencies in the Platonic materials. On the other hand, if it is, indeed, a scientific enterprise, one would be driven to make everything in the Platonic corpus self-consistent, and consistent with nature as well. Randall argues, convincingly, that Plato meant to get all of the alternatives in front of us, by means of various voices, and to display, dramatically, the multiplicity of philosophic options. Once the options are demonstrated, an intelligent and aesthetically sound judgment can be made senza rancour. Recent philosophers seem to agree, and have made philosophy and Plato into “artists” of language and symbols, tellers of tales, makers of myths and images!

         In my estimation, these three recent views of “what Plato really said” each have great plausibility, emphasizing in turn that the truth Plato was aiming at was basically religious, scientific, or artistic. Viewing Plato in these ways has been very illuminating in many strange and wonderful details. It is a tribute to their ingenuity, on the one hand, and to Plato’s philosophic adequacy, on the other. Nevertheless, I think it is proper to say that Plato was not primarily a theologian, scientist, nor artist in his philosophy. And, as it is so popular recently to say, if context governs thought, then taking Plato in any of these ways is probably a great mistake.

         But, what, indeed, is Platonic thinking? To put it in a word or two: It is my view that Plato was concerned to demonstrate, fully, “the natural integrity” of all things. This is the aim of each of the Dialogues, and most notably the ones I have chosen to discuss here. Plato thought ontology, or “what there is,” “metaphysics,” was first and foremost the object of philosophy, and not “epistemology” or “how we know” what there is. Obviously, I am arguing that Plato sought to demonstrate the “natural integrity” of any ontological entity under discussion. He was concerned about “what,” not “how.”

         What I mean is this: Any thing has its own being, whether or not it is a rock, a frog, a human, a god, or a piece of music. The things that are hardest to talk about, of course, are many, and usually they are the things that are most important to human beings: minds, souls, the good, the right, the true, the beautiful, the just. These things are, in fact, so hard to talk about, most people and most philosophers even want to deny them any ontology at all, want to “explain them away” and deny their existence. They only wish to talk about them to deny our ability to talk about them at all!

         Plato was not one of these, although some have tried to say that he was. In fact, Plato wished to talk about them in every possible way, and yet, to preserve their ontological “natural integrity.” So, Euthyphro, the religious expert who was clearly educated in piety quite beyond his intelligence, states a number of commonly assumed, yet critically unjustifiable things about religion, according to Plato. But does this mean that Plato is skeptical of all religion? Is religion denied? I contend that Plato is subtler than that. I think, and I shall argue throughout in what follows, that Plato thought religion or piety, is, indeed, ontologically significant, that it has a “natural integrity,” and that even Euthyphro’s “critically inadequate” notions all play a part in our understanding of that ontological object, namely, religion. Plato was not a skeptic in religion. Rather, he thought there was a “natural integrity” to religion, which Euthyphro had missed entirely, and with Socrates, standing right in front of him, embodying it!

         The same, actually, can be said for all of the other primary ontological entities which Plato discusses in each of these crucial dialogues, namely, “mind” in the Phaedo; “knowledge” in the Theaetetus; “being” in the Sophist; “art and beauty” in the Phaedrus; and “justice and goodness” in the Republic. Plato is arguing in each dialogue for the “natural integrity” of each of these ontological things. It is clear that such a dialogue about ontological things often takes Plato very far afield and into the intricacies of “how we know,” or epistemology. And this leads many philosophers to assume, very often, that Plato and philosophy are preoccupied, and primarily concerned with, epistemology, and not concerned with ontology at all. But, clearly, that is far too “Modern,” or “Kantian,” for Plato. For Plato, ontology is the first and essential concern of philosophy; epistemology is clearly only an auxiliary affair.

         If this is true, then it is clear that each dialogue must be read as an individual ontological investigation, in and of itself. Each dialogue is an investigation of a unique ontology. Each dialogue has its own “integrity.” Each ontological entity has its own “subject-matter,” its own “substance” sui generis. Each “subject-matter” has its own “method” which is governed by that ontological nature itself.

         This means, clearly, that certain common scholarly habits of the usual, intelligent reader must be carefully avoided to make way for this ontological priority. This means that: (1) Each dialogue must be read on its own terms, its own assumptions, and its own premises and arguments. And, if this is so, then there is no over-arching “Platonic System.” When Plato is discussing the ontology of religion, in the Euthyphro for instance, it is a bit odd to concentrate on the problem of its consistency with what might be said in another dialogue. It would be whimsical, indeed, to seek the “transcendental essence of Plato’s thought.” (2) If each dialogue is read on its own, it is obvious that there is no such thing as the “Socratic Method” as such. Any close analysis of a dialogue, actually, yields a method of its own, appropriate to its own subject matter. After all, if being is prior to knowing, then that being determines what might be known about it. (3) The only manner in which to discover what Plato really might have meant, in any of the dialogues, is to stay as close to the text and the argument as possible, resisting the overwhelming temptation to “make connections” where none are explicit. For this reason, in what follows, I have tried assiduously to stay in the immediate presence of the argument in all ways. While many might regard this as “slavish,” I think it only reasonable. (4) The Platonic dialogues have often been accused of “never coming to a conclusion,” largely because of the systematic and pervasive criticism to which Socrates, or the Stranger, subject any ontological idea. Socratic claims to “midwifery” alone, and “not thinking myself wise,” have led the casual reader to the premature conclusion that Plato “believed” and “knew” nothing at all. Again, if I am correct in the above, this “epistemological skepticism” is quite wrong. Rather, a thoughtful contemplation of the ontological object under consideration, after all of the “dia-lectic,” the “thorough reading” has been done, can yield the ontological entity itself, in its genuine and complete amplitude.

         In what follows, I have made these four principles as obvious as I can: (1) putting aside “Platonism,” (2) attending to the “Method” of the subject of the dialogue itself, not to some spurious “Socratic Method,” (3) attending to the argument of the dialogue itself, and (4) allowing the Platonic “conclusion” to speak for itself.

         So, what indeed was Plato if he was not a Platonist? He was first and foremost a searcher after the “natural integrity” of all things, an ontologist and philosopher par excellence!

      

   


   
      
         
            Euthyphro: On Religion
   

         

         Plato believed in piety. He was not a mere humanist. Neither was he an agnostic, skeptic or, perish the thought, a dogmatic atheist. When confronting questions of religion, in fact, Plato, often through Socrates, is a staunch defender of the most meaningful sense of piety, our most significant understanding of things holy. A careful study of the Euthyphro dialogue makes this important claim eminently clear.

         People have said many strange things about Plato’s conception of piety, his idea of the holy. Popular thought usually attributes to Plato a simplistic paganism, an ancient Greek anthropomorphic polytheism of some sort. “Didn’t they just make things into people, like the sun, the moon, and the ocean?” Recent philosophy and theology, while not heaping upon Plato the worst travesties of blind bibliolatry, dogmatic fundamentalism, or a mindless fideism, have perpetrated the equivalent crime of reducing Plato to a mere academic skeptic. Contemporary philosophers rather delight in finding Plato to be as astute an analytic philosopher, ordinary language thinker, or phenomenological deconstructionist, as they themselves are, especially as he is found in the Euthyphro.

         Here, however, I am saying that viewing Plato’s idea of hosion, i.e. piety or religion, in any of these terms is simply misbegotten. I shall not say, on the other hand, that Plato was not an excellent practitioner of “analytic philosophy,” or “ordinary language analysis,” or even “phenomenological hermeneutics.” Actually, he does all of this even better than Wittgenstein, Austin, or Derrida, themselves. But, I wish to prove here, that Plato’s intent is not a sterile academic skepticism, but a reasoned effort to preserve the natural integrity of piety, the essence of holiness. Plato meant to “clean the stables of Zeus,” surely enough, but he also intended to make clear the precise boundaries of the holy, the pious, and thereby preserve the best in the nature of religion.

         I
   

         There are several versions of piety or religion that are discussed explicitly in the short dialogue, Euthyphro.
         4
       As in each of Plato’s Socratic Dialogues, on the whole, the setting of the conversation is carefully established. In this case, a certain religious expert, Euthyphro by name, is intercepted by Socrates at the portico of the King’s Court on his way to “pursue an action” against his father. Socrates is there because of the “action” against him by another eminent theologian, Meletus, “with long hair, only a little beard, and a hooked nose.”
         5
       Happily enough, Socrates discovers that while Euthyphro is making an indictment against his father for impiety, Meletus is making the same indictment against Socrates! Now, because the charges are identical, though they are in reverse roles, Socrates cannot quite believe his luck. For, here is Euthyphro, who “says things in the assembly about divine things and foretells the future to them.”
         6
       How fortunate to be able to discuss the weighty matter of religious litigation with one so “knowledgeable.” So, in order that he might be better prepared to meet Meletus’ indictment against himself, Socrates must talk with Euthyphro, a practicing doctor of divinity!

         Euthyphro’s charge against his father is that a hired hand got drunk and killed another worker:

         
            So, my father bound him hand and foot, threw him into a ditch, and sent a man here to Athens to ask the religious adviser what he ought to do. In the meantime he paid no attention to the man as he lay there bound, and neglected him, thinking that he was a murderer and it did not matter if he were to die. And that is just what happened to him. For he died of hunger and cold and his bonds before the messenger came back from the adviser.
            7

         

         So, learned theologian that he was, Euthyphro felt compelled to prosecute his father for breaking the divine law.
         8

         Of course, the first concept of piety emerges immediately, when Socrates asks: “Do you think your knowledge about divine laws … is so exact that … you are not afraid of doing something unholy yourself in prosecuting your father for murder”? Euthyphro is quick to respond and asserts immediately that there is nothing so holy and so pious about one’s family. A family can easily be supervened by something more truly holy and pious. One must “prosecute the wrongdoer … whether he be your father or your mother or anyone else.”
         9

         So, Euthyphro rejects the religion of one’s ancestors as a kind of piety. Filial piety should not be confused for genuine piety. Why? Says he, “a sure proof I offer you.” And his proof is not unlike that of the Biblical Literalist or Fundamentalist who appeals to a “scriptural text,” namely, Hesiod’s Theogony, that Zeus (Deus) put his father, Chronos, in bonds and castrated him, because he devoured his children.
         10
       But, says Euthyphro, people “are incensed against me because I proceed against my father when he has done wrong.”
         11

         The point is made clear to us: Neither one’s family, nor one’s religious tradition, nor even one’s personal beliefs, or convictions, can stand in the face of the authority of the sacred writings. This is none other than the supremacy of the Holy Bible, and Euthyphro is quick to affirm it.

         Alas, Socrates is not so convinced that one should be so sure about “proof-texting”: “When people tell such stories about the gods, I find it hard to accept them,”
         12
       he says, “do you really believe these things happened?” Divine that he must be, Euthyphro says that he does accept them, and even more “strange, wondrous, and amazing things.” Of course, it is apparent to Socrates that if so many “strange, wondrous, and amazing” things are true, then anything might be true, and, hence, nothing can really be said to be true. Indeed, all the scriptures in the world are taken to be true! Thus, it is a night in which “all cows are black”!

         II
   

         So, Socrates is driven to say, “I did not ask you to tell me of many holy acts, but to tell me how I can tell the holy from the unholy, the religious from the irreligious, the sacred from the profane.” “Well then, what is dear to the gods is holy, and what is not dear to them is unholy,”
         13
       says the theologian, Euthyphro, in presenting his third theory of piety. This is a notion that is probably the most common and pervasive thesis among a majority of religious thinkers: The religious is what God, or the gods, loves. Or, as divines have always instructed their mortal charges, “We must act according to the will of God, or gods.”

         Of course, Socrates must now examine this thesis, and begins by saying, “What if we disagree about number?” And just like the gods, “What if we disagree with one another?” And, then, “If they disagreed with each other wouldn’t they love one answer, and hate the other, and, thus, become enemies?” Now, wouldn’t it become obvious that if the gods waged war against one another, and over what they loved and held dear, would not the plight of mere mortals be impossible, indeed? We would not know whether God were one or many, a unity or a trinity, ascetic or worldly, natural or supernatural, or many other infinitely more complicated dichotomies. Most particularly, we would not know what might be holy, or religious, and what might not! So, Socrates concludes:

         
            Come now, my dear Euthyphro, inform me  … what proof you have that all the gods think that the man lost his life wrongfully  … and that it is right on account of such a man for a son to proceed against his father and accuse him of murder.
            14

         

         Euthyphro, mildly aware of a problem, must admit that some divinities might and some might not regard his action as dear and lovely, and that he cannot be sure. This is so even if, as Socrates suggests, we appeal to a unanimity among the gods, or to the One God alone, namely: How can we know what the One God holds dear or loves? The problem is identical whether one might acknowledge one God or unanimity among all gods.

         III
   

         At this point, I think Socrates raises the most crucial question in the entire dialogue, when he asks Euthyphro:
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