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Tm: Lectures of which this volume is composed 

were written for delivery to some young students of 
' philosophy, and are now printed with the !1ope of 

interesting a larger number of them. By Platonism is 

meant not Neo-Platonism of any kind, but the leading 

principles of Plato's doctrine, which I have tried to 

see in close connexion with himself as he is presented 

in his own writings. 
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PLATO A'.1/D THE DOCTRl:SE OF ~IOTI0'.11 

Wrrn the world of intellectual production, as with 
that of organic generation, nature makes no sudden 
starts. 1\'iit11m 11i/1il facil per sa/111111; and in the 
history of philosophy there are no absolute beginnings. 
Fix where we may the origin of this or that doctrine 
or idea, the doctrine of" reminiscence," for instance, 
or of" the perpetual flux," t.he theory of" induction," 
or the philosophic view of things generally, the spe
cialist-will still be able to find us some earlier antici
pation of that doctrine, that mental tendency. The 
most elementary act of mental analysis takes time to 
do; the most rudimentary sort of speculative knowl
edge, abstractions so simple that we can hardly con
ceive the human mind without them, must grow, and 
with difficulty. Philosophy itself, mental and moral, 
has its preparation, its forethoughts, in the poetry that 
preceded it. A powerful generalisation thrown into 
some salient phrase, such as that of Heraclitus -
Ilcfvra 1\e~ all things fleet away-may startle a par
ticular age by its novelty, but takes possession only 
because all along its root was somewhere among the 
natural though but half-developed instincts of the 
human mind itself. 

l n 



2 PLATO AND PLATONISM 

Plato has seemed to many to have been scarcely 
less than the creator of philosophy ; and it is an im
mense advance he makes, from the crude or turbid 
beginnings of scientific enquiry with the Ionians or 
the Eleatics, to that wide range of perfectly finished 
philosophical literature. His encyclopredic view of 
the whole domain of knowledge is more than a mere 
step in a progress. Nothing that went before it, for 
compass and power and charm, had been really com
parable to it. Plato's achievement may well seem an 
absolutely fresh thing in the morning of the mind's 
history. Yet in truth the world Plato had entered into 
was already almost weary of philosophical debate, be
wildered by the oppositions of sects, the claims of rival 
schools. Language and t~e processes of thought were 
already become sophisticated, the very air he breathed 
sickly with off-cast speculative atoms. 

In the Timaeus, dealing with the origin of the uni
verse he figures less as the author of a new theory, 
than as already an eclectic critic of older ones, himself 
somewhat perplexed by theory and counter-theory. 
And as we find there a sort of storehouse of all physi
cal theories, so in reading the Parmenides we might 
think that all metaphysical questions whatever had 
already passed through the mind of Plato. Some of 
the results of patient earlier thinkers, even then dead 
and gone, are of the structure of his philosophy. 
They are everywhere in it, not as the stray carved 
corner of some older edifice, to be found here or 
there amid the new, but rather like minute relics of 
earlier organic life in the very stone he builds with. 
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The central and most intimate principles of his teach
ing challenge us to go back beyond them, not merely 
to his own immediate, somewhat enigmatic master
to Socrates, who survives chiefly in his pages - but to 
various precedent schools of speculative thought, in 
Greece, in Ionia, in Italy ; beyond these into that age 
of poetry, in which the first efforts of philosophic 
apprehension had hardly understood themselves; be
yond that unconscious philosophy, again, to certain 
constitutional tendencies, persuasions, forecasts of the 
intellect itself, such as had given birth, it would seem, 
to thoughts akin to Plato's in the older civilisations of 
India and of Egypt, as they still exercise their author
ity over ourselves. 

The thoughts of Plato, like the language he has to 
use (we find it so again, in turn, with those predeces
sors of his, when we pass from him to them) are cov
ered with the traces of previous labour and have had 
their earlier proprietors. If at times we become aware 
in reading him of certain anticipations of modern 
knowledge, we are also quite obviously among the 
relics of an older, a poetic or half-visionary world. It 
is hardly an exaggeration to say that in Plato, in spite 
of his wonderful savour of literary freshness, there is 
nothing absolutely new: or rather, as in many other 
very original products of human genius, the seemingly 
new is old also, a palimpsest, a tapestry of which the 
actual threads have served before, or like the animal 
frame itself, every particle of which has already lived 
and died many times over. Nothiug but the life-giv
ing principle of cohesion is new ; the new perspec-
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tive, the resultant complexion, the expressiveness 
which familiar thoughts attain by novel juxtaposition. 
In other words, the form is new. But then, in the 
creation of philosophical literature, as in all other 
products of art, form, in the full signification of that 
word, is everything, and the mere matter is nothing. 

There are three different ways in which the criticism 
of philosophic, of all speculative opinion whatever, 
may be conducted. The doctrines of Plato's Repub
lic, for instance, may be regarded as so much truth or 
falsehood, to be accepted or rejected as such by the 
student of to-day. That is the dogmatic method of 
criticism ; judging every product of human thought, 
however alien or distant from one's self, by its con
gruity with the assumptions of Bacon or Spinoza, of 
Mill or Hegel, according to the mental preference of 
the particular critic. There is, secondly, the more 
generous, eclectic or syncretic method, which aims at 
a selection from contending schools of the various 
grains of truth dispersed among them. It is the 
method which has prevailed in periods of large read
ing but with little inceptive force of their own, like 
that of the Alexandrian Neo-Platonism in the third 
century, or the Neo-Platonism of Florence in the 
fifteenth. Its natural defect is in the tendency to 
misrepresent the true character of the doctrine it pro
fesses to explain, that it may harmonise thus the better 
with the other elements of a pre-conceived system. 

Dogmatic and eclectic criticism alike have in our 
own century, under the influence of Hegel and his 
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predominant theory of the ever-changing "Time
spirit II or Z,·it-g,·ist, given way to a third method of 
criticism, the historic method, which bids us replace 
the doctrine, or th_e system, we arc 1,)usy with, or such 
an ancient monument of philosophic thought as Tlze 
Republic, as far as possible in the group of conditions, 
intellectual, social, material, amid which it was actually 
produced, if we would really understand it. That 
ages have their genius as well as the individual; that 
in every age there is a peculiar ensemble of conditions 
which determines a common character in every product 
of that age, in business and art, in fashion and specu
lation, in religion and manners, in men's very faces ; 
that nothing man h:i.s projected from himself is really 
intelligible except at its own date, and from its proper 
point of view in the never-resting "secular process 11

; 

the solidarity of philosophy, of the intellectual life, 
with common or general history; that what it behoves 
the student of philosophic systems to cultivate is the 
"historic sense 11

: by force of these convictions many 
a normal, or at first sight abnormal, phase of specula
tion h:i.s found a reasonable meaning for us. As the 
strangely twisted pine-tree, which would be a freak of 
nature on an English lawn, is seen, if we replace it, 
in thought, amid the contending forces of the Alpine 
torrent th:i.t :i.ctually shaped its growth, to have been 
the creature of necessity, of the logic of certain facts ; 
so, beliefs the most fantastic, the "communism II of 
Plato, for instance, have their natural propriety when 
duly correlated with those facts, those conditions round 
about them, of which they are in truth a part. 
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In the intellectual as in the organic world the given 
product, its normal or abnormal characteristics, are de
termined, as people say, by the " environment." The 
business of the y,oung scholar therefore, in reading 
Plato, is not to take his side in a controversy, to adopt 
or r!!fute Plato's opinions, to modify, or make apology 
for, what may seem erratic or impossible in him ; still 
less, to furnish himself with arguments on behalf of 
some theory or conviction of his own. His duty is 
rather to follow intelligently, but with strict indiffer
ence, the mental process there, as he might witness a 
game of skill; better still, as in reading Hamlet or 
T/1e Divine Comedy, so in reading Tlie Republic, to 
watch, for its dramatic interest, the spectacle of a 
powerful, of a sovereign intellect, translating itself, 
amid a complex group of conditions which can never 
in the nature of things occur again, at once pliant 
and resistant to them, into a great literary monument. 
To put Plato into his natural place, as a result from 
antecedent and contemporary movements of Greek 
speculation, of Greek life generally : such is the proper 
aim of the historic, that is to say, of the really critical 
study of him. 

At the threshold, then, of T/ie Republic of Plato, 
the historic spirit impresses upon us the fact that some 
of its leading thoughts are partly derivative from 
earlier thinkers, of whom we happen to possess inde
pendent information. From that brilliant and busy, 
yet so unconcerned press of early Greek life, one here 
another there stands aside to make the initial act of 
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conscious philosophic reflexion. It is done with some
thing of the simplicity, the immediate and visible 
effectiveness, of the visible world in action all around. 
Among Plato's many intellectual predecessors, on 
whom in recent years much attention has been 
bestowed by a host of commentators after the mind 
of Hegel, three, whose ideas, whose words even, we 
really find in the very texture of Plato's work, emerge 
distinctly in close connexion with T/1e Republic: 
Pythagoras, the dim, half-legendary founder of the 
philosophy of number and music; Parmenides, "My 
father Parmenides," the centre of the school of Elea; 
Heraclitus,· thirdly, author of the doctrine of "the 
Perpetual Flux " : three teachers, it must be admitted 
after all, of whom what knowledge we have is to the 
utmost degree fragmentary and vague. But then, one 
,vay of giving that knowledge greater definiteness is 
by noting their direct and actual influence in Plato's 
writings. 

Heraclitus, a writer of philosophy in prose, yet of a 
philosophy which was half poetic figure, half general
ised fact, in style crabbed and obscure, but stimulant, 
invasive, not to be forgotten - he too might be 
thought, as a writer of prose, one of the " fathers" of 
Plato. His influence, however, on Plato, though 
himself a Heraclitean in early life, was by way of 
antagonism or reaction ; Plato's stand against any 
philosophy of motion becoming, as we say, something 
of a "fixed idea" with him. Heraclitus of Ephesus 
(what Ephesus must have been just then is denoted by 
the fact that it was one of the tweh-e cities of the 
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Ionian League) died about forty years be.fore Plato 
was born. Here then at Ephesus, the much fre
quented centre of the religious life of Ionia, itself so 
lately emancipated from its tyrants, Heraclitus, of 
ancient hereditary rank, an aristocrat by birth and 
temper, amid all the bustle of still undiscredited 
Greek democracy, had reflected, not to his peace of 
mind, on the mutable character of political as well as 
of physical existence; perhaps, early as it was, on the 
mutability of intellectual systems also, that modes of 
thought and practice had already been in and out of 
fashion. Empires certainly had lived and died 
around; and in Ephesus as elsewhere, the privi
leged class had gone to the wall. In this era of 
unrestrained youthfulness, of Greek youthfulness, one 
of the haughtiest of that class, as being also of nat
ure's aristocracy, and a man of powerful intellectual 
gifts, Heraclitus, asserts the native liberty of thought 
at all events; becomes, we might truly say, sickly 
with "the pale cast " of his philosophical questioning. 
Amid the irreflective actors in that rapidly moving 
show, so entirely immersed in it superficial as it is 
that they have no feeling of themselves, he becomes 
self-conscious. He reflects; and his reflexion has the 
characteristic melancholy of youth when it is forced 
suddenly to bethink itself, and for a moment feels 
already old, feels the temperature of the world about 
it sensibly colder. Its very ingenuousness, its sincer
ity, will make the utterance of what comes to mind 
just then somewhat shrill or over-emphatic. 

Yet Heraclitus, thus superbly turning aside from the 
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vulgar to think, so early in the impetuous spring-tide 
of Greek history, does but reflect after all the aspect 
of what actually surrounds him, when he cries out -
his philosophy was no matter of formal treatise or 
system, but of harsh, protesting cries - IlavTa xwpEr. 

Kat o{..oEv µ.o'H, All things give way: nothing remaineth. 
There had been enquirers before him of another sort, 
purely physical enquirers, whose bold, contradictory, 
seemingly impious guesses how and of what primary 
elements the world of visible things, the sun, the stars, 
the bmtes, their own souls and bodies, had been com
posed, were themselves a part of the bold enterprise of 
that romantic age ; a series of intellectual adventures, 
of a piece with its adventures in unknown lands 01 

upon the sea. The resultant intellectual chaos ex
pressed the very spirit of gifted and sanguine but 
j11subordinate youth (remember, that the word l'EOT'I),, 

routlt, came to mean rashness, insolence !) questioning, 
deciding, rejecting, on mere rags and tatters of evi
dence, unbent to discipline, unmethodical, irresponsible. 
Those opinions too, coming and going, those con
jectures as to what under-lay the sensible world, were 
themselves but lluid elements on the changing surface 

of existence. 
Surface, we say; but was there really anything be

neath it ? That was what to the majority of his 
hearers, his rcallers, Heraclitus, with an eye perhaps 
on practice, seemed to deny. Perpetual motion, alike 
in things aml in men's thoughts about them, - the 
sad, self-conscious, philosophy of Heraclitus, like one, 
knowing beyond his years, in this barely adolescent 
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world which he is so eager to instruct, makes no pre
tence to be able to restrain that. Was not the very 
essence of thought itself also such perpetual motion? 
a baffling transition from the dead past, alive one 
moment since, to a present, itself deceased in turn ere 
we can say, It is here? A keen analyst of the facts of 
nature and mind, a master presumably of all the 
knowledge that then there was, a vigorous definer of 
thoughts, he does but refer the superficial movement 
of all persons and things around him to deeper and 
still more masterful currents of universal change, 
stealthily withdrawing the apparently solid earth itself 
from beneath one's feet. The principle of disintegra
tion, the incoherency of fire or flood (for Heraclitus 
these are but very lively instances of movements, 
subtler yet more wasteful still) are inherent in the 
primary elements alike of matter and of the soul. 
A{yii 1Tou 'HpaK,\fiTo,, says Socrates in the Craty!us, 
on 1TCll'Ta xwpEI. Kat oMEv /J.fVft. But the principle of 
lapse, of waste, was, in fact, in one's self. " No one 
has ever passed twice over the same stream." Nay, 
the passenger himself is without identity. Upon the 
same stream at the same moment we do, and do not, 
embark: for we are, and are not: Elµ.ev n Kat oliK Elµ.Ev. 
And this rapid change, if it did not make all knowledge 
impossible, made it wholly relative, of a kind, that is to 
say, valueless in the judgment of Plato. Man, the in
dividual, at this particular vanishing-point of time and 
place, becomes "the measure of all things." 

To know after what manner (says Socrates, after dis
cussing the question in what proportion names, fleeting 
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names, contribute to our knowledge of things) to know 
after what manner we must be taught, or discover for 
ourseh·cs, the things that really are (Tu. ovrn) is perhaps 
beyond the measure of your powers and mine. \Ve must 
e\·en content ourselves with the admission of this, that 
not from their names, but much rather themseh-cs from 
themseh-es, they must be learned and looked for .... For 
consider, Cratylus, a point I oft-times dream on - whether 
or no we may affirm that what is beautiful and good in 
itself, and whatever is, respecth·ely, in itself, is something? 

Cratylus. To me at least, Socrates, it seems to be 
something. 

Socrates. Let us consider, then, that 'in-itself'; not 
whether a face, or anything of that kind, is beautiful, and 
whether all these things seem to flow like water. But, 
what is beautiful in itself - may we say? - has not this 
the gualitics that .define it, always? 

Cratylus. It must be so. 
Socrates. Can we then, if it is ever passing out below, 

predicate about it; first, that it is that; next, that it has 
this or that quality; or must it not be that, even as we 
speak, it should straightway become some other thing, 
and go out under on its way, and be no longer as it is ? 
... Now, how could that which is never in the same 
state be a thing at all ? ... Nor, in truth, could it be an 
object of knowledge to any one; for, e\·en as he who shall 
know comes upon it, it would become another thing with 
other gualitics; so that it would be no longer matter of 
knowledge what sort of a thing it is, or in what condition. 
Now, no form of knowing, methinks, has knowledge of 
that which it knows to be no-how. 

Cratylus. It is as you say. 
Socrates. But if, Cratylus, all things change sides, and 

nothing stays, it is not fitting to say that there is any 
knowing at all .... And the consequence of this argu
ment would be, that there is neither any one to know, nor 
anything to be known. If, on the other hand, there be 
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always that which knows, antl that which is known; and 
if the Beautiful is, and the Good is, and each one of those 
things that really are, is, then, to my thinking, those things 
in no way resemble that moYing stream of which we are 
now speaking. \Vhether, then, these matters be thus, or 
in that other way as the followers of Heraclitus affirm antl 
many besitles, I fear may be no easy thing to search out. 
But certainly it is not like a sensible man, committing 
one's self, and one's own soul, to the rnle of names, to 
serve them, and, with faith in names and those who im
posed them, a5 if one knew something thereby, to maintain 
(damaging thus the character of that which is, and our 
own) that there is no sound ring in any one of them, but 
that all, like earthen pots, let water. Crdylns, 439. 

Yet from certain fragments in which the Logos is 
already named we may understand that there had 
been another side to the doctrine of Heraclitus ; an 
attempt on his part, after all, to reduce that world of 
chaotic mutation to cosmos, to the unity of a reason
able order, by the search for and the notation, if there 
be such, of an antiphonal rhythm, or logic, which, 
proceeding uniformly from movement to movement, 
as in some intricate musical theme, might link together 
in one those contending, infinitely diverse impulses. 
It was an act of recognition, even on the part of a 
philosophy of the inconsecutive, the incoherent, the 
insane, of that ·wisdom which, "reacheth from encl to 
encl, sweetly and strongly ordering all things." But 
if the "weeping philosopher," the first of the pessi
mists, finds the ground of his melancholy in the sense 
of universal change, still more must he weep at the 
dulness of men's ears to that continuous strain of 
melody throughout it. In truth, what was sympathetic 
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with the hour and the scene in the Heraclitean doc
trine, w:is the boldly aggressive, the paradoxical and 
negative tendency there, in natural collusion, as it was, 
with the destructiveness of undisciplined youth; that 
sense of rapid dissolution, which, according to one's 
temperament and one's luck in things, might extin
guish, or kindle all the more eagerly, an interest in 
the mere phenomena of existence, of one's so hasty 
passage through the world. 

The theory of the perpetual flux was indeed an 
apprehension of which the full scope was only to be 
realised by a later age, in alliance ,,;th a larger knowl
edge of the natural world, a closer observation of the 
phenomena of mind, than was possible, even for Hera
clitus, at that early day. So, the seeds of almost all 
scientific ideas might seem to have been dimly enfolded 
iii the mind of antiquity; but fecundated, admitted to 
their full working prerogative, one by- one, in after 
ages, by good favour of the special intellectual condi
tions belongrng to a particular generation, which, on 
a sudden, finds itself preoccupied by a formula, not 
so much new, as renovated by new application. 

It is in this way that the most modern metaphysical, 
and the most modern empirical philosophies alike have 
illustrated emphatically, justified, expanded, the divi
nation (so we may make bold to call it under the new 
light now thrown upon it) of the ancient theorist of 
Ephesus. The entire modern theory of "develop
ment," in all its various phases, proved or unprovable, 
- what is it but old Heracliteanism awake once more 
in a new world, and grown to full proportions? 
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Ucivra xwpc't, 1Tavra pct. - It is the burden of Hegel 
on the one hand, to whom nature, and art, and 
polity, and philosophy, aye, and religion too, each in 
its long historic series, are but so many conscious 
movements in the secular process of the eternal mind ; 
and on the other hand of Darwin and Darwinism, for 
which "type " itself properly is not but is only always 
becoming. The bold paradox of Heraclitus is, in 
effect, repeated on all sides, as the vital persuasion 
just now of a cautiously reasoned experience, and, in 
illustration of the very law of change which it asserts, 
may itself presently be superseded as a commonplace. 
Think of all that subtly disguised movement, /ateus 
processus, Bacon calls it (again as if by a kind of an
ticipation) which modern research has detected, meas
ured, hopes to reduce to minuter or ally to still larger 
currents, in what had seemed most substantial to the 
naked eye, the inattentive mind. To the" observation 
and experiment" of the physical enquirer of to-day, 
the eye and the sun it lives by reveal themselves, after 
all, as Heraclitus had declared (scarcely serious, he 
seemed, to those around him) as literally in constant 
extinction and renewal; the sun only going out more 
gradually than the human eye ; the system meanwhile, of 
which it is the centre, in ceaseless movement nowhither. 
Our terrestrial planet is in constant increase by mete
oric dust, moving to it through endless time out of 
infinite space. The Alps drift down the rivers into 
the plains, as still loftier mountains found their level 
there ages ago. The granite kernel of the earth, it is 
said, is ever changing in its very substance, its molecu-
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Jar constitution, by the passage through it of electric 
currents. And the Darwinian theory-that" species," 
the identifying forms of animal and \'egetable life, im
mutable though they seem now, as of old in the Garden 
of Eden, are fashioned by slow development, while 
perhaps millions of years go by : well ! every month 
is adding to its evidence. Nay, the idea of develop
ment ( that, too, a thing of growth, developed in the 
progress of reflexion) is at last invading one by one, 
as the secret of their explanation, all the products of 
mind, the very mind itself, the abstract reason ; our 
certainty, for instance, that two and two make four. 
Gradually we have come to think, or to feel, that pri
mary certitude. Political constitutions, again, as we 
now see so clearly, are "not made," cannot be made, 
but "grow." Races, laws, arts, have their origins and 
end, are themselves ripples only on the great river of 
organic life; and language is changing on our \·ery 
lips. 

In Plato's clay, the Heraclitean flux, so deep down 
in nature itself - the flood, the fire - seemed to have 
laid hold on man, on the social and moral world, dis
solving or disintegrating opinion, first principles, faith, 
establishing amorphism, so to call it, there also. All 
along indeed the genius, the good gifts of Greece to 
the world had had much to do with the mobility of its 
temperament. Only, when Plato came into potent 
contact with his country1:nen (Pericles, Phidias, Socra
tes being now gone) in politics, in literature and art, 
in men's characters, the defect naturally incident to 
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that fine quality had come to have unchecked sway. 
From the lifeless background of an unprogrcssive 
world - Egypt, Syria, frozen Scythia - a world in 
which the unconscious social aggregate had been 
everything, the conscious individual, his capacity and 
rights, almost nothing, the Greek had stepped forth, 
like the young prince in the fable, to set things going. 
To the philosophic eye however, about the time when 
the history of Thucydides leaves off, they might seem 
to need a regulator, ere the very wheels wore them
selves out. 

Mobility! We do not think that a necessarily un
desirable condition of life, of mind, of the physical 
world about us. 'Tis the dead things, we may remind 
ourselves, that after all are most entirely at rest, and 
might reasonably hold that motion ( vicious, faHacious, 
infectious motion, as Plato inclines to think) covers 
all that is best worth being. And as for philosophy, 
- mobility, versatility, the habit of thought that can 
most adequately follow the subtle movement of things, 
that, surely, were the secret of wisdom, of the true 
knowledge of them. It means susceptibility, sympa
thetic intelligence, capacity, in short. It was th~ 
spirit of God that moved, moves still, in every form 
of real power, everywhere. Yet to Plato motion be· 
comes the token of unreality in things, of falsity in 
our thoughts about them. It is just this principle of 
mobility, in itself so welcome to all of us, that, with 
all his contriving care for the future, he desires to 
withstand. Everywhere he displays himself as an ad
vocate of the immutable. Tlie Republic is a proposal 
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to establish it indefectibly in a very precisely regu
lated, a very exclusive community, which shall be 
a refuge for elect souls from an ill-made world. 

That four powerful inlluences made for the political 
unity of Greece was pointed out by Grote : common 
blood, common language, a common religious centre, 
the great games in which all alike communicated. 
He adds that they failed to make the Greeks one 
people. Panhellenism was realised for the first time, 
and then but imperfectly, by Alexander the Great. 
The centrifugal tendency had ever been too much for 
the centripetal tendency in them, the progressive ele
ments for the element of order. Their boundless 
impatience, that passion for novelty noted in them by 
Saint Paul, had been a matter of radical character. 
Th.cir varied natural gifts did but concentrate them
selves now and then to an effective centre, that they 
might be dissipated again, towards every side, in 
daring adventure alike of action and of thought. 
Variety and novelty of experience, further quickened 
by a consciousness trained to an equally nimble power 
of movement, individualism, the capacities, the claim, 
of the individual, forced into their utmost play by 
a ready sense and dexterous appliance of opportunity, 
_ herein, certainly, lay at least one-half of their voca
tion in history. The material conformation of Greece, 
a land of islands and peninsulas, with a range of sea
coast immense as compared with its area, and broken 
up by repellent lines of mountain this way and that, 
nursing jealously a little township of three or four 

C 
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thousand souls into an independent type of its own, 
conspired to the same effect. Independence, local 
and personal, - it was the Greek iueal ! 

Yet of one side only of that ideal, as we may see, 
of the still half-Asiatic rather than the full Hellenic 
ideal, of the Ionian ideal as conceived by the Athenian 
people in particular, people of the coast who have the 
roaming thoughts of sailors, ever ready to float away 
anywhither amid their walls of wood. Ancl for many 
of its admirers certainly the whole Greek people has 
been a people of the sea-coast. In Laceclremon how
ever, as Plato and others thought, hostile, inaccessible 
in its mountain hollow where it had no need of any 
walls at all, there were resources for that discipline 
and order which constitute the other ingredient in a 
true Hellenism, the saving Dorian soul in it. Right 
away thither, to that solemn old mountain village, 
now mistress of Greece, he looks often, in depicting 
the Perfect City, the ideal state. Perfection, in every 
case, as we may conceive, is attainable only through a 
certain combination of opposites, Attic ri.,\mpa. with 
the Doric o~o~; and in the Athens of Plato's day, as 
he saw with acute prevision, those centrifugal forces 
had come to be ruinously in excess of the centripetal. 
Its rapid, empiric, constitutional changes, its restless 
development of political experiment, the subdivisions 
of party there, the dominance of faction, as we see 
it, steadily increasing, breeding on itself, in the pages 
of Thucydides, justify Plato's long-drawn paradox 
that it is easier to wrestle against many than against 
one. The soul, moreover, the inward polity of the 
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individual, was the theatre of a similar dissolution ; 
and truly stability of character had never been a. 
prominent feature in Greek life. Think of the end of 
Pausanias failing in his patriotism, of Themistocles, 
of l\-Iiltiades, the saviours of Greece, actually selling 
the country th~y had so dearly bought to its old 
enenues. 

It is something in this way that, for Plato, motion 
and the philosophy of motion identify themselves 
with the vicious tendency in things and thought. 
Change is the irresistible law of our being, says the 
Philosophy of Motion. Change, he protests, through 
the power of a true philosophy, shall not be the Jaw 
of our being ; and it is curious to note the way in 
which, consciously or unconsciously, that philosophic 
purpose shapes his treatment, even in minute detail, 
of education, of art, of daily life, his very vocabulary, 
in which such pleasant or innocent words, as "mani
fold," "embroidered," " changeful," become the syn
onyms of what is evil. He, first, notes something like 
a fixed cycle of political change; but conceives it 
(being change) as, from the very first, backward 
towards decadence. The ideal city, again, will not 
be an art-less place : it is by irresistible influence 
of art, that he means to shape men anew ; by a 
severely monotonous art however, such art as shall 
speak to youth, all day long, from year to year, almost 
exclusively, of the loins girded about. 

Stimulus, or correction, - one hardly knows which 
to ask for first, as more salutary for our own slumber
some, yet so self-willed, northern temperaments. Per-
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haps all genuine fire, even the Heraclitean fire, has a 
power for both. 

"Athens," says Dante, 

"-Athens, aye and Sparta's state 
That were in policy so great, 

And framed the laws of old, 
How small a place they hold, 

How poor their art of noble living 
Shews by thy delicate contriving, 

'Where what October spun 
November sees outrun! 

Think in the time thou canst recall, 
Laws, coinage, customs, places all, 

How thou hast rearranged, 
How oft thy members changed! 

Couldst thou but see thyself aright, 
And turn thy vision to the light, 

Thy likeness thou would'st find 
In some sick man reclined ; 

On couch of down though he be pressed, 
He seeks and finds not any rest, 

But turns and turns again, 
To ease him of his pain." 

Purgatory: Canto VI : Shadwell's Translation. 

Now what Dante says to Florence, contrasting it 
with Athens and Sparta as he conceives them, Plato 

might have said to Athens, in contrast with Sparta, 
with Lacedremon, at least as he conceived it. 
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OVER against that world of flux, 

"\Vhere nothing is, but all things seem," 

it is the vocation of Plato to set up a standard of un
changeable reality, which in its highest theoretic devel
opment becomes the world of " eternal and immutable 
ideas," indefectible outlines of thought, yet also the 
veritable things of experience: the perfect Justice, for 
instance, which if even the gods mistake it for perfect 
Inju!-ttice is not moved out of its place ; the Beauty 
which is the same, yesterday, to-day and for ever. In 
such ideas or ideals, " eternal " as participating in the 
essential character of the facts they represent to us, we 
come in contact, as he supposes, with the insoluble, 
immovable granite beneath and amid the wasting 
torrent of mere phenomena. And in thus ruling the 
deliberate aim of his philosophy to be a survey of 
things sub specie eternitatis, the reception of a kind 
of absolute and independent knowledge (independent, 
that is, of time and position, the accidents and pecu
liar point of view of the receiver) Plato is consciously 
under the influence of another great master of the Pre
Socratic thought, Parmenides, the centre of the School 
of Elea. 
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About half a century before the birth of Plato, Soc
rates being then in all the impressibility of early man
hood, Parmenides, according to the witness of Plato 
himself - Parmenides at the age of sixty-five - had 
visited Athens at the great festival of the Panathenrea, 
in company with Zeno the Eleatic, a characteristic 
specimen of Greek cleverness, of the acute under
standing, personally very attractive. Though forty 
years old, the reputation this Zeno now enjoyed seems 
to have been very much the achievement of his youth, 
and came of a mastery of the sort of paradox youth 
always delights in. It may be said that no one has 
ever really answered him ; the difficulties with which 
he played so nicely being really connected with those 
"antinomies," or contradictions, or inconsistencies, of 
our thoughts, which more than two thousand years 
aftenvards Kant noted as actually inherent in the 
mind itself - a certain constitutional weakness or 
limitation there, in dealing by way of cold-blooded 
reflexion with the direct presentations of its expe
rience. The "Eleatic Palamedes," Plato calls him, 
" whose dialectic art causes one and the same thing 
to appear both like and unlike, one and many, at rest 
and in motion." - Ah ! you hear already the sort of 
words that seem sometimes so barren and unprofitable 
even in Plato. 

It is from extant fragments of a work of his, not a 
poem, but, appropriately, To ~uyypap.p.a - Tlie Prose, 
of Zeno, that such knowledge as we have of his doctrine, 
independently of the Parmenides of Plato, is derived. 
The active principle of that doctrine then lies in the 
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acuteness with which he unfolds the contradictions 
which make against the very conceimbility of the fun
<lamental phenomena of sense, in so far as those 
phenomena are supposed to be really existent inde
pendently of ourselves. The truth of experience, of a 
sensible experience, he seems to protest: - Why ! 
sensible experience as such is logically inconceivable. 
He proved it, or thought, or professed to think, he 
proved it, in the phenomenon which covers all the 
most vivid, the seemingly irresistible facts, of such ex
perience. l\Iotion was indeed, as the Heracliteans 
said, everywhere : was the most incisi,·e of all facts in 
the realm of supposed sensible fact. Think of the 
prow of the trireme cleaving the water. For a mo
ment Zeno himself might have seemed !mt a follower 
of Heraclitus. He goes beyond him. All is motion : 
he-admits. - Yes: only, motion is (I can show it!) a 
nonsensical term. Follow it, or rather stay by it, and 
it transforms itself, agreeably enough for the curious 
observer, into rest. Motion must be motion iri space, 
of course; from point to point in it, - and again, 
more closely, from point to point within such interval; 
and so on, infinitely : 'tis rest there : perpetual motion 
is perpetual rest : - the hurricane, the falling tower, 
the deadly arrow from the bow at whose coming you 
shake there so wretchedly, Zeno's own rapid word
fence - all alike at rest, to the restful eye of the pure 
reason ! The tortoise, the creature that moves most 
slowly, cannot be overtaken by Achilles, the swiftest 
of us all ; or at least you can give no rational explana
tion how it comes to be overtaken. Zeno hacl an 
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armoury of such enigmas. Can a bushel of corn falling 
make a noise if a single grain makes none? Again, 
that motion should cease, we find inconceivable : but 
can you conceive how it should so much as begin? at 
what point precisely, in the moving body? Ubiquitous, 
tyrannous, irresistible, as it may seem, motion, with 
the whole so dazzling world it covers, is - nothing ! 

Himself so striking an instance of mobile humour 
in his exposure of the unreality of all movement, Zeno 
might be taken so far only for a master, or a slave, of 
paradox ; such paradox indeed as is from the very 
first inherent in every philosophy which (like that of 
Plato himself, accepting even Zeno as one of its insti
tutors) opposes the seen to the unseen as falsehood to 
truth. It was the beginning of scholasticism ; and the 
philosophic mind will perhaps never be quite in health, 
quite sane or natural, again. The objective, uncon
scious, pleasantly sensuous mind of the Greek, becom
ing a man, as he thinks, and putting away childish 
thoughts, is come with Zeno one step towards Aristotle, 
towards Aquinas, or shall we say into the rude scho
lasticism of the pedantic Middle Age? And we must 
have our regrets. There is always something lost in 
growing up. 

The wholesome scepticism of Hume or Mill for in
stance, the scepticism of the modern world, beset now 
with insane speculative figments, has been an appeal 
from the preconceptions of the understanding to the 
authority of the senses. With the Greeks, whose met
aphysic business was then still all to do, the sceptical 
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action of the mind lay rather in the direction of an:11,,p·· 
peal from the affirmations of sense to the authorit)' of 
newly-awakened reason. Just then all those real and 
verbal difficulties which haunt perversely the human 
mind always, all those unprofitable queries which hang 
about the notions of matter and time and space, their 
divisibility and the like, seemed to be stirring together, 
under the utterance of this brilliant, phenomenally 
clever, perhaps insolent, young man, his master's 
favourite. To the work of that grave master, never
theless - of Parmenides - a very different person 
certainly from his rattling disciple, Zeno's seemingly 
so fantastic doctrine was sincerely in service. By its 
destructive criticism, its dissipation of the very con
ceivability of the central and most incisive of sensible 
phenomena, it was a real support to Parmenides in his 
ass~rtion of the nullity of all that is but phenomenal, 
leaving open and unoccupied space ( emptiness, we 
might say) to that which really is. That which is, so 
purely, or absolutely, that it is nothing at all to our 
mixed powers of apprehension: - Parmenides and 
the Eleatic School were much occupied with the de
termination of the thoughts, or of the mere phrases 
and words, that belong to that. 

Motion discredited, motion gone, all was gone that 
belonged to an outward and concrete experience, thus 
securing exclusive validity to the sort of knowledge, if 
knowledge it is to be called, which corresponds to the 
" Pure Being," that after all is only definable as "Pure 
Nothing," that colourless, formless, impalpable exist-

( 
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th,,1lwords of Plato, for whom Parmeni<les became a 
sorr of inspired voice. Note at times, in reading him, 
in the closing pages of the fifth book of Tlie Rcp11blic 
for instance, the strange accumulation of terms deriv
ative from the abstract verb" To be." As some more 
modern metaphysicians have done, even Plato seems 
to pack such terms together almost by rote. Cer
tainly something of paradox may always be felt even 
in his exposition of "Being," or perhaps a kind of 
paralysis of speech - u.cpair[a. 

Parmenides himself had borrowed the thought from 
another, though he made it his own. Plato, in Tlte 
Rt'jJ11blic, as a critic of Homer, by way of fitting Homer 
the better for the use of the schoolboys of the ideal 
city, is ready to sacrifice much of that graceful polythe
ism in which the Greeks anticipated the dulia of saints 
and angels in the catholic church. He does this to 
the advantage of a very abstract, and as it may seem 
disinterested, certainly an uninteresting, notion of 
deity, which is in truth : - well ! one of the dry sticks 
of mere "natural theology," as it is called. In this 
he was but following the first, the original, founder of 
the Eleatic School, Xenophanes, who in a somewhat 
scornful spirit had urged on men's attention that, in 
their prayers and sacrifices to the gods, in all 
their various thoughts and statements, graceful or 
hideous, about them, they had only all along with 
much fallacy been making gods after their own like
ness, as horse or dog too, if perchance it cast a glance 
towards heaven, would after the same manner project 
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thither the likeness of horse or dog: that to think of 
deity you must think of it as neither here nor there, 
then nor now; you must away with all limitations of 
time and space and matter, nay, with the very con
ditions, the limitation, of thought itself; apparently 
not observing that to think of it in this way was in 
reality not to think of it at all : -That in short Being 
so pure as this is pure Nothing. 

In opposition then to the anthropomorphic religious 
poetry of Homer, Xenophanes elaborates the notion, or 
rather the abstract or purely verbal definition, of that 
which really is ( To ov) as inclusive of all time, and 
space, and mode ; yet so that all which can be iden
tified concretely with mode and space and time is but 
antithetic to it, as finite to infinite, seeming to being, 
contingent to necessary, the temporal, in a word, to 
tl~_e eternal. Once for all, in harshest dualism, the 
only true yet so barren existence is opposed to the 
world of phenomena - of colour and form and sound 
and imagination and love, of empirical knowledge. 
Objects, real objects, as we know, grow in reality 
towards us in proportion as we define their various 
qualities. And yet, from another point of view, defi
nition, qualification, is a negative process : · it is as if 
each added quality took from the object we are defin
ing one or more potential qualities. The more defi
nite things become as objects of sensible or other 
empirical apprehension, the more, it might be said 
from the logician's point of view, have we denied 
about them. It might seem that their increasing 
reality as objects of sense was in direct propor-
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tion to the increase of their distance from that perfect 
Being which is everywhere and at all times in every 
possible mode of being. A thing visibly white is found 
as one approaches it to be also smooth to the touch ; 
and this added quality, says the formal logician, does 
but deprive it of all other possible modes of texture ; 
Omnis determinatio est 11egatio. Vain puerilities! you 
may exclaim: -with justice. Yet such are the con
siderations which await the mind that suffers itself to 
dwell awhile on the abstract formula to which the 
"rational theology" of Xenophanes leads him. It 
involved the assertion of an absolute difference be
tween the original and all that is or can be derived 
from it ; that the former annuls, or is exclusive of, 
the latter, which has in truth no real or legitimate 
standing-ground as matter of knowledge ; that, in op
posite yet equally unanswerable senses, at both ends 
of experience there is - nothing ! Of the most con
crete object, as of the most abstract, it might be said, 
that it more properly is not than is. 

From Xenophanes, as a critic of the polytheism of 
the Greek religious poets, that most abstract and arid 
of formulre, Pure Being, closed in indifferently on 
every side upon itself, and suspended in the midst 
of nothing, like a hard transparent crystal ball, as he 
says; "The Absolute;" "The One;" passed to his 
fellow-citizen Parmenides, seeking, doubtless in the 
true spirit of philosophy, for the centre of the uni
verse, of his own experience of it, for some common 
measure of the experience of all men. To enforce a 
reasonable unity and order, to impress some larger 
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likeness of reason, as one knows it in one's self, 
upon the chaotic infinitude of the impressions that 
reach us from every side, is what all philosophy as 
such proposes. Kouµo,; order; reasonable, delight
ful, order ; is a word that became very dear, as we 
know, to the Greek soul, to what was perhaps most 
essentially Greek in it, to the Dorian element there. 
Apollo, the Dorian god, was but its visible consecra
tion. It was what, under his blessing, art superinduced 
upon the rough stone, the yielding clay, the jarring 
metallic strings, the common speech of every day. 
Philosophy, in its turn, with enlarging purpose, would 
project a similar light of intelligence upon the at first 
sight somewhat unmeaning world we find actually 
around us: - project it; or rather discover it, as being 
really pre-existent there, if one were happy enough to 
get one's self into the right point of view. To certain 
fortunate minds the efficacious moment of insight 
would come, when, with delightful adaptation of means 
to ends, of the parts to the whole, the entire scene 
about one, bewildering, unsympathetic, unreasonable, 
on a superficial view, would put on, for them at least, 
i,;ouµior71, 1 that so welcome expression of fitness, which 
it is the business of the fine arts to convey into mate
rial things, of the art of discipline to enforce upon the 
lives of men. The primitive Ionian philosophers had 
found, or thought they found, such a principle (&.px~) 
in the force of some omnipresent physical element, air, 
water, fire ; or in some common law, motion, attrac
tion, repulsion; as Plato would find it in an eternally 
appointed hierarchy of genus and species; as the 
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science of our day embraces it (perhaps after all only 
in fancy) in the expansion of a large body of observed 
facts into some all-comprehensive hypothesis, such as 
"evolution." 

For Parmenides, at his early day, himself, as some 
remnants of his work in that direction bear witness, an 
acute and curious observer of the concrete and sen
sible phenomena of nature, that principle of reason
able unity seemed attainable only by a virtual negation, 
by the obliteration, of all such phenomena. When we 
have learned as exactly as we can all the curious 
processes at work in our own bodies or souls, in the 
stars, in or under the earth, their very definiteness, 
their limitation, will but make them the more antago
nistic to that which alone really is, because it is always 
and everywhere itself, identical exclusively with itself 
Phenomena ! - by the force of such arguments as 
Zeno's, the instructed would make a clean sweep of 
them, for the establishment, in the resultant void, of 
the "One," with which it is impossible ( r.upo. r.avra 

,\Eyoµ.Evu) in spite of common language, and of what 
seems common sense, for the "Many" - the hills and 
cities of Greece, you and me, Parmcnicles himself, 
really to co-exist at all. "Parmenicles," says one, 
"had stumbled upon the modern thesis that though~ 
and being are the same." 

Something like this - this impossibly abstract doc
trine - is what Plato's " father in philosophy " had 
had to proclaim, in the midst of the busy, urilliant, 
already complicated life of the recently founded colo
nial town of Elea. It was like the revelation to Israel 
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in the millst of picturesque idolatries, "The Lord thy 
Goel is one Lord"; only that here it made no claim to 
touch the affections, or even to warm the imagination. 
bracl's Greek cousin was to undergo a harder, a more 
distant and repressive discipline in those matters, to 
which a peculiarly austere moral beauty, at once self
reliant and submissive, the resthetic expression of 
which has a peculiar, an irresistible charm, would in 
due time correspond. 

It was in difficult hexameter verse, in a poem which 
from himself or from others had received the title -
IlEpt cf,{.u£w<, (De 1Vat11rd Rcr11111) that Parmenides set 
forth his ideas. From the writings of Clement of 
Alexandria, and other later writers large in quotation, 
diligent modern scholarship has collected fragments 
of it, which afford sufficient independent evidence of 
his manner of thought, and supplement conveniently 
Plato's, of course highly subjective, presentment in 
his Parmc11ides of what had so deeply influenced 
him.-

" Now come ! " (this fragment of Pannenicles is in 
Proclus, who happened to quote it in commenting on 
the Timams of Plato) "Come! do you listen, and 
take home what I shall tell you : what are the two 
paths of search after right understanding. The one, 

t \ f1 II \ t > II \ 1" 
7] /J.fll OT.W', £<TTlV Tf KUL W', OUK £<TTL /J.7] £!Vat• 

" that what is, is ; and that what is not, is not ; " or, 
in the Latin of scholasticism, here inaugurated by 
Parmenides, cssc ens: 11011 csse 11011 ens -

1m0ou<, fo-n K£Arn0o,; &>..770d77 yap ci1r778EL 0 



32 PLATO AND PLATO,S'IS:\l 

"this is the path to persuasion, for truth goes along 
with it. The other - that what is, is not ; and by 
consequence that what is not, is : - I tell you that is 
the way which goes counter to persuasion : 

T1]Y s~ "TOL cf,pal;,w -rrava-rrn0/.a ;_µ.µ.Ev ci.-rap'ITOY • 

OV"Tf yap iiv yvo{71, "TO YE /L~ £01' oli yap £cf,LK"TOY • -

That which is not, never could you know: there is no 
way of getting at that; nor could you explain it to 
another; for Thought and Being are identical." -
Famous utterance, yet of so dubious omen ! -To yap 

a&o VOfLY EUTLY Tf KaL EfvaL - idem est Cl/I/II cogitarc ct 

csse. "It is one to me," he proceeds, "at what point 
I begin; for thither I shall come back over again : 
-ro0L yap TrMLY iloµ.oL aUh,." 

Yes, truly! again and again, in an empty circle, we 
may say; and certainly, with those dry and difficult 
words in our ears, may think for a moment that philo
sophic reflexion has already clone that delightfully 
superficial Greek world an ill turn, troubling so early 
its ingenuous soul ; that the European mind, as was 
said, will never be quite sane again. It has been put 
on a quest (vain quest it may prove to be) after a 
kind of knowledge perhaps not properly attainable. 
Hereafter, in every age, some will be found to start 
afresh quixotically, through what wastes of words ! in 
search of that true Substance, the One, the Absolute, 
which to the majority of acute people is after all but 
zero, and a mere algebraic symbol for nothingness. 
In themselves, by the way, such search may bring out 
fine intellectual qualities; and thus, in turn, be of 
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service to those who can profit by the spectacle of an 
enthusiasm not meant for them ; must nevertheless be 
admitted to have had all along something of disease 
about it; as indeed to Plato himself the philosophic 
instinct as such is a form of" mania." 

An infectious mania, it might seem, - that strange 
passion for nonentity, to which the Greek was so oddly 
liable, to which the human mind generally might be 
thought to have been constitutionally predisposed ; 
for the doctrine of "The One " had come to the sur
face before in old Indian dreams of self-annihilation, 
which had been revived, in the second century after 
Christ, in the ecstasies ( ecstasies of the pure spirit, 
leaving the body behind it) recommended by the 
Neo-Platonists; and again, in the l\Iicldle Age, as a 
liner shade of Christian experience, in the mystic 
doc~rines of Eckhart and 'fouler concerning that 
union with God which can only be attained by the 
literal negation of self, by a kind of moral suicide ; 
of which something also may be found, under the 
cowl of the monk, in the dear, cold, inaccessible, im
possible heights of the book of the Imitation. It pre
sents itself once more, now altogether beyond Christian 
influence, in the hard and ambitious intellectualism 
of Spinoza; a doctrine of pure repellent substance -
substance" in vacuo," to be lost in which, however, 
would be the proper consummation of the transitory 
individual life. Spinoza's own absolutely colourless 
existence was a practical comment upon it. Des
cartes; Malebranche, under the monk's cowl again ; 
Leibnitz; Berkeley with his theory of the "Vision of 

D 
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all things in God ; " do but present variations on the 
same theme through' the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. By one and all it is assumed, in the words 
of Plato, that to be colourless, formless, impalpable is 
the note of the superior grade of knowledge and 
existence, evanescing steadily, as one ascends towards 
that perfect (perhaps not quite attainable) condition 
of either, which in truth can only be attained by the 
suppression of all the rule and outline of one's own 
actual experience and thought. 

Something like that certainly there had been already 
in the doctrine of Parmenides, to whom Plato was so 
willing to go to school. And in the nineteenth cen
LUry, as on the one hand the philosophy of motion, 0£ 
the "perpetual flux," receives its share of verification 
from that theory of development with which in various 
forms all modern science is prepossessed ; so, on the 
other hand, the philosophy of rest also, of the per
petual lethargy, the Parmenidean assertion of the 
exclusive reign of" The One," receives an unlooked
for testimony from the modern physical philosopher, 
hinting that the phenomena he deals with - matter, 
organism, consciousness - began in a state of indeter
minate, abstract indifference, with a single uneasy 
start in a sort of eternal sleep, a ripple on the dead, 
level surface. Increasing indeed for a while in radius 
and depth, under the force of mechanic law, the 
world of motion and life is however destined, by force 
of its own friction, to be restored sooner or later to 
equilibrium; nay, is already gone back some notice
able degrees (how desirably!) to the primeval indif-
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ference, as may be understood by those who can 
reckon the time it will take for our worn-out planet, 
sun'iving all the fret of the humanity it housed for 
a while, to be drawn into the sun. 

But it is of Plato after all we shoukl be thinking; of 
the comparatively temperate thoughts, the {J.xiomat,i 
media_, he was able to derive, by a sort of compromise, 
from the impossible paradox of his ancient master. 
What was it, among things inevitably manifest on his 
pages as we read him, that Plato borrowed and kept 
from the Eleatic School ! 

Two essential judgments of his philosophy : The 
opposition of what is, to what appl'ars; and the parallel 
opposition of knowledge to opinion; (lnpov imCTnJµ.17, 
oota· icp' £.TEP"! a.pa. ET€pov n 0UV(lf-l-EV7] f.KaTepa aim'.ov 
-rrecf,uKE. o(JK '-yxwpEr. yvwCTTOV Kat Oo~aUTOV TU.VTOV ETval") 
and 'thirdly, to illustrate that opposition, the figurative 
use, so impressed on thought and speech by Plato· that 
it has come to seem hardly a figure of speech at all 
but appropriate philosophic language, of the opposition 
of light to darkness. -

Well, then (Socrates is rnacle to sav in the fifth book 
of Tiu Republic) if what is, is the object of knowledge, 
woulcl not something other than what is, be the object of 
opinion? 

Yes! something else. 
Does opinion then opine what is not; or is it impossible 

to ha\·e e\·en opinion concerning what is not? Consider! 
does not he who has opinion direct his opinion 11po11 
something? or is it impossible, again, to have an opinion, 
yet an opinion about nothing? 

Impossible! 
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But he who has an opinion has opinion at least about 
something; hasn't he? Yet after all what is not, is not a 
thing; but would most properly be denominated nothing. 

Certainly. 
Now to what is not, we assigned of necessity ignorance: 

to what is, knowledge. 
Rightly: he said. 
Neither what is, then, nor what is not, is the object of 

opinion. 
No! 
Opinion therefore would be neither ignorance nor 

knowledge. 
It seems not. 
Is it, then, b,:yond these; going beyond knowledge in 

clearness, beyond ignorance in obscurity ? 
Neither the one, nor the other. 
But, I asked, opinion seems to you ( doesn't it ?) to be 

a darker thing than knowledge, yet lighter than ignorance. 
Very much so; he answered. 
Does it lie wit/1in those two ? 
Yes. 
Opinion, then, would be midway, between these two 

conditions? 
Undoubtedly so. 
Now didn't we say in what went before that if anything 

became apparent such that it is, and is not, at the same 
time, a thing of that kind would lie between that which is 
in unmixed clearness, and that which wholly is not; and 
that there would be, in regard to that, neither knowledge 
nor ignorance; but, again, a condition revealing itself 
between ignorance and knowledge ? 

Rightly. 
And now, between these two, what we call "opinion" 

has in fact revealed itself. 
Clearly so. 
It would remain f:ir us therefore, as it seems, to find 

that which partakes of both- both of Being :md Not-· 
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being, and which could rightly be called by neither term 
distinctly; in order that, if it appear, we may in justice 
determine it to be the object of opinion ; assigning the 
extremes to the extremes, lhe intermediate to what comes 
between them. Or is it not thus ? 

Thus it is. 
These points then being assumed, let him tell me ! let 

him speak and gh·e his answer- that excellent person, 
who on the one hand thinks there is no Beauty itself, nor 
any idea of Beauty itself. e\·er in the same condition in 
regard to the same things ( o.d Ka Ta. TUVTCJ. wrravrw, ixov
<TUI') yet, on the other hand, holds that there are the many 
beautiful objects: - that 10\·er of sight (o cj,,J..o(h.5.µ.wv) 
who can by no means bear it if any one says that the 
beautiful is one; the just also; and the rest, after the same 
way. For good Sir! we sliall say. pray tell us, is there 
any one of these many beautiful things which will not 
appear ugly (under certain conditions) of the many just 
or pious actions which will not seem unjust or impious ? 

No! he answered. Rather it must be that they shall 
seem, in a manner, both beautiful and ugly; and all the 
rest you ask of. 

\Veil! The many double things: - Do they seem to be 
:it all less half than double? 

Not at all. 
And great, in truth, and little, and light, and hea\·y

will they at all more truly be callee\ b\· these names which 
we may gi\·e them, than by the opposite names? 

No! he said; but each of them will always hold of 
both. . 

E\·ery several instance of' The r.lany,' then - is it, more 
tnily than it is not, that which one ma\· affirm it to be ? 

It is like people at supper-parties ·he said (\·ery Attic 
supper-parties!) playing on words. and the children's riddle 
about the eunuch and his !ling round the bat - with what. 
and on what, the riddle says he hit it; for these things 
also seem to set both ways, and it is not possible, fixedly, 
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to conceive any one of them either to be, or not to be·, 
neither both, nor the one, nor the other. 

Have you anything then you can do with them; or any
where you can place them with fairer effect than in that 
position between being and the being not? For presum
ably they will not appear more obscure than what is not, 
so as not to be, still more; nor more luminous than what 
is, so as to be, even more than that. \Ve ha\·e found then 
that the many customary notions of the many, about Beauty 
and the rest are revolved somewhere between not-being 
and being unmixedly. 

So we have. 
And agreed, at least, at the outset, that if anything of 

this sort presented itself, it must be declared matter not 
of knowledge, but of opinion; to be apprehended by the 
intermediate faculty; as it wanders unfixed, there, between. 

Republic, 478. 

Many a train of thought, many a turn of expression, 
only too familiar, some may think, to the reader of 
Plato, are summarised in that troublesome yet perhaps 
attractive passage. The influence then of Parmenides 
on Plato had made him, incurably (shall we say?) 
a dualist. Only, practically, Plato's richly coloured 
genius will find a compromise between the One which 
alone really is, is yet so empty a thought for finite 
minds; and the Many, which most properly is not, 
yet presses so closely on eye and ear and heart and 
fancy and will, at every moment. That which really 
is (-ro ov) the One, if he is really to think about it at 
all, must admit within it a certain variety of members; · 
and, in effect, for Plato the true Being, the Abso
lute, the One, does become delightfully multiple, as 
the world of ideas - appreciable, through years ol 
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loving study, more :md more clearly, one by one, as 
the perfectly concrete, mutually adjusted, permanent 
forms of our veritable experience : the Bravery, for 
instance, that cannot be confused, not merely with 
Cowardice, but with Wisdom, or Humility. One after 
another they emerge again from the dead level, the 
Parmeniclean tabula rasa, with nothing less than the 
reality of persons face to face with us, of a personal 
identity. It was as if the firm plastic outlines of the 
delightful old Greek polytheism had found their way 
back after all into a repellent monotheism. Prefer as 
he may in theory that blank white light of the One -
its sterile, " formless, colourless, impalpable," eternal 
identity with itself- the world, and this chiefly is 
why the world has not forgotten him, will be for him, 
as he is by no means colour-blind, by no means a 
colourless place. He will suffer it to come to him, as 
his pages convey it in turn to us, with the liveliest 
variety of hue, as in that conspicuously visual emblem 
of it, the outline of which ( essentially characteristic 
of himself as it seems) he had really borrowed from 
the old Elcatic teacher who had tried so hard to close 
the bodily eye that he might the better apprehend the 
world unseen. -

And now (he writes in lhe se\'enth book of The Rejmb
lic) take for a figure of human nature, as regards educa
tion and the lack thereof, some such condition as this. 
Think you sec people as it were in some abode bclow
ground, like a ca\'e, having its entrance spread out up
wards towards the light. broad, across the whole ca\·ern. 
Suppose them here from chiklhoocl; their legs and 
necks chained; so that there they stay, and can see only 
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•vhat is in front of them, being unable by reason of the 
chain to move their heads round about: and the light of 
a fire upon them, blazing from far above, behind their 
backs: between the fire and the prisoners away up aloft: 
and see beside it a low wall built along. as with _the show
men, in front of the people lie the screens above which 
they exhibit their wonders. 

I see: he said. 
See, then, along this low wall, men, bearing vessels of 

all sorts wrought in stone and wood; and, naturally, some 
of the bearers talking, others silent. 

It is a strange figure you describe: said he: and strange 
prisoners." -

They arc like ourselves: I answered! Republic, 514. 

Metaphysical formulre have always their practical 
equivalents. The ethical alliance of Heraclitus is with 
the Sophists, and the Cyrenaics or the Epicureans; 
that of Parmenides, with Socrates, and the Cynics or 
the Stoics. The Cynic or Stoic ideal of a static calm 
is as truly the moral or practical equivalent of the 
Parmeniclean doctrine of the One, as the Cyrenaic 
µm,o)(povo~ ~oov,7 - the pleasure of the ideal now- is 
the practical equivalent of the doctrine of motion; and, 
as sometimes happens, what seems hopelessly perverse 
as a metaphysic for the understanding is found to be 
realisable enough as one of many phases of our so 
flexible human feeling. The abstract philosophy of 
the One migh~ seem indeed to have been translated 
into the terms of a human will in the rigid, disinter
ested, renunciant career of the emperor 1\farcus 
Aurelius, its mortal coldness. Let me however con
clude with a document of the Eleatic temper, nearer 
in its origin to the age of Plato : an ancient fragment 
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of Cleanthes the Stoic, which has justly stirred the 
admiration of Stoical minds; though truly, so hard is 
it not to lapse from those austere heights, the One, 
the Absolute, has beco·me in it after all, with much 
varied colour and detail in his relations to concrete 
things and persons, our father Zeus. 

An illustrious athlete; then a mendicant dealer in 
water-melons; chief pontiff lastly of the sect of the 
Stoics; Cleanthes, as we see him in anecdote at least, 
is always a loyal, sometimes a very quaintly loyal, 
follower of the Parmenidean or Stoic doctrine of de
tachment from all material things. It was at the 
most critical points perhaps of such det:ichment, that 
somewhere about the year three lmndretl before Christ, 
he put together the verses of his famous "Hymn." 
By its practical indifference, its resignation, its passive 
sub~ission to the One, the undivided Intelligence, 
which ~La mfvTwv cpom,'i - goes to and fro through all 
things, the Stoic pontiff is true to the Parmenidean 
schooling of his flock; yet departs from it also in a 
measure by a certain expansion of phrase, inevitable, 
it may be, if one has to speak at all about that chilly 
abstraction, still more make a hymn to it. He is far 
from the cohl precept of Spinoza, that great re-assertor 
of the Parmeniclean tradition : That whoso loves God 
truly must not expect to be loved by Him in return. 
In truth, there are echoes here from many various 
sources. 'EK CTov yap --;/.vor; lCTµ.cv: - that is quoted, 
as you remember, by Saint Paul, so just after all to 
the pagan world, as its testimony to some deeper 
GwJsis than its own. Certainly Cleanthes has con-
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ceived his abstract monotheism a little more winningly, 
somewhat better, than dry, pedantic Xcnophancs ; per
haps because Socrates and Plato have lived mean
while. You might even fancy what he says an echo 
from Israel's devout response to the announcement: 
"The Lord thy God is one Lord." The Greek cer
tainly is come very near to his unknown cousin at 
Sion in what follows : -

KVOl<TT·, &0avarwv, -rro'll.vwvvp.E, -rrayKpaTf.<; aid 

ZEv, c/>vUEW~ &.pxYJYE, vop.ov p.fra -rravra KV/3Epvwv, 
xa'ipE • Uf. yap -rravTE<TUL 0lp.i, 0vlJTOI.UL -rrpouavo~iv. K.r.>... 

Mullach, ri·ag111e11ta Phi/oS()phorum Graecorum, 1. p. 151. 

Thou O Zeus art praised above all gods: many arc Thy 
names and Thine is all power for ever. 

The beginning of the world was from Thee: and with 
law Thou rnlest over all things. 

Unto Thee may all flesh speak: for we arc Thy off
spring. 

Therefore will I raise a hymn unto Thee: and will ever 
sing of Thy power. 

The whole order of the heavens obeycth Thy word : as 
it movcth around the earth: 

With little and great lights mixed together: how great 
art Thou, King above all for ever! 

Nor is anything done upon earth apart from Thee: nor 
in the firmament, nor in the seas: 

Save that which the wicked do: by their own folly. 
But Thine is the skill to set even the crooked straight: 

what is without fashion is fashioned and the alien akin 
before Thee. 

Thus hast Thou fitted together all things in one: the 
good with the evil : 

That Thy word should be one in all things: abiding for 
ever. 
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Let folly be dispersed from our souls: that we may 
repay Thee the honour, wherewith Thou hast honoured 
us: 

Singing praise of Thy works for e\·er: as becometh the 
sons of men. 



III 

PLATO AND THE DOCTRINE OF NU~IBEP. 

His devotion to the austere and abstract philosophy 
of Parmenides, its passivity or indifference, could not 
repress the opulent genius of Plato, or transform him 
into a cynic. Another ancient philosopher, Pythagoras, 
set the frozen waves in m~tion again, brought back to 
Plato's recognition all that multiplicity in men's ex
perience to which Heraclitus had borne such emphatic 
witness; but as rhythm or melody now-in movement 
truly, but moving as disciplined sound and with the 
reasonable soul of music in it. 

Pythagoras, or the founder of the Pythagorean 
philosophy, is the third of those earlier masters, who 
explain the intellectual confirmation of Plato by way 
of antecedent. What he said, or was believed to 
have said, is almost everywhere in the very texture of 
Pl:J.to_nic philosophy, as 'i}era 11ox, an authority with 
prescript claim on sympathetic or at least reverent 
consideration, to be developed generously in the nat
ural growth of Plato's own thoughts. 

Nothing remains of his writings: dark statements 
only, as occasion served, in later authors. Plato him
self attributes those doctrines of his not to Pythagoras 
but to the Pythagoreans. But if no such name had 

H 
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come down to us we might have understood how, in 
the search for the philosophic unity of experience, a 
common measure of things, for a cosmical hypothesis, 
number and the truths of number would come to fill 
the place occupied by some omnipresent physical 
element, air, fire, water, in the philosophies of Ionia; 
by the abstract and exclusive idea of the unity of 
Being itself in the system of Parmenides. To realise 
unity in variety, to discover cosmos -an order that 
shall satisfy one's reasonable soul - below and within 
apparent chaos: is from first to last the continuous 
purpose of what we call philosophy. Well! Pytha
goras seems to have found that unity of principle 
(upx,i) in the dominion of number everywhere, the 
proportion, the harmony, the music, into which m11n
ber as such expands. Truths of number: the essen
tial laws of measure in time and space: - Yes, these 
are indeed everywhere in our experience : must, as 
Kant can explain to us, be an element in anything we 
arc able so much as to conceive at all. And music, 
covering all it does, for Pythagoras, for Plato and 
Platonism - music, which though it is of course much 
besides, is certainly a formal development of purely 
numerical laws : that too surely is something, inde
pendently of ourseh·es, in the real world without us, 
like a personal intelligible soul durably resident there 
for those who bring intelligence of it, of music, with 
them ; to be known on the favourite Platonic principle 
of like by like ( ,,,ww., o1w{"!) though the incapable or 
uninstructed ear, in various degrees of dulness, may 
fail to apprehend it. 
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The Golden Verses of Pythagoras parted early into 
dust (that seems strange, if they were ever really 
written in a book) and antiquity itself know little 
directly about his doctrine. Yet Pythagoras is much 
more than a mere name, a term, for locating as well as 
may be a philosophical abstraction. Pythagoras, his 
person, his memory, attracted from the first a kind of 
fairy-tale of mystic science. The philosophy of num
ber, of music and proportion, came, and has remained, 
in a cloud of legendary glory; the gradual accumula
tion of which Porphyry and Iamblichus, the fantastic 
:oasters of Neo-Platonism, or Neo-Pythagorcanism, 
have embodied in their so-called Lives of him, like 
some antique fable richly embossed with starry wonders. 
In this spirit there had been much writing about him : 
that he was a son of Apollo, nay, Apollo himself
the twilight, attempered, Hyperborean Apollo, like 
the sun in Lapland : that his person gleamed at times 
with a supernatural brightness : that he had exposed 
to those who loved him a golden thigh : how Abaris, 
the minister of that god, had come flying to him on 
a golden arrow: of his almost impossible journeys: 
how he was seen, had lectured indeed, in different 
places at the same time. As he walked on the banks 
of the Nessus the river had whispered his name: he 
had been, in the secondary sense, various persons in 
the course of ages ; a courtesan once, for some ancient 
sin in him ; and then a hero, Euphorbus, son of Pan
thus; could remember very distinctly so recent a 
matter as the Trojan war, and had recognised in 
a moment his own old armour, hanging on the wall, 



PLATO AND TJIE DOCTRINE OF NU~lBER 47 

above one of his old dead bodies, in the temple of 
Athene at Argos ; showing out all along only by hints 
and flashes the abysses of divine knowledge within 
him, sometimes by miracle. For if the philosopher 
really is all that Pythagoras or the Pythagoreans sup
pose ; if the material world is so perfect a musical 
instrument, and he knows its theory so well, he might 
surely give practical and sensible proof of that on occa
sion, by himself improvising music upon it in direct 
miracle. And so there, in Porphyry and Iamblichus, 
the appropriate miracles are. 

If the mistaken affection of the disciples of dreamy 
Neo-Platonic G,rosis at Alexandria, in the third or 
fourth century of our era, has thus made it impossible 
to separate later legend from original evidence as to 
what he was, and said, and how he said it, yet that 
there was a brilliant, perhaps a showy, personality there, 
infusing the most abstract truths with what would tell 
on the fancy, seems more than probable, and, though he 
would appear really to have had from the first much 
of mystery or mysticism about him, the thaumaturge 
of Samos, " whom even the vulgar might follow as a 
conjuror," must have been very unlike the lonely 
"weeping" philosopher of Ephesus, or the nlmost dis
embodied philosopher of Elea. In the very person 
and doings of this earliest master of the doctrine of 
'1armony, people saw that philosophy is 

'' Not harsh and crabbed, as dull fools suppose, 
nut musical a,; is Apollo·s lute." 
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And in turn he abounded in influence on the deeds, 
the persons, of others, as if he had really carried a 
magic lute in his hands to charm them. 

As his fellow-citizens had all but identified Pythago
ras with him, so Apollo remained the peculiar patron 
of the Pythagoreans; and we may note, in connexion 
with their influence on Plato, that as Apollo was the 
chosen ancestral deity, so Pythagoreamsm became 
especially the philosophy, of the severely musical 
Dorian Greeks. If, as Plato was aware, or fancied, 
true Spartans knew more of philosophy than they let 
strangers suppose -turned them all out from time to 
time and feasted on it in secret, for the strengthening 
of their souls - it was precisely the Pythagorean 
philosophy of music, of austere music, mastering, re
moulding, men's very bodies, they would then have 
discussed with one another. 

A nalive of Ionia, it is in one of the Dorian cities of 
1fagna Gr;:ecia, at Crotona, that Pythagoras finds the 
fitting scene of his mysterious influence. He founds 
there something like an ideal republic, or rather a 
religious brotherhood, under a mle outwardly expres
sive of that inward idea of order or harmony, so dear 
to the Dorian soul, and, for it, as for him, ever the 
peculiar pledge of the presence of philosophic truth. 
'AAlJ0£La.v oe rlµ.Erp{<f- ~yE1. uvyyEnj ETvai, ~ lµ.µ.Erp{<f- ; asks 
one in Tlze Republic,· and 'Eµ.µ.Erp{<f-· of course, is the 
answer. 

Recalling the student of Plato to penetrate as far as 
he can into that mysterious community, there, long 
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before, in the imagination of Pythagoras is the first 
dream of the Perfect City, with all those peculiar 
ethical sympathies which the Platonic Republic enforces 
already well-defined - the perfect mystic body of the 
Dorian soul, built, as Plato requires, to the strains of 
music. As a whole, and in its members severally, it 
would reproduce and visibly reflect to others that 
inward order and harmony of which each one was a 
part. As such, the Pythagorean order (it was itself 
an "order") expanded and was long maintained in 
those cities of Afagna Gra:cia which had been the 
scene of the practical no less than of the speculative 
activity of its founder; and in one of which, I\Ieta
pontum, so late as the days of Cicero what was believed 
to be the tomb of Pythagoras was still shown. Order, 
harmony, the temperance, which, as Plato will explain 
to· us, will convince us by the visible presentment of it 
in the faultless person of the youthful Charmides, is 
like a musical harmony, - that was the chief thing 
Pythagoras exacted from his followers, at least at first, 
though they were mainly of the noble and wealthy 
class who could have done what they liked - tem
perance in a religious intention, with many singular 
scruples concerning bodily purification, diet, and the 
like. For if, according to his philosophy, the soul 
had come from heaven, to use the phrase of Words
worth reproducing the central Pythagorean doctrine, 
"from heaven," as he says, "trailing clouds of glory," 
so the arguments of Pythagoras were always more or 
less explicitly involving one in consideration of the 
means by which one might get back thither, of which 

E 
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means, surely, abstinence, the repression of one's 
carnal elements, must be one; in consideration also, 
in curious questions, a::; to the relationship of those 
carnal elements in us to the pilgrim soul, before and 
after, for which he was so anxious to secure full use of 
all the opportunities of further perfecting which might 
yet await it, in the many revolutions of its existence. 
In the midst of that .:esthetically so brilliant world of 
Greater Greece, as if anticipating Plato, he has, like 
the philosophic kings of the Platonic Republic, already 
something of the monk, of monastic asc/:sis, about 
him. Its purpose is to fit him for, duly to refine his 
nature towards, that closer vision of truth to which 
perchance he may be even now upon his way. The 
secrecy again, that characteristic silence of which the 
philosopher of music was, perhaps not inconsistently, 
a lover, which enveloped the entire action of the 
Pythagoreans, and had indeed kept Pythagoras himself, 
as some have thought, from committing his thoughts 
to writing at all, was congruous with such monkish 
discipline. 1Jfysticism - the condition of the initiated 
- is a word derived, as we know, from a Greek verb 
which may perhaps mean to close the eye that one 
may better perceive the invisible, but more probably 
means to close the lips while the soul is brooding over 
what cannot be uttered. Later Christian admirers 
said of him, that he harl hidden the words of God in 
his heart. 

The dust of his golden verses perhaps, but certainly 
the gold-dust of his thoughts, lies scattered all along 
Greek literature from Plato to the latest of the Greek 
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Fathers of the Church. You may find it serviceably 
worked out in the notes of Zeller's excellent work on 
Greek philosophy, and, with more sparing comment, 
in 1\-Iullach's Fragmenta P/1i/osopllor11m Gr{ccorum. 
No one of those Pre-Socratic philosophers has been 
the subject of a more enthusiastic erudition. For his 
mind's health however, if in doing so he is not mak
ing a disproportionate use of his time, inconsistent 
certainly with the essential temper of the doctrine he 
seeks for, and such as a true Pythagorean would instantly 
condemn, the young scholar might be recommended 
to go straight to the pages of Aristotle - those dis
creet, un-romantic pages, salutary therefore to listen 
to, concerning doctrines in themselves so fantastic.1 

In the Etllics, as you may know, in the 1lfetaph)'Sics, 
and elsewhere, Aristotle gives many not unsympathetic 
notices at least of the disciples, which, by way of sober 
contrast on a matter from the first profusely, perhaps 
cheaply, embroidered, is like quiet information from 
Pythagoras himself. Only, remember always in read
ing Plato - Plato, as a sincere learner in the school 
of Pythagoras - that the essence, the active principle 
of the Pythagorean doctrine, resides, not as with the 
ancient Eleatics, nor as with our modern selves too often, 
in the "infinite," those eternities, infinitudes, abysses, 
Carlyle invokes for us so often - in no cultus of the 

. infinite ( To a.1rnpm,) but in the finite ( To 1rlpa,). It 
is so indeed, with that exception of the Parmenidean 

1 Or to ~[r. llurnet's Early c,.,.d,, Philosophy; which I have 
reacl since these pages went to press, with much admiration for 
its learning and lucidity, and its unconventionality of viel"", 
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sect, through all Greek philosophy, congruously with 
the proper vocation of the people of art, of art as being 
itself the finite, ever controlling the infinite, the form
less. Those famous rrvrrTotxfoi Twv ivavnwv, or parallel 
columns of contraries : the One and the 1vl:my: Odd 
and Even, and the like : Good and Evil : are indeed 
all reducible ultimately to terms of art, as the expres
sive and the inexpressive. Now observe that Plato's 
" theory of ideas " is but an effort to enforce the 
Pythagorean ;dpa,;, with all the unity-in-variety of con
certed music, - eternal definition of the finite, upon 
To a1mpov, the infinite, the indefinite, formless, brute 
matter, of onr experience of the world. 

For it is of Plato again we should be thinking, and 
of Pythagoras or the Pythagoreans, only so far as they 
explain the actual conformation of Plato's thoughts as 
we find them, especially in Tlze Republic. Let us see, 
as much as possible in his own words, what Plato 
received from that older philosophy, of which the two 
leading persuasions were; first, the universality, the 
ultimate truth, of numerical, of musical law ; and 
secondly, the pre-existence, the double eternity, of 
the soul. 

In spirit, then, we are certainly of the Pythagorean 
company in that most characteristic dialogue, the 
llfeno, in which Plato discusses the nature, the true 
idea, of Virtue, or rather how one may attain thereto; 
compelled to this subordinate and accessory question 
by the intellectual cowardice of his disciple, though 
after his manner he flashes irrepressible light on that 
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other primary and really indispensable question by the 
way. Pythagoras, who had founded his famous brother
hood by way of turning theory into practice, must have 
had, of course, definite views on that most practical 
question, how virtue is to be attained by us ; and Plato 
is certainly faithful to him in assigning the causation of 
virtue partly to discipline, forming habit ( aCTK>JCTL,) as 
enforced on the monk, the soldier, the schoolboy, as he 
is tnte to his own experience in assigning it partly also 
to a good natural disposition ( cf,vuEL) and he suggests 
afterwards, as I suppose some of us would be ready 
to do, that virtue is due also in part ( ()£{'!- p.o{p~i) to the 
good pleasure of heaven, to un-merited grace. What
ever else however may be held about it, it is certain (he 
admits) that virtue comes in great measure through 
learning. But is there in very deed such a thing as 
]earning? asks the eristic :Meno, who is so youthfully 
fond of argument for its own sake, and must exercise 
by display his already well-trained intellectual muscle. 
Is not that favourite, that characteristic, Greek paradox, 
that it is impossible to be taught, and therefore useless 
to seek, what one does not know already, after all the 
expression of an empirical truth? -

/lfe110. After what manner Socrates will you seek for 
that which you do not know at all - what it is? For what 
sort of thing, among the things you know not, will you 
propose as your object of search? Or c,·en if you should 
have !ightcd full upon it, how will yon know that it is this 
thing which you knew not? 

Socrates. "Ah ! I understand the kind of thing you 
mean to say, i\lcno. Do you sec what a contentious argu· 
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ment this is you are bringing down on our heads ? - that 
forsooth it is not possible for a man to seek either for 
what he knows, or for what he knows not; inasmuch as 
he would not seek what he knows, at least ; because he 
knows it, and to one in such case there is no need of seek
ing. Nor would he seek after what he knows not; for he 
kn-ows not what he shall seek for." 11Je110, So. 

Well! that is true in a sense, as Socrates admits; 
not however in any sense which encourages idle acqui
escence in what according to common language is our 
ignorance. There is a sense ( it is exemplified in 
regard to sound and colour, perhaps in some far more 
iri1portant things) in which it is matter of experience 
that it is impossible to seek for, or be taught, what one 
does not know already. He who is in total ignorance 
of musical notes, who has no ear, will certainly be un
aware of them when they light on him, or he lights 
upon them. Where could one begin? we ask, in 
certain cases where not to know at all means incapacity 
for receiving knowledge. Yes, certainly; the Pytha
goreans are right in saying that what we call learning is 
in fact reminiscence - ava.µ.v1JcrL<; : famous word ! and 
Socrates proceeds to show in what precise way it is 
impossible or possible to find out what you don't know: 
how that happens. 1n full use of the dialogue, as itself 
the instrument most fit for him of whatever what we 
call teaching and learning may really be, Plato, dramatic 
always, brings in one of l\'Ieno's slaves, a boy who 
speaks Greek nicely, but knows nothing of geometry: 
introduces him, we may fancy, into a mathematical 
lecture-room where diagrams are to be seen on the 
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walls, cubes anrl the like lying on the table - par
ticular objects, the mere sight of which will rouse 
him when subjected to the dialectical treatment, to uni
versal truths concerning them. The problem required 
of him is to describe a square of a particular size : to 
find the line which must be the side of such a square; 
and he is to find it for himself. lVIeno, carefully on 
his guard, is to watch whether the boy is taught by 
Socrates in any of his answers ; whether he answers 
anything at any point otherwise than by way of remi
niscence and really out of his own mind, as the rea
sonable questions of Socrates fall like water on the 
seed-ground, or like sunlight on the photographer's 
negative. 

" See him now ! " he cries triumphantly, " How he 
remembers; in the logical order; as he ought to 
remember!" The reader, in truth, following closely, 
scmpulously, this pretty process, cannot help seeing 
that after all the boy does not discover the essential 
point of the problem for himself, that he is more than 
just guided on his way by the questioning of Socrates, 
that Plato has chosen an instance in itself illusively 
clear as being concerned with elementary space. It 
is once for all, however, that he recognises, under such 
questioning, the immovable, indefectible certainty of 
this or that truth of space. So much, the candid 
reader must concede, is clearly to the advantage of 
the Pythagorean theory : that even his false guesses 
have a plausibility, a kinship to, a kind of claim upon, 
truth, about them: that as he remembers, in logical 
order ( w~ SE.:) so he makes the mistakes also which 
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he ought to make -the right sort of mistakes, such 
as are natural and ought to occur in order to the 
awakening mind, a kind of properly innate errors. 
NVv aVr'f Wcr11£p 011ap U..prL U1 1aK£Ki'1'l}l'TUL ai. OOtaL a:;rat. 

_"Just now, as in a dream, these opinions have been 
stirred up within him"; and he will perform, Socrates 
assures us, similar acts of reminiscence on demand, 
with other geometrical problems, with any and every 
problem whatever. 

"If then," observes Socrates in the Plw:do, wistfully 
pondering, for such consolation as there may be in it, 
in his last hours, the larger outlook suggested by this 
ho~eful doctrine : -

If, having apprehended it (having apprehended a certain 
mathematical principle, that is) before birth, we were born 
already possessed of this principle, had we not knowledge, 
both before and immediately upon our begetting here, not 
merely about the equal and the greater and the less, but 
about all other things of the kind? For our theory ( of an 
innate knowledge, that is to say, independent of our expe
rience here) our theory holds not a bit more about two 
equal lines, than about the absolute Beauty (was he going 
now to sec its very face again, after the dim intermediate 
life here?) and about what is absolutely just and good, 
and about all things whatever, upon which, in all our past 
questioning and answering, we set this seal - o!,; l.m
CTcf,payi(oµ.(0a TOVTO- That, which really is. Phcedo, 75. 

But to return to the cheerful pages of the .ivie110 -
from the prison-cell to the old mathematical lecture
room and that psychological experiment upon the 
young boy with the square: - OuKOUV oUUvo,; oiou.tav
TU~, UAA.

1 

lpwr.,}rravroi;, t1ncrr1/a-E.rat, dva.Aa{3Wv, a'UrO,; £' 
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aurov, burnip.>JI'? "Through no one's teaching, then, 
but by a process of mere questioning, will he attain a 
true science, knowledge in the fullest sense ( btrrni1u1) 

by the recovery of such science out of himself?" 
- Yes! and that recovery is an act of reminiscence. 

These opinions therefore, the boy's discoverable right 
notions about side and sQuare and diagonal, were 
innate in him (EV1]CTUV OE YE aun;; a!rn, UL ootm) and 
surely, as Socrates was observing later, right opinions 
also concerning other things more important, which 
too, when stirred up by a process of questioning, will be 
established in him as consciously reasoned knowledge 
( lpwnjcrn ol-1reyep0e'icrm, olmcrrijµ.a, y{y,,o,,rnt). That at 
)east is what Plato is quite certain about: not quite so 
confident, however, regarding another doctrine, fasci
nating as he finds it, which seemed to afford an ex
planation of this leading psychological fact of an 
antecedent knowledge within us - the doctrine namely 
of metcmpsycluisis, of the transmigration of souls 
through various forms of the bodily life, under a law 
of moral retribution, somewhat oracularly suggested 
in the ancient poets, by Hesiod and Pindar, but a 
matter of formal consciousness with the Pythagoreans, 
and at last inseparably connected with the authority of 
Socrates, who in the Pluedo discourses at great length 
on that so comfortable theory, venturing to draw 
from it, as we saw just now, a personal hope in the 
immediate prospect of death. The soul, then, would 
be immortal (ci0avaro~ <'lv ~ 'f1J)(1/ EL1J) prospectively as 
well as in retrospect, and is not unlikely to attain to 
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clearer levels of truth "over the way, there," as, in 
the Meno, Socrates drew from it an encouragement to 
the search for truth, here. Retrospectively, at all 
events, it seemed plain that "the soul is eternal. It 
is right therefore to make an effort to find out things 
one may not know, that is to say, one does not 
remember, just now." Those notions were in the 
boy, they and the like of them, in all boys and men ; 
and he did not come by them in this life, a young 
slave in Athens. Ancient, half-obliterated inscriptions 
on the mental walls, the mental tablet, seeds of knowl
edge to come, shed by some flower of it long ago, 
it was in an earlier period of time they had been 
laid up in him, to blossom again now, so kindly, so 
firmly! 

Upon a soul thus provided, puzzled as that seed 
swells within it under the spring-tide influences of this 
untried atmosphere, it would be the proper vocation 
of the philosophic teacher to supervene with his en
couraging questions. And there was another doctrine 
- a persuasion still more poetical or visionary, it 
might seem, yet with a strong presumption of literal 
truth about it, when seen in connexion with that great 
fact of our consciousness which it so conveniently ex
plains-" reminiscence.'' Socrates had heard it, he 
tells us in the llfeno, in the locus c!assims on this 
matter, from the venerable lips of certain religious 
persons, priests and priestesses, 

~ who had made it their business to be able to give an 
account concerning their sacred functions. Pindar too 
asserts this, and many other of the poets, so many as were 
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divinely inspired. And what they say is as follows. - But 
do you obscn·e, whether they seem to you to speak the 
truth. For they say that the soul of man is immortal; 
and that at one time it comes to a pause, which indeed 
they call dying, and then is born again; but that it is 
ne\·er destroyed. That on this account indeed it is our 
duty to pass through life as religiously as possible (be
cause there's 'another world,' namely). 'For those,' says 
Pindar, 'from whom Persephone shall ha\'e recei\'ed a 
recompense of ancient wrong-she gi\'es back their soul 
again to the sun above in the ninth year, of whom are 
begotten kings, illustrious and swift in strength, and men 
greatest in wisdom ; and for remaining time they are called 
holy heroes among us.' Inasmuch then as the soul is 
immortal, and has been born many times, and has seen 
both things here and things in Hades, and all things, there 
is nothing that it has not learned; so that it is by no 
means surprising that it should be able to remember both 
about virtue and about other matters what it knew at least 
e\'ell aforetime. For inasmuch as the whole of nature is 
akin to itself (homogeneous) and the soul has learned all 
things, nothing hinders one, by remembering one thing 
only, which indeed people call 'learning' (though it is 
something else in fact, you see !) from finding out all ot!1er 
things for himself, if he brave and fail not through weari
ness in his search. For in trnth to seek and to learn is 
wholly Recollection. Therefore one must not be per
suaded by that eristic doctrine (namely that if ignorant in 
ignorance you must remain) for that on the one hand 
would make us idle and is a pleasant doctrine for the weak 
among mankind to hear; while this other doctrine makes 
us industrious and apt to seek. Tmsting in which that it 
is true, I am willing along with you to seek out \'irtue: -
what it is. ,Ueno, 81. 

These strange theories then are much with Socrates 
on his last sad day - sad to his friends - as justifying 
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more or Jess, on ancient religious authority, the instinc
tive confidence, checking sadness in himself, that he 
will survive - survive the effects of the poison, of the 
funeral fire; that somewhere, with some others, with 
l'vlinos perhaps and other " righteous souls" of the 
national religion, he will be holding discourses, dia
logues, quite similar to these, only a little better as 
must naturally happen with so diligent a scholar, this 
cime to-morrow. 

And that wild thought of mele111psyc/1osis was con
nected with a theory, yet more fantastic, of the visible 
heaven above us. For Pythagoras, the Pythagoreans, 
had had their views also, as became the possessors of 
"a first principle " - of a philosophy therefore which 
need leave no problem untouched - on purely mate
rial things, above all on the structure of the planets, 
the mechanical contrivances by which their motion 
was effected (it came to just that !) on the relation of 
the earth to its atmosphere and the like. The doc
trine of the transmigration, the pilgrimage or mental 
journeys, of the soul linked itself readily with a fanciful, 
guess-work astronomy, which provided starry places, 
wide areas, hostelries, for that wanderer to move or 
rest in. A matter of very lively and presentable form 
and colour, as if making the invisible show through, 
this too pleased the extremely visual fancy of Plato; 
as we may see, in many places of the Pluedo, the 
Pluedrus, the Tima:tts, and most conspicuously in 
the tenth book of T/1e Republic, where he relates 
the vision of Er - what he saw of the other world 
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during a kind of temporary death. Hell, Purgatory, 
Paradise, are brieCTy depicted in it; Paradise especially 
with a quite Dantesque sensibility to coloured light
physical light or spiritual, you can hardly tell which, so 
perfectly is the inward sense blent with its visible 
counter-part, reminding one forcibly of the Divine 
Comedy, of which those closing pages of Tlic Republic 
suggest an early outline. 

That then is the third element in Plato derivative 
from his Pythagorean masters : an astronomy of infant 
minds, we might call it, in which the celestial world 
is the scene, not as yet of those abstract reasonable 
laws of number and motion and space, upon which, 
as Plato himself protests in the seventh book of Tire 
Republic, it is the business of a veritable science of the 
stars to exercise our minds, but rather of a machinery, 
which the mere star-gazer may peep into as best he 
can, with its levers, its spindles and revolving wheels, 
its spheres, he says, "like those boxes which fit into one 
another," and the literal doors "opened in heaven," 
through which, at the due point of ascension, the 
revolving pilgrim soul will glide forth and have a 
chance of gazing into the wide spaces beyond, " as 
he stands outside on the back of the sky" - that 
hollow partly transparent sphere which surrounds and 
closes in our terrestrial atmosphere. l\fost difficult to 
follow in detailed description, perhaps not to be taken 
quite seriously, one thing at least is clear about the 
pbnetary movements as Plato and his Pythagorean 
teachers conceive them. They produce, naturally 
enough, sounds, that famous "music of the spheres," 
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which the undisciplined ear fails to recognise, to de
light in, only because it is never silent. 

That it really is impossible after all to learn, to be 
taught what you are entirely ignorant of, was and still 
is a fact of experience, manifest especially in regard to 
music. Now that" music of the spheres" in its largest 
sense, its completest orchestration, the harmonious 
order of the whole universe ( Kouµ.o,) was what souls 
had heard of old ; found echoes of here ; might recover 
in its entirety, amid the influences of the melodious 
colour, sounds, manners, the enforced modulating dis
cipline, which would make the whole life of a citizen of 
the Perfect City an education in music. We are now 
with Plato, you see ! in his reproduction, so fully de
tailed for us in Tlze Republic, of the earlier and vaguer 
Pythagorean brotherhood. Musical imagery, the 
notions of proportion and the like, have ever since 
Plato wrote played a large part in the theory of morals ; 
have come to seem almost a natural part of language 
conce;ning them. Only, wherever in Plato himself 
you find such imagery, you may note Pythagorean 
influence. 

The student of Tlze Republic hardly needs to be re
minded how all-pervasive in it that imagery is; how 
emphatic, in all its speculative theory, in all its practical 
provisions, is the desire for harmony ; how the whole 
business of education ( of gymnastic even, the seeming 
rival of music) is brought under it; how large a part of 
the claims of duty, of right conduct, for the perfectly ini
tiated, comes with him to be this, that it sounds so well. 
IV. .. 1]µ.µ.l>.Ew., discordancy, - all faultiness resolves itself 
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into that. " Canst play on this flute?" asks Hamlet : 
- on human nature, with all its stops, of whose capri
cious tuneableness, or want of tune, he is himself the 
representative. Well ! the perfect state, thinks Plato, 
can. for him, music is still everywhere in the world, 
and the whole business of philosophy only as it were 
the correct editing of it : as it will be the whole busi
ness of the state to repress, in the great concert, the 
jarring self-assertion ( r.>..rnvfg{a) of those whose voices 
have large natural power in them. How, in detail, 
rhythm, the limit ( 1TEpa,;) is enforced in Plato's Re
pu/,/ic there is no time to show. Call to mind only 
that the perfect visible equivalent of such rhythm is in 
those portrait-statues of the actual youth of Greece -
legacy of Greek sculpture more precious by far than 
its fancied forms of deity- the quoit-player, the dia
d1011en11s, the apo.'I-J'Olllc1111s; and how the most beau
tiful type of such youth, by the universal admission 
of the Greeks themselves, had issued from the severe 
schools of Sparta, that highest civic embodiment of 
the Dorian temper, like some perfect musical i~stru
ment, perfectly responsive to the intention, to the 
lightest touch, of the finger of law. - Yet with a fresh 
setting of the old music in each succeeding generation. 
For in truth we come into the world, each one of us, 
" not in nakedness:- but by the natural course of 
organic development clothed far more completely than 
even Pythagoras supposed in a vesture of the past, 
nay, fatally shrouded, it might seem, in those laws or 
tricks of heredity which we mistake for our volitions ; 
in the language which is more than one half of our 
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thc>ughts; in the moral and mental habits, the cus
toms, the literature, the very houses, which we did not 
make for ourselves; in the vesture of a past, which is 
(so science would assure us) not ours, but of the race, 
the species : that Zcit-geist, or abstract secular process, 
in which, as we could have had no direct conscious
ness of it, so we can pretend to no future personal 
interest. It is humanity itself now - abstract human
ity - that figures as the transmigrating soul, accumu
lating into its "colossal manhood" the experience of 
ages; making use of, and casting aside in its march, 
the souls of countless individuals, as Pythagoras sup. 
posed the individual soul to cast aside again and again 
its outworn body. 

So it may be. There was nothing of all that, how
ever, in the mind of the great English poet at the 
beginning of this century whose famous Ode on The 
Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Cltild
hood, in which he made metempsyclt~sis his own, must 
still express for some minds something more than 
merely poetic truth. For Pythagoreanism too, like all 
the graver utterances of primitive Greek philosophy, is 
an instinct of the human mind itself, and therefore 
also a constant tradition in its history, which will recur; 
fortifying this or that soul here or there in a part at 
least of that old sanguine assurance about itself, which 
possessed Socrates so immovably, his masters, his 
disciples. Those who do not already know Words
worth's Ode ought soon to read it for themselves. 
Listen instead to the lines which perhaps suggested 
Wordsworth's: -T/1e Retreat, by Henry Vaughan, one 
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of the so-cailed Platonist poets of about two centuries 
ago, who was able to blend those Pythagorean doc
trines with the ·Christian belief, amid which indeed, 
from the unsanctioned dreams of Origen onwards, 
those doctrines have shown themselves not othenvise 

than at home. 
Happy, those days, he declares, 

H Defore I understood this place, 
Appointed for my second race; 
Or taught my sm~I to fancy ought 
But a white celestial thought; 
\Vhen yet I had not walked above 
A mile or two from my first love; 
But felt through all this fleshly dress 
Ilright shoots of everlastingness. 
0 ! how I long to travel back 
And tread again that ancient track ! 
That I might once more reach that plain, 
'Where first I left my glorious train. -
But Ah ! my soul with too much stay 
Is drunk; and staggers in the way. 
Some men a fonvard motion love, 
But I backward steps would move; 
And when this dust falls to the urn 
In that state I came return." 

Summing up those three philosophies antecedent to 
Plato, we might say, that if Heraclitus taught the doc
trine of progress, and the Eleatics that of rest, so, in 
such quaint phrase as Vaughan's, Pythagoreanism is 
the philosophy of re-action. 



IV 

PLATO .-\:-ID SOCRATES 

"Pu.To," we say habitually when \\'e talk of our 
teacher in Tiu Rcp11b/ic, the Plta:dr11s, cutting a knot; 
for Plato speaks to us indirectly only, in his Dialogues, 
by the voice of the Platonic Socrates, a figure most 
ambiguously compacted of the real Socrates and Plato 
himself; a purely dramatic invention, it might perhaps 
have been fancied, or, so to speak, an ido/011 tluatri -
Plato's self, but presented, with the reserve appropriate 
to his fastidious genius, in a kind of stage disguise. 
So we might fancy but for certain independent infor
mation we possess about Socrates, in Aristotle, and in 
the 1Jfc111orabilia of Xenophon. 

The Socrates of Xenophon is one of the simplest 
figures in the world. From the personal memories of 
that singularly limpid writer the outline of the great 
teacher detaches itself, as an embodiment of all that 
was clearest in the now adult Greek understanding, 
the adult Greek conscience. All that Socrates is seen 
to be in those unaffected pages may be explained by 
the single desire to be useful to _ordinary young men, 
whose business in life would be mainly with practical 
things ; and at first sight, as clelineators of their com
mon master, Plato and Xenophon might seem scarcely 

66 



PLATO ,\J.'1D SOCRATES 67 

reconcilable. But then, as Alcibiades alleges of him 
in the Sp11posi11111, Socrates had been ever in all 
respects a two-sided being; like some rude figure of 
Silenus, he suggests, by way of an outer case for the 
image of a god within. By a mind, of the compass 
Plato himself supposes, two quite different impressions 
may well have been made on two typically different 
observers. The speaker, to Xenophon so simple, 
almost homely, earthy, vernacular, becomes with Plato 
the mouth-piece of high and difficult and extraordinary 
thoughts. In the absence, then, of a single written 
word from Socrates himself, the question is forced 
upon us: had the true Socrates been really Socrates 
accordi11g to Xe11oplw11, and all besides only a generous 
loan from the rich treasury of Plato's quite original 
and independent genius : or, had the master been 
inaeed something larger and more many-sided than 
Xenophon could have thoroughly understood, present
ing to his simpler disciple only what was of simpler 
stamp in himself, to the mystic and susceptible Plato 
all that far-reaching and fervid intellectuality, with 
which the Platonic Dialogues credit him. It is a 
problem about which probably no reader of Plato ever 
quite satisfies himself: -how much precisely he must 
deduct from Socrates, as we find him in those Dia
logues, by way of defining to himself the Socrates of 
fact. 

In Plato's own writing about Socrates there is, 
however, a difference. The Apology, marked as being 
the single writing from Plato's hand not in dialogue 
form, we may naturally take for a sincere version of 
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the actual words of Socrates; closer to them, we may 
think, than the Greek record of spoken words how
ever important, the speeches in Thucydides, for in
stance, by the admission of Thucydides himself, was 
wont to be. And this assumption is supported by 
internal evidence. In that unadorned language, in 
those harsh grammatic ( or rather guite ungrammatic) 
constructions we have surely the natural accent of one 
speaking under strong excitement. We might think, 
again, that the Phredo, purporting to record his sub
sequent discourse, is really no more than such a 
record, but for a lurking suspicion, which hangs by 
the fact that Plato, noted as an assistant at the trial, 
is expressly stated by one of the speakers in the 
Dialogue to have been absent from the dying scene 
of Socrates. That speaker however was himself per
haps the veracious reporter of those last words and 
acts; for there are details in the Pluxdo too pedestrian 
and common-place to be taken for things of mere 
literary invention: the rubbing of the legs, for in
stance, now released from the chain ; the rather 
uneasy determination to be indifferent ; the some
what harsh committal of the crudely lamenting wife 

and his child "to any one who will take the trouble" 
- details, as one cannot but observe in passing, 
which leave those famous hours, even for purely 
human, or say ! pagan dignity and tenderness, wholly 
incomparable to one sacred scene to which they have 
sometimes been compared. 

We shall be justified then, in the effort to give 
reality or truth to our mental picture of Socrates, if 
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we follow the lead of his own supposed retrospect of 
his career in the Apology, as completed, and explained 
to wholly sympathetic spirits, by the more intimate 
discourses of the P/1ado. 

He pleads to be excused if in making his defence 
he speaks after his accustomed manner : not merely 
in home-spun phrase, that is to say, very different from 
what is usually heard at least in those sophisticated 
law-courts of Athens, nor merely with certain lapsing 
into his familiar habit of dialogue, but with a tacit 
assumption, throughout his arguments, of that logical 
realism which suggested the first outline of Plato's 
doctrine of the "ideas." Everywhere, with what is 
like a physical passion for what is, what is true - as 
one engaged in a sort of religious or priestly concen
tration of soul on what God really made and meant 
us ·to know - he is driving earnestly, yet with method, 
at those universal conceptions or definitions which 
serve to establish firmly the distinction, attained by 
so much intellectual labour, between what is absolute 
anc.l abiding, of veritable import therefore to our 
reason, to the divine reason really resident in each 
one of us, resident in, yet separable from, these our 
houses of clay- between that, and what is only phe
nomenal and transitory, as being essentially implicate 
with them. He achieved this end, as we learn from 
Aristotle, this power, literally, of "a criticism of life," 
by induction ( l;raywy~) by that careful process of 
enquiry into the facts of the matter concerned, one 
by one (facts most often of conscience, of moral 
action as conditioned by motive, and result, and the 
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varying degrees of inward light upon it) for which the 
fitting method is informal though not unmethodical 
question and answer, face to face with average man
kind, as in those famous Socratic conversations, which 
again are the first rough natural growth of Plato's so 
artistic written Dialogues. The exclusive preoccupa
tion of Socrates with practical matter therein, his 
anxious fixing of the sense of such familiar terms as 
just and good, for instance, was part of that humble 
bearing of himself by which he was to authenticate a 
claim to superior wisdom, forced upon him by nothing 
less than divine authority, while there was something 
also in it of a natural reaction against the intellectual 
ambition of his youth. He had gone to school eagerly, 
as he tells his friends in the P/uedo, in his last dis
course, to a physical philosopher, then of great repute, 
but to his own great disappointment. -

In my youth he says I had a wonderful desire for the 
wisdom which people call natural science - 1rEpL cf,vaEw, 
iaTop{av. It seemed to me a proud thing to know the causes 
of every matter: how it comes to be; ceases to be; why it is. 
I lost my sight in this enquiry to the degree of un-Iearning 
what I had hitherto seemed to myself and others to know 
clearly enough. But having heard one reading from a book 
written, as he said, by Anaxagoras, which said that it is 
Reason that arranges and is the cause of all things, I was 
delighted with this cause; and thought to myself, if this 
be so, then it does with each what may be best for it. 
Thus considering, it was with joy I fancied I had found me 
a teacher about the cause - Anaxagoras; that he would 
show me for instance, first, whether the earth was round 
or flat; and then that it was best for it to be so: and if 
he made these points clear I was prepared to ask for no 
other sort of causes. P/11:edo, 96. 
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\\'ell! Socrates proceeds to the great natural phi
losopher, and is immensely discouraged to find him 
after all making very little use of Reason in his expla
nation why natural things are _thus and not otherwise ; 
explaining everything, rather, by secondary and me
chanical causes. "It was as if," he concludes, "some 
one had undertaken to prove that Socrates does every
thing through Reason ; and had gone on to show that 
it was because my body is constructed in a certain 
way, of certain bones and muscles, that Socrates is 
now sitting here in the prison, voluntarily awaiting 
death." 

The disappointment of Socrates with the spirit in 
which Anaxagoras actually handled and applied that 
so welcome sapiential proposition that Reason .. d,,rn 
oiai.oap.n, KUL T.Ul'TWI' QlTLO<; EUTW - arranges and is the 
cai.1se of all things - is but an example of what often 
happens when men seek an a posteriori justification 
_of their instinctive prepossessions. Once for all he 
turns from useless, perhaps impious, enqmnes, into 
the material structure of the stars above him, or the 
earth beneath his feet, from all physical enquiry into 
material things, to the direct knowledge of man, the 
cosmical order in man, as it may be found by any 
one who, in good faith with himself, and with devout 
attention, looks within. In this precise sense it was 
that, according to the old saying, Socrates brought 
philosophy clown from heaven to earth. Montaigne, 
the great humanist, expands it. - "'Twas he who 
brought again from heaven, where she lost her time, 
human wisdom, to restore her to man with whom her 
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most just and greatest business lies. He has done 
human nature a great service," he adds, "in showing 
it how much it can do of itself." And a singular 
incident gave that pier:cing study, that relentless ex
posure, of himself, and of others, for the most part so 
unwelcome to them, a religious or mystic character. 
He has a "vocation " thus to proceed, has been 
literally "called," as he understands, by the central 
religious authority of Greece. His seemingly in
vidious testing of men's pretensions to know, is a 
sacred service to the God of Delphi, which he dares 
not neglect. And his fidelity herein had in turn the 
effect of reinforcing for him, and bringing to a focus, 
all the other rays of religious light cast at random in 
the world about him, or in himself. 

"You know Chrerephon," he says, " his eagerness 
about any matter he takes up. Well ! once upon a 
time he went to Delphi, and ventured to ask of the 
oracle whether any man living was wiser than I ; and, 
amazing as it seems, the Pythia answered that there 
was no one wiser than I." Socrates must go in order, 
then, to every class of persons preeminent for knowl
edge ; to every one who seems to know more than 
he. He found them - the Athenian poets, for in
stance, the potters who made the vases we admire, 
undeniably in possession of much delightful knowl
edge unattained by him. But one and all they were 
ignorant of the limitations of their knowledge; and at 
last he concludes that the oracle had but meant to 
say : " He indeed is the wisest of all men who like 
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Socrates is aware that he is really worth little or 
nothing in respect of knowledge." Such conscious
nes~ of ignorance was the proper wisdom of man. 

That can scarcely be a fiction. His wholesome appeal 
then, everywhere, from what seems, to what really is, 
is a serrice to the Delphic god, the god of sanity. To 
prove that the oracle had been right after all, improb
able as it seemed, in the signal honour it had put 
upon him, would be henceforward his proper business. 
Committing him to a sort of ironical humility towards 
others, at times seemingly petty and prosaic, certainly 
very irritating, in regard to himself, in its ·source and 
motive, his business in life as he conceived it was 
nothing less than a divine possession. He becomes 
therefore literally an enthusiast for knowledge, for the 
knowledge of man ; such knowledge as by a right 
1~ethod of questioning, of self-questioning ( the master's 
questioning being after all only a kind of mid-wife's 
assistance, according to his own homely figure) may be 
brought to birth in every human soul, concerning itself 
and its experience; what is real, and stable, in its ap
prehensions of Piety, Beauty, Justice, and the like, 
what is of dynamic quality in them, as conveying 
force into what one does or creates, building character, 
generating virtue. A fiTo Ka0' ai!To t1,re'iv ,{ 1ror' El7TLV 

apen7 - to seek out what virtue is, itself, in and by 
itself -there's the task. And when we have found 
that, we shall know already, or easily get to know, 
everything else about and about it: "how we are to 
come by virtue," for instance. 

Well ! largely by knowing, says naturally the enthu-
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siast for ·knowledge. There is no good thing which 
knowletlge does not comprehend - 111178.!v icrrn, tiyaOuv 
i) ovK •1rtfTTT/Jl-'1 7rEpdxn - a strenuously ascertained 
knowledge however, painfully adjusted to other forms 
of knowledge which may seem inconsistent with it, and 
impenetrably distinct from any kind of complaisant 
or only half-attentive conjecture. " One antl the same 
species in every place : whole and sound: one, in re
gard to, and through, and upon, all particular instances 
of it : catholic 1 " : it will be all this - the Virtue, for 
instance, which we must seek, as a hunter his suste
nance, seek and find and never lose again, through a 
survey of all the many variable and merely relative 
virtues, which are but relative, that is to say, " to every 
several act, and to each period of life, in regard to each 
thing we have to do, in each one of us 11 

- Ka0' eKa.uT17v 

TWV 1rpa.f£wv, Kal TWV ~ALKLWV 1rpo, £KU<TTOV Epyov, f.KU.<TT<fl 

17µ.wv. "That, about which I don't know what it is, 
how should I know what sort of a thing it is 11 

- ~ µ.~ 

oTOu. -r{ EcrTi, 1TWr; llv 01rolOv yf. TL d0£{77v; ,vhat its uotDTlJTE~, 

its qualities, are? " Do you suppose that one who 
does not know lVJeno, for example, at all, who he is, 
can know whether he is fair and rich and well-born, or 
the reverse of all that? " Yes ! already for Socrates, 
we might say, to know what Justice or Piety or Beauty 
really is, will be like the knowledge of a person; only 
that, as Aristotle carefully notes, his scrupulous habit of 
search for universal, or catholic, definitions (Ka0' o.\ov) 

I TaVTOV 'lTctVTGIXOU eioos - BXov Kai /ryds - ~v Ka Ta 11"0.VTWV, 
o,ci 11"0.VTWV, i1r! 1riio-, - KaO' BXou. 
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was after all but an instrument for the plain knowledge 
of facts. Strange ! out of the practical cautions of 
Socrates for the securing of clear and correct and 
sufficient conceptions about one's actual experience, 
for the attainment of a sort of thoroughly educated 
common-sense, came the mystic intellectualism of 
Plato - Platonism, with all its hazardous flights of soul. 

A rich contributor to the philosophic consciousness 
of Plato, Socrates was perhaps of larger influence still 
on the religious soul in him. As Plato accepted from 
the masters of Elea the theoretic principles of all 
natural religion - the principles of a reasonable mono
theism, so from Socrates he derived its indispensable 
morality. It was Socrates who first of pagans com
prised in one clear consciousness the authentic rudi
ments of such natural religion, and gave them clear 
utterance. Through him, Parmenides had conveyed 
to Plato the notion of a " Perfect Being," to brace 
and satisfy the abstracting intellect; but it was from 
Socrates himself Plato had learned those correspon
dent practical pieties, which tranquillise and re-assure 
the soul, together with the genial hopes which cheer 
the great teacher on the day of his death. 

Loyal to the ancient beliefs, the ancient usages, of 
the religion of many gods which he had found all 
around him, Socrates pierces through it to one unmis-

. takable person, of perfect intelligence, power and 
goodness, who takes note of him. In the course of 
his seventy years he has adjusted that thought of the 
invisible to the general facts and to many of the subtler 
complexities of man's experience in the world of sight. 
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Sitivlt a11ima mea, the Athenian philosopher might 
say, ill Dc11111, ill De11111 vizwm, as he was known at 
Sion. He has at least measured devoutly the place, 
this way and that, which a religion of infallible author
ity must fill; has already by implication concurred in 
it; and in fact has his reward at this depressing hour, 
as the action of the poison mounts slowly to the centre 
of his material existence. He is more than ready to 
depart to what before one has really crossed their 
threshold must necessarily seem the cold and empty 
spaces of the world no bodily eye can ever look on. 

But, he is asked, if the prospect be indeed so cheer
ful, at all events for the just, why is it forbidden to 
seize such an advantage as death must be by self
destruction? -Toi:c; avOpwr.oic;, µ~ O(J"LOI' Elvai, av-rove; 

(UVTOI!<; dnrOLELv, ill' aUov 0£L JJ-fllfLV d,EpYE.TYJI'. His 
consistent piety straightway suggests the solution of 
that paradox : we are the property, slaves, of the gods. 
Now no slave has any sort of right to destroy himself; 
to take a life that does not really belong to him. 
Comfort himself and his friends, however, as he may, 
it does tax all his resources of moral and physical 
courage to do what is at last required of him : and it 
was something quite new, unseen before in Greece, 
inspiring a new note in literature - this attitude of 
Socrates in the condemned cell, where, fulfilling his 
own prediction, multitudes, of a wisdom and piety, 
after all, so different from his, have ever since assisted 
so admiringly, this anticipation of the Christian way 
of dying for an opinion, when, as Plato says simply, 
he consumed the poison in the prison - ro cpapµaKov 
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Emcv iv Tc{i OHTJLWTYJP''I!· It was amid larger consola
tions, we must admit, that Christian heroes did that 
kind of thing. But bravery, you need hardly be re
minded, was ever one of the specially characteristic 
virtues of the pagan world - loyalty even unto death. 
It had been loyalty however hitherto to one's country, 
one's home in the world, one's visibl~ companions; 
not to a wholly invisible claimant, in this way, upon 
one, upon one's self. 

Socrates, with all his singleness of purpose, had 
been, as Alcibiades suggested, by natural constitution a 
two-fold power, an embodied paradox. The infinitely 
significant Socrates of Plato, and the quite simple Soc
rates of Xenophon, may have been indeed the not in
compatible oppositions of a nature, from the intluence 
of which, as a matter o_f fact, there emerged on one 
hand the Cynic, on the other the Cyrenaic School, 
embodying respectively those opposed austerities and 
amenities of character, which, according to the temper 
of this or that disciple, had seemed to predominate 
in their common master. And so the courage which 
declined to act as almost any one else would have 
acted in that matter of the legal appeal which might 
have mitigated the penalty of death, bringing to its 
appropriate end a life whose main power had been 
an unrivalled independence, was contrasted in Soc
rates, paradoxically, with a genuine diffidence about 
his own convictions which explains some peculiarities 
in his manner of teaching. The irony, the humour, 
for which he was famous - the unfailing humour 
which some have found in his very last words - were 
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not merely spontaneous personal traits, or tricks of 
manner; but an essential part of the dialectical ap
paratus, as affording a means of escape from responsi
bility, convenient for one who has scruples about the 
fitness of his own thoughts for the reception of another, 
doubts as to the power of words to convey thoughts, 
such as he thinks cannot after all be properly con
veyed to another, but only awakened, or brought to 
birth in him, out of himself, - who can tell with what 
distortions in that secret place? For we judge truth 
not by the intellect exclusively, and on reasons that 
can be adequately embodied in propositions; but with 
the whole complex man. Observant therefore of the 
capricious results of mere teaching, to the last he 
protests, dissemblingly, and with that irony which is 
really one phase of the Socratic humour, that in his 
peculiar function there have b~en in very deed neither 
teacher nor learners. 

The voice, the sign from heaven, that " new deity " 
he was accused of fabricating (his singularly profound 
sense of a mental phenomenon which is probably 
not uncommon) held perhaps of the same charac
teristic habit of mind. It was neither the playful 

pretence which some have supposed ; nor yet an in
soluble mystery; but only what happens naturally to 
a really diffident spirit in great and still more in small 
matters which at this or that taxing moment seem to 
usurp the determination of great issues. Such a 
spirit may find itself beset by an inexplicable reluc
tance to do what would be most natural in the given 
circumstances. And for a religious nature, apt to 
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trace the divine assistance everywhere, it was as if, in 
those perilous moments - well l as if one's guardian 
angel held one back. A quite natural experience 
took the supernatural hue of religion; which, how
ever, as being concerned now and then with some 
circumstance in itself trifling, might seem to lapse at 
times into superstition. 

And as he was thus essentially twofold in character, 
so Socrates had to contend against two classes of 
enemies. " An offence " to the whole tribe of Sophists, 
he was hateLl also by those who hated them, by the 
gootl old men of Athens, whose conservatism finds its 
representati\·e in Aristophanes, and who saw in the 
Socratic challenge of first principles, in that ceaseless 
testing of the origin and claims of what all honest 
people might seem to take for granted, only a further 
development of the pernicious function of the Sophists 
themselves, by the most subtly inCTuentia\ of them all. 
If in the Apology he proves that the fathers of sons 
had no proper locus standi against him, still, in the 
actual conduct of his defence, as often in Plato's 
Dialogues, there is (the candid reader cannot but 
admit it) something of sophistry, of the casuist. 
Claiming to be but a simple argument, the Apology of 
Socrates moves sometimes circuitously, after the man
ner of one who really has to make the worse appear 
.the better reason ( Tov 1}rTw ,\oyov KP£LTTW 1roi£iv) and 
must needs use a certain kind of artificial, or ingenious, 
or ad captandum arguments, such as would best have 
been learned in the sophistic school. Those young 
Athenians whom he was thought to have corrupted of 
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set purpose, he had not only admired but really lo\'ed 
and understood ; and as a consequence had longed to 
do them real good, chiefly by giving them that interest 
in themselves which is the first condition of any real 
power over others. To make i\Ieno, Polus, Charmides, 
really interested in himself, to help him to the dis
covery of that wonderful new world here at home -
in this effort, even more than in making them in
terested in other people and things, lay and still lies 
(it is no sophistical paradox!) the central business of 
education. Only, the very thoroughness of the sort of 
self-knowledge he promoted had in it something sacra
mental, so to speak; if it did not do them good, 
must do them considerable harm; could not leave 
them just as they were. He had not been able in all 
cases to expand "the better self," as people say, in 
those he influenced. Some of them had really become 
very insolent questioners of others, as also of a wholly 
legitimate authority within themselves; and had but 
passed from bad to worse. That fatal necessity had 
been involved of coming to years of discretion. His 
claim to have been no teacher at all, to be irresponsi
ble in regard to those who had in truth been his very 
willing disciples, was but humorous or ironical; and 
as a consequence there was after all a sort of historic 
justice in his death. 

Tl~e fate_ o~ Socrates (says Hegel, in his peculiar man
ner) IS ~rag1c 111 the essential sense, and not merely in that 
superficial s_ense of the word according to which every 
m~sfortune 1s called "tragic." In the latter sense, one 
might say of Socrates that because he was condemned to 
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death unjustly his fate was tragic. But in truth innocent 
suffering of that sort is merely pathetic, not tragic; inas
much as it is not within the sphere of reason. Now suf
fering- misfortune- comes within the sphere of reason, 
only if it is brought abo~1t by the free-will of the subject, 
"·ho must be entirely moral and justifiable; as must be 
also the power against which that subject proceeds. This 
power must be no merely natural one, nor the mere will of 
a tyrant; because it is only in such case that the man is 
himself, so to speak, guilty of his misfortune. In genuine 
tragedy, then, they must be powers both alike moral and 
justifiable, which, from this side and from that, come into 
collision; and such was the fate of Socrates. His fate 
therefore is not merely personal, and as it were part of the 
romance of an individual: it is the general fate, in all its 
tragedy - the tragedy of Athens, of Greece, which is 
therein carried out. Two opposed Rights come forth : 
the one breaks itself to pieces against the other: in this 
way, both alike sulTer loss; while both alike are justified, 
the one towards the other: not as if this were right; that 
other wrong. On the one side is the religious claim, the 
unconscious moral habit: the other principle, over against 
it, is the equally religious claim - the claim of the con
sciousness, of the reason, creating a world out of itself, 
the claim to eat of the_ tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. The latter remams the common principle of philos
ophy for all time to come. And these are the two prin
ciples which come forth over against each other, in the 
life and in the philosophy of Socrates. Geschic/1/e der 
Pliiloso/J/iie: vol: ii, p: 102. 

"I can easily conceive Socrates in the place of 
Alexander," says :tvlontaigne, again, "but Alexander in 
the place of Socrates I cannot ; 11 and we may take 
that as typical of the immense credit of Socrates, even 
with a vast number of people who have not really 

G 
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known much about him. "For the sake of no long 
period of years," says Socrates himself, now con
demned to death - the few years for which a man of 
seventy is likely to remain her~ -

" You will ha,·e a name, l\fen of Athens! and liability 
to reproach from those who desire to malign the city of 
Athens - that ye put Socrates to death, a wise man. For 
in very truth they will declare me to have been wise
those who wish to discredit you - e,·en though I be not. 
Now had you waited a little while this thing would ha\'e 
happened for you in the course of nature. For ye see my 
estate: that it is now far onward on the road of life, hard 
by death." Apology, 38. 

Plato, though present at the trial, was absent when 
Socrates "consumed the poison in the prison." Pre
vented by sickness, as Cebes tells us in the Plw:do, 
Plato would however almost certainly have heard from 
him, or from some other of that band of disciples who 
assisted. at the last utterances of their master, the 
sincerest possible account of all that was then said 
and done. Socrates had used the brief space which 
elapsed before the officers removed him to the place 
"whither he must go, to die " ( o[ V,0ol'Ta fl.€ OEl n0v<Ll'at) 
to discourse with those who still lingered in the court 
precisely on what are called "The four last things." 
Arrived at the prison a further delay awaited him, in 
consequence (it was so characteristic of the Athenian 
people !) of a religious scruple. The ship of sacred 
annual embassy to Apollo at Delos was not yet returned 
to Athens; and the consequent interval of time might 
not be profaned by the death of a criminal. Socrates 
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himself certainly occupies it religiously enough by a 
continuation of his accustomed discourses, touched 
now with the deepening solemnity of the moment. 

The P/1(;:do of Plato has impressed most readers as 
a veritable record of those last discourses of Socrates ; 
while in the details of what then happened, the some
what prosaic account there given of the way in which 
the work of death was done, we find what there would 
have been no literary satisfaction in inventing ; his 
indifferent treatment, for instance, of the wife, who 
had not been very dutiful but was now in violent dis
tress - treatment in marked contrast, it must be ob
served again, with the dignified tenderness of a later 
scene, as recorded in the Gospels. • 

An inventor, with mere literary effect in view, at 
thi_s and other points would have invented differently. 
"The prison," says Cebes, the chief disciple in the 
Pl1a:do, "was not far from the court-house; and there 
we were used to wait every day till we might be ad
mitted to our master. One morning we were assem
bled earlier than usual ; for on the evening before we 
heard that the ship was returned from Delos. The 
porter coming out bade us tarry till he should call us. 
For, he said, the Eleven arc now freeing Socrates 
from his bonds, announcing to him that he must die 
to-day." 

They were very young men, we are told, who were 
with Socrates, and how sweetly, kindly, approvingly, 
he listened to their so youthfully sanguine discussion 
on the immortality of the soul. For their sakes rather 
than his own he is ready to treat further, by way of 
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a posteriori arguments, a belief which in himself is 
matter of invincible natural prepossession. In the 
court he had pleaded at the most for suspended judg
ment on that question: - "If I claimed on any point 
to be wiser than any one else it would be in this, that 
having no adequate knowledge of things in Hades so 
I do not fancy I know." But, in the privacy of these 
last hours, he is confident in his utterance on the sub
ject which is so much in the minds of the youths 
around him ; his arguments like theirs being in fact 
very much of the nature of the things poets write 
(1roi~1J.(lra) or almost like those medicinable fictions 
(if;wo~ iv <f,app.a.Kou €ion) such as arc of legitimate use 
by the exjlert. That the soul (beautiful Pythagorean 
thought !) is a harmony; that there are reasons why 
this particular harmony should not cease, like that of 
the lyre or the harp, with the destruction of the instru
ment which produced it; why this sort of flame should 
not go out with the upsetting of the lamp : - such are 
the arguments, sometimes little better than verbal 
ones, which pass this way and that around the death
bed of Socrates, as they still occur to men's minds. 
For himself, whichever way they tend, they come and 
go harmlessly, about an immovable personal convic
tion, which, as he says, "came to me apart from 
demonstration, with a sort of natural likelihood and 
fitness : II (Mo~ y/.yov(V avw &1roodt(wc,, fl-(Ta. EiKOTOC, 
nvo,, Ka~ d11rpo,dac,) • The formula of probability 
could not have been more aptly put. It is one of 
those convictions which await, it may be, stronger, 
better, arguments than are forthcoming; but will waj~ 
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tor them with unfailing patience. - "The soul there
fore Cebes," since such provisional arguments must 
be allowed to pass, " is something sturdy and strong 
(1CTxvpov TL forn,) imperishable by accident or wear; 
and we shall really exist in Hades." Indulging :i little 
further the "poetry turned logic" of those youthful 
assistants, Socrates too, even Socrates, who had 
always turned away so persistently from what he 
thought the vanity of the eye, just before the bodily 
eye finally closes, and his last moment being now at 
hand, ascends to, or declines upon, the fancy of a 
quite visible paradise awaiting him.-

It is said that the world, if one gaze down on it lrom 
abo,·e, is to look on like those leathern balls of tweh-e 
pieces, Yariegated in di,·ers colours, of which the colours 
here - those our painters use - are as it were samples. 
There, the whole world is formed of such, and far brighter 
and purer than they ; part sea-purple of a wonderful beauty; 
a part like gold ; a part whiter than alabaster or snow: 
aye. composed thus of other colours also of like quality, of 
«reater loveliness than ours - colours we have ne,·er seen. 
r.~or even those hollows in it. beino- filled with air and 

, "' 
water, present a certain species of colour gleaming amid 
the diversity of the others; so that it presents one contin
uous aspect of ,·,uied hues. Thus it is: and conformably 
tree and flower and frnit are put forth and grow. The 
mountains again and the rocks, after the same manner, 
h;we a smoothness and transparency and colours 10\·elier 
than here. The tiny precious stones we prize so greatly 
are but morsels of them - sards and jasper and emerald 
and the rest. No baser kind of thing is to be found in 
that world. but finer rather. The cause of which is that 
the rocks there arc pure, not gnawed away and corrupted 
like ours by rot and brine, through the moistures which 
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drain together here, bringing disease and deformity to 
rocks and earth as well as to living things. There are 
many living creatures in the land besides men and women, 
some abiding inland, and some on the coasts of the air, as 
we by the sea, others in the islands amidst its waves; for, 
in a word, what the water of the sea is to us for our uses, 
that the air is to them. The blending of the seasons 
there is such that they have no sickness and come to 
years more numerous far than ours: while for sight and 
scent and hearing and the like they stand as far from us, 
as air from water, in respect of purity, and the ::ether from 
air. There are thrones moreover and temples of the gods 
among them, wherein in very deed the gods abide; voices 
and oracles and sensible apprehensions of them; and 
occasions of intercourse with their very selves. The sun, 
the moon and the stars they see as they really are; and 
are blessed in all other matters agreeably thereto. 

P/1a:do, I 10. 

The great assertor of the abstract, the impalpable, 
the unseen, at any cost, shows there a mastery of 
visual expression equal to that of his greatest dis
ciple. - Ah, good master ! was the eye so contempt
ible an organ of knowledge after all? 

Plato was then about twenty-eight years old ; a rich 

young man, rich also in intellectual gifts; and what 
he saw and heard from and about Socrates afforded 
the correction his opulent genius needed, and made 
him the most serious of writers. In many things he 
was as unlike as possible to the teacher - rude and 
rough as some failure of his own old sculptor's work
shop - who might seem in his own person to have 
broken up the harmonious grace of the Greek type, 
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and carried people one step into a world already in 
reaction against the easy Attic temper, a world in 
which it might be necessary to go far below the sur
face for the beauty of which those homely lips had 
discoursed so much. Perhaps he acted all the more 
surely as a corrective force on Plato, hencefonvard an 
opponent of the obviously successful mental habits of 
the day, with an unworldliness which, a personal trait 
in Plato himself there acquired, will ever be of the 
very essence of Platonism. - ":Many are called, but 
few chosen : " N ap0YJKOcj,opoi JL€V 1ro>..>..o{, {3a.KXOL Si TE 

,.avpoi. He will have, as readers of Tiu Republic 
know, a hundred precepts of self-repression for others 
- the self-repression of every really tuneable member 
of a chorus ; and he begins by almost effacing himself. 
All that is best and largest in his own matured genius 
he· identifies with his master ; and when we speak of 
Plato generally what we are really thinking of is the 
Platonic Socrates. 



V 

PLATO AND THE SOPHISTS 

"SOPHIST," professional enemy of Socrates: - it be
came, chiefly through the influence of Plato, inheriting, 
expanding, the preferences and antipathies of his mas
ter, a bad name. Yet it had but indicated, by a quite 
natural verbal formation, the class of persons through 
whom, in the most effectual manner, supply met de
mand, the demand for education, asserted by that mar
vellously ready Greek people, when the youthful mind 
in them became suddenly aware of the coming of virile 
capacity, and they desired to be made by rules of art 
better speakers, better writers and accountants, than 
any merely natmal, unassisted gifts, however fortu
nate, could make _them. While the peculiar religious
ness of Socrates had induced in him the conviction 
that he was something less than a wise man, a philoso
pher only, a mere seeker after such wisdom as he 
might after all never attain, here were the uocfmrrn{, 

the experts--: wise men, who proposed to make other 
people as wise as themselves, wise in that sort of 
wisdom regarding which we can really test others, and 
let them test us, not with the merely approximate 
results of the Socratic method, but with the exactness 
we may apply to processes understood to be mechani-

88 
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cal, or to the proficiency of quite young students 
( such as in fact the Sophists were dealing with) by 
those examinations which are so sufficient in their 
proper place. It had been as delightful as learning 
a new game, - that instruction, in which you could 
measure your daily progress by brilliant feats of skill. 
Not only did the parents of those young students pay 
readily large sums for their instruction in what it was 
found so useful to know, above all in the art of public 
speaking, of self-defence, that is to say, in democratic 
Athens where one's personal status was become so 
insecure ; but the young students themselves felt 
grateful for their institution in what told so imme
diately on their fellows; for help in the comprehen
sion of the difficult sentences of another, or the im
provement of one's own ; for the accomplishments 
which enabled them in that busy competitive world 
to push their fortunes each one for himself a little 
further, and quite innocently. Of course they 
listened. 

" Love not the world ! " - that, on the other hand, 
was what Socrates had said, or seemed to say ; though 
in truth he too meant only to teach them how by a 
more circuitous but surer way to possess themselves 
of it. And youth, naturally curious and for the most • 
part generous, willing to undergo much for the mere 
promise of some good thing it can scarcely even 
imagine, had been ready to listen to him too; the 
sons of rich men most often, by no means to tne 
dissatisfaction of Socrates himself, though he never 
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touched their money; young men who had amplest 
leisure for the task of perfecting their souls, in a con
dition of religious luxury, as we should perhaps say. 
As was evident in the court-house at the trial of the 
great teacher, to the eyes of older citizens who had 
not come under his personal influence, there had been 
little to distinguish between Socrates and his profes
sional rivals. Socrates in truth was a Sophist; but 
more than a Sophist. Both alike handled freely 
matters that to the fathers had seemed beyond ques
tion ; encouraged what seemed impious questioning in 
the sons ; had set " the hearts of the sons against the 
fathers; " and some instances there were in which the 
teaching of Socrates had been more conspicuously 
ruinous than theirs. " If you ask people at Athens," 
says Socrates in the Afe110, "how virtue is to be at
tained, they will laugh in your face and say they 
don't so much as know what virtue is." And who was 
responsible for that? Certainly that Dialogue, pro
posing to discover the essential nature of virtue, by 
no means reestablishes one's old prepossessions about 
it in the vein of Simonides, or Pindar, or one's elders. 
Sophist, and philosopher; Protagoras, and Socrates; 
so far, their effect was the same : - to the horror of 
fathers, to put the minds of the sons in motion regard
ing matters it were surely best to take as settled once 
and for ever. What then after all was the insuperable 
difference between Socrates and those rival teachers, 
with whom he had nevertheless so much in common, 
bent like him so effectively, so zealously, on that new 
study of man, of human nature and the n'loral world, 
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to the exclusion of all useless "meteoric or subter
ranean enquiries" into thing5. As attractive as him
self to ingenuous youth, uncorrupt surely in its early 
intentions, why did the Sophists seem to Socrates to 
be so manifestly an instrument of its corruptjon? 

"The citizen of Athens," observed that great Athe
nian statesman of the preceding age, in whom, as a 
German philosopher might say, the mobile soul of 
Athens became conscious, - "The citizen of Athens 
seems to me to present himself in his single person 
to the greatest possible variety ( 1rA£tcrm £'i877) of 
thought and action, with the utmost degree of versa
tility." As we saw, the example of that mobility, that 
daring mobility, of character has seemed to many the 
special contribution of the Greek people to aclvan~ing 
humanity. It was not however _of the Greek people 
in general that Pericles was speaking at the beginning 
of the Peloponnesian war, but of Athens in particular ; 
of Athens, that perfect flower of Ionian genius, in 
direct contrast to, and now in bitter rivalry with, 
Sparta, the perfect flower of the Dorian genius. All 
through Greek history, as we also saw, in connexion 
with Plato's opposition to the philosophy of motion, 
there may be traced, in every sphere of the activity 
of the Greek mind, the influence of those two oppos
ing tendencies : - the centrifugal and the centripetal 
tendencies, as we may perhaps not too fancifully call 
them. 

There is the centrifugal, the irresponsible, the Ionian 
or Asiatic, tendency ; flying from the centre, working 
with little forethought straight before it in the <level-
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opment of every thought and fancy; throwing itself 
forth in endless play of undirected imagination ; de
lighting in colour and brightness, moral or physical ; 
in beautiful material, in changeful form everywhere, 
in poetry, in music, in architecture and its subordinate 
crafts, in philosophy itself. In the social and political 
order it rejoices in the freest action of local and 
personal innuences : its restless versatility drives it 
towards the assertion of the principles of individual
ism, of separatism - the separation of state from state, 
the maintenance of local religions, the development 
of the individual in that which is most peculiar and 
individual in him. Shut off land-wards from the 
primitive rnurces of those many elements it was to 
compose anew, shut off from all the rest of the world, 
to which it presented but one narrow entrance pierced 
through that rock of Tempe, so narrow that " in the 
opinion of the ancients it might be defended by a 
dozen men against all comers," it did recompose or 
fuse those many diverse elements into one absolutely 
original type. But what variety within ! Its very 
claim was in its grace of movement, its freedom and 
easy happiness, its lively interests, the variety of its 
gifts to civilisation ; but its weakness is self-evident, 
and was what had made the political unity of Greece 
impossible. The Greek spirit ! - it might have be
come a hydra, to use Plato's own figure, a monster ; 
the hand developing hideously into a hundred hands, 
or heads. 

This inorganic, this centrifugal, tendency, Plato was 
desirous to cure by maintaining over against it the 
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Dorian influence of a severe simplification everywhere, 
in society, in culture, in the very physical nature of 
man. An enemy everywhere, though through acquired 
principle indeed rather than by instinct, to variegation, 
to what is cunning, or" myriad-minded" (as we say 
of Shakespere, as Plato thinks of Homer) he sets him
self in mythology, in literature, in every kind of art, in 
the art of life, as if with conscious metaphysical oppo
sition to the metaphysic of Heraclitus, to enforce the 
ideal of a sort of Parmenidean abstractness, and 
monotony or calm. 

This, perhaps exaggerated, ideal of Plato is however 
only the exaggeration of that salutary, strictly European 
tendency, which, finding human mind, the human reason 
cool and sane, to be the most absolutely real and pre
cious thing in the world, enforces everywhere the im
p~ess of its reasonable sanity; its candid reflexions 
upon things as they really are ; its sense of logical 
proportion. It is that centripetal tendency, again, 
which links the individual units together, states to 
states, one period of organic growth to another, under 
the reign of a strictly composed, self-conscious order, 
in the universal light of the understanding. 

Whether or not this temper, so clearly traceable as 
a distinct rival influence in the course of Greek develop
ment, was indeed the peculiar gift of the Dorian race, 
certainly that race, as made known to us especially in 
Laced::emon, is the best illustration of it, in its 10\·e of 
order, of that severe composition everywhere, of which 
ihe Dorian style of architecture is as it were a material 
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symbol, in its constant aspiration after what is digni
fied and earnest, as exemplified most evidently in the 
religion of its preference, the religion of Apollo. 

Now the key to Plato's view of the Sophists, Gorgias, 
Protagoras, Hippias, Prodicus, with their less brilliant 
followers - chosen educators of the public- is that 
they do but fan and add fuel to the fire in which Greece, 
_as they wander like ardent missionaries about it, is 
flaming itself away. Teaching in their large, fashion
able, expensive schools, so triumphantly well, the arts 
one needed most in so busy an age, they were really 
developing further and reinforcing the ruinous fluidity 
of the Greek, and especially of the Athenian people, 
by turning it very adroitly into a conscious method, 
a practical philosophy, an art of life itself, in which 
all those specific arts would be but subsidiary- an 
all-supplementing ars arlium, a master-art, or, in 
depreciatory Platonic mood one might say, an artifice, 
or, cynically, a trick. The great sophist was indeed 
the Athenian public itself, Athens, as the willing vic
tim of its own gifts, its own flamboyancy, well-nigh 
worn out now by the mutual friction of its own parts, 
given over completely to hazardous political experi
ment with the irresponsibility which is ever the great 
vice of democracy, ever ready to float away any
whither, to misunderstand, or forget, or discredit, its 
own past.- . 

Or do you too hold like the many (asks Socrates in the 
sixth book of Tlie Republic) that a certain number are cor
rupted by sophists in their youth; and that certain sophists, 
irresponsible persons, corrupt them to any extent worth 
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noting; and not rather that those who say these things are 
the greatest sophists; that they train to perfection, and 
turn out both old and young, men and women, just as they 
choose them to be? - ,vhen, pray? He asked. - ,vhen 
seated together in their thousands at the great assemblies, 
or in the law-courts, or the theatres, or the camp, or any 
other common gathering of the public, with much noise 
the majority praise this and blame that in what is said and 
done, both alike in excess, shouting and clapping; and the 
Yery rocks too and the place in which they are, echoing 
around, send back redoubled that clamour of praise and 
blame. In such case, what heart as they say, what heart, 
think you, can the young man keep? or what priYate edu
cation he may ha\·e had hold out for him that it be not 
O\"Cr-flooded by praise or blame like that, and depart 
away, borne down the stream whithersoe\·er that may 
carry it, and that he pronounce not the same thing as 
they fair or foul; and follow the same \\"ays as they; and 
become like them? Republic, 492. 

The veritable sophist then, the dynamic sophist, was 
the Athenian public of the day; those ostensible or 
professional Sophists being not so much its intellectual 
directors as the pupils or followers of it. They did 
but make it, as the French say, abound the more in 

its own sense, like the keeper ( it is Plato's own image) 

of some wild beast, which he knows how to command 
by a well-considered obedience to all its varying 
humours. If the Sophists are partly the cause they 
are still more the effect of the social environment. 
They had discovered, had ascertained with much 
acuteness, the actual momentum of the society which 
maintained them, and they meant only, by regulating, 
to maintain it. Protagoras, the chief of Sophists, had 
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avowedly applied to ethics the physics or metaphysics 
of Heraclitus. And now it was as if the disintegrating 
Heraclitean fire had taken hold on actual life, on 
men's very thoughts, on the emotions and the will. 

That so faulty natural tendency, as Plato holds it to 
be, in the world around them, they formulate carefully 
as its proper conscious theory : a theory how things 
must, nay, ought, to be. "Just that," they seem to 
say-" Just that versatility, that mutable spirit, shall 
become by adoption the child of knowledge, shall be 
carefully nurtured, brought to great fortune. We'll 
make you, and your thoughts, as fluid, as shifty, as 
things themselves : will bring you, like some perfectly 
accomplished implement, to this carril\rt ouvcrle, this 
open quarry, for the furtherance of your personal 
interests in the world." And if old-fashioned princi
ple or prejudice be found in the way, who better than 
they could instruct one, not how to minimise, or vio
late it- that was not needed, nor perhaps desirable, 
regarding what was so useful for the control of others 
- not that; bu~, to apply the intellectual solvent to 
it, in regard to one's self? "It will break up,- this 
or that ethical deposit in your mind, Ah ! very neatly, 
very prettily, and disappear, when exposed to the 
action of our perfected method. Of credit with the 
vulgar as such, in the solitary chamber of the aristo
cratic mind such pre-suppos1t1ons, prejudices or 
principles, may be made very soon to know their 
place." 

Yes! says Plato (for a moment we may anticipate 
what is at least the spirit of his answer) but there 
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are some presuppositions after all, which it will make 
us very vulgar to have dismissed from us. "There are 
moreover," those others proceed to say, "teachers of 
persuasion ( .. n0oii, oioaa-Ka,\0t) who impart skill in pop
ular and forensic oratory ; and so by fair means or by 
unfair we shall gain our ends." It is with the oijµo,, 
with the vulgar, insubordinate, tag-rag of one's own 
nature - how to rule that, by obeying it- that these 
professors of rhetoric begin. They are still notwith
standing the only teachers of morals ingenuous Greece 
is aware of; and wisdom, as seems likely, "must die 
with them ! " -

Some \'cry small number then (says the Platonic Socra
tes) is left, of those who in worthy fashion hold com·crse 
with philosophy: either, it may be, some soul of in-born 
worth and well brought up, to which it ha5 happened to 
bc·cxilcd in a foreign land, holding to philosophy by a tie 
of nature, and through lack of those who will corrupt it; 
or when it may chance that a great soul comes to birth in 
an insignificant state, to the politics of which it gi\'es no 
heed, because it thinks them despicable: perhaps a cer
tain fraction also, of good parts, may come to philosophy 
from some other craft, through a just contempt of that. 
The bridle loo of our companion Thcages has a restrain
ing power. For in the case of Thcagcs also, all the other 
conditions were in readiness to his falling away from phi
losophy; but the nursing of his sickly body, excluding 
him from politics, keeps him back. Our own peculiarity 
is not worth speaking of- the sign from heaven! for I 
suppose it has occurred to scarce anyone before. And 
so, those who have been of this number, and have tasted 
how sweet and blessed the possession is; and again, ha\'
ing a full dew of the folly of the many, and that no one, I 
might say, effects any sound result in what concerns the 

H 
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state. or is an ally in whose company one might proceed 
safe and sound to the help of the just, but that, like a man 
falling among wild beasts, neither willing to share their 
evil deeds, nor sufficient by himself to resist the whole 
fierce band, flung away before he shall have clone any ser
vice to the city or to his own friends, he would become 
useless bolh to himself and to others : taking all this intG 
consideration, keeping silence and doing his own business, 
as one standing a5ide under a hedge in some storm ol 
dust and spray beneath a driven wind, seeing those about 
him replete with lawlessness, he is content if by any 
means, pure from injustice and unholy deeds, himself shall 
live through his life here, and in turn make his escape with 
good hope, in cheerful and kindly mood. (\Vhat long 
sentences Plato writes!) Yet in truth, he said, he would 
make his escape after not the least of achievements. -
Nor yet the greatest, I observed, because he did not light 
upon the polity fitted for him: for, in that fitting polity, 
himself will grow to completer stature, and, together with 
what belongs to him, he will be the saviour also of the 
commonwealth. Republic, 496. 

Over against the Sophists, and the age which has 
sophisticated them, of which they are the natural 
product, Plato, being himself of a genius naturally 
rich, florid, complex, excitable, but adding to the 
utmost degree of Ionian sensibility an effectual desire 
towards the Dorian order and asccsis, asserts every
where the principle of outline, in political and moral 
life ; in the education which is to fit men for it ; in 
the music which is one half of that education, in the 
philosophy which is its other half- the" philosophy 
of the ideas," of those eternally fixed outlines of our 
thought, which correspond to, nay, are actually identi
cal with, the eternally fixed outlines of things them-
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selves. What the difference ( dilTerence in regard to 
continuity and clearness) really is between the con
ditions of mind, in which respectively the sophistic 
process, and the genuinely philosophical or dialectic 
process, as conceived by Plato, leave us, is well illus
trated by the peculiar treatment of Justice, its proper 
definition or idea, in T/1e Rep11bl/c. Justice ( or Right
eousness, as we say, more largely) under the light of a 
comprehensive experience of it, carefully, diligently, 
adjusted to the nature of man on the one hand, of 
society on the other, becomes in the fourth book of 
Tlie Rcp11blic, To Ta. avrnii 1rpu.TTHV -The doing, by 
every part, in what is essentially a whole consisting of 
parts, of its own proper business therein. That, is a 
notion of Righteousness made familiar to us by Saint 
Paul, and in Plato holds somewhat of his Pythagorean 
predecessors. It is the execution, neither more nor 
less, by every performer, of his own part in a musical 
exercise; or, in a physical organism, the execution by 
every faculty of its own function, neither more no1 · 
less: it is harmony: it is health, -To Ta avToii .. pa.TT(tv. 

There, then, is the eternal outline of Righteousness or 
Justice as it really is, equally clear and indefectible at 
every point; a definition of it which can by no suppo
sition become a definition of anything else; impene
trable, not to be traversed, by any possible definition 
of Injustice; securing an essential value to its posses
sor, independently of all falsities of appearance ; and 
leaving Justice, as it really is in itself, unaffected even 
by phenomena so_ mis-representative of it as to deceive 
the very gods, or many good men, as happt'ned pre
eminently in the case of Socrates. 
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Here then is the reply of the Platonic Socrates to 
the challenge that he should prove himself master of a 
more certain philosophy than that of the people, as 
represented by the old gnomic poet Simonides, "whom 
it is hard to disbelieve," ( o ocf,o, yap Kat (M.o, dvrip,) 011 

the one hand; than that of the Sophists on the other, 
as represented by Thrasymachus. "Show us not only 
that Justice is a better thing than Injustice ; but, by 
doing what (ci.XAa. T{ 1roiourra) to the soul of its possessor, 
each of them respectively, in and by itself (akiJ oi' 
m'.,T~v) even if men and gods alike mistake it for its 
contrary, is still the one a good thing, the other a 

bad one." 
Ilut note for a few moments the precise treatment 

of the idea of Justice in the first book of Tlie Republic. 
Sophistry and common sense are trying their best to 
apprehend, to cover or occupy, a certain space, as the 
exact area of Justice. And what happens with each 
proposed definition in turn is, that it becomes, under 
conceivable circumstances, a definition of Injustice : 
not that, in practice, a confusion between the two is 
therefore likely; but that the i11tel/ect remains unsatis
fied of the theoretic validity of the distinction. 

Now that intellectual situation illustrates the sense 
in which sophistry is a reproduction of the Heraclitean 
flux. The old Heraclitean physical theory presents 
itself as a natural basis for the moral, the social, disso
lution, which the sophistical movement promotes. But 
what a contrast to it, in the treatment of Justice, of 
the question, What Justice is? in that introductory 
book of T!te Republic. The first book forms in truth 
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an enst1c, a destructive or negative, Dialogue (such 
as we have other examples of) in which the whole 
business might have concluded, prematurely, with an 
exposure of the inadequacy, alike of commonsense 
as represented by Simonides, and of a sophisticated 
philosophy as represented by Thrasymachus, to define 
Justice. Note, however, in what way, precisely. That 
it is Just, for instance, to restore what one owes ( To Ta 
Jcpa>-..,;,w,u. J.7ro8,o,;,,u,) might pass well enough for 
a general guide to right conduct; and the sophistical 
judgment that Justice is" The interest of the stronger" 
is not more untrue than the contrary paradox that 
"Justice is a plot of the weak against the strong." 

It is, then, in regard to the claims of Justice, not so 
much on practice, as on the intellect, in its demand 
fqr a clear theory of practice, that those definitions fail. 
They are failures because they fail to distinguish abso
lutely, ideally, as towards the intellect, what is, from 
what is not. To Plato, for whom, constitutionally, and 
e:r /1ypot/1esi, what can be clearly thought is the precise 
measure of what really is, if such a thought about 
Justice - absolutely inclusive and exclusive - is, after 
all our efforts, not to be ascertained, this can only 
be, because Justice is not a real thing, but only an 
empty or confused name. 

Now the Sophist and the popular moralist, in that 
preliminary attempt to define the nature of Justice -
what is right, are both alike trying, first in this formula, 
then in that, to occupy, by a thought, and by a 
definition which may convey that thought into the mind 
of another - to occupy, or cover, a certain area of the 
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phenomena of experience, as the Just. And what 
happens thereupon is this, that by means of a certain 
kind of casuistry, by the allegation of certain possible 
cases of conduct, the whole of that supposed area of 
the Just is occupied by definitions of Injustice, from 
this centre or that. Justice therefore - its area, the 
space of experience which it covers, dissolves away, 
literally, as the eye is fixed upon it, like Heraclitean 
water : it is and is not. And if this, and the like of 
this, is to the last all that can be known or said of it, 
Justice will be no current coin, at least to the acute 
philosophic mind. But has some larger philosophy 
perhaps something more to say of it? and the power 
of defining an area, upon which no definition of 
Injustice, in any conceivable case of act or feeling, 
can infringe? That is the question upon which the 
essential argument of The Republic starts - upon a 
voyage of discovery. It is Plato's own figure. 

There, clearly enough, may be seen what the differ
ence, the difference of aim, between Socrates and the 
Sophists really was, amid much that they had in com
mon, as being both alike distinguished from that older 
world of opinion of which Simonides is the mouth
piece. 

The quarrel of Socrates with the Sophists was in 
part one of those antagonisms which are involved 
necessarily in the very conditions of an age that has 
not yet made up its mind ; was in part also a mere 
rivalry of individuals; and it might have remained in 
memory only as a matter of historical interest. It has 
been otherwise. That innocent word " Sophist" has 
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survived in common language, to indicate some con
stantly recurring viciousness, in the treatment of one's 
own and of other minds, which is always at variance 
with such habits of thought as are really worth while. 
There is an every-day "sophistry" of course, against 
which we have all of us to be on our guard - that 
insincerity of reasoning on behalf of sincere convic
tions, true or false in themselves as the case may be, 
to which, if we are unwise enough to argue at all with 
each other, we must all be tempted at times. Such in
sincerity however is for the most part apt to expose itself. 
But there is a more insidious sophistry of which Plato 
is aware ; and against which he contends in the Pro
tagoras, and again still more effectively in the P/1redrus; 
the closing pages of which discover the essential point 
of that famous quarrel between the Sophists and Soc
rates or Plato, in regard to a matter which is of per
manent interest in itself, and as being not directly 
connected with practical morals is unaffected by the 
peculiar prejudices of that age. Art, the art of ora
tory, in particular, and of literary composition, - in 
this case, how one should write or speak really in
flammatory discourses about love, write love-letters, 
so to speak, that shall really get at the heart they're 
meant for - that was a matter on "'hich the Sophists 
had thought much professionally. And the debate 
introduced in the P/uedrus regarding the secret of 
success in proposals of love or friendship turns prop
erly on this: whether it is necessary, or even advan
tageous, for one who would be a good orator, or writer, 
a poet, a good artist generally, to know, and con-
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sciously to keep himself in contact with, the truth of 
his subject as he knows or feels it; or only with what 
other people, perhaps quite indolently, think, or sup
pose others to think, about it. And here the charge of 
Socrates against those professional teachers of the art 
of rhetoric comes to be, that, with much superficial 
aptitude in the conduct of the matter, they neither 
reach, nor put others in the way of reaching, that 
intellectual ground of things ( of the consciousness of 
love for instance, when they are to open their lips, am! 
presumably their souls, about that) in true contact 
with which alone can there be a real mastery in deal
ing with. them. That you yourself must have an 
inward, carefully ascertained, measured, instituted 
hold over anything you are to convey with any 
real power to others, is the truth which the Platonic 
Socrates, in strongly convinced words, always reasona
ble about it, formulates, in opposition to the Sophists' 
impudently avowed theory and practice of the supe,ji
cial, as such. Well! we all always need to be set on 
our guard against theories which flatter the natural 
indolence of our minds. 

"We proposed then just now," says Socrates in the 
Phcedms, "to consider the theory of the way in which 
one would or wotild not write or speak well."-" Cer
tainly!" - "Well then, must there not be in those 
who are to speak meritoriously, an understanding well 
acquainted with the truth of the things they are to 
speak about?" - "Nay!" answers Phredrus, in that 
age of sophistry, " It is in this way I have heard about 
it : - that it is not necessary for one who would be a 
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master of rhetoric to learn what really is just, for 
instance; but rather what seems just to the multitude 
who arc to give judgment: nor again what is good or 
beautiful; but only what seems so to them. For per
suasion comes of the latter; by no means of a hold 
upon the trnth of things." 

Whether or not the Sophists were quite fairly charge
able with that sort of "im\•ard lie," just this, at all 
events, was in the judgment of Plato the essence of 
sophistic vice. With them art began too precipitately, 
as mere form without matter; a thing of disconnected 
empiric rules, caught from the mere surface of other 
people's productions, in congruity with a general 
method which everywhere ruthlessly severed branch 
and flower from its natural root - art from one's own 
v

0

ivicl sensation or belief. The Lacechemonian ( o 
AaKwv) Plato's favourite scholar always, as having that 
infinite patience which is the note of a sincere, a really 
impassioned lover of anything, says, in his convinced 
Lacedremonian way, that a genuine art of speech ( Tov 

Ai'yrn, lnµ.o~ Texvr1) unless one be in contact with truth, 
there neither is nor can be. We are reminded of that 
difference between genuine memory, and mere hap
haz::ml recollection, noted by Plato in the story he 
telb so well of the invention of writing in ancient 
Egypt.- It might be doubted, he thinks, whether 
genuine memory was encouraged by that im·ention. 
The note on the margin by the inattentive reader to 
"remind himself," is, as we know, often his final good
bye to what it shoukl remind him of. Now this is true 
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of all art : Aoywv cipa. rixvriv, u T~V aAlJ8ELaV /L~ dowi;, 
ootu, T£ nOripcvKwi;, ,D..owv TLl'U KUL UTlXJ'OV r.upitcrnt. 
- It is but a kind of bastard art of mere worJs ( rix,'YJ 
unxvo,) that he will have who docs not know the trutli 

of things, but has tried to hunt out what other people 
t!tink about it. "Conception," observed an intensely 
personal, deeply stirred, poet and artist of our own 
generation : " Conception, fundamental brainwork, -
that is what makes the difference, in all art." 

Against all pretended, mechanically communicable 
rules of art then, against any rule of literary composi
tion, for instance, unsanctioned by the facts, by a clear 
apprehension of the facts, of that experience, which to 
each one of us severally is the beginning, if it be not 
also the end, of all knowledge, against every merely 
formal dictate (their name is legion with practising 
Sophists of all ages) Ilcpl. f3paxv'Jl.oy[a,, Kal. l'Jl.mvo'Jl.oy{a,, 

Kal. onvwa-cwi;, concerning freedom or precision, figure, 
emphasis, proportion of parts and the like, exordium 
and conclusion : - against all such the Platonic Socrates 
still protests, " You know what must be known before 
harmony can be attained, but not yet the laws of 
harmony itself," - Ta 7rpo rpay'J!O{ui;, Sophocles would 
object in like case, Ta 7rpo rpay'J!O{ai;, ci.A'JI.' OU rpuytKa. 

Given the dynamic Sophoclean intention or convic
tion, and the irresistible law of right utterance, (clvayKYJ 
'Jl.oyoypacf,iK~) how one must write or speak, will make 
itself felt; will assuredly also renew many an old pre
cept, as to how one shall write or speak, learned at 
school. To speak 7rpo, 8o[uv only, as towards mere 
unreasoned opinion, might do well enough in the law-
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courts with people, who ( as is understood in that 
case) do not really care very much about justice itself, 
desire only that a friend should be acquitted, or an 
enemy convicted, irrespectively of it; but it is not 
the principle on which Abelard and Heloise wrote 
their famous love-letters; or Plato his kindled and en
kindling words on love and friendship in the S.,rmpo
sium, and in that ve·ry Dialogue of the P/1adrus. It 
is not the way in which, as Dante records, a certain 
book discoursed of love to Paolo and Francesca, till 
they found themselves - well ! in the I11.ferno ; so 
potent it was. 

For the essence of all artistic beauty is expression, 
which cannot be where there's really nothing to be 
expressed ; the line, the colour, the word, following 

·obediently, and with minute scruple, the conscious 
motions of a convinced intelligible soul. To make 
men interested in themselves, as being the very ground 
of all reality for them, la vraie vcrik, as the French 
say: - that was the essential function of the Socratic 
method : to flash light into the house within, its many 
chambers, its memories and associations, upon its in
scribed and pictured walls. Fully occupied there, as 
with his own essential business in his own home, the 
young man would become, of course, proportionately 
less interested, less meanly interested, in what was 
superficial, in the mere outsides, of other people and 
their occupations. With the true artist indeed, with 
almost every expert, all knowledge, of almost every 
kind, tells, is attracted into, and duly charged with, the 
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force of what may be his leading apprehension. And 
as the special function of all speech as a line art is 
the control of minds ( 1fvxaywy,a) it is in general with 
knowledge of the soul of man - with a veritable psy
chology, with as much as possible as we can get of 
that - that the writer, the speaker, must be chiefly 
concerned, if he is to handle minds not by mere 
empiric routine, Tpif3fi µavov, KUL ·;µ1mp{~i &,\,\cf TEXV!J, 
but by the power of veritable fine art. Now such art, 
such theory, is not " to be caught with the left hand," 
as the Greek phrase went ; and again, XUAE1ra. Ta KaAa. 
\Ve have no time to hear in English Plato's clever 
specimens of the way in which people would write 

· about love without success. Let us rather hear him
self on that subject, in his own characteristic mooll of 
conviction. -

Try! she saicl (a certain Sibylline woman namely, from 
whose lips Socrates in the .Symposium is supposed to quote 
what follows) Try to apply your mine! as closely as possible 
to what I am going to say. For he who has been led 
thus far in the discipline of lo1·e, beholding beautiful ob
jects in the right orcler, coming now towards the end of 
the doctrine of love, will on a sudden behold a beauty 
wonderful in its nature: - that, Socrates! towards which 
incleecl the former exercises were all designed; being first 
of all ever existent; hal'ing neither beginning nor encl: 
neither growing nor fading away; ancl then. not beautiful 
in one way, unbeautiful in another; beautiful now, but not 
then; beautiful in this relation, unlo1·ely in that; to some, 
but not to others. Nor again will that beauty appear to 
him to be beautiful as a face or hands or anything else 
that belongs to the body; nor as any kind of reasoning or 
science; nor as being resident in anything else, as in a 
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li\'ing creature or the earth or the sky or any other thing; 
but as being itself by itself, e\'cr iu a single form with 
itself; all other beautiful things so participating in it, that 
while they begin and cease to be. that neither becomes 
more nor less nor suffers any other change. \Vhene\·er, 
then, anyone, beginning from things here below, through 
a right practice of lo\·e, ascencling, begins to discern that 
other beauty. he will almost ha\·e reached the encl. For 
this in truth is the right method of proceeding towards 
the doctrine of love, or of being conducted therein by 
another, - beginning from these beautiful objects here 
below e\·er to be gomg up higher, with that other beauty 
in Yiew; using them as steps of a laclder; mounting from 
the love of one fair person to the lo\·e of two; and from 
the lO\'C of two to the lo\·e of all ; ancl from the Jm·e ot 
beautiful persons to the lo\·e of beautiful employments
KaAa. l.m1"1/0£vµara ( that means being a soldier, or a priest, 
or a scholar) and from the lo\·e of beautiful employments 
to the lo\·e of beautiful kinds of knowledge; till he passes 

. from degrees of knowledge to that knowledge which is the 
knowledge of nothing else save the absolute Beauty itself, 
ancl knows it at length as in itself it really is. .At this 
moment of life, clear Socrates ! said the l\Iantinean Sibyl, 
if at any moment, man truly li\·cs, beholding the absolute 
beauty- the which, so you have once seen it, will appear 
beyoncl the_ comparison of gold, or raiment, or those beau
tiful young persons, seeing whom now, like many another, 
you arc so overcome that you are ready, beholding those 
beautiful persons and associating e\·er with them, if it were 
possible, neither to eat nor drink but only to look into 
their eyes and sit beside them. What then, she asked, 
suppose we? if it were gh·cn to any one to behold the 
absolute beauty, in its clearness, its pureness, its unmixed 
essence; not replete with flesh and blood and colours and 
other manifold \'anit\' of this mortal life ; but if he were 
able to beholcl that diYinc beauty (µol'ofL8c,) simply a~ it 
is. Do you think, she said, that life would be a poor thmg 
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to one whose eyes were fixed on that; seeing that, ( ~ OE<) 
with the organ through which it must be seen, and com
muning with that? Do you not think rather, she asked, 
that here alone it will be his, seeing the beautiful with that 
through which it may be seen (namely with the imagina
tive reason, o vov,) to beget no mere phantasms of virtue, 
as it is no pt1antom he apprehends, but the tme drtue, as 
he embraces what is tme? And having begotten virtue 
(virtue is the child that will be born of this mystic intel
lectual commerce, or co111111bi1t111, of the imaginative reason 
with ideal beauty) and reared it, he will become dear to 
God, and if any man may be immortal he will be . 

.S),111posiu111, 210. 

The essential vice of sophistry, as Plato conceived 
it, was that for it no real things existed. Real things 
did exist for Plato, things that were "an end in them
selves; " and the Platonic Socrates was right : - Plato 
has written so well there, because he was no scholar 
of the Sophists as he understood them, but is writing 
of what he really knows. 



VI 

THE GENIUS OF PlATO 

ALL true criticism of philosophic doctrine, as of 
every other product of human mind, must begin with 
an historic estimate of the conditions, antecedent and 
contemporary, which helped to make it precisely what 
it was. But a complete criticism does not end there. 
In the evolution of abstract doctrine as we find it 
written in the history of philosophy, if there is 
always, on one side, the fatal, irresistible, mechanic 
play of circumstance - the circumstances of a partic
ular age, which may be analysed and explained; there 
is always also, as if acting from the opposite side, the 
comparatively inexplicable force of a perso~ality, re
sistant to, while it is moulded by, them. It might 
even be said th:it the trial-task of criticism, in regard 
to literature and :irt no less than to philosophy, begins 
exactly -ivhere the estimate of general conditions, of 
the conditions common to all the products of this or 
that p:irticular age - of the " environment" - leaves 
off, and we touch what is unique in the individual 
genius which contrived after all, by force of will, to 
have its own masterful way with that environment. If 
in reading Plato, for instance, the philosophic student 
has to re-constrnct for himself, as far as possible, the 

111 
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general character of an age, he must also, so far as he 
may, re-produce the portrait of a person. The Soph
ists, the Sophistical world, around him ; his master, 
Socrates ; the Pre-Socratic philosophies ; the mechanic 
influence, that is to say, of past and present : - of 
course we can know nothing at all of the Platonic 
doctrine except so far as we see it in well-ascertained 
contact with all that; but there is also Plato himself 
in it. 

- A personality, we may notice at the outset, of a 
certain complication. The great masters of philoso
phy have been for the most part its noticeably single
minded servants. As if in emulation of Aristotle's 
simplicity of character, his absorbing intellectualism 
- impressive certainly, heroic enough, in its way
they have served science, science in vamo, as if noth
ing beside, faith, imagination, love, the bodily sense, 
could detach them from it for an hour. It is not 
merely that we know little of their lives (there was so 
little to tel1 !) but that we know nothing at all of their 
temperaments; of which, that one leading abstract or 
scientific force in them was in fact strictly exclusive. 
Little more than intellectual abstractions themselves, 
in them philosophy was wholly faithful to its colours, 
or its colourlessness; rendering not grey only, as 
Hegel said of it, but all colours alike, in grey. 

With Plato it was otherwise. In him, the passion 
for truth did but bend, or take the bent of, certain 
ineradicable predispositions of his nature, in them
selves perhaps somewhat opposer! to that. It is how-
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ever in the blending of cfo·erse elements in the mental 
constitution of Plato that the peculiar Platonic quality 
resides. Platonism i;; in one sense an emphatic wit
ness to the unseen, the transcendental, the non-expe
rienced, the beauty, for instance, which is not for the 
bodily eye. Yet the author of this philosophy of the 
unseen was, - 1\'ho can doubt it who has read but 
a page of him? this, in fact, is what has led and kept 
to his pages many who have little or no turn for 
the sort of questions Plato actually discusses : -The 
author of this philosophy of the unseen was one, for 
whom, as was said of a very different French writer, 
"the visible world really existed." Austere as he 
seems, and on well-considered principle really is, his 
temperance or austerity, ;:esthetically so winning, is 
attained only by the chastisement, the control, of a 
,~ariously interested, a richly sensuous nature. Yes, 
the visible world, so pre-eminently worth eye-sight at 
Athens just then, really existed for him : exists still -
there's the point ! - is active still everywhere, when 
he seems to have turned away from it to invisible 
things. 

To the somewhat sad-coloured school of Socrates, 
and its discipline towards apathy or contempt in such 
matters, he had brought capacities of bodily sense with 
the making in them of an 01l)'SSC)'; or ( shall we say?) 
of a poet after the order of Sappho or Catullus ; as 
indeed also a practical intelligence, a popular manage
ment of his own powers, a skill in philosophic yet 
mundane Greek prose, which might have constituted 
him the most successful of Sophists. You cannot help 
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seeing that his mind is a storehouse of all the liveliest 
imageries of men and things. Nothing, if it really 
arrests eye or ear at all, is too trivial to note. Passing 
through the crowd of human beings, he notes the 
sounds alike of their solemn hymns and of their pet
tiest handicraft. A conventional philosopher might 
speak of "dumb matter," for instance; but Plato has 
lingered too long in braziers' workshops to lapse into 
so stupid an epithet. And if the persistent hold of 
sensible things upon him thus reveals itself in trifles, 
it is manifest no less in the way in which he can tell a 
long story, - no one more effectively ! and again, in 
his graphic presentment of whole scenes from actu::I 
life, like that with which T/1e Republic opens. His 
Socrates, like other people, is curious to witness a new 
religious function : how they will do it. As in modern 
times, it would be a pleasant occasion also for meeting 
the acquaintance one likes best - 'i=.uvur61u8a 1To>...\oi, 
Twv v£wv a;,T68i. "We shall meet a number of our 
youth there : we shall have a dialogue : there will be 
a torchlight procession in honour of the goddess, an 
equestrian procession : a novel feature ! - What? 
Torches in their hands, passed on as they race? Aye, 
and an illumination, through the entire night. It will 
be worth seeing ! " - that old midnight hour, as Car
lyle says of another vivid scene, "shining yet on us, 
ruddy-bright through the centuries." Put alongside of 
that, and, for life-like charm, side by side with Murillo's 
Beggar-boys (you catch them, if you look at his can
vas on the sudden, actually moving their mouths, to 
laugh and speak and munch their crusts, all at once) 
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the scene in the Lpis of the dice-players. There the 
boys are ! in full dress, to take part in a religious cere
mony. It is scarcely over; but they are already busy 
with the knuckle-bones, some just outside the door, 
others in a corner. Though Plato never tells one with
out due motive, yet he loves a story for its own sake, 
can make one of fact or fancy at a moment's notice, 
or re-tell other people's better : how those dear skinny 
grasshoppers of Attica, for instance, had once been 
human creatures, who, when the nfoses first came on 
earth, were so absorbed by their music that they forgot 
even to cat and drink, till they died of it. And then 
the story of Gygcs in Tlie Republic, and the ring that 
can make its wearer invisible : - it goes as easily, as 
the ring itself round the finger. 

Like all masters of literature, Plato has of course 
v::rried excellences ; but perhaps none of them has won 
for him a larger number of friendly readers than this 
impress of visible reality. For him, truly (as he sup
posed the highest sort of knowledge must of necessity 
be) all knowledge was like knowing a per.wn. The 
Dialogue itself, being, as it is, the special creation of 
his literary art, becomes in his hands, and by his 
masterly conduct of it, like a single living person ; 
so comprehensive a sense does he bring to bear upon 
it oi the slowly-developing physiognomy of the thing 
- its organic structure, its symmetry and expression 
- combining all the varmus, disparate subjects of T/1e 
Republic, for example, into a manageable whole, so en
tirely that, looking b-1ck, one fancies this long dialogue 
of at least three hundred pages might have occupied, 
perhaps an afternoon. 
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And those who take part in it! If Plato dill not 
create the "Socrates" of his Dialogues, he has created 
other characters hardly less life-like. The young Char
mides, the incarnation of natural, as the aged C~phalus 
of acquired, temperance; his Sophoclean amenity as 
he sits there pontifically at the altar, in the court of his 
peaceful house ; the large company, of varied character 
and of every age, which moves in those Dialogues, 
though still oftenest the young in all their youthful 
liveliness: -who that knows them at all can doubt 
Plato's hold on persons, that of persons on him? 
Sometimes, even when they are not formally intro
duced into his work, characters that had interested, 
impressed, or touched him, inform and colour it, as if 
with their personal influence, showing through what 
purports to be the wholly abstract analysis of some 
wholly abstract moral situation. Thus, the form of 
the dying Socrates himself is visible pathetically in 
the description of the suffering righteous man, actually 
put into his own mouth in the second book of T/1e 
Republic; as the winning brilliancy of the lost spirit of 
Alcibiades infuses those pages of the sixth, which dis
cuss the nature of one by birth and endowments an 
aristocrat, amid the dangers to which it is exposed in 
the Athens of that clay- the qualities which must 
make him, if not the saviour, the destroyer, of a society 
which cannot remain unaffected by his showy pres
ence. Corruptio optimi pessima ! Yet even here, 
when Plato is dealing with the inmost elements of 
personality, his eye is still on its object, on cliaracter 
as seen in cllaracteristics, through those details, which 
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make character a sensible fact, the changes of colour 
in the face as of tone in the voice, the gestures, the 
really physiognomic value, or the mere tricks, of ges
ture and glance and speech. What is visibly expres
sive in, or upon, persons; those flashes of temper 
which check yet give renewed interest to the course 
of a conversation ; the delicate touches of intercourse, 
which convey to the very senses all the subtleties of 
the heart or of the intelligence : - it is always more 
than worth his while to make note of these. 

We see, for instance, the sharp little pygmy bit of a 
soul that catches sight of any little thing so keenly, 
and makes a very proper lawyer. ,ve see, as well as 
hear, the "rhapsodist," whose sensitive performance 
of his part is nothing less than an " interpretation" of 
it, artist and critic at once : the personal vanities of 
th~ various speakers in his Dialogues, as though Plato 
had observed, or overheard them, alone; and the in
evitable prominence of youth wherever it is present at 
all, notwithstanding the real sweetness of manner and 
modesty of soul he records of it so affectionately. It 
is this he loves best to linger by; to feel himself in 
contact with a condition of life, which translates all it 
is, so immediately, into delightful colour, and move
ment, and sound. The eighth and ninth books of 
TIie Republic are a grave contribution, as you know, 
to abstract moral and political theory, a generalisation 
of weighty changes of character in men and states. 
But his observations on the concrete traits of imli
viduals, young or old, which enliven us on the way; 
the difference in sameness of sons and fathers, for 
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instance ; the influence of servants on their masters ; 
how the minute ambiguities of rank, as a family be
comes impoverished, tell on manners, on temper; all 
the play of moral colour in the reflex of mere circum
stance on what men really are : - the characterisation 
of all this has with Plato a touch of the peculiar fine
ness of Thackeray, one might say. Plato enjoys it 
for its o\vn sake, and would have been an excellent 
writer of fiction. 

There is plenty of humour in him also of course, and 
something of irony - salt, to keep the exceeding rich
ness and sweetness of his discourse from cloying the 
palate. The affectations of sophists, or professors, 
their staginess or their inelegance, the harsh laugh, 
the swaggering ways, of Thrasymachus, whose deter
mination to make the general company share in a 
private conversation, is significant of his whole char
acter, he notes with a finely-pointed pencil, with 
something of the fineness of malice, - ma/in, as the 
French say. Once Thrasymachus had been actually 
seen to blush. It is with a very different sort of fine
ness Plato notes the blushes of the young; of Hippo
crates, for instance, in the Protagoras. The great 
Sophist was said to be in Athens, at the house of Calli
cles, and the diligent young scholar is up betimes, 
eager to hear him. He rouses Socrates before day
light. As they linger in the court, the lad speaks of 
his own intellectual aspirations; blushes at his confi
dence. It was just then that the morning sun blushed 
with his first beam, as if to reveal the lad's blushing 
face. - Kut oc; £f1T£V lpv0pia.aw,, ri811 yap vrr/.rfmiv/. 'TL 
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11/·LEPos w<TT£ Karncpavij avTov y£vi<TBa,. He who noted 
that so precisely had, surely, the delicacy of the artist, 
a fastidious eye for the subtleties of colour as soul 
made visibly expressive. " Poor creature as I am," 
says the Platonic Socrates, in the Lysis, concerning 
another youthful blush, "Poor creature as I am, I have 
one talent: I can recognise, at first sight, the lover 
and the beloved." 

So it is with the audible world also. The exquisite 
monotony of the voice of the great sophist, for exam
ple, "once set in motion, goes ringing on like a brazen 
pot, which if you strike it continues to sound till some 
one lays his hand upon it." And if the delicacy of 
eye and ear, so also the keenness and constancy of his 
observation, are manifest in those elaborately wrought 
images for which the careful reader lies in wait : the 
inutiny of the sailors in the ship - ship of the state, 
or of one's own soul : the echoes and beams and 
shadows of that half-illuminated cavern, the human 
mind: the caged birds in the Tliea:tetus, which are 
like the flighty, half-contained notions of an imper
fectly educated understanding. Real notions are to 
be ingrained by persistent thoroughness of the "dia
lectic" method, as if by conscientious dyers. He 
makes us stay to watch such dyers busy with their 
purple stuff, as he had done ; adding as it were ethic 
colour to what he sees with the eye, and painting 
while he goes, as if on the margin of his high philo
sophical discourse, himself scarcely aware; as the 
monkish scribe set bird or flower, with so much truth 
of earth, in the blank spaces of his heavenly meditation. 
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Now Plato is one for whom the visible world thus 
"really exists " because he is by nature and before all 
things, from first to last, unalterably a lover. In that, 
precisely, lies the secret of the susceptible and diligent 
eye, the so sensitive ear. The central interest of his 
own youth - of his profoundly impressible youth - as 
happens always with natures of real capacity, gives law 

· and pattern to all that succeeds it. Tu. ipwnKa, as he 
says, the experience, the discipline, of love, had been 
that for Plato; and, as love must of necessity deal 
above all with visible persons, this discipline involved 
an exquisite culture of the senses. It is "as lovers 
use," that he is ever on the watch for those dainty 
messages, those finer intimations, to eye and ear. If 
in the later development of his philosophy the highest 
sort of knowledge comes to seem like the knowledge 
of a person, the relation of the reason to truth like the 
commerce of one person with another, the peculiarities 
of personal relationship thus moulding his conception 
of the properly invisible world of ideas, this is partly 
because, for a lover, the entire visible world, its hues 
and outline, its attractiveness, its power and bloom, 
must have associated themselves preeminently with 
the power and bloom of visible living persons. ·with 
these, as they made themselves known by word and 
glance and touch, through the medium of the senses, 
lay the forces, which, in that inexplicable tyranny of 
one person over another, shaped the soul. 

Just there, then, is the secret of Plato's intimate 
concern with, his power over, the sensible world, the 
apprehensions of the sensuous faculty : he is a lover, a 
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great lover, somewhat after the manner of Dante. 
For him, as for Dante, in the impassioned glow of 
his conceptions, the material and the spiritual are 
blent and fused together. \_Vhile, in that fire and 
heat, what is spiritual attains the definite visibility of 
a crystal, what is material, on the other hand, wi\l 
lose its earthiness and impurity. It is of the amorous 
temper, therefore, you must think in connexion with 
Plato's youth - of this, amid all the strength of the 
genius in which it is so large a constituent,-indulging, 
developing, refining, the sensuous capacities, the powers 
of eye and ear, of the fancy also which can re-fashion, 
of the speech which can best respond to and repro
duce, their liveliest presentments. That is why when 
Plato speaks of visible things it is as if you saw them. 
He who in the Symposium describes so vividly the 
pathway, the laclcler, of love, its joyful ascent towards 
a more perfect beauty than we have ever yet actually 
seen, by way of a p:ua\lel to the gradual elevation of 
mind towards perfect knowledge, knew all that, we 
may be sure - Ta ipwTU«f- a\l the ways of lovers, in 
the literal sense. He speaks of them retrospectively 
indeed, but knows well what he is talking about. 
Plato himself had not been always a mere Platonic 
lover; was rather, naturally, as he makes Socrates say 
of himself, '}/TTwv Tw1, KaAwv-subject to the influence 
of fair persons. A certain penitential colour amid 
that glow of fancy and expression, hints that the final 
harmony of his nature had been but gradua\ly beaten 
out, and invests the temperance, actually so conspicu
ous in his own nature, with the charms of a patiently 
elaborated effect of art. 
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For we must remind ourselves just here, that, quite 
naturally also, instinctively, and apart from the austere 
influences which claimed and kept his allegiance later, 
Plato, with a kind of unimpassioned passion, was a 
lover in particular of temperance ; of temperance too, 
as it may be seen, as a visible thing- seen in Char
mides, say! in that subdued and grey-eyed loveliness, 
" clad in sober grey " ; or in those youthful athletes 
which, in ancient marble, reproduce him and the like 
of him with sound, firm outlines, such as temperance 
secures. Still, that some more luxurious sense of 
physical beauty had at one time greatly disturbed 
him, divided him against himself, we may judge from 
his own words in a famous passage of the Plta:drus 
concerning the management, the so difficult manage
ment, of those winged steeds of the body, which is the 
chariot of the soul. 

Puzzled, in some degree, Plato seems to remain, 
not merely in regard to the higher love and the 
lower, Aphrodite Urania and Aphrodite Pandemus, 
as he distinguishes therri in the S)'l11posi11111; nor 
merely with the difficulty of arbitrating between some 
inward beauty, and that which is outward ; with the 
odd mixture everywhere, save in its still unapprehended 
but eternal essence, of the beautiful with what is other
wise ; but he is yet more harassed by the experience 
(it is in this shape that the world-old puzzle of the 
existence of evil comes to him) that even to the 
truest eyesight, to the best trained faculty of soul, 
the beautiful would never come to seem strictly con
centric with the good. That seems to have taxed his 
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understanding as gravely as it had tried his will, and 
he was glad when in the mere natural course of years 
he was become at all events less ardent a lover. 'Tis 
he is the authority for what Sophocles had said on the 
happy decay of the passions as age advanced : it was 
" like being set free from service to a band of mad
men." His own distinguishing note is tranquil after
thought upon this conflict, with a kind of envy of the 
almost disembodied old age of Cephalus, who quotes 
that saying of Sophocles amid his placid sacrificial 
doings. Connect with this quiet scene, and contrast 
with the luxuriant powe~ of the P/uedrus and the 
Spnposium, what, for a certain touch of later mysti
cism in it, we might call Plato's evening prayer, in the 
ninth book of Tlze Republic. -

\Vhen any one, being healthfully and temperately dis
posed towards himself, turns to sleep, hadng stirred the 
reasonable part of him with a feast of fair thoughts and 
high problems, being come to full consciousness, himself 
with himself; and has, on the other hand, committed the 
element of desire neither to appetite, nor to surfeiting, to 
the end that this may slumber well, and, by its pain or 
pleasure, cause no trouble to that part which is best in 
him, but may suffer it, alone by itself, in its pure essence, 
to behold and aspire towards some object, and apprehend 
what it knows not-some event, of the past, it may be. or 
something that now is, or will be hereafter; and in like 
manner has soothed hostile impulse, so that, falling to no 
angry thoughts against any, he goes not to rest with a 
troubled spirit, but with those two parts at peace within. 
and with that third part, wherein reason is engendered, on 
the move: - you know, I think, that in sleep of this sort 
he lays special hold on truth, and then least of all is there 
lawlessness in the visions of his dreams. Republic, 571. 
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For Plato, being then about twenty-eight years old, 
had listened to the "Apology" of Socrates; had 
heard from them all that others had heard or seen 
of his last hours; himself perhaps actually witnessed 
those last hours. "Justice itself" - the "absolute" 
Justice - had then become almost a visible object, and 
had greatly solemnised him. The rich young man, 
rich also in intellectual gifts, who might have become 
( we see this in the adroit management of his written 
work) the most brilliant and effective of Sophists; 
who might have developed dialogues into plays, tragedy, 
perhaps comedy, as he cared; whose sensuous or 
graphic capacity might have made him the poet of an 
Od_.1·sse_.1•, a Sappho, or a Catullus, or, say ! just such a 
poet as, just because he was so attractive, would have 
been disfranchised in the Perfect City; was become 
the creature of an immense seriousness, of a fully adult 
sense, unusual in Greek perhaps even more than in 
Roman writers, "of the weightiness of the matters 
concerning which he has to discourse, and of the frailty 
of man." He inherits, alien as they might be to certain 
powerful influences in his own temper, alike the sym
pathies and the antipathies of that strange, delightful 
teacher, who had given him (most precious of gifts!) 
an inexhaustible interest in himself. It is in this way 
he inherits a preference for those trying severities of 
thought which are characteristic of the Eleatic school; 
an antagonism to the successful Sophists of the clay, in 
whom the old sceptical" philosophy of motion" seemed 
to be renewed as a theory of morals ; and henceforth, 
in short, this master of visible things, this so ardent 
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lover, will be a lover of the invisible, with - Yes ! there 
it is constantly, in the Platonic dialogues, not to be 
explained away- with a certain asceticism, amid all 
the varied opulence, of sense, of speech and fancy, 
natural to Plato's genius. 

The lover, who is become a lover of the invisible, 
but still a lover, and therefore, literally, a seer, of it, 
carrying an elaborate cultivation of the bodily senses, 
of eye and ear, their natural force and acquired fine
ness - gifts akin properly to Ta. ipwnKa, as he says, to 
the discipline of sensuous love - into the world of 
intellectual abstractions; seeing and hearing there too, 
associating for ever all the imagery of things seen with 
the conditions of what primarily exists only for the 
mind, filling that "hollow land" with delightful colour 
and form, as if now at last the mind were veritably 
dealing with living people there, living people who 
play upon us through the affinities, the repulsion and 
attraction, of persons towards one another, all the 
magnetism, as we call it, of actual human friendship 
or love: -There, is the formula of Plato's genius, the 
essential condition of the specially Platonic temper, 
of Platonism. And his style, because it really is Plato's 
style, conforms to, and in its turn promotes in others, 
that mental situation. He breaks as it were visible 
colour into the very texture of his work: his vocabulary, 
the very stuff he manipulates, has its delightful resthetic 
qualities; almost every word, one might say, its figura
tive value. And yet no one perhaps has with equal 
power literally sounded the unseen depths of thought, 
ancl, with what may be truly called "substantial " word 
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and phrase, given locality there to the mere allumbra
tions, the dim hints and surmise, of the speculative 
mind. For him, all gifts of sense and intelligence 
converge in one supreme faculty of theoretic vision, 
(hwp{n, the imaginative reason. 

To trace that thread of physical colour, entwined 
throughout, and multiplied sometimes into large tapes
tried figures, is the business, the enjoyment, of the 
student of the Dialogues, as he reads them. For this 
or that special literary quality indeed we may go safely 
by preference to this or that particular Dialogue ; to the 
Gorgias, for instance, for the readiest Attic wit, and a 
manly practical sense in the handling of philosophy; to 
the Clutrmides, for something like the effect of sculp
ture in modelling a person; to the Timreus, for certain 
brilliant chromatic e!Tects. Yet who that reads the 
T/1eretct11s, or the Pluedrus, or the seventh book of T/1e 
Republic, can doubt Plato's gift in precisely the oppo
site direction; that gift of sounding by words the 
depths of thought, a plastic power literally, moulding 
to term and phrase what might have seemed in its 
very nature too impalpable and abstruse to lend itself, 
in any case, to language? He gives names to the 
invisible acts, processes, creations, of abstract mind, 
as masterly, as efficiently, as Adam himself to the 
visible living creations of old. As Plato speaks of 
them, we might say, those abstractions too become 
visible living creatures. \Ve read the speculative 
poetry of Wordsworth, or Tennyson; and we may 
observe that a great metaphysical force has come into 
language which is by no means purely technical or 
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scholastic ; what a help such language is to the un
derstanding, to a real hold over the things, the 
thoughts, the mental processes, those words denote; 
a vocabulary to which thought freely commits itself, 
trained, stimulated, raised, thereby, towards a high 
level of abstract conception, surely to the increase of 
our general intellectual powers. That, of course, is 
largely due to Plato's successor, to Aristotle's life-long 
labour of analysis and definition, and to his successors 
the Schoolmen, with their systematic culture of a pre
cise instrument for the registration, by the analytic 
intellect, of its own subtlest movements. But then, 
Aristotle, himself the first of the Schoolmen, had 
succeeded Plato, and did but formulate, as a termi
nology "of art," as technical language, what for Plato 
is still vernacular, original, personal, the product in 
i1im of an instinctive imaginative power -a sort of 
i•i"sual power, but causing others also to see what is 
matter of original intuition for him. 

From first to last our faculty of thinking is limited 
by our command of speech. Now it is straight from 
Plato's lips, as if in natural conversation, that the 
language came, in which the mind has ever since been 
discoursing with itself concerning itself, in that inward 
dialogue, which is the" active principle" of the dialectic 
method as an instrument for the attainment of truth. 
For, the essential, or dynamic, dialogue, is ever that 
rlialogue of the mind with itself, which any converse 
with Socrates or Plato does but promote. The very 
words of Plato, then, challenge us straightway to larger 



128 PLATO AND PLATONISM 

and finer apprehension of the processes of our own 
minds ; are themselves a discovery in the sphere of 
mind. It was he made us freemen of those solitary 
places, so trying yet so attractive : so remote and high, 
they seem, yet are naturally so close to us : he peopled 
them with intelligible forms. Nay, more! By his pecul
iar gift of verbal articulation he divined the mere 
hollow spaces which a knowledge, then merely poten
tial, and an experience still to come, would one day 
occupy. And so, those who cannot admit his actual 
speculative results, precisely his report on the invisible 
theoretic world, have been to the point sometimes, in 
their objection, that by sheer effectiveness of abstract 
language, he gave an illusive air of reality or substance 
to the mere nonentities of metaphysic hypothesis- of 
a mind trying to feed itself on its own emptiness. 

Just there - in the situation of one, shaped, by com
bining nature and circumstance, into a seer who has a 
sort of sensuous love of the un-seen - is the paradox 
of Plato's genius, and therefore, always, of Platonism, 
of the Platonic temper. His aptitude for things visible, 
with the gift of words, empowers him to express, as if 
for the eyes, what except to the eye of the mind is 
strictly invisible, what an acquired asceticism induces 
him to rank above, and sometimes, in terms of harshest 
dualism, oppose to, the sensible world. Plato is to be 
interpreted not merely by his antecedents, by the 
influence upon him of those who preceded him, but 
by his successors, by the temper, the intellectual 
alliances, of those who directly or indirectly have been 
sympathetic with him. Now it is noticeable that, at 
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first sight somewhat incongruously, a certain number 
of l\fanicheans have always been of his company ; 
people who held that matter was e\'il. Pointing sig
nificantly to an unmistakable vein of Manichean, or 
Puritan sentiment actually there in the Platonic Dia
logues, these rude companions or successors of his, 
carry us back to his great predecessor, to Socrates, 
whose personal influence had so strongly enforced on 
Plato the severities, moral and intellectual, alike of 
Parmenides and of the Pythagoreans. The cold breath 
of a harshly abstract, a too incorporeal philosophy, 
had blown, like an east wind, on that last depressing 
day in the prison-cell of Socrates; and the venerable 
commonplaces then put forth, in which an o,·er
strained pagan sensuality seems to be reacting, to be 
taking vengeance, on itself, turned now sick and 
suicidal, will lose none of their weight with Plato : - -
That "all who rightly touch philosophy, study nothing 
else than to die, and to be dead," - that "the soul 
reasons best, when, as much as possible, it comes to be 
alone with itself, bidding good-bye to the body, and, 
to the utmost of its power, rejecting communion with 
it, with the very touch of it, aiming at what is." It 
was, in short, as if for the soul to have come into a 
human body at all, had been the seed of disease in it, 
the beginning of its own proper death. 

As for any adornments or provision for this body, the 
master had declared that a true philosopher as such 
would make as little of them as possible. To those 
young hearers, the words of Socrates may well have 
seemed to anticipate, not the visible world he had then 

K 
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delineated in glowing colour as if for the bodily eye, 
but only the chilling influence of the hemlock; and it 
was because Plato was only half convinced of the 
Manichean or Puritan element in his master's doc
trine, or rather was in contacl with it on one side only 
of his complex and genial nature, that Platonism be
came possible, as a temper for which, in strictness, 
the opposition of matter to spirit has no ultimate or 
real existence. Not to be "pure" from the body, 
but to identify it, in its utmost fairness, with the fair 
soul, by a gymnastic "fused in music," became, from 
first to last, the aim of eclucalion as he conceived it. 
That the body is but "a hindrance to the attainment 
of philosophy, if one takes it along with one as a com
panion in one's ~earch" (a notion which Christianity, 
at least in its later though wholly legitimate develop
ments, will correct) can hardly have been the last 
thought of Plato himself on quitting it. He opens his 
door indeed to those austere monitors. They correct 
the sensuous richness of his genius, but could not 
suppress it. The sensuous lover becomes a lover of the 
invisible, but still a lover, after his earlier pattern, carry
ing into the world of intellectual vision, of 0Ewp{a, all 
the associations of the actual world of sight. Some of 
its invisible realities he can all but see with the bodily 
eye : the absolute Temperance, in the person of the 
youthful Charmides; the absolute Righteousness, in 
the person of the dying Socrates. Yes, truly ! all true 
knowledge will be like the knowledge of a person, of 
living persons, and truth, for Plato, in spite of his 
Socratic asceticism, to the last, something to look at. 
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The eyes which had noted physical things, so finely, 
vividly, continuously, would be still at work; and, 
Plato thus qualifying the Manichean or Puritan ele
ment in Socrates by his own capacity for the world of 
sense, Platonism has contributed largely, has been an 
immense encouragement towards, the redemption of 
matter, of the world of sense, by art, by all right edu
cation, by the creeds and worship of the Christian 
Church - towards the vindication of the dignity of the 
body. 

It was doubtless because Plato was an excellent 
scholar that he did not begin to teach others till he 
was more than forty years old - one of the great 
scholars of the world, with Virgil and Milton : by 
which is implied that, possessed of the inborn genius, 
or' those natural powers, which sometimes bring with 
them a certain defiance of rule, of the intellectual 
habits of others, he acquires, by way of habit and rule, 
all that can be taught and learned ; and what is thus 
derived from others by docility and discipline, what 
is range, comes to have in him, and in his work, an 
equivalent weight with what is unique, impulsive, 
underivable. Raphael - Raphael, as you see him in 
the Blenheim 1J:Iado1111a, is a supreme example of such 
scholarship in the sphere of art. Born of a romantic
ally ancient family, understood to be the descendant 
of Solon himself, Plato had been in early youth a 
writer of verse. That he turned to a more vigorous, 
though pedestrian mode of writing, was perhaps an 
effect of his corrective intercourse with Socrates, 
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through some of the most important years of his life, 
_ from twenty to twenty .. eight. 

He belonged to what was just then the discontentell 
class, and might well have taken refuge from active 
political life in political ideals, or in a kind of se)f .. 
imposed exile. A traveller, adventurous for that age, 
he certainly became. After the Lc/1r1·a11re, the TVa11-
rler..ja/1re / - all round the l\lediterranean coasts as 
far west as Sicily. Think of what all that must have 
meant just then, for eyes which could see. If those 
journeys had begun in angry flight from home, it was 
for purposes of self-improvement they were continued : 
the delightful fmit of them is evident in what he 
writes ; and finding him in friendly intercourse with 
Dionysius the elder, with Dio, and Dionysius the 
younger, at the polished court of Syracuse, we may 
understand that they were a search also for "the phil
osophic king," perhaps for the opportune moment of 
realising " the ideal state." In that case, his quarrels 
with those capricious tyrants show that he was disap
pointed. For the future he sought no more to pass 
beyond the charmed theoretic circle, " speaking wis
dom," as was said of Pythagoras, only "among the 
perfect." He returns finally to Athens; and there, 
in the quiet precincts of the Acarlcmus, which has 
left a somewhat dubious name to places where people 
come to be tr.ught or to teach, founds, not a state, nor 
even a brotherhood, but only the first college, with 
something of a common life, of communism on that 
small scale, with Aristotle for one of its scholars, with 
its chapel, its gardens, its library with the authentic 
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text of his Di11/,,g11<·s upon the shelves: we may just 
discern the sort of place, through the scantiest no
tices. His reign was after all to be in his writings. 
Plato himself does noth::1g in them to retard the 
effacement which mere time brings to persons and 
their abodes; and there had been that, moreover, in 
his own temper, which promotes self-effacement. Yet 
as he left it, the place remained for centuries, accord
ing to his will, to its original use. · What he taught 
through the remaining forty year::- of his life, the 
method of that teaching, whether it was less or more 
esoteric than the teaching of the extant Dialogues, is 
but matter of surmise. Writers, who in their day 
might still have said much we should have liked to 
hear, give us little but old, quasi-supernatural stories, 
to!~ as if they had been new ones, about him. The 
year of his birth fell, according to some, in the very 
year of the death of Pericles ( a significant date !) but 
is not precisely ascertainable : nor is the year of his 
death, nor its manner. Scrib,·ns est 111orlt111s, says 
Cicero : - after the manner of a true scholar, " he 
died pen in hand." 



VII 

THE DOCI'RI:-IE OF PLATO 

I. TIie T/1eo1J' {lj lt!eas 

PLATOi\'1S)I is not a formal theory or body of theo
ries, but a tend~ncy, a group of tendencies - a ten
dency to think or feel, and to speak, about certain 
things in a particular way, discernible in Plato's clia
logues as reflecting the peculiarities, the marked 
peculiarities, of himself and his own mental com
plexion. Those tendencies combine and /ind their 
complete expression in what Plato's commentators, 
rather than Plato, have called the "theory of ideas," 
itself indeed not so much a doctrine or theory, as a 
way of regarding and speaking of general terms, such 
as Useful or Just.- of abstract notions, like Equalil]•; 
of ideals, such as Beauty, or Tlie Poject City; of all 
those terms or notions, in short, which represent under 
general forms the particular presentations of our indi
vidual experience ; or, to use Plato's own frequent 
expression, borrowed from his old Eleatic teachers, 
which reduce "the Many to the One." 

What the nature of such representative terms and 
notions, genus and species, class-word, and abstract 
idea or ideal, may be; what their relationship to the 
indiYidual, the unit, the particulars which they include; 

134 
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is, as we know, one of the constant problems of logic. 
Realism, which supposes the abstraction, Animal for 
instance, or Tlie Just, to be not a mere name, 110111e11, 
as with the nominalists, nor a mere subjecti\·e thought 
as with the conceptualists, but to be rts, a thing in 
itself, independent of the particular instances which 
come into and pass out of it, as also of the particular 
mind which entertains it : - that is one of the fixed 
and formal answers to this question; and Plato is the 
father of all realists. Realism, as such, in the sense 
just indicated, is not in itself a very difficult or tran
scendental theory; but rises, again and again, at least 
in a particular class of minds, quite naturally, as the 
answer to a natural question. Taking our own stand 
as to this matter somewhere between the realist and 
tl!e conceptualist : - See ! we might say, there is a 
general consciousness, a permanent common sense, 
independent indeed of each one of us, but with which 
we are, each one of us, in communication. It is in 
that, those common or general ideas really reside. 
And we might add just here (giving his due to the 
nominalist also) that those abstract or common notions 
come to the individual mind through language, through 
common or general names, Animal, Justice, Eq11ali~1·, 
into which one's individual experience, little by little, 
drop by drop, conveys their full meaning or content; 
and, by the instrumentality of such terms and notions, 
thus locating the particular in the general, mediating 
between general and particular, between our indi
vidual experience and the common experience of our 
kinc.l, we come to understand each other, and to assist 
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each other's thoughts, as in a common mental atmos
phere, an" intellectual world," as Plato calls it, a true 
vo71 ro,;; rorro,. So much for the modern view; for 
what common sense might now suggest as to the 
nature of logical "universals." 

Plato's realism however - what is called "The 
Theory of Ideas " - his way of regarding abstract 
term and general notion, what Plato has to say about 
"the Many and the One," is often very difficult; 
though of various degrees of difficulty, it must be 
observed, to various minds. From the simple and 
easily intelligible sort of realism attributed by Aristotle 
to Socrates, seeking in" universal definitions," or ideas, 
only a serviceable instrument for the distinguishing of 
what is essential from what is unessential in the actual 
things about him, Plato passes by successive stages, 
which we shoukl try to keep distinct as we read him, 
to what may be rightly called a "transcendental," 
what to many minds has seemed a fantastic and unin
telligible habit of thought, regarding those abstrac
tions, which indeed seem to become for him not 
merely substantial things-in-themselves, but little short 
of living persons, to be known as persons are made 
known to each other, by a system of affinities, on the 
old Eleatic rule, oJLoiov oJLo["!, like to like - these 
persons constituting together that common, eternal, 
intellectual world, a sort of divine family or hierarchy, 
with which the mind of the individual, so far as it is 
reasonable, or really knows, is in communion or corre
spondence. And here certainly is a theory, a ten-
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dency to think or feel, and to speak, about which the 
difficulties are many. 

Yet as happens always with the metaphysical ques
tions, or answers, which from age to age preoccupy 
acuter minds, those difficulties about the Many and 
the One actually had their attractiveness for some in 
the days of Plato. -

Our doctrine (says the Platonic Socrates in the Pl1ile
b11s) is, that one and the same thing (the one common 
notion, namely, embodied in one general term) which
vrro Aoywv- under the influence of our thoughts and 
words, of thought and language, become one and many, 
circulates everywhere, in regard to everything of which 
existence is asserted from time to time. This law neither 
will cease lo be, nor has it just now begun; but something 
of the kind is, I think, an eternal and ineradicable affection 
of ·our reason itself in us. And whenever a young man 
gets his first taste of this he is delighted as hadng found 
the priceless pearl of philosophy; he becomes an enthu
siast in his delight; and eagerly sets in motion - KLl'ft 

- e\·ery definition -Aoyo, - every conception or mental 
definition (it looked so fixed and firm till then!) at one 
time winding things round each other and welciing them 
into one (that is, he drops all particularities out of view, 
and thinks only of the one common form) and then again 
unwinding them, and di\·icling them into parts (he becomes 
intent now upon the particularities of the particular, till the 
one common term seems inapplicable) puzzling first, and 
most of all, himself; and then any one who comes nigh 
him, older ·or younger, or of whate\·er age he may be; 
sparing neither father nor mother, nor any one else who 
will listen; scarcely e\·en the dumb creatures, to say noth
ing of men; for he would hardly spare a barbarian, could 
he bul find an interpreter. Pl1i/,:b11s, 15. 
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The Platonic doctrine of" the l\fany and the One " 
_ the problem with which we are brought face to face 
in this choice specimen of the humour as well as of 
the metaphysical power of Plato -is not precisely the 
question with which the speculative young man of our 
own day is likely to puzzle himself, or exercise the 
patience of his neighbour in a railway carriage, of his 
dog, or even of a Chinese; though the questions we 
are apt to tear to pieces, organism and environment, 
or protoplasm perhaps, or evolution, or the Zeit-geist 
and its doings, may, in their turn, come to seem quite 
as lifeless and unendurable. As the theological heresy 
of one age sometimes becomes the mere comm9n
place of the next, so, in matters of philosophic enquiry, 
it might appear that the all-absorbing novelty of one 
generation becomes nothing less than the standard of 
what is uninteresting, as such, to its successor. Still, 
in the discussion even of abstract truths it is not so 
much what he thinks as the person who is thinking, 
that after all really tells. Plato and Platonism we shall 
never understand unless we are patient with him in 
what he has to tell us about" the l\fany and the One." 

Plato's peculiar view of the matter, then, passes 
with him into a phase of poetic thought ; as indeed all 
that Plato's genius touched came in contact with 
poetry. Of course we are not naturally formed to 
love, or be interested in, or attracted towards, the 
abstract as such; to notions, we might think, care
fully deprived of all the incident, the colour and 
variety, which fits things - this or that- to the consti
tution and natural habit of our minds, fits them for 
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attachment to what we really are. \Ve cannot love or 
live upon genus ancl species, accident or substance, 
but, for our minds, as for our bodies, need an orchard 
or a garden, with fruit and roses. Take a seed from 
the garden. What interest it has for us all lies in our 
sense of potential differentiation to come : the leaves, 
leaf upon leaf, the flowers, a thousand new seeds in 
turn. It is so with animal seed ; and with humanity, 
individually, or as a whole, its expansion into a 
detailed, ever-changing, parti-coloured history of par
ticular facts and persons. Abstraction, the introduc
tion of general ideas, seems to close it up again; to 
reduce flowi::r and fruit, odour and savour, back again 
into the dry and worthless seed. We might as well 
be colour-blind at once, and there is not a proper 
name left! We may contrast generally the mental 
w~rld ,we actually live in, where classification, the 
reduction of all things to common types, has come 
so far, and where the particular, to a great extent, is 
known only as the member of a class, with that other 
world, on the other side of the generalising movement 
to which Plato and his master so largely contributed 
- a world we might describe as being under Homeric 
conditions, such as we picture to ourselves with regret, 
for which experience was intuition, and life a con
tinuous surprise, and every object unique, where all 
knowledge was still of the concrete and the particular, 
face to face delightfully. 

To that gaudy tangle of what ga1dcns, after all, arc 
meant to produce, in the decay of time, as we may 
think at first sight, the systematic, logical gardener put 
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his meddlesome hand, ;.rnd straightway all ran to seed; 
to genus and species and d{!fcrcntia, into formal classes, 
under general notions, and with - yes ! with written 
labels fluttering on the stalks, instead of blossoms - a 
botanic or "physic" garden, as they used to say, 
instead of our flower-garden and orchard. And yet 
(it must be confessed on the other hand) what we 
actually see, see and hear, is more interesting than 
ever; the nineteenth century as compared with the 
first, with Plato's days or Homer's; the faces, the 
persons behind those masks which yet express so 
much, the flowers, or whatever it may happen to be 
they carry or touch. The concrete, and .that even as 
a visible thing, has gained immeasurably in richness 
and compass, in fineness, and interest towards us, by 
the process, of which those acts of generalisatio:1, of 
reduction to class and generic type, have <:£rtainly 
been a part. And holding still to the concrete, the 
particular, to the visible or sensuous, if you will, last 
as first, thinking of that as essentially the one vital and 
lively thing, really worth our while in a short life, we 
may recognise sincerely what generalisation and ab
straction have done or may do, are defensible as 
doing, just for that- for the particular gem or flower 
- what its proper service is to a mind in search, 
precisely, of a concrete and intuitive knowledge such 
as that. 

Think, for a moment, ·of the difference, as regards 
mental attitude, between the naturalist who deals with 
things through ideas, and the layman (so to call him) 
in picking up a shell-on the sea-shore; what it is that 
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the suDsumption of the individual into the species, 
its subsequent alliance to and co-ordination with other 
species, really does for the furnishing of the mind of 
the former. The layman, though we need not sup
pose him inattentive, or unapt to retain impressions, 
is in fact still but a child; and the shell, its colours 
and convolution, no more than a dainty, very easily 
destructible toy to him. Let him become a school
boy about it, so to speak. The toy he puts aside ; 
his mind is drilled perforce, to learn about it; and 
thereby is exercised, he may think, with everything 
except just the thing itself, as he cares for it.; with 
other shells, with some general laws of life, and for a 
while it might seem that, turning away his eyes from 
the "vanity" of the particular, he has been made to 
sacrifice the concrete, the real and living product of 
natllre, to a mere dry and abstract product of the 
mind. But when he comes out of school, and on the 
sea-shore again finds a fellow to his toy, perhaps a 
finer specimen of it, he may see what the service of 
that converse with the general has really been towards 
the concrete, towards what he sees - in regard to the 
particular thing he actually sees. By its juxtaposition 
and co-ordination with what is ever more and more 
not it, by the contrast of its very imperfection. at this 
point or that, with its own proper and perfect type, 
this concrete and particular thing has, in fact, been 
enriched by the whole colour and expression of the 
whole circumjacent world, concentrated upon, or as 
it were at focus in, it. By a kind of short-hand now, 
and as if in a single moment of vision, all that, which 
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only a long experience, moving patiently from part to 
part, could exhaust, its manifold alliance with the en
tire world of nature, is legible upon it, as it lies there 

in one's hand. 
So it is with the shell, the gem, with a glance of 

the eye ; so it may be with the moral act, with a con
dition of the mind, or a feeling. You may draw, by 
use of this coinage ( it is Hobbes's figure) this coinage 
of representative words and thoughts, at your pleasure, 
upon the accumulative capital of the whole experience 
of humanity. Generalisation, whatever Platonists, or 
Plato himself at mistaken moments, may have to say 
about it, is a method, not of obliterating the concrete 
phenomenon, but of enriching it, with the joint per
spective, the significance, the expressiveness, of all 
other things beside. What broad-cast light he en
joys ! - that scholar, confronted with the sea-shell, 
for instance, or with some enigma of heredity in him
self or another, with some condition of a particular 
soul, in circumstances which may never precisely so 
occur again; in the contemplation of that single 
phenomenon, or object, or situation. He not only 
sees, but understands (thereby only seeing the more) 
and will, therefore, also remember. The significance 
of the particular object he will retain, by use of his 
intellectual apparatus of notion and general law, as, to 
use Plato's own figure, fluid matter may be retained in 
vessels, not indeed of unbaked clay, but of alabaster 
or bronze. So much by way of apology for general 
ideas - abstrnse, or intangible, or dry and seedy and 
wooden, as we may sometimes think them. 
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"Two things," says Aristotle, " might rightly be 
attributed to Socrates: inductive reasoning, and uni
versal definitions." Now when Aristotle says this of 
Socrates, he 1s recording the institution of a method, 
which might be applied in the way just indicated, to 
natural objects, to such a substance as carbon, or 
to such natural processes as heat or motion; but 
which, by Socrates himself, as by Plato after him, 
was applied almost exclusively to moral phenomena, 
to the generalisation of resthetic, political, ethical ideas, 
of the laws of operation (for the essence of every true 
conception, or definition, or idea, is a law of opera
tion) of the feelings and the will. To get a notion, a 
definition, or idea, of motion, for example, which 
shall not exclude the subtler forms of it, heat for 
instance - to get a notion of carbon, which shall 
inclnde not common charcoal only, but the diamond, 
a thing superficially so unlike it, and which shall also 
exch,de, perhaps, some other substance, superficially 
almost indistinguishable from it : such is the business 
of physical science, in obedience to rules, outlined by 
Bacon in the first book of the 1Vovum Orga1111111, for 
securing those acts of "inclusion" and "exclusion," 
i11c/11sio11es, exc/11sio11es, mitura, tfebita:, as he says, 
" which the nature of things requires," if our thoughts 
are not to misrepresent them. 

It was a parallel process, a process of inclusion, that 
one's resultant idea should be adequate, of rejection or 
exclusion, that this idea should be not redundant, 
which Socrates applied to practice; exercising, as we 
see in the Platonic Dialogues, the two opposed func-
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tions of <T1Jvaywy,7 and OLu.,pccn,, for the formation of 
just ideas of Temperance, \Vis1lom, Bravery, J usticc 
itself-a classification of the phenomena of the entire 
world of feeling and action. Ideas, if they fulfil their 
proper purpose, represent to the mind -such phenom
ena, for its convenience, but may easily also misrepre
sent them. In the transition from the particulars 
to the general, and again in the transition from the 
general idea, the mental word, to the spoken or 
written word, to what we call the definition, a door 
lies open, both for the adulteration and the diminution 
of the proper content, of our conception, our defini
tion. The first growth of the Platonic "ideas," as we 
see it in Socrates, according to the report of Aristotle, 
provided against this twofold misrepresentation. Its 
aim is to secure, in the terms of our discourse with 
others and with ourselves, precise equivalence to what 
they denote. It was a "mission " to go about Athens 
and challenge people to guard the inlets of error, in 
the passage from facts to their thoughts about them, 
in the passage from thoughts to words. It was an 
intellectual gymnastic, to test, more exactly than they 
were in the habit of doing, the equivalence of words 
they used so constantly as· Just, Brave, Beautiful, to 
the thoughts they had ; of those thoughts to the 
facts of experience, which it was the business of those 
thoughts precisely to represent; to clear the mental 
air; to arrange the littered work-chamber of the mind. 

In many of Plato's Dialog,1es we see no more than 
the ordered rellex of this process, informal as it was in 
the actual practice of Socrates. Out of the accidents 
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of a conversation, as from the confused currents of 
life and action, the typical forms of the vices and 
virtues emerge in definite outline. The first conten
tion of Tiu: Republic, for instance, is to establish in 
regard to the nature of Justice, terms as exactly con
terminous with thoughts, thoughts as exactly conter
minous with moral facts, as the notion of carbon is 
for the naturalist, when it has come to include both 
charcoal and the diamond, on the basis of the essen
tial Jaw of their operation as experience reveals it. 
Show us, not merely accidental truths about it ; 
but, by the doing of what (T{ ,roiovua) in the very 
soul of its possessor, itself by itself, Justice is a good, 
and Injustice a bad thing. That illustrates exactly 
what is meant by " an idea," the force of" knowledge 
through ideas," in the particular instance of Justice. 
It will include perhaps, on the one hand, forms of 
Justice so remote from the Justice of our everyday 
experience as to seem inversions of it ; it will clearly 
exclude, on the other hand, acts and thoughts, not it, 
yet, phenomenally, so like it, as to deceive the very 
gods; and its area will be expanded sufficiently to in
clude, not the individual only, but the state. And you, 
the philosophic student, were to do that, not for one 
virtue only, but for Piety, and Beauty, and the State 
itself, and Knowledge, and Opinion, and the Good. 
Nay, you might go on and do the same thing for the 
physical, when yon came to the end of the moral, 
world, were life Jong enough, and if you had the 
humour for it :-for i\-Iotion, Number, Colour, Sound. 
That, then, was the first growth of the Platonic ide:is, 

L 
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as derived immerliately from Socrates, whose formal 
contribution to philosophy had been "universal defini
tions," developed" inductively," by the twofold method 
of "inclusion" and "exclusion." 

Aristotle adds, however, that Socrates had stopped 
at the point here indicated : he had not gone on, like 
some others, to make those universal notions or defini
tions "separable" - separable, that is to say, from the 
particular and concrete instances, from which he had 
gathered them. Separable: xwpicm5, (famous word!) 
that is precisely what general notions become in what 
is specially called "the Platonic Theory of Ideas." 
The "Ideas" of Plato are, in truth, neither more nor 
less than those universal definitions, those universal 
conceptions, as they look, as they could not but look, 
amid the peculiar lights and shadows, in the singularly 
constituted atmosphere, under the strange laws of re
fraction, and in the proper perspective, of Plato's house 
of thought. Dy its peculiarities, subsequent thought
philosophic, poetic, theological - has been greatly in
fluenced; by the intense subjectivities, the accidents, 
so to speak, of Plato's genius, of Plato himself; the 
ways constitutional with him, the magic or trick of his 
personality, in regarding the intellectual material he 
was occupied with - by Plato's psychology. And it is 
characteristic of him, again, that those peculiarities of 
his mental attitude are evidenced informally; by a ten
dency, as we said, by the mere general tone in which 
he speaks of Beauty, for instance, "as it really is," of 
all that "really is," under its various forms; a manner 
of speaking, not explicit, but veiled, in various degrees, 
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under figures, as at the end of the sixth book of Tiu 
Republic, or under mythological fantasies, like those of 
the Plw:drus. He seems to have no inclination for the 
responsibilities of definite theory ; for a system such 
as that of the N eo-Platonists for instance, his own later 
followers, who, in a kind of prosaic and cold-blooded 
transcendentalism, developed as definite philosophic 
dogma, hard enough in more senses than one, what in 
Plato is to the last rather poetry than metaphysical 
reasoning - the irrepressible because almost uncon
scious poetry, which never deserts him, even when 
treating of what is neither more nor less than a chap
ter in the rudiments of logic. 

The peculiar development of the Socratic realism 
by Plato can then only be understood by a consider
ation· of the peculiarities of Plato's genius ; how it 
reacted upon those abstractions ; what they came to 
seem in its peculiar atmosphere. The Platonic doc
trine of" Ideas," as was said, is not so much a doctrine, 
as a way of speaking or feeling about certain elements 
of the mind ; allfl this temper, this peculiar way of 
feeling, of speaking, which for most of us will have 
many difficulties, is not uniformly noticeable in Plato's 
Dialogues, but is to be found more especially in the 
Pluedo, the Sp11posi11111, and in certain books of The 
Republic, above all in the Pha:drus. Here is a famous 
passage from it. -

There (that is to say, at a particular point in a sort of 
Pythagorean mental pilgrimage through time and space) 
there, at last, its utmost tr,11·ail and contest awaits the 
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soul. For the immortal souls, so-called, when they were 
upon the highest point, passed out and stood (as you 
might stand upon the outside of a great hollow sphere) 
upon the back of the sky. And as they stand there, the 
revolution of the spheres carries them round; and they 
behold the things that are beyond the sky. That super
celestial place none of our poets on earth has ever yet 
sung of, nor will ever sing, worthily. And thus it is: for 
I must make bold to state the truth, at any rate, especially 
as it is about trutli, that I am speaking. For the colour
less, and formless, and impalpable Being, being in very 
truth of (that is, relative to) the soul, is visible by reason 
alone as one's guide. Centered about that, the generation, 
or seed, yivoc;-the people, of true knowledge inhabits this 
place. As, then, the intelligence of God, which is nour
ished by pure or unmixed reason and knowledge ( d.K1Jpa.T<{', 
unmixed with sense) so, the intelligence of every other 
soul also, which is about to receive that which properly 
belongs to it, beholding, after long interval, that which is, 
107/cs it (that's the point!) and by the vision of truth is 
feel; and fares well ; until, in cycle, the revolving move
ment brings it round again to the same place. And in 
that journey round it looks upon Justice itself; it looks 
upon Temperance, upon Knowledge; not that knowledge 
to which the process of becoming (the law of change, 
namely, of birth and death and decay) attaches; nor that 
which is, as it were, one in one thing, another in another, 
of those things which now we speak of as being; but the 
knowledge which is in that which in very deed is (r~v lv 
T<p o fo-nv tv iivrwc; r.r.t<J'T~JJ-1/V ot<J'av) and having beheld, 
after the same manner, all other things that really are, and 
feasted upon them, being passed back again to the interior 
of the sky, the soul returned home. Plia:dr11s, 247. 

Only, as Plato thinks, that return was, in fact, an 
exile. 

There, in that attractive, but perhaps not wholly 
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acceptable, sort of discourse, in some· other passages 
like it, Plato has gone beyond his master Socrates, on 
two planes or levels, so to speak, of speculative ascent, 
which we may distinguish from each other, by way of 
making a little clearer what is in itself certainly so 
difficult. 

For Plato, then, not by way of formal theory, we 
must remember, but by a turn of thought and speech 
(while he speaks of them, in fact) the Socratic" uni
versals," the notions of Justice and the like, are be
come, first, things in themselves - the real things; 
and secondly, persons, to be known as persons must 
be; and to be loved, for the perfections, the visible 
perfections, we might say - intellectually visible - of 
their being. "It looks upon Justice itself; it looks 
upon _Temperance; upon Knowledge." 

Hitherto, in the Socratic disputations, the ideas had 
been creations, serviceable creations, of men's thought, 
of our reason. "'ith Plato, they are the creators of our 
reason - those treasures of experience, stacked and 
stored, which, to each one of us, come as by inheritance, 
or with no proportionate effort on our part, to direct, to 
enlarge and rationalise, from the first use of language by 
us, our manner of taking things. For Plato, they are 
no longer, as with Socrates, the instruments by which 
we tabulate and classify and record our experience -
mere " marks " of the real things of experience, of 
what is essential in this or that, and common to every 
particular that goes by a certain common name; but 
arc themselves rather the proper object,; of all true 
knowledge, and a passage from all merely relative 
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experience to the "absolute." In proportion as they 
lend themselves to the individual, in his effort to think, 
they create ·reason in him ; they reproduce the eternal 
reason for him. For Socrates, as Aristotle understands 
him, they were still in service to, and valid only in and 
by, the experience they recorded, with no locus sta11di 

beyond. For Plato, for Platonists, they are become 
- Justice and Beauty, and the perfect State, or again 
Equality (that which we must bring with us, if we are 
to apprehend sensible instances thereof, but which no 
two equal things here, two coins, ever really attain) 
nay, Couch, or Tree, every general thought, or name 
of a thing, whatever - separate (xwpia-ro~) separable 
fr'om, as being essentialJy independent of, the individ
ual mind which conceives them ; as also of the par
ticular temporary instances which come under them, 
come and go, while they remain for ever - those eter
nal "forms," of Tree, Equality, Justice, and so forth. 

That, then, is the first stage, or plane, of Platonic 
transcendentalism. Our common ideas, without which, 
in fact, we none of us could think at all, are not the 
consequence, not the products, but the cause of our 
reason in us : we did not make them ; but they make 
us what we are, as reasonable beings. The eternal 
Being, of Parmenides, one and indivisible, has been 
diffused, divided, resolved, refracted, differentiated, 
into the eternal Ideas, a multiple, numerous, stelJar 
world, so to call it - abstract light into stars : Justice, 
Temperance as it is, Bravery as it is. Permanence, 
independency, indefectible itlentity with itself - all 
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those qualities which Pannenides supposed in the one 
and indivisible reality - belong to every one of those 
illeas severally. 

It was like a recrudescence of polytheism in that 
abstract world ; a return of the many gods of Homer, 
veiled now as abstract notions, Love, Fear, Confidence, 
and the like ; and as such, the modern anthropologist, 
our student of the natural history of man, would rank 
the Platonic theory as but a form of what he calls 
"animism." Animism, that tendency to locate the 
movements of a soul like our own in every object, 
almost in every circumstance, which impresses one 
with a sense of power, is a condition of mind, of which 
the simplest illustration is primitive man adoring, as a 
divine being endowed with will, the meteoric stone 
that came rushing from the sky. That condition" sur
vives" however, in the negro, who thinks the discharg
ing gun a living creature ; as it survives also, more 
subtly, in the culture of Wordsworth and Shelley, for 
whom clouds and peaks are kindred spirits ; in the 
pantheism of Goethe ; and in Schelling, who fornm
lates that pantheism as a philosophic, a Platonic, 
theory. Such "animistic" instinct was, certainly, a 
natural element in Plato's mental constitution, - the 
instinctive effort to find a11i111a, the conditions of per
sonality, in whatever preoccupied his mind, a mind, be 
it remembered, of which the various functions, as we 
reckon them, imagination, reason, intuition, were still 
by no means clearly analysed and differentiated from 
each other, but participated, all alike and all together, 
in every single act of mind. 
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And here is the second stage of the Platonic ideal
ism, the second grade of Plato's departure from the 
simpler realism of his master, as noted by Aristotle, 
towards that " intelligible world," opposed by him so 
constantly to the visible world, into which many find it 
so hard to follow him at all, and in which the " ideas" 
become veritable persons. To speak, to think, to feel, 
about abstract ideas as if they were living persons; 
that, is the second stage of Plato's speculative ascent. 
With the lover, who had graduated, was become a 
master, in the school of love, but had turned now to 
the love of intellectual and strictly invisible things, it 
was as if the faculty of physical vision, of the bodily 
eye, were still at work at the very centre of intellectual 
abstraction. Abstract ideas themselves became ani
mated, living persons, almost corporeal, as if with 
hands and eyes. And it is, as a consequence, but 
partly also as a secondary reinforcing cause, of this 
mental condition, that the idea of Beauty becomes 
for Plato the central idea ; the permanently typical 
instance of what an idea means ; of its relation to par
ticular things, and to the action of our thoughts upon 
them. It was to the lover dealing with physical beauty, 
a thing seen, yet unseen - seen by all, in some sense, 
and yet, truly, by one and not by another, as if through 
some capricious, personal self-discovery, by some law 
of affinity between the seer and what is seen, the know
ing and the known - that the nature and function of 
an idea, as such, would come home most clearly. And 
then, while visible beauty is the clearest, the most 
certain thing, in the world (lovers will always tell you 
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so) real with the reality of somt:thing hot or cold in 
one's hand, it also comes nearest of all things, so Plato 
assures us, to its eternal pattern or prototype. For 
some reason, the eternal idea of beauty had left visible 
copies of itself, shadows, antitypes, out of all propor
tion, in their truthfulness and adequacy, to any copy, 
left here with us, of Justice, for instance, or Equality, 
or the Perfect State. The typical instance of an 
abstract idea, yet preoccupying the mind with all the 
colour and circumstance of the relationship of person 
to person, the idea of Beauty, conveyed into the entire 
theory of ideas, the associations which belong properly 
to such relationships only. A certain measure of 
caprice, of capricious preference or repulsion, would 
thus be naturally incidental to the commerce of men's 
minds with what really is, with the world in which 
things really are, only so far as they are truly known. 
" Philosophers are lovers of truth and of that which is 
- impassioned lovers " : Tou ovTo, n Kal a}...-Jf}da, 
ipaCTTas, Tou; cf,i"AoCTocf,ov;. They arc the corner-stone, 
as readers of T/1e Republic know, of the ideal state -
those impassioned lovers, ipaCTTas, of that which really 
is, and in comparison wherewith, office, wealth, honour, 
the love of which has rent Athens, the world, to pieces, 
will be of no more than secondary importance. 

He is in truth, in the power, in the hands, of another, 
of another will - this lover of the Ideas - attracted, 
corrected, guided, rewarded, satiated, in a long dis
cipline, that "ascent of the ~Jul into the intelligible 
world," of which the ways of earthly love ( Ta. lpumKa) 
an: a Lrue parallel. His enthusiasm of knowledge is 
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literally an entlwsi,um: has about it that character of 
possession of one per5on by another, by which those 
" animistic " old Greeks explained natural madness. 
That philosophic enthusiasm, that impassioned desire 
for true knowledge, is a kind of madness (p.avta) the 
madness to which some have declared great wit, all 
great gifts, to be always allied - the fourth species of 
mania, as Plato himself explains in the Plrn:drus. To 
natural madness, to poetry and the other gifts allied to 
it, t~ prophecy like that of the Delphic pythoness, 
he has to add, fourthly, the " enthusiasm of the 
ideas." 

The whole course of our theory hitherto (he there tells 
us) relates to that fourth form of madness; wherein, when 
any one, seeing the beauty that is here below, and having 
a reminiscence of the true, feels, or finds, his wings (7rn· 
pwTat) fluttering upwards, in his eagerness to soar abo\·e, 
but unable, like a bird looking towards the sky, heedless 
of things below, he is charged with unsoundness of mind. 
I have told how this is the most excellent of all forms of 
enthusiasm (or possession) both lo its possessor and lo 
him who participates in it; how it comes of the noblest 
causes; and that the lover who has a share of this mad
ness is called a lover of the beautiful. For, as has been 
said, every soul of man, by its \'cry nature, has seen the 
things that really arc, otherwise it would not have come 
into this form of life (into a- human body). But to rise 
from things here to the recollection of those, is not an 
easy matter for every soul ; neither for those which then 
had but a brief view of things there; nor for such as were 
unlucky in their descent hither, so that, through the in
fluence of certain associations, turning themselves to what. 
is not right1 they have forgotten the sacred forms which 
then they saw. Few souls, in truth, remain, lo which the 
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gift of reminiscence ac\cguatcly pertains. These, when 
they sec some likeness of things there, arc lost in amaze
ment, and belong no longer to thcmsch-cs; only, they 
understand not the true nature of their affection, because 
they lack discernment. Now, of Justice, and of Temper
ance, and of all those other qualities which are precious 
to souls, there is no clear light in their semblances here 
below; but, through obscure organs, with difficulty, very 
few, coming to their figures, behold the generation ( yi1•0,, 
the people) of that which is figured. At that moment it 
was possible to behold Beauty in its clearness, \\·hen, with 
the choir of the blessed following on, ourseh-es with Zeus, 
some with one, some with another, of the gods, they looked 
upon a blissful vision and \'iew, and were made partakers 
in what it is meet and right to call the most blessed of 
all mysteries; the which we celebrated, sound and whole 
then, and untouched by the e\·il things that awaited us in 
time to come, as being admitted to mystic sights, whole 
and sound and at unity with themsel\'es, in pure light 
gazi°ng on them, being oursel\'es pure, and unimpressed 
by this we carry about now and call our body, impdsoned 
like a fish in its shell. 

Let memory be indulged thus far; for whose sake, in 
regret for what was then, I have now spoken somewhat at 
length. As regards Beauty, as I said, it both shone out. 
in its true being, among those other eternal forms ; and 
when we came down hither we apprehended it through 
the clearest of all our bodily senses, gleaming with utmost 
brightness. For sight comes to us keenest of all our 
bodily senses, though Wisdom is not seen by it. i\Iar
vellous loves, in truth, would that (namely, \Visdom) ha1·e 
afforded, had it presented any manifest image of itself, 
such as that of Beauty, had it reached our bodily vision
that, and all those other amiable forms. nut now Beauty 
alo;e has had this fortune; so that it is the clearest, the 
most certain, of all things, and the most lovable. 

Plurdrus, 2.i9. 
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II. Dialectic. 

Three different forms of composition have, under the 
intellectual conditions of different ages, prevailed -
three distinct literary methods, in the presentation of 
philosophic thought ; the metrical form earliest, when 
philosophy was still a matter of intuition, imaginative, 
sanguine, often turbid or obscure, and became a Poem, 
I1£p, <l>vu£w,, "Concerning Nature"; according to 
the manner of Pythagoras, " his golden verses," of 
Parmenides or Empeclokles, after whom Lucretius in 
his turn modelled the finest extant illustration of that 
manner of writing, of thinking. 

It was succeeded by precisely the opposite manner, 
when native intuition had shrunk into dogmatic sys
tem, the dry bones of which rattle in one's ears, with 
Aristotle, or Aquinas, or Spinoza, as a formal treatise ; 
the perfected philosophic temper being situate midway 
between those opposites, in the third essential form of 
the literature of philosophy, namely the essay; that 
characteristic literary type of our own time, a time 
so rich and various in special apprehensions of truth, so 
tentative and dubious in its sense of their ensemble, and 
issues. Strictly appropriate form of our modern phil
osophic literature, the essay came into use at what was 
really the invention of the relative, or "modern" 
spirit, in the Renaissance of the sixteenth century.1 

The poem, the treatise, the essay: you see already 

1 Essay-" A loose sally of the mind," says Johnson's Dic
tionary. Bailey's earlier Dictionary gives another suggestive use 
of the word "among miners" -A little tre11cli or hole, which 
they dig to seardi for ore, 
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that these three methods of writing are no mere lit
erary accidents, dependent on the personal choice of 
this or that particular writer, but necessities of literary 
form, determined directly by matter, as corresponding 
to three essentially different ways in which the human 
mind relates itself to truth. If oracular verse, stim
ulant but enigmatic, is the proper vehicle of enthu
siastic intuitions; if the treatise, with its ambitious 
array of premiss and conclusion, is the natural out-put 
of scholastic all-sufficiency; so, the form of the essay, 
as we have it towards the end of the sixteenth century, 
most significantly in 1\-Iontaigne, representative essay
ist because the representative doubter, inventor of the 
name as, in essence, of the thing- of the essay, in 
its seemingly modest aim, its really large and adven
turous possibilities - is indicative of Montaigne's pecu
liar· function in regard to his age, as in truth the 
commencement of our own. It provided him with 
precisely the literary form necessary to a mind for 
which truth itself is but a possibility, realisable not as 
general conclusion, but rather as the elusive effect of 
a particular personal experience ; to a mind which, 
noting faithfully those random lights that meet it by 
the way, must needs content itself with suspension of 
judgment, at the end of the intellectual journey, to the 
very last asking : Que scais-ji:? Who knows? - in the 
very spirit of that old Socratic contention, that all tme 
philosophy is but a refined sense of one's ignorance. 

And as Aristotle is the inventor of the treatise, so the 
Platonic Dialogue, in its conception, its peculiar oppor-
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tumties, is essentially an essay- an essay, now and 
then passing into the earlier form of philosophic poetry, 
the prose-poem of Heraclitus. There have been effec
tive writers of dialogue since, Bruno, for instance, 
Berkeley, Landor, with whom, however, that literary 
form has had no strictly constitutional propriety to the 
kind of matter it conveyed, as lending itself (that is to 
say) structurally to a many-sided but hesitant con
sciousness of the truth. Thus, with Berkeley, its pur
pose is but to give a popular turn to certain very 
dogmatic opinions, about which there is no diffidence, 
there are no half-lights, in the writer's own mind. 
With Plato, on the other hand, with Plato least of all 
is the dialogue - that peculiar modification of the 
essay- anything less than essential, necessary, or
ganic : the very form belongs to, is of the organism 
of, the matter which it embodies. For Plato's Dia
logues, in fact, reflect, they reline upon while they 
fulfil, they idealise, the actual method, in which, by 
preference to anything like formal lecturing (the lec
ture being, so to speak, a treatise in embryo) Socrates 
conveyed his doctrine to others. We see him in those 
Dialogues of Plato, still loitering in the public places, 
the open houses, the suburban roads, of Athens, as if 
seeking truth from others; seeking it, doubtless, from 
himself, but along with, and by the help of, his sup
posed scholars, for whom, incleecl, he can but bring 
their own native conceptions of truth to the birth ; 
but always faithfully registering just so much light as 
is given, and, so to speak, never concluding. 

The Platonic Dialogue is the literary transforma· 
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tion, in a word, of what was the intimately home
grown method of Socrates, not only of conveying 
truth to others, but of coming by it for himself. 
The essence of that method, of " dialectic " in all its 
forms, as its very name denotes, is dialogue, the habit 
of seeking tmth by means of question and answer, 
prinnrily with one's self. Just there, lies the validity 
of the method - in a dialogue, an endless dialogue, 
with one's self; a dialogue concerning those first prin
ciples, or "universal definitions," or notions, those 
"ideas," which, according to Plato, are the proper 
objects of all real knowledge; concerning the ade
quacy of one's hold upon them ; the relationship to 
them of other notions ; the plausible conjectures in 
our own or other minds, which come short of them; 
the elimination, by their mere presence in the mind, of 
positive ignorance or error. Justice, Beauty, Perfect 
Polity, and the like, in outlines of eternal and abso
lute certainty: - they were to be apprehended by 
"clialectic," literally, by a method (µ./.0oSo,) a circui
tous journey, presented by the Platonic dialogues in 
its most accomplished literary form. 

For the certainty, the absolute and eternal charac
ter, of such ideas involved, with much labour and 
scrnple, repeated acts of qualification and correction; 
many readjustments to experience; expansion, by 
larger lights from it; those exclusions and inclusions, 
debita: 11at11ne ( to repeat Bacon's phrase) demanded, 
that is to say, by the veritable nature of the facts 
which those ideas arc designed to represent. " Rep
resentation" was, in fact, two-fold, and comprehencled 
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many successive steps under each of its divisions. 
The thought was to be adjusted, first, to the phenom
ena, to the facts, daintily, to the end that the said 
thought might just cover those facts, and no more. 
To the thought, secondly, to the conception, thus 
articulated, it was necessary to adjust the term ; the 
term, or " definition," by which it might be conveyed 
into the mind of another. The dialogue -the free
dom, the variety and elasticity, of dialogue, informal, 
easy, natural, alone afforded the room necessary for 
that long and complex process. If one, if Socrates, 
seemed to become the teacher of another, it was but 
by thinking aloud for a few moments over his own 
lesson, or leaning upon that other as he went along 
that difficult way which each one must really prose
cute for himself, however full such comradeship might 
be of happy occasions for the awakening of the latent 
knowledge, with which mind is by nature so richly 
stored. The Platonic Socrates, in fact, does not pro
pose to teach anything : is but willing, "along with 
you," and if you concur, "to consider, to seek .out, 
what the thing may be. Perchance using our eyes in 
common, rubbing away, we might cause Justice, for 
instance, to glint forth, as from fire-sticks."* 

"And," again, " is not the road to Athens made for 
conversation?" Yes! It might seem that move
ment, after all, and any habit that promoted movement, 
promoted the power, the successes, the fortunate partu-

• 'l:.d,f,aCTOa, KO.I CTU!'ITiiCTat 8Tt 1rch, (CTnv· Kai, Trix' llv, 1ra.p' 
41'1'111'0. CTKon-oiivT«, Ka.I Tplflon«, WCTTrro <K 1rup.twv, h1'ciµ,f,a., 

1ro,~ua,µrv ;~v O,Katoo-U111111. 
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rition, of the mind. A method such as this, a process 
(proassus) a movement of thought, which is the vet}' 
converse of mathematical or demonstrative reasoning, 
and incapable therefore of conventional or scholastic 
form, of "exactness," in fact; which proceeded to 
truth, not by the analysis and application of an axiom, 
but by a gradual suppression of error, of error in the 
form of partial or exaggerated truths on the subject
matter proposed, found its proper literary vehicle in a 
dialogue, the more flexible the better. It was like 
a journey indeed, that essay towards Justice, for 
example, or the true Polity ; a journey, not along the 
simple road to Athens, but to a mountain's top. The 
proportions, the outline, the relation of the thing to 
its neighbours, - how do the inexperienced in· sud: 
journeys mistake them, as they climb ! What repeated 
miseonceptic;ms, embodying, one by one, some mere 
particularity of view, the perspective of this or that 
point of view, forthwith abandoned, some apprehension 
of mountain form and structure, just a little short, or, it 
may be, immeasurably short, of what Plato would call 
the "synoptic" view of the mountain as a whole. 
From this or that point, some insignificant peak pre
sented itself as the mountain's veritable crest: inexpe
rience would have sworn to the truth of a wholly illu
sive perspective, as the next turn in the journey 
assured one. It is only upon the final step, with free 
view at last on every side, uniting together and justify
ing all those various, successive, partial apprehensions 
of the difficult way - only on the summit, comes the 
intuitive comprehension of what the tme form of the 

!\I 
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mountain really is; with a mental, or rather an imag
inative hold upon which, for the future, we can lind 
our way securely about it; observing perhaps that, 
next to that final intuition, the first view, the first 
impression, had been truest about it. 

Such, in its full scope, is the journey or pilgrimage, 
the method ( oOo,, K(VTJCrL,, p.ffJooo,) of the Socratic, of 
the perfected Platonic dialectic, towards the truth, the 
true knowledge, of Bravery or Friendship, for instance; 
of Space or l\fotion, again, as suggested in the seventh 
book of Tlie Republic; of the ideal City, of the im
inaculate Beauty. You are going about Justice, for 
example - that great complex elevation on the level 
surface of life, whose top, it may be, reaches to heaven. 
You fancy you have grasped its outline. 'A.\,\a p.ETa-

0wp.£0a. You are forced on, perhaps by your com
panion, a step further, and the view has already 
changed. "Persevere," Plato might say, "and a step 
may be made, upon which, again, the whole world 
around may change, the entire horizon and its relation 
to the point you stand on - a change from the half
light of conjecture to the full light of indefectible 
certitude. That, of course, can only happen by a 
Sl(111ma1y act of intuition upon the entire perspective, 
wherein all those partial apprehensions, which one by 
one may have seemed inconsistent with each other, 
find their clue place, or ( to return to the Platonic 
Dialogue again, to the actual process of dialectic as 
there exposed) by that final impression of a subject, a 
theorem, in which the mind attains a hold, as if by 
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a single imaginative act, through all the transitions 
of a long conversation, upon all the seemingly oppo
site contentions of all the various speakers at once. 
\Ve see already why Platonic dialectic - the ladder, 
as Plato thinks, by which alone we can ascend into the 
entirely reasonable world ( 1,017ro;; ro1ro,) beginning 
with the boyish difficulties and crudities of l\leno, for 
instance, is a process which may go on, at least with 
those gifted by nature and opportunity, as in the 
Perfect City, - may go on to the close of life, and, as 
Pythagorean theory suggests, perhaps does not end 
even then. 

The process of dialectic, as represented in the 
Platonic Dialogues, may seem, therefore, inconsistent 
with itself, if you isolate this or that particular mm·e
ment, in what is a very complex process, with many 
phas'es of development. It is certainly difficult, and 
that not merely on a first reading, to grasp the unity 
of the various ·siJ.tements Plato has made about it. 
Now it may seem to differ from ordinary reasoning by 
a certain plausibility only : it is logic, plus persuasion ; 
helping, gently enticing, a child out of his natural 
errors; carefully explaining difficulties by the way, as 
one can best do, by question and answer with him ; 
above all, never falling into the mistake of the obsc11r11m 
(Jl'I· obscurius. At another time it may seem to aim at 
plausibility of another sort; at mutual complaisance, 
as Thrasymaclrns complains. It would be possible, of 
course, to present an insincere dialogue, in which 
certain of the disputants shall be mere men of straw. 
In the Plu"kbus again, dialectic is only the name of 
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the process (described there as exactly, almost aa 
technically, as Aristotle, or some modern master of 
applied logic, might describe it) of the resolution of a 
genus into its species. Or it lapses into" eristic " -
into an argument for its own sake; or sinks into 
logomachy, a mere dispute about words. Or yet 
again, an immense, a boundless promise is made for 
it, as in the seventh book of Tlie Republic. It is a life, 
a systematised, but comprehensive and far-reaching, 
intellectual life, in which the reason, nay, the whole 
nature of man, realises all it was designed to be, by 
the beatific "vision of all time and all existence." 

Now all these varying senses of the word" dialectic" 
fall within compass, if we remember that for Plato, 
as for every other really philosophic thinker, method 
must be one; that it must cover, or be understood 
to cover, the entire process, all the various processes, 
of the mind, in pursuit of properly representative 
ideas, of a reasoned reflex of expcnence; and that 
for Plato, this process is essentially a long rliscourse 
or reasoning of the mind with itself. It is that rly
namic, or essential, dialogue of the mind with itself, 
which lends, or imputes, its active principle to the 
written or spoken dialogue, which, in return, lends its 
name to the method it fignres - "dialectic." Well! 
in that long and complex dialogue of the mind with 
itself, many persons, so to speak, will necessarily take 
part; so many persons as there are possible contrasts 
or shades in the apprehension of some complex sub
ject. The advocat11s diaboli will be heard from time to 
time. The dog also, or, as the Greeks said, the wolf, 
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will out with his story against the man; and one of 
the interlocutors will always be a child, turnirig round 
upon us innocently, candidly, with our own admis
sions, or surprising us, perhaps at the last moment, 
by what seems his invincible ignorance, when we 
thought it rooted out of him. There will be a youth, 
inexperienced in the capacities of language, who will 
compel us to allow much time to the discussion of 
words and phrases, though not always unprofitably. 
And to the last, let us hope, refreshing with his en
thusiasm, the weary or disheartened inquirer (who is 
always also of the company) the rightly sanguine 
youth, ingenuous and docile, to whom, surely, those 
friendly living ideas will be willing, longing, to come, 
after that Plat~mic law of affinity, so effectual in these 
matt~rs - bµo'iov bµot'{)• 

With such a nature above all, bringing with 1t Its 
felicities of temperament, with the sort of natures ( as 
we may think) which intellectually can but thrive, a 
method like that, the dialectic method, will also have 
its felicities, its singular good fortunes. A voyage of 
discovery, prosecuted almost as if at random, the 
Socratic or Platonic "dialogue of inquiry," seems at 
times to be in charge of a kind of" Providence." Or 
again, it will be as when hunters or bird-catchers 
"beat the bush," as we say: Plato elaborates that 
figure in T/1e Republic. Only, if they be knowin-:.; in 
the process, a fair percentage of birds will be found 
and taken. All the chances, or graces, of such a 
method, as actually followed in a whole life of free 
inquiry, T!te Republic, for a watchful reader, represents 
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in little. And when, using still another figure, Socrates 
says : "I do not yet know, myself; but, we must just 
go where the argument carries us, as a vessel runs 
before the wind," he breathes the very soul of the 
" dialectic method " : - 07r[/ ilv b ,\oyo~, WU7rEp To'VEVJ.1-U, 

cplpr,, Tawr, ldov. 

This dialectic method, this continuous discourse 
with one's self, being, for those who prosecute it with 
thoroughness, co-extensive with life itself - a part of 
the continuous company we keep with ourselves 
through life - will have its inequalities; its infelici
ties; above all, its final insecurity. "We argue rashly 
and adventurously," writes Plato, most truly, in the 
Tiamus- aye, we, the Platonists, as sqch, sometimes 
- " by reason that, like ourselves, our discourses ( our 
Platonic discourses, as such) have much participation 
in the temerity of chance." Of course, as in any 
other occasional conversation, with its dependence 
on the hour and the scene, the persons we are with, 
the humours of the moment, there will always be much 
of accident in this essentially informal, this un-methodi
cal, method; and, therefore, opportunities for misuse, 
sometimes consciously. The candid reader notes in
stances of such, even in T/1e Rrpublic, not always on 
the part of Thrasymachus: - in this "new game of 
chess," played, as Plato puts it, not with counters, but 
with words, and not necessarily for the prize of trnth, 
but, it may be, for the mere enjoyment of move and 
counter- move, of check-mating. 

Since Zeno's paradoxes, in fact, the very air of 
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Athens was become sophisticated, infected with ques
tionings, often vain enough ; and the Platonic method 
hacl been, in its measure, determined Ly (the un
friendly might say, was in truth only a deposit from) 
that infected air. "Socrates," as he admits, "is easily 
refuted. Say rather, dear Agathon, that you cannot 
refute the truth." That is reassuring, certainly ! For 
you might think sometimes, uneasily, of the Platonic 
Socrates, that, as he says of the Sophist, or of himself 
perhaps en carica/11re, in the E11tl1)'ilem11s, "Such is 
his skill in the war of words, that he can refute any 
proposition whatever, whether true or false" ; that, in 
short, there is a dangerous facility abroad for proving 
all things whatever, equally well, of which Socrates, 
and his presumable allotment of truth, has but the 
general allotment. 

The friendly, on the other hand, might rejoin even 
then, that, as Lessing suggests, the search for truth is 
a better thing for us than its possession. Plato, who 
supposes any knowledge worth the name to be "abso
lute ancl eternal"; whose constant contention it is, to 
separate longo i11/ervallo, by the longest possible inter
val, science ( E'Tl"l(J'Tl//J-Y/) as the possession of irresistible 
truth, from any and every sort of knowledge which 
falls short of that ; would hardly have accepted the 
suggestion of Lessing. Yet, in spite of all that, in 
spite of the demand he makes for certainty and exact
ness and what is absolute, in all real knowledge, he 
does think, or inclines his reader to think, that tnith, 
precisely because it resembles some high kincl of rela
tionship of persons to persons, depends a goocl deal 



168 PLATO AND PLATO~IS~I 

on the receiver ; and must be, in that degree, elusive, 
provisional, contingent, a matter of various approxima
tion, and of an "economy," as is said ; that it is partly 
a subjective attitude of mind: - that philosophic truth 
consists in the philosophic temper. "Socrates in 
Plato," remarks :Montaigne acutely, "disputes, rather 
to the profit of the disputants, than of the dispute. 
He takes hold of the first subject, like one wl).o has a 
more profitable end in view than to explain it; namely, 
to clear the understandings that he takes upon him to 
instruct and exercise." 

Just there, in fact, is the justification of Plato's pecu
liar dialectical method, of its inexactness, its hesitancy, 
its scruples and reserve, as if he feared to obtrude 
knowledge on an unworthy receiver. The treatise, as 
the proper instrument of dogma - the Ethics of Aris
totle, the Ethics of Spinoza - begins with a truth, or 
with a clear conviction of truth, in the axiom or defi
nition, which it does but propose further to explain and 
apply. -The treatise, as the instrument of a dog
matic philosophy begins with an axiom or defini
tion : the essay or dialogue, on the other hand, 
as the instrument of dialectic, does not necessarily 
so much as conclude in one; like that long dialogue 
with oneself, that dialectic process, which may be co
extensive with life. It does in truth little more than 
clear the ground, as we say, or the atmosphere, or the 
mental tablet, that one may have a fair chance of know
ing, or seeing, perhaps : it does but put one into a duly 
receptive attitude towards such possible truth, dis
covery, or revelation, as may one day occupy the 
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ground, the tablet, - sned itself on the purified air; 
it does not provide a proposition, nor a system of 
propositions, but forms a temper. 

What Plato presents to his readers is then, again, a 
paradox, or a reconciliation of opposed tendencies : 
on one side, the largest possible demand for infallible 
certainty in knowledge (it was he fixed that ideal of 
absolute truth, to which, vainly perhaps, the human 
mind, as such, aspires) yet, on the other side, the 
utmost possible inexactness, or contingency, in the 
method by which actually he proposes to attain it. It 
has been said that the humour of Socrates, of which 
the famous Socratic irony - the pretence to have a 
bad memory, to dislike or distrust long and formal 
discourse, to have taught nothing, to be but a midwife 
in relation to other people's thoughts - was an ele
ment, is more than a mere personal trait ; that it was 
welcome as affording a means of escape from the full 
responsibilities of his teaching. It belonged, in truth, 
to the tentative character of dialectic, of question and 
answer as the method of discovery, of teaching and 
learning, to the position, in a word, of the philosophic 
cssaJ•ist. That it was thus, might be illustrated abun
dantly from the Platonic dialogues. The irony, the 
Socratic humour, so serviceable to a diffident teacher, 
are, in fact, Plato's own. Kiv8unun, "it may chance 
to be," is, we may notice, a favourite catchword of his. 
The philosopher of Being, or, of the verb "To be," is 
after all afraid of saying, " It is." 

For, again, person dealing with person - with pos-
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sible caprice, therefore, at least on one side - or 
intelligence with intelligence, is what Plato supposes 
in the reception of truth : - that, and not an exact 
mechanism, a precise machine, operating on, or with, 
an exactly ponderable matter. He has fears for truth, 
however carefully considered. To the very last false
hood will lurk, if not about truth itself, about this or 
that assent to it. The receiver may acid the falsities 
of his own nature to the truth he receives. The propo
sition which embodies it very imperfectly, may not 
look to him, in those dark chambers of his individ
uality, of himself, into which none but he can ever 
get, to test the matter, what it looks to me, or to you. 
We may not even be thinking of, not looking at, the 
same thing, when we talk of Beauty, and the like; 
objects which, after all, to the Platonist are matters 
of (hwpta, of immediate intuition, of immediate vision, 
or, as Plato sometimes fancied, of an earlier personal 
experience ; and which, as matter of such intuition, 
are incapable of analysis, and therefore, properly, in
communicable by words. Place, then, must be left to 
the last in any legitimate dialectic process for possible 
after-thoughts; for the introduction, so to speak, of 
yet another interlocutor in the dialogue, which has, in 
fact, no necessary conclusion, and leaves off only 
because time is up, or when, as he says, one leaves off 
seeking through weariness ( ti1T0Kaµ.vwv). " What 
thought can think, another thought can mend." 
Another turn in the endless road may change the 
whole character of the perspective. You cannot, as 
the Sophist proposed to do (that was part of his fool-
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ishness) take and put truth into the soul. If you 
could, it might be established there, only as an "in
ward lie," as a mistake. ":Must I take the argument, 
and literally insert it into your mind"? asks Thra
symachus. "Heaven forbid : " answers Socrates. That 
is precisely what he fears most, for himself, and for 
others ; and from first to last, demands, as the first 
condition of comradeship in that long journey in 
which he conceives teacher and learner to be but fel
low-travellers, pilgrims side by side, sincerity, above 
all sincerity with one's self - that, and also freedom 
in reply. "Answer what you think, µ.fya,\orrpfrrwc; -

liberally." For it is impossible to make way other
wise, in a method which consists essentially in the 
development of knowledge by question and answer. 

:rviisuse, again, is of course possible in a method 
which admits of no objective sanction or standard; 
the success of which depends on a loyalty to one's 
self, in the prosecution of it, of which no one else can 
be cognisant. And if we can misuse it with ourselves, 
how much more certainly can the expert abuse it with 
another. At every turn of the conversation, a door 
lies open to sophistry. Sophistry, logomachy, eristic : 
we may learn what these are, sometimes, from Plato's 
own practice. That justice is only useful as applied 
to things useless ; that the just man is a kind of thief; 
nncl the like; is hardly so much as sophistry. And 
this too was possible in a method, which, with all its 
large outlook, has something of the irregularity, the 
accident, the heats and confusion, of life itself- a 
methou of reasoning which can only in a certain 
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measure be reasoned upon. How different the ex
actness which Aristotle supposes, and does his best to 
secure, in scientific procedure ! For him, dialectic, 
Platonic dialectic, is, at best, a part of " eristic " - of 
the art, or trick, of merely popular and approximate 
debate, in matters where science is out of the ques
tion, and rhetoric has its office, not in providing for the 
intelligence, but in moulding the sentiments and the 
will. Conversely to that absoluteness and necessity 
which Plato himself supposes in all real knowledge, as 
"the spectacle of all time and all existence," it might 
seem that the only sort of truth attainable by his 
actual method, must be the truth of a particular time 
and place, for one and not for another. 6.icf,\oyo, 

7rnpaCTTLKo,, a Dialogue of search" : - every one of 
Plato's Dialogues is in essence such like that whole, 
life-long, endless dialogue which dialectic, in its largest 
scope, does but formulate, and in which truly the last, 
the infallible word, after all, never gets spoken. Our pil
grimage is meant indeed to end in nothing less than the 
vision of what we seek. But can we ever be quite sure 
that we are really come to that? By what sign or test? 

Now oppose all this, all these peculiarities of the 
Platonic method, as we find it, to the exact and formal 
method of Aristotle, of Aquinas, of Spinoza, or Hegel; 
and then suppos~ one trained exclusively on Plato's 
dialogues. Is it the eternal certainty, after all, the 
immutable and absolute character of truth, as Plato 
conceived it, that he would be likely to apprehend? 
We have here another of those contrasts of tendenc~•, 
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constitutional in the genius of Plato, and which may 
add to our interest in him. Plato is to be explained, 
as we say, or interpreted, partly through his predeces
sors, and his contemporaries ; but in part also by his 
followers, by the light his later mental kinsmen throw 
back on the conscious or unconscious drift of his 
teaching. Now there are in the history of philosophy 
two opposite Platonic traditions ; two legitimate yet 
divergent streams of influence from him. Two very 
different yet equally representative scholars we may 
see in thought emerging from his school. The "theory 
of the Ideas," the high ideal, the uncompromising 
demand for absolute certainty, in any truth or knowl
edge worthy of the name; the immediate or intuiti\·e 
character of the highest acts of knowledge ; that all 
true theory is indeed "vision" : - for the maintenance 
of ·that side of the Platonic position we must look 
onward to Aristotle, and the Schoolmen of all ages, 
to Spinoza, to Hegel ; to those mystic aspirants to 
"vision" also, the so-called N eo-Platonists of all ages, 
from Proclus to Schelling. From the abstract, meta
physical systems of those, the ecstasy and illuminism 
of these, we may mount up to the actual words of 
Plato in the Symposium, the fifth book of Tlie Republic, 
the Plucdnts. 

But it is in quite different company we must look 
for the tradition, the development, of Plato's actual 
method of learning and teaching. The Academy of 
Plato, the established seat of his philosophy, gave 
name to a school, of which Lucian, in Greek, and in 
Latin, Cicero, are the proper representatives, - Cicero, 
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the perfect embodiment of what is slill sometimes 
understood to be the " academic spirit," surveying all 
sides, arraying evidence, ascertaining, measuring, bal
ancing, tendencies, but ending in suspension of judg
ment. If Platonism from age to age has meant, for 
some, ontology, a doctrine of" being," or the nearest 
attainable approach to or substitution for that; for 
others, Platonism has been in fact only another name 
for scepticism, in a recognisable philosophic tradition. 
Thus, in the l'l'liddle Age, it qualifies in the Sic ct Non 
the confident scholasticism of Abelard. It is like the 
very trick and impress of the Platonic Socrates himself 
again, in those endless conversations of l\Tontaigne -
that typical sceptic of the age of the Renaissance -
conversations with himself, with the living, with the 
dead through their writings, which his Essays clo but 
reOect. Typical Platonist or sceptic, he is thcrdore 
also the typical essayist. And the sceptical philosopher 
of Bordeaux does but commence the modern world, 
which, side by side with its metaphysical reasst:rtions, 
from Descartes to Hegel, side by side also with a 
constant accumulation of the sort of certainty which 
is afforded by empirical science, has had assuredly, to 
check wholesomely the pretensions of one and of the 
other alike, its doubts. - "Their name is legion," says 
a modern writer. Reverent and irreverent, reasonable 
and unreasonable, manly and unmanly, morbid and 
healthy, guilty and honest, wilful, inevitable - they 
have been called, indifferently, in an age which thirsts 
for intellcclual security, but cannot make up its mind. 
Que scais-:Je 7 it cries, in the words of l\Iontaigne ; 
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but in the spirit also of the Platonic Socrates, with 
whom such dubitation had been nothing less than a 
religious duty or service. 

Sanguine about any form of absolute knowledge, of 
eternal, or indefectible, or immutable tmth, with our 
modern temperament as it is, we shall hardly become, 
even under the direction of Plato, and by the reading 
of the Platonic Dialogues. But if we are little likely 
to realise in his school, the promise of "ontological" 
science, of a "doctrine of Being," or any increase in 
our consciousness of metaphysical security, are likely, 
rather, to acquire there that other sort of Platonism, 
a habit, namely, of tentative thinking and suspended 
judgment, if we are not likely to enjoy the vision of 
his "eternal and immutable ideas," Plato may yet 
promote in us what we call "ideals" - the aspiration 
towards a more perfect Justice, a more perfect Beauty, 
physical and intellectual, a more perfect condition of 
human affairs, than any one has ever yet seen; that 
Koa-1-'-o,, in which things are only as they are //l(Jugltt 
by a perfect mind, to which experience is constantly 
approximating us, but which it does not provide. 
There they stand, the two great landmarks of the 
intellectual or spiritual life as Plato conceived it: the 
ideal, the world of "ideas," "the great perhaps," for 
which it is his merit so effectively to have opened 
room in the mental scheme, to be known by us, if at 
all, through our affinities of nature with it, which, 
however, in our dealings with ourselves an<l others we 
may assume to be objective or real : - and then, o\·er 
against our imperfect realisation of that ideal, in our-
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selves, in nature and history, amid the personal 
caprices (it might almost seem) of its discovery of 
itself to us, as the appropriate attitude on our part, 
the dialectical spirit, which to the last will have its 
diffidence and reserve, its scruples and second 
thoughts. Such condition of suspended judgment 
indeed, in its more genial development and under 
felicitous culture, is but the expectation, the recep
tivity, of the faithful scholar, determined not to fore
close what is still a question - the "philosophic tem
per," in short, for which a survival of query will be 
still the salt of truth, even in the most absolutely 
ascertained knowledge. 



VIII 

LACED,E:\10:\' 

A~IOXG the Greeks, philosophy has ftourishecl longest, 
ancl is still most abundant, at Crete and Laced,"Cmon ; ancl 
there there are more teachers of philosophy than any
where else in the world. But the L,cccl:cmonians deny 
this, and pretend to be unlearned people, lest it should 
become manifest that it is through philosophy they arc 
supreme in Greece; that they may be thought to owe their 
supremacy to !heir fighting and manly spirit, for they think 
that if the means of their superiority were made known all 
the Greeks would practise this. But now, by keeping it a 
secret, they ha\'C succeeded in misleading the Laconisers 
in the various cities of Greece; and in imitation of them 
these people buffet themsell'es, ancl practise gymnastics, 
ancl put on boxing-glo\'cs, ancl wear short cloaks, as if it 
were by such things that the Lacccl;cmonians excel all 
other Greeks. But the Lacccl:cmonians, when they wish 
to have intercourse with their philosophers without re
serve, and are weary of going to them by stealth, make 
legal proclamation that those Laconisers should depart, 
with any other aliens who may be sojourning among them, 
and thereupon betake themselves to their sophists unob
served by strangers. And you may know that what I say 
is true, and that the Laccd:cmonians arc better instructed 
than all other people in philosophy and the art of discus
sion in this way. If any one will con\·crse with even the 
most insignificant of the LacNl:cmonians, he ma\' find him 
indeed in the greater part of what he says sec1{1ingly but 
a poor creature: but then at some chance point in the 
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conversation he will throw in some brief compact saying, 
worthy of remark, like a clever archer, so that his inter
locutor shall seem no better than a child. Of this fact 
some both of those now living and of the ancients ha,·e 
been aware, and that to Laconise consists in the study of 
philosophy far rather than in the pursuit of gymnastic, for 
they saw that to utter such sayings as those was only pos
sible for a perfectly educated man. Of these was Thales 
of i\Iilctus, Pittacus of i\lytilenc, Ilias the Priencan, and 
our own Solon, Clcobulus the Lindian, and ;\lyson of 
Chen, and the seventh among them was called Chilon, a 
Laced::emonian. These were all zealot.:s lovers and disci
ples of the culture of the Laccd::emonians. And any one 
may understand that their philosophy was something of 
this kind, short rememberable sayings uttered by each 
of them. They met together and offered these in com
mon, as the first fruits of philosophy, to ,Apollo in his 
temple at Delphi, and they wrote upon the walls these 
sayings known and read of all men: rvwlh uauTav and 
M710EV ayav. Protagoras, 343· 

Of course there is something in that of the romance 
to which the genius of Plato readily inclined him; 
something also of the Platonic humour or irony, which 
suggests, for example, to 1\-Ieno, so anxious to be in
structeu in the theory of virtue, that the philosophic 
temper must be departed from Attica, its natural 
home, to Thes5aJy-to the rude northern capital 

whence that ingenuous youth was freshly arrived. 
Partly romantic, partly humorous, in his Laconism, 
Plato is however quite serious in locating a certain 
spirit at Laccdremon of which his own ideal Repub
lic would have been the completer development; 
while the picture he draws of it presents many a 
detail taken straight from Laccdremon as it really 
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was, as if by an admiring visitor, who had in person 
pace<l the streets of the Dorian metropolis it was so 
difficult for any alien to enter. What was actually 
known of that stern place, of the Lacedremonians at 
home, at school, had charmed into fancies about it 
other philosophic theorists ; Xenophon for instance, 
who had little or nothing of romantic tendency about 
them. 

Ami there was another sort of romancing also, quite 
opposite to this of Plato, concerning the hard ways 
among themselves of those Lacedremonians who were 
so invincible in the field. "The Lacedremonians," 
says Pausanias, "appear to have admired least of all 
people poetry and the praise which it bestows." "At 
Laceclremon there is more philosophy than anywhere 
else. in the world," is what Plato, or the Platonic 
Socrates, had said. Yet, on the contrary, there were 
some who alleged that true Lacedremonians - Lace
dremonian nobles - for their protection against the 
"clfeminacies" of culture, were denied all knowledge 
of reading and writing. But then we know that writ
ten books are properly a mere assistant, sometimes, 
as Plato himself suggests, a treacherous assistant, to 
memory ; those conservative Lacedremonians being, 
so to speak, the people of memory pre-eminently, and 
very appropriately, for, whether or not they were 
taught to read and write, they were acknowledged 
adepts in the Pythagorean philosophy, a philosophy 
which attributes to memory so preponderating a 
function in the mental life. "Writing," says K. 0. 
MUiler in his laborious, yet, in spite of its air of cold-
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ness, passably romantic work on T/1c Doria 11s - an 
author whose quiet enthusiasm for his subject resulted 
indeed in a patient scholarship which well befits it: 
""'riting," he says, "was not essential in a nation 
where laws, hymns, and the praises of illustrious men 
- that is, jurisprudence and history- were taught in 
their schools of music." l\Iusic, which is or ought to 
be, as we know, according to those Pythagorean doc
trines, itself the essence of all things, was everywhere 
in the Perfect City of Plato; and among the Lace
d::emonians also, who may be thought to have come 
within measurable distance of that Perfect City, though 
with no conscious theories about it, music (µ.ournK~) 

in the larger sense of the word, was everywhere, not 
to alleviate only but actually to promote and inform, 
to be the very substance of their so strenuous and 
taxing habit of life. What was this "music," this 
service or culture of the Muses, this harmony, partly 
moral, doubtless, but also throughout a matter of 
elaborate movement of the voice, of musical instru
ments, of all beside that could in any way be associated 
to such things - this music, for the maintenance, the 
perpetual sense of which those vigorous souls were 
ready to sacrifice so many opportunities, privileges, 
enjoyments of a different sort, so much of their ease, 
of themselves, of one another? 

Platonism is a highly conscious reassertion of one 
of the two constituent clements in the Hellenic genius, 
of the spirit of the highlands namely in which the 
early Dorian forefathers of the Laced::cmonians had 
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secreted their peculiar disposition, in contrast with 
the mobile, the marine am! fluid temper of the littoral 
Ionian people. l'/1<· R1'J>11l1/ic of Plato is :m embodi
ment of that Platonic reassertion or preference, of 
Platonism, as the principle of a society, ideal enough 
indeed, yet in various degrees practicable. It is not 
understood by Plato to be an erection tie 110,'f', and 
therefore only on paper. Its foundations might be 
la:d in certain practicable changes to be enforced in 
the old schools, in a certain reformed music which 
must be taught there, and would float thence into the 
existing homes of Greece, under the shadow of its old 
temples, the sanction of its old religion, its old memo
ries, the old names of things. Given the central idea, 
with its essentially renovating power, the well-worn 
elements of society as it is would rebuild themselves, 
and a new colour come gradually over all things as the 
proper expression of a certain new mind in them. 

And in fact such embodiments of the specially Hel
lenic element in Hellenism, compacted in the natural 
course of political development, there had been, though 
in a less ideal form, in those many Dorian constitu
tions to which Aristotle refers. To Laced;emon, in 
7'/ie Republic itself, admiring allusions abound, covert, 
yet bold enough, if we remember the existing rivalry 
between Athens and her neighbour; and it becomes 
therefore a help in the study of Plato's political ideal 
to approach as near as we may to that earlier actual 
embodiment of its principles, which is also very inter
esting in itself. The Platonic City of the Perfect 
would not have been c:ut clean away from the old roots 
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of national life : would have had many links with the 
beautiful and venerable Greek cities of past and pres
ent. The ideal, poetic or romantic as it might seem, 
would but have begun where they had left off, where 
Lacedremon, in particular, had left off. Let us then, 
by way of realising the better the physiognomy of 
Plato's theoretic building, suppose some contempo
rary student of T/1e Republic, a pupil, say ! in the 
Athenian Academy, determined to gaze on the actual 
face of what has so strong a family likeness to it. 
Stimulated by his master's unconcealed Laconism, 
his approval of contemporary Laceclremon, he is at 
the pains to journey thither, and make personal in
spection of a place, in Plato's general commendations 
of which he may suspect some humour or irony, but 
which has unmistakably lent many a detail to his 
ideal Rep11blic, on paper, or in thought. 

He would have found it, this youthful Anacharsis, 
hard to get there, partly through the nature of the 
country, in part because the people of Lacedremon (it 
was a point of system with them, as we heard just 
now) were suspicious of foreigners. Romantic dealers 
in political theory at Athens were safe in saying pretty 
much what they pleased about its domestic doings. 
Still, not so . far away, made, not in idea and by 
the movements of an abstract ar"ument the mere 

b ' 

strokes of a philosophic pen, but solidified by con-
stancy of character, fortified anew on emergency by 
heroic deeds, for itself, for the whole of Greece, though 
with such persistent hold throughout on an idea, or 
system of ideas, that it might seem actv'llly to have 
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come reauy-made from the mind of some half-divine 
Lycurgus, or through him from Apollo himself, creator 
of that music of which it was an example : - there, in 
the hidden valley of the Eurotas, it was to be found, 
as a visible centre of actual human life, the place 
which was alleged to have come, harsh paradox as it 
might sound to Athenia~ ears, within measurable dis
tance of civic perfection, of the political and social 
ideal. 

Our youthful academic adventurer then, making his 
way along those difficult roads, between the ridges of 
the Eastern Acadian :Mountains, and emerging at Inst 
into "hollow" Laconia, would have found himself in a 
country carefully made the most of by the labour of 
serfs; a land of slavery, far more relentlessly organised 
according to law than anywhere else in Greece, where, 
in ti"uth, for the most part slavery was a kind of acci
dent. But whatever rigours these slaves of Laconia 
were otherwise subjected to, they enjoyed certainly 
that kind of well-being which does come of organisa
tion, from the order anrl regularity of system, living 
under central military authority, and bound themselves 
to military service; to furnish ( as under later feudal 
institutions) so many efficient men-at-arms on de
mand, and maintain themselves in readiness for war 
as they laboured in those distantly-scattered farms, 
seldom visited by their true maste1s from Laced::emon, 
whither year by year they sent in kind their heavy 
tribute of oil, barley and wine. The very genius of 
conservatism here enthroned, secured, we may-be sure, 
to this old-fashioned country life something of the per-
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sonal dignity, of the enjoyments also, natural to it; 
somewhat livelier religious feasts, for example, than 
their lords allowed themselves. Stray echoes of their 
boisterous plebeian mirth on such occasions have 
reached us in Greek literature. 

But if the traveller had penetrated a little more 
closely he would have been told certain startling stories, 
with at least a basis of truth in them, even as regards 
the age of Plato. These slaves were Greeks: no rude 
Scythians, nor crouching, decrepit Asiatics, like ordinary 
prisoners of war, the sort of slaves you could buy, bt1t 
genuine Greeks, speaking their native tongue, if with 
less of muscular tension and energy, yet probably with 
pleasanter voice and accent than their essentially high
land masters. Physically they throve, under some
thing of the same discipline which had made those 
masters the masters also of all Greece. They saw 
them now and then - their younger lords, brought, 
under strict tutelage, on those long hunting expedi
tions, one of their so rare enjoyments, prescribed for 
them, as was believed, by the founder of their polity. 
But sometimes (here was the report which made one 
shudder even in broad daylight, in those seemingly 
reposeful places) sometimes those young nobles of 
Laceclremon reached them on a different kind of pur

suit: came by night, secretly, though by no means 
contrarily to the laws of a state crafty as it was deter

miner!, to murder them at home, or a certain moiety 
of them ; one here or there perhaps who, with good 
t\ch::can blood in his veins, and under a wholesome 
mutlc of life, was grown Loo tall, or too handsome, or 
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too fruitful a father, to feel quite like a slave. Under 
a sort of slavery that makes him strong and beautiful, 
where personal beauty was so greatly prized, his mas
ters are in fact jealous of him. 

But masters thus hard to others, these Lacedremo
nians, as we know, were the reverse of indulgent to 
themselves. While, as a matter of theory, power and 
privilege belonged exclusively to the old, to the sen
iors (oi yrpovw;, 1j yEpouCT{a) ruling by a council where
in no question might be discussed, one might only 
deliver one's Aye! or No! Laceclremon was in truth 
before all things an organised place of discipline, an 
organised opportunity also, for youth, for the sort of 
youth that knew how to command by serving - a 
constant exhibition of youthful courage, youthful self
respect, yet above all of true youthful docility; youth 
thus committing itself absolutely, soul and body, to a 
corporate sentiment in its very sports. There was 
a third sort of regulation visits the lads of Lacedremon 
were driven to pay to those country places, the vales, 
the uplands, when, to brace youthful stomachs and 
clevelope resource, they came at stated intervals as a 
kind of mendicants or thieves, feet and head uncovered 
through frost anrl heat, to steal their sustenance, under 
penalties if detected - "a survival," as anthropologists 
would doubtless prove, pointing out collateral illustra
tions of the same, from a world of purely animal 
courage and keenness. Whips and rods used in a 
kind of monitorial system by themseh·es had a great 
part in the education of these young arislucrals, and, 
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as pain surely must do, pain not of bodily disease or 
wretched accidents, but as it were by dignified rules 
of art, seem lo have refined them, to have made them 
observant of the minutest direction in those musical 
exercises, wherein eye and ear and voice and foot all 
alike combined. There could be nothing r.apaJ...m,0-
1:uvov, as Plato says, no "oversights," here. No ! 
every one, at every moment, quite at his best; and, 
observe especially, with no superfluities; seeing that 
when we have to do with music of any kind, with 
matters of art, in stone, in words, in the actions of 
life, all superfluities are in very truth "superfluities of 
naughtiness," such as annihilate music. 

The country through which our young traveller 
from his laxer school of Athens seeks his way to 
Lacedremon, this land of a noble slavery, so peace
fully occupied but for those irregular nocturnal terrors, 
was perhaps the loveliest in Greece, with that pecu
liarly blent loveliness, in which, as at Florence, the 
expression of a luxurious lowland is duly checked by 
the severity of its mountain barriers. It was a type 
of the Dorian purpose in life - sternness, like sea
water infused into wine, overtaking a matter naturally 
rich, at the moment when fulness may lose its savour 
and expression. Amid the corn and oleanders- corn 
"so tall, close, and luxuriant," as the modern traveller 
there still finds - it was visible at last, Lacedremon, 
Ko{>..71 5.r.apTTJ, "hollow Sparta," under the sheltering 
walls of Taygetus, the broken and rugged forms of 
which were attributed to earthquake, but without 
proper walls of its own. In tl1at natural fastness, or 
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trap, or falcon's nest, it had no need of them, the 
falcon of the land, with the hamlets (r.0A<xv1a.) a lnm
dred and more, dispersed over it, in jealously enforced 
seclusion from one another. 

From the first he notes "the antiquated appear
ance " of Laced::emon, by no means a " growing" 
place, always rebuilding, remodelling itself, after the 
newest fashion, with shapeless suburbs stretching fur
ther and further on every side of it, grown too large 
perhaps, as Plato threatens, to be a body, a corporate 
unity, at all : not that, but still, and to the last, itself 
only a great village, a solemn, ancient, mountain 
village. E\'en here of course there had been move
ment, some sort of progress, if so it is to be called, 
linking limb to limb; but long ago. Originally a union, 
after the manner of early Rome, of perhaps three or 
fmir neighbouring villages which had never lost their 
physiognomy, like Rome it occupied a group of irreg
ular heights, the outermost roots of Taygetus, on the 
bank of a river or mountain torrent, impetuous enough 
in winter, a series of wide shallows and deep pools in 
the blazing summer. It was every day however, all 
the year round, that Laceclremonian youth plunged 
itself in the Eurotas. Hence, from this circumstance 
of the union there of originally disparate parts, the pic
turesque and expressive irregularity, had they had time 
to think it such, of the "city" properly so termed, 
the one open place or street, High Street, or Corso -
Aphetais by name, lined, irregularly again, with various 
religious and other monuments. It radiated on all 
si<les into a mazy coil, an ambush, of narww crooked 
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lanes, up and down, in which attack and defence 
would necessarily be a matter of hand-to-ham! lighting. 
In the outskirts lay the citizens' houses, roomier far 
than those of Athens, with spacious, walled courts, 
almost in the country. Here, in contrast to the homes 
of Athens, the legitimate wife had a real dignity, the 
unmarried woman a singular freedom. There were 
no door-knockers: you shouted at the outer gate to 
be let in. Between the high walls lanes passed into 
country roads, sacred ways to ancient sacro-sanct 
localities, Therapme, Amycl;c, on this side or that, 
under the shade of mighty plane-trees. 

Plato, as you may remember, gives a hint that, like 
all other visible things, the very trees - how they 
grow - exercise an ::esthetic influence on character. 
The diligent legislator therefore would have his prefer
ences, even in this matter of the trees under which 
the citizens of the Perfect City might sit down to 
rest. What trees? yon wonder. The olive? the 
laurel, as if wrought in grandiose metal? the cypress? 
that came to a wonderful height in Dorian Crete: the 
oak? we think it very expressive of strenuous national 
character. Well ! certainly the plane-tree for one, 
characteristic tree of Lacecl;cmon then and now; a 

very tranquil and tranquillising object, spreading its 
level or gravely curved masses on the air as regally as 
the tree of Lebanon itself. A vast grove of such was 
the distinguishing mark of Laced::emon in any distant 
view of it; that, and, as at Athens, a colossal image, 
older than the clays of Phidias - the Demos of Lace
d::emon, it would seem, towering visibly above the 
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people it protected. Below those mighty trees, on an 
island in their national river, were the "playing-fields," 
where Lacedremouian youth after sacrifice in the Epl1e

be11111 delighted others rather than itself (no "shirk
ing" was allowed) with a sort of football, under 
rigorous self-imposed rules - tearing, biting- a sport, 
rougher even than our own, et 111:-me Ires da11gere11.1.-, as 
our Attic neighbours, the French, say of the English 
game. 

They were orderly enough perforce, the boys, the 
young men, within the city- seen, but not heard, 
except under regulations, when they made the best 
music in the world. Our visitor from Athens when 
he saw those youthful soldiers, or military students, as 
Xenophon in his pretty treatise on the polity of Lace
cl;:i:mon describes, walking with downcast eyes, their 
hands meekly hidden in their cloaks, might have 
thought them young monks, had he known of such. 

A little mountain town, however ambitious, however 
successful in its ambition, would hardly be expected 
to compete with Athens, or Corinth, itself a Dorian 
state, in art-production, yet had not only its character
istic preferences in this matter, in plastic and literary 
art, but had also many venerable and beautiful build
ings to show. The Athenian visitor, who is standing 
now in the central space of Lacedremon, notes here, 
as being a trait also of the " Perfect City" of academic 
theory, that precisely because these people find them
selves very susceptible to the influences of form and 
colour and sound, to external resthetic influence, but 
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have withal a special purpose, a certain strongly con
ceived disciplinary or ethic ideal, that therefore a 
peculiar humour prevails among them, a self-denying 
humour, in regard to these things. Those ancient 
Pelopid princes, from whom the hereditary kings of 
historic Lacedremon, come back from exile into their 
old home, claim to be descended, had had their 
palaces, with a certain Homeric, Asiatic splendour, of 
wrought metal and the like; considerable relics of 
which still remained, but as public or sacred property 
now. At the time when Plato's scholar stands before 
them, the houses of these later historic kings - two 
kings, as you remember, ahvays reigning together, in 
some not quite clearly evolved ditTerentiation of the 
temporal and spiritual functions -were plain enough; 
the royal doors, when beggar or courtier approached 
them, no daintier than Lycurgus had prescribed for 
all true Lacedremonian citizens; rude, strange things 
to look at, fashioned only, like the ceilings within, with 
axe ancl saw, of old mountain oak or pine from those 
great Taygetan forests, whence came also the alrnn
dant iron, which this stern people of iron and steel 
had super-induced on that earlier dreamy age of silver 
and gold - steel, however, admirably tempered and 
wrought in its application to military use, and much 
sought after throughout Greece. 

Layer upon layer, the relics of those earlier genera
tions, a whole succession of remarkable races, lay 
beneath the strenuous footsteps of the present occu
pants, as there was old poetic legend in the depths of 
their seemingly so practical or prosaic souls. Nor 
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beneath their feet only : the relics of thei1 worship, 
their sanctuaries, their tombs, their very houses, were 
part of the scenery of actual life. Our yom)g Platonic 
visitor from Athens, climbing through those narrow 
winding lanes, and standing at length on the open 
platform of the Aphetais, finds himself surrounded by 
trea~ures, modest treasures, of ancient architecture, 
dotted irregularly here and there about him, as if with 
conscious design upon picturesque effect, such irregu
larities sometimes carrying in them the secret of 
expression, an accent. Old Aleman for one had been 
alive to the poetic opportunities of the place ; boasts 
that he belongs to Laced.emon, "abounding in sacred 
tripods" ; that it was here the Heliconian l\foses had 
revealed themselves to him. If the private abodes 
even of royalty were rude it was only that the splen
dour of places dedicated to religion and the state 
might the more abound. Most splendid of them all, 
the Stoa P<ekile, a cloister or portico with painted 
walls, to which the spoils of the Persian war had been 
devoted, ranged its pillars of white marble on one side 
of the central space : on the other, connecting those 
high memories with the task of the living, lay the 
C/1oros, where, at the Gym11opadia, the Spartan youth 
danced in honour of Apollo. 

Scattered up and clown among the monuments of 
victory in battle were the l1eroa, tombs or chapels of 
the heroes who had purchased it with their blood -
Pausanias, Leonidas, brought home from Thermopyke 
forty years after his death. " A pillar too," says Pau
sanias, "is erected here, on which the paternal names 



PLATO AND PLATONIS~I 

are inscribed of those who at Thermopyhe sustained 
the attack of the Medes." Here in truth all deities 
put on a rnartial habit-Aphrodite, the 1Iuses, Eros 
himself, Athene Chalcicecus, Athene of the Brazen 
House, an antique temple towering above the rest, 
built from the spoils of some victory long since for
gotten. The name of the artist who made the image 
of the tutelary goddess was remembered in the annals 
of early Greek art,· Gitiades, a native of Lacedremon. 
He had composed a hymn also in her praise. Could 
we have seen the place he had restored rather than 
constructed, with its covering of mythological reliefs in 
brass or bronze, perhaps Homer's descriptions of a 
seemingly impossible sort of metallic architecture would 
have been less taxing to his reader's imagination. 
Those who in other places had lost their taste amid 
the facile splemlours of a later day, might here go to 
school again. 

Throughout Greece, in fact, it was the Doric style 
which came to prevail as the religious or hieratic 
manner, never to be surpassed for that purpose, as the 
Gothic style seems likely to do with us. Though it is 
not exclusively the invention of Dorian men, yet, says 
l'vfi.iller, "the Dorian character created the Doric archi
tecture," and he notes in it, especially, the severity of 
the perfectly straight, smartly tapering line of its 
column; the bold projection of the capital; the 
alternation of long unornamented plain surfaces with 
narrower bands of decorated work ; the profound 
shadows; the expression of security, of harmony, 
infused throughout; the magnificent pediment crown-



LACED,E;,IOX 193 

ing the whole, like the cornice of mountain wall beyond, 
around, and above it. Standing there in the Aphetais, 
amid these venerable works of art, the visitor could 
not forget the natural architecture about him. As the 
Dorian genius had differentiated itself from the common 
Hellenic type in the heart of the mountains of Epirus, so 
here at last, in its final and most characteristic home, it 
was still surrounded by them : -/Jcf,pvii n Kat KotAa{vErat. 

\\'e know, some of us, what such mountain neigh
bourhood means. The wholesome vigour, the clearness 
and purity they maintain in matters such as air, light; 
water; how their presence multiplies the contrasts, the 
element of light and shadow, in things ; the untouched 
perfection of the minuter ornament, flower or crystal, 
they permit one sparingly; their reproachful aloofness, 
Lhuu_gh su clusc Lu us, keeping sensitive minds at least 
in a sort of moral alliance with their remoter solitudes. 
"The whole life of the Lacedremonian community," 
says l\liiller, "had a secluded, impenetrable, and secret 
character." You couldn't really know it unless you 
were of it. 

A system which conceived the whole of life as matter 
of attention, patience, a fidelity to detail, like that of 
good soldiers and musicians, could not but tell also 
on the merest handicrafts, constituting them in the 
fullest sense of a craft. If the money of Sparta was, or 
had recently been, of cumbrous iron, that was because 
its trade had a sufficient variety of stock to be mainly 
by barter, and we may suppose the market (into which, 
like our own academic youth at Oxford, young Spartans 
were forbidden to go) full er,c~ugh of business - many 

0 
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a busy workshop in those winding lanes. The lower 
arts certainly no true Spartan might practise; but even 
Helots, artisan Helots, would have more than was 
usual elsewhere of that sharpened intelligence and the 
disciplined hand in such labour which really dignify 
those who follow it. In Athens itself certain Lace
d~monian commodities were much in demand, things 
of military sen,ice or for every-day use, turned out with 
flawless adaptation to their purpose. 

The Helots, then, to whom this business exclusively 
belonged, a race of slaves, distinguishable however from 
the slaves or serfs who tilled the land, handing on their 
mastery in those matters in a kincl of guild, father to 
son, through old-established families of flute-players, 
wine-mixers, bakers, and the like, thus left their hered
itary lords, Les Gens Fleur-de-lish (to borrow an ex
pression from French feudalism) in unbroken leisure, 
to perfect themselves for the proper functions of gentle
men - uxoA~, leisure, in the two senses of the word, 
which in truth involve one another- their whole time 
free, to be told out in austere schools. Long easeful 
nights, with more than enough to eat and drink, the 
" illiberal " pleasures of appetite, as Aristotle and Plato 
agree in thinking them, are o( course the appropriate 
reward or remedy of those who work painfully with 
their hands, and seem to have been freely conceded to 
those Helots, who by concession of the State, from first 
to last their legal owner, were in domestic service, and 
sometimes much petted in the house, though by no 
means freely conceded to the "golden youth " of 
Laced~mon -youth of 3old, or gilded steel. The 
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traditional Helot, drunk perforce to disgust his young 
master with the coarseness of vice, is probably a 
fable ; and there are other stories full of a touching 
spirit of natural service, of submissiveness, of an 
instinctively loyal admiration for the brilliant qualities 
of one trained perhaps to despise him, by which the 
servitor must have become, in his measure, actually a 
sharer in them. Just here, for once, we see that slavish 
~0o,, the servile range of sentiment, which ought to 
accompany the condition of slavery, if it be indeed, as 
Aristotle supposes, one of .the natural relationships 
between man and man, idealised, or resthetically right, 
pleasant and proper ; the &pET~, or " best possible con
dition," of the young servitor as such, including a sort 
of bodily worship, and a willingness to share the keen 
discipline which had developed the so attractive gal
lantry of his youthful lords. 

J\ great wave, successive waves, of invasion, suffi
ciently remote to have lost already all historic truth of 
detail, had left them - these Helots, and the Periccci, 
in the country round about - thus to serve among 
their own kinsmen, though so close to them in lineage, 
so much on a level with their masters in essential 
physical qualities that to the last they could never be 
entirely subdued in spirit. Patient modern research, 
following the track of a deep-rooted national tradition 
veiled in the mythological figments which centre in 
what is called "The Return of the Heraclidre," reveals 
those northern immigrants or invaders, at various points 
on their way, dominant all along it, from a certain 
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deep vale in the heart of the mountains of Epiru, 
southwards, gradually through zone after zone of more 
temperate lowland, to reach their perfection, high
landers from first to last, in this mountain " hollow " 
of Lacedremon. They claim supremacy, not as Dorian 
invaders, but as kinsmen of the old Achrean princes 
of the land; yet it was to the fact of conquest, to the 
necessity of maintaining a position so strained, like 
that, as Aristotle expressly pointed out, of a belea
guered encampment in an enemy's territory, that the 
singular institutions of Lacedremon, the half-military, 
half-monastic spirit, which prevailed in this so gravely 
beautiful place, had been originally due. l3ut observe ! 
- Its moral and political system, in which that slavery 
was so significant a factor, its discipline, its resthetic 
and other scruples, its peculiar moral ~0o,, having Jong 
before our Platonic student comes thither attained its 
original and proper ends, survived, - there is the 
point ! survived as an end in itself, as a matter of sen
timent, of public and perhaps- still more of personal 
pride, though of the finer, the very finest sort, in one 
word as an ideal. Pericles, as you remember, in his 
famous vindication of the Athenian system, makes his 
hearers understand that the ends of the Lacedremonian 
people might have been attained with less self-sacrifice 
than theirs. But still, there it remained, ,j S[a,rn 

b..wp,K~ - the genuine Laconism of the Lacedremo
nians themselves, their traditional conception of life, 
with its earnestness, its precision and strength, its 
loyalty to its own type, its impassioned completeness; 
a spectacle, ;esthetically, at least, very interesting, like 
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some perfect instrument shaping to what they visibly 
were, the most beautiful of all people, in Greece, in 
the world. 

Gymnastic, "bodily exercise," of course, does not 
always and necessarily effect the like of that. A cer
tain perfectly preserved old Roman mosaic pavement 
in the Lateran 1Iuseum, presents a terribly fresh pic
ture of the results of another sort of "training," the 
monstrous development by a cruel art, by exercise, of 
this or that mnscle, changing boy or man into :1 merely 
mechanic instrnment with which his breeders might 
make money by amusing the Roman people. Victor 
Hngo's odious dream of L'/10111111c qui rit, must have 
had something of a prototype among those old Roman 
gladiators. The Lacedremonians, says Xenophon on 
the _other hand, oµo{w, a1TO T€ TWV O"K£AWV Kai. &.1ro X£tpwv 
Kal. &.1ro 'TPUXl/AOU yuµ1•a.tovrat. Here too, that is to say, 
they aimed at, they found, proportion, Pythagorean 
symmetry or music, and bold as they could be in their 
exercises (it was a Lacedremonian who, at Olympia, 
for the first time threw aside the heavy girdle and ran 
naked to the goal) forbade all that was likely to dis
figure the body. Though we must not suppose all 
ties of nature rent asunder, nor all connexion between 
parents and children in those genial, retired houses at 
an end in very early life, it was yet a strictly public 
education which began with them betimes, and with a 
very clearly defined programme, conservative of ancient 
traditional and unwritten rules, an aristocratic educa
tion for the few, the /ibcralcs - "liberals," as we may 
say, in that the proper sense of the word. It made 
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them, in very deed, the lords, the masters, of those 
they were meant by-and-by to rule; masters, of their 
very souls, of their imagination, enforcing on them an 
ideal, by a sort of spiritual authority, thus backing, or 
backed by, a very effective organisation of" the power 
of the sword." In speaking of Laced::emon, you see, 
it comes naturally to speak out of proportion, it might 
seem, of its youth and of the education of its youth. 
nut in fact if you enter into the spirit of Laced::emo
nian youth, you may conceive Laccclrcmonian man
hood for yourselves. You divine already what the 
boy, the youth, so late in obtaining his majority, in 
becoming a man, came to be in the action of life, and 
on the battle-field. " In a Doric state," says MUiler, 
" education was, on the whole, a matter of more im
portance than government." 

A young Laced::emonian, then, of the privileged 
class left his home, his tender nurses in those large, 
quiet old suburban houses early, for a public school, 
a schooling all the stricter as years went on, to be 
followed, even so, by a peculiar kind of barrack-life, 
the temper of which, a sort of military monasticism 
(it must be repeated) would beset him to the end. 
Though in the gymnasia of Laced::emon no idle by
standers, no -well ! Platonic loungers after truth or 
what not - were permitted, yet we are told, neither 
there nor in Sparta generally, neither there nor any
where else, were the boys permitted to be alone. If 
a certain love of reserve, of seclusion, characterised 
the Spartan citizen as such, it was perhaps the cica
trice of that wrench from a soft home into the irnpera-
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ti,·e, inevitable gnze of his fellows, broad, searching, 
minute, his regret for, his desire to regain, moral and 
mental even more thnn physical case. And his edu
cntion continued late ; he could seldom think of mar
riage till the nge of thirty. Ethically it aimed at the 
reality, :esthetically at the expression, of reserved 
power, anti from the first set its subject on the thought 
of his personal dignity, of self-command, in the artistic 
way of a good musician, a good soldier. It is noted 
that " the general accent of the Doric 1.lialcct has 

itself the character not of question or entreaty, but of 

command or dictation." The place of deference, of 
obedience, was large in the education of Lacedremo
nian youth; and they never complained. It involved 
however for the most part, as with ourselves, the gov
en::iment of youth by itself; an implicit subordination 
of the younger to the older, in many degrees. Quite 
early in life, at school, they found that superiors and 
inferiors, oµ.otoi and vrroµ.dove,, there really were ; and 
their education proceeded with systematic boldness 
on that fact. Eip1111, µ.i>J...dp11v, cn3evv11,, and the like 
- words, titles, which indicate an unflinching elabora
tion of the attitudes of youthful subordination and 
command with responsibility- remain as a part of 
what we might call their "public-school slang." They 
ate together " in their divisions " ( dyl\at) on much the 
same fare every day at a sort of messes ; not reclined, 
like Ionians or Asiatics, but like heroes, the princely 
males, in Homer, sitting upright on their wooden 
benches; were "inspected" frequently, and by free 
use of 'iJiva voce examination " became adepts in pres-
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ence of mind," in mental readiness and vigour, in the 
brief mode of speech Plato commends, which took 
and has kept its name from them ; with no warm 
baths allowed ; a daily plunge in their river rerp1ired. 
Yes! The beauty of these most beautiful of all people 
was a male beauty, far remote from feminine tender
ness; had the expression of a certain ascesis in it; 
was like un-sweetened wine. In comparison with it, 
beauty of another type might seem to be wanting in 
edge or accent. 

And they could be silent. Of the positive uses of 
the negation of speech, like genuine scholars of Pytha
goras, the Lacedremonians were well aware, gaining 
strength and intensity by repression. Long spaces of 
enforced silence had doubtless something to clo with 
that expressive brevity of utterance, which could be 
also, when they cared, so inexpressive of what their 
intentions really were - something to do with the 
habit of mind to which such speaking would come 
naturally. In contrast with the ceaseless prattle of 
Athens, Laceclremonian assemblies lasted as short a 
time as possible, all standing. A Lacedremonian am
bassador being asked in whose name he was come, 
replies : "In the name of the State, if I succeed ; if I 
fail, in my own." What they lost in extension they 
gained in depth. 

Had our traveller been tempted to ask a young 
Lacedremonian to return his visit at Athens, permission 
would have been refused him. He belonged to a 
community bent above all things on keeping indelibly 
its own proper colour. Its more strictly mental edu-
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cation centered, in fact, upon a faithful training of the 
memory, again in the spirit of Pythagoras, in regard 
to what seemed best worth remembering. Hard and 
practical as Lacedremonians might seem, they li\·ed 
nevertheless very much by imagination; and to train 
the memory, to preoccupy their minds with the p::ist, 
as in our own classic or historic culture of youth, was 
in reality to de\·elope a vigorous imagination. In 

· music (µovcrtK~) as they conceived it, there would be 
no strictly selfish reading, writing or listening; and if 
there was little a Lacechcmonian lad had to read or 
write at all, he had much to learn, like a true con
servative, by heart: those unwritten laws of which the 
Council of Elders was the authorised depositary, and 
on which the whole public procedure of the state 
d<?pencled; the archaic forms of religious worship; 
the names of their kings, of victors in their games or 
in battle; the brief record of great events; the ora
cles they had received; the rlictmi, from Lycurgus 
downwards, composed in metrical Lacedremonian 
Greek ; their history and law, in short, actually set to 
music, by Terpancler and others, as was said. \\'hat 
the Lacedremonian learnetl by heart he was for the 
most part to sing, and we catch a glimpse, an echo, 
of their boys in school chanting; one of the things in 
old Greece one would have liked best to see and hear 
-youthful beauty and strength in perfect service - a 
manifestation of the true and genuine Hellenism, 
though it may make one think of the novices at school 
in some Gothic cloister, of our own old English 
schools, nay, of the young Laceclremonian's cousins 
at Sion, singing there the law and its praises. 
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The Platonic student of the ways of the Laced~mo
nians observes then, is interested in observing, that 
their education, which indeed makes no sharp uis
tinction between mental and bodily exercise, results 
as it had begun in "music" - ends with body, mind, 
memory above all, at their finest, on great show-clays, 
in the dance. Austere, self-denying Laced.:emon had . 
in fact one of the largest theatres in Greece, in part 
scooped out boldly on the hill-side, built partly of 
enormous blocks of stone, the foundations of which 
may still be seen. We read what Plato says in T/11: 
Republic of" imitations," of the imitative arts, imita
tion reaching of course its largest development on the 
stage, and are perhaps surprised at the importance he 
assigns, in every department of human culture, to a 
matter of that kind. But here as elsewhere to see 
was to understand. We should have understood 
Plato's drift in his long criticism and defence of imi
tative art, his careful system of rules concerning it, 
could we have seen the famous dramatic Lacedremo
nian dancing. They danced a theme, a subject. A 
complex and elaborate art this must necessarily have 
been, but, as we may gather, as concise, direct, eco
nomically expressive, in all its varied sound and 
motion, as those swift, lightly girt, impromptu Lace
d.:emonian sayings. With no movement of voice or 
hand or foot, 7rapa>...u7roµ.Evov, unconsidered, as Plato 
forbids, it was the perfect flower of their correction, of 
that minute patience and care which ends in a perfect 
expressiveness; not a note, a glance, a touch, but told 
obediently in the promotion of a firmly grasped men-
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ta! conception, as in that perfect poetry or sculpture 
or painting, in which " the finger of the master is on 
every part of his work." We have nothing really like 
it, and to comprehend it must remember that, though 
it took place in part at least on the stage of a theatre 
- was in fact a ballet-dance, it had also the character 
both of a liturgical service and of a military inspection ; 
and yet, in spite of its severity of rule, was a natural 
expression of the delight of all who took part in it. 

So perfect a spectacle the gods themselves might be 
thought pleased to witness; were in consequence pre
sented with it as an important element in the religious 
worship of the Lacedremonians, in whose life religion 
had even a larger part than with the other Greeks, 
conspicuously religious, omnoa{µov£,;, involved in relig
ion or superstition, as the Greeks generally were. 
More closely even than their so scrupulous neighbours 
they associated the state, its acts and officers, with a 
religious sanction, religious usages, theories, traditions. 
While the responsibilities of secular government lay 
upon the Ephors, those mysteriously dual, at first sight 
useless, and yet so sanctimoniously observed kings, 
"of the house of Heracles," with something of the 
splendour of the old Achrean or Homeric kings, in 
life as also in death, the splendid funerals, the pas
sionate archaic laments which then followed them, 
were in fact of spiritual or priestly rank, the living anLl 
active centre of a poetic religious system, binding them 
"in a beneficent connexion" to the past, and in the 
present with special closeness to the oracle of Delphi. 
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Of that catholic or general centre of Greek religion 
the Lacedremonians were the hereditary and privileged 
guardians, as also the peculiar people of Apollo, the 
god of Delphi; but, observe ! of Apollo in a peculiar 
development of his deity. In the dramatic business 
of Laced;-emon, centering in these almost liturgical 
dances, there was little comic acting. The fondness 
of the slaves for buffoonery and loud laughter, was to 
their master, who had no taste for the like, a reassur
ing note of his superiority. He therefore indulged 
them in it on occasion, and you might fancy that the 
religion of a people so strenuous, ever so full of their 
digniLy, must have been a religion of gloom. It was 
otherwise. The Lacedrcmonians, like those monastic 
persons of whom they so often remind one, as a mat
ter of fact however surprising, were a very cheerful 
people; and the religion of which they had so much, 
deeply imbued everywhere with an optimism as of 
hopeful youth, encouraged that disposition, was above 
all a religion of sanity. The observant Platonic visitor 
might have taken note that something of that purga
tion of religious thought and sentiment, of its expres
sion in literature, recommended in Plato's Republic, 
had been already quietly effected here, towards the 
establishment of a kind of cheerful daylight in men's 
tempers. 

In furtherance then of such a religion of sanity, of 
that harmony of functions, which is the Aristotelian 
definition of health, Apollo, sanest of the national 
gods, became also the tribal or home god of I ,acecl::c
mon. That common Greek worship of Apollo they 
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made especially their own, but (just here is the no
ticeable point) with a marked preference for the 
human clement in him, for the mental powers of his 
being over those elemental or physical forces of pro
duction, which he also mystically represents, and 
which resulted sometimes in an orgiastic, an unintel
lectual, or even an immoral service. He remains 
youthful and unmarried. In congruity with this, it is 
observed that, in a quasi-Roman worship, abstract 
qualities and relationships, ideals, become subsidiary 
objects of religious consideration around him, such as 
sleep, death, fear, fortune, laughter even. Nay, other 
gods also are, so to speak, Apollinised, adapted to the 
Apolline presence; Aphrodite armed, Enyalius in fet
ters, perhaps that he may never depart thence. Ama
tei.irs everywhere of the virile element in life, the 
Lacecfremonians, in truth, impart to all things an intel
lectual character. Adding a vigorous logic to seem
ingly animal instincts, for them courage itself becomes, 
as for the strictly philosophic mind at Athens, with 
Plato and Aristotle, an intellectual condition, a form 
of right knowledge. 

Such assertion of the consciously human interest in 
a religion based originally on a preoccupation with the 
unconscious forces of nature, was exemplified in the 
great religious festival of Laced::emon. As a spectator 
of the .flyaci11t/zia, our Platonic student would have 
found himself one of a large body of strangers, gathered 
together from Lacedremon and its dependent towns 
and vilbges, within the ancient precincts of Amyclre, at 
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the season between spring and summer when under 
the first fierce heat of the year the abundant hyacinths 
fade from the fields. Dlue flowers, you remember, 
are the rarest, to many eyes the loveliest; and the 
Lacedremonians with their guests were met together to 
celebrate the death of the hapless lad who had lent 
his name to them, Hyacinthus, son of Apollo, or son of 
an ancient mortal king who had reigned in this very 
place ; in either case, greatly beloved of the god, who 
had slain him by sad accident as they played at quoits 
together delightfully, to his immense sorrow. That 
Boreas (the north-wind) had maliciously miscarried 
the discus, is a circumstance we hardly need to remind 
us that we have here, of course, only one of many 
transparent, unmistakable, parables or symbols of the 
great solar change, so sudden in the south, like the 
story of Proserpine, Adonis, and the like. But here, 
more completely perhaps than in any other of those 
stories, the primary elemental sense had obscurer! itself 
behind its really tragic analogue in human life, behind 
the figure of the dying youth. We know little of the 
details of the feast; incidentally, that Apollo was 
vested on the occasion in a purple robe, brought in 
ceremony from Lacedremon, woven there, Pausanias 
tells us, in a certain house called from that circum
stance C/1ito11. You may remember how sparing these 
Lacedremonians were of such dyed raiment, of any but 
the n;itural and virgin colouring of the fleece; that 
purple or red, however, was the colour of their royal 
funerals, as indeed Amyclre itself was famous for pur
ple stuffs -Am;•c/axe vcstes. As the general order 
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of the feast, we discern clearly a single da} of some
what shrill gaiety, between two clays of significant 
mourning after the manner of All Souls' Day, directed 
from mimic grief for a mythic object, to a really sor
rowful commemoration by the whole Laced.emonian 
people - each separate family for its own deceased 
members. 

It was so again with those other youthful demi-gods, 
the Dioscuri, themselves also, in old heroic time, resi
dent in this venerable place : AmJ'C!m"fralres, fraternal 
leaders of the Lacedremonian people. Their statues 
at this date were numerous in Laconia, or the doca11a, 
primitive symbols of them, those two upright beams of 
wood, carried to battle before the two kings, until it 
happened that through their secret enmity a certain 
battle was lost, after which one king only proceeded 
to the field, and one part only of that token of frater
nity, the other remaining at Sparta. \Veil! they were 
two stars, you know, at their original birth in men's 
minds, Gr mini, virginal fresh stars of dawn, rising am! 
setting alternately- those two half-earthly half-celes
tial brothers, one of whom, Polydeuces, was immortal. 
The other, Castor, the younger, subject to old age and 
death, had fallen in battle, was found breathing his 
last. Polydeuces thereupon, at his own prayer, was 
permitted to die : with undying fraternal affection, had 
forgone one moiety of his privilege, and lay in the 
grave for a day in his brother's stead, but shone out 
again on the morrow ; the brothers thus ever coming 
and going, interchangeably, but both alike gifted now 
with immortal youth. 
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In their origin, then, very obviously elemental deities, 
they were thus become almost wholly humanised, fra
ternised with the Lacedremonian people, their closest 
friends of the whole celestial company, visitors, as 
fond legend told, at their very hearths, found warming 
themselves in the half-light at their rude fire-sides. 
Themselves thus visible on occasion, at all times in 
devout art, they were the starry patrons of all that 
youth was proud of, delighted in, horsemanship, 
games, battle; and always with that profound fra
ternal sentiment. Brothers, comrades, who could not 
live without each other, they were the most fitting 
patrons of a place in which friendship, comradeship 
like theirs, came to so much. Lovers of youth they 
remained, those enstarred types of it, arrested thus at 
that moment of miraculous good fortune as a consecra
tion of the clean, youthful friendship, " passing even 
the love of woman," which, by system, and under the 
sanction of their founder's name, elaborated into a 
kind of art, became an elementary part of education. 
A part of their duty and discipline, it was also their 
great solace and encouragement. The beloved and 
the lover, side by side through their long days of 
eager labour, and above all on the battlefield, became 
respectively, &.tnr,, the hearer, and Eia-1rv~:\ai;, the in
spirer; the elder inspiring the younger with his own 
strength and noble taste in things. 

\Vhat, it has been asked, what was there to occupy 
persons of the privileged class in Lacecl::cmon from 
morning to night, thus cut off as they were from poli-
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tics and business, ancl m:rny of the common interests 
of men's lives? Our Platonic visitor would have 
asked rather, Why this strenuous task-work, day after 
clay; why this loyalty to a system, so costly to you 
inclividually, though it may be thought to have sur
vived its original purpose; this laborious, endless, 
education, which does not propose to give you any
thing very useful or enjoyable in itself? An intelligent 
young Spartan might have replied : "To the end that 
I myself may be a perfect work of art, issuing thus 
into the eyes of all Greece." He might have ob
served - we may safely obsen•e for him - that the 
institutions of his country, whose he was, had a beauty 
in themselves, as we may observe also of some at 
least of our own institutions, educational or religious : 
that• they bring out, for instance, the lights and 
shadows of human character; and relieve the present 
by maintaining in it an ideal sense of the past. He 
might have- added that he had his friendships to 
solace him ; and to encourage him, the sense of 
honour. 

Honour, friendship, loyalty to the ideal of the past, 
himself as a work of art ! There was much of course 
in his answer. Yet still, after all, to understand, to be 
capable of, such motives, was itself but a result of that 
exacting discipline of character we are trying to ac
count for; and the question still recurs, To wltat 
purpose 7 \Vhy, with no prospect of Israel's reward, 
are y·ou as scrupulous, minute, self-taxing, as he? A 
tincture of asceticism in the Laceclxmonian rule may 
remind us again of the monasticism of the Middle 

p 
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Ages. I3ut then, monastic severity was for the purging 
of a troubled conscience, or for the hope of an im
mense prize, neither of which conditions is to be 
supposed here. · In fact the surprise of Saint Paul, 
as a practical man, at the slightness of the reward for 
which a Greek spent himself, natural as it is about all 
pagan perfection, is especially applicable about these 
Lacechemonians, who indeed had actually invented 
that so "corruptible" and essentially worthless parsley 
crown in place of the more tangible prizes of an 
earlier age. Strange people ! Where, precisely, may 
be the spring of action in you, who arc so severe to 
yourselves ; you who, in the words of Plato's supposed 
objector that the rulers of the ideal state are not to be 
envied, have nothing you can really call your own, but 
are like hired servants in your own houses, - qui 111a11-
d11catis pa11em doloris? 

Another day-dream, you may say, about those ob
scure ancient people, it was ever so difficult really to 
know, who had hidden their actual life with so much 
success; but certainly a quite natural dream upon 
the paradoxical things we are told of them, on good 
authority. It is because they make us ask that ques
tion ; puzzle us by a paradoxical idealism in life ; are 
thus distinguished from their neighbours; that, like 
some of our old English places of education, though 
we might not care to live always at school there, it is 
good to visit them on occasion ; as some philosophic 
Athenians, as we have now seen, loved to do. at least 
in thought. 



IX 

THE REPUBLIC 

"Trm Republic," as we may realise it mentally 
within the limited proportions of some quite imagina
ble Greek city, is the protest of Plato, in enduring 
stone, in law and custom more imperishable still, 
against the principle of flamboyancy or fluidity in 
things, and in men's thoughts about them. Political 
"ideals" may provide not only types for new states, but 
also, in humbler function, a due corrective of the errors, 
thus renewing the life, of old ones. But like other med
icines the corrective or critical ideal may come too 
late, too near the natural end of things. The theo
retic attempt made by Plato to arrest the process of 
disintegration in the life of Athens, of Greece, by 
forcing it back upon a simpler and more strictly Hel
lenic type, ended, so far as they were concerned, in 
theory. 

It comes of Plato's literary skill, his really dramatic 
handling of a conversation, that one subject rises natu
rally out of another in the course of it, that in the 
lengthy span of T/1e R,public, though they are linked 
together after all with a tme logical coherency, now 
justice, now the ideal state, now the analysis of the 

211 
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individual soul, or the nature of a true philosopher, or 
his right education, or the law of political change, 
may seem to emerge as the proper subject of the 
whole book. It is thus incidentally, and by way of 
setting forth the definition of Justice or Rightness, 
as if in big letters, that the constitution of the typically 
Right State is introduced into what, according to one 
of its traditional titles - Il£pi ~tKatorruv17, - might 
actually have figured as a dialogue on the nature of 
Justice. But roo' ~v w, lotK£ r.poo{JLLOV - the discus
sion of the theory of the abstract and invisible right
ness was but to introduce the practical architect, the 
creator of the right state. Plato then assumes rather 
than demonstrates that so facile parallel between the 
individual consciousness and the social aggregate, 
passes lightly backwards and forwards from the right
ness or wrongness, the normal or abnormal conditions, 
of the one to those of the other, from you and me to 
the "colossal man," whose good or bad qualities, be
ing written up there on a larger scale, are easier to 
read, and if one may say so, " once in bricks and 
mortar," though but on paper, is lavish of aworld as 
it should be. A strange world in some ways ! Let us 
look from the small type of the individual to the mon
umental inscription on those high walls, as he pro
poses ; while his fancy wandering further and further, 
over tower and temple, its streets and the people in 
them, as if forgetful of his original pmpose he tells us 
all he sees in thought of the City of the Perfect. 

To the view of Plato, as of all other Greek citizens, 
the state, in its local habitation here or there, had 
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been in all cases the gift or ordinance of one or 
another real though half-divine founder, some Solon 
or Lycurgus, thereafter a proper object of piety, of 
filial piety, for ever, among those to whom he had 
bequeathed the blessings of civilised life. Himself 
actually of Solon's lineage, Plato certainly is less 
aware than those who study these matters in the 
" historic spirit " of the modern world that for the 
most part, like other more purely physical things, 
states "are not made, but grow." Yet his own work 
as a designer or architect of what shall be new is 
developed quite naturally out of the question how an 
already existing state, such as the actual Athens of the 
day, might secure its preeminence, or its very exist
ence. Close always, by the concrete turn of his 
genius, to the facts of the place and the hour, his 
first thought is to suggest a remedy for the peculiar 
evils of the Athenians at that moment ; and in his 
delineation of the ideal state he does but elevate what 
Athens in particular, a ship so early going to pieces, 
might well be forced to become for her salvation, were 
it still possible, into the eternal type of veritable state
craft, of a city as such, "a city at unity in itself," 
defiant of time. He seems to be seeking in the first 
instance a remedy for the sick, a desperate political 
remedy; and thereupon, as happens with really philo
sophic enquirers, the view enlarges on all sides around 
him. 

Those evils of Athens then, which were found in very 
deed somewhat later to be the infirmity of Greece 
as a whole, when, though its versatile gifts of intellect 
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might constitute it the teacher of its eventual masters, 
it was found too incoherent politically to hold its own 
against Rome : - those evils of Athens, of Greece, 
came from an exaggerated assertion of the fluxional, 
flamboyant, centrifugal Ionian element in the Hellenic 
character. They could be cured only by a counter
assertion of the centripetal Dorian ideal, as actually 
seen best at Lacedremon; by the way of simplifica
tion, of a rigorous limitation of all things, of art and 
life, of the souls, aye, and of the very bodies of men, 
as being the integral factors of all beside. It is in 
those simpler, corrected outlines of a reformed Athens 
that Plato finds the "eternal form " of the State, of a 
city as such, like a well-knit athlete, or one of those 
perfectly disciplined Spartan dancers. His actual 
purpose therefore is at once reforming and conserva
tive. The drift of his charge is, in his own words, 
that no political constitution then existing is suitable 
to the philosophic, that is to say, as he conceives it, to 
the aristocratic or kingly nature. How much that 
means we shall see by and bye, when he maintains 
that in the City of the Perfect the kings will be philos
ophers. It means that those called, like the gifted, 
lost Alcibiades, to be the saviours of the state, as a 
matter of fact become instead its destroyers. The 
proper soil in which alone that precious exotic seed, 
the kingly or aristocratic seed, will attain its proper 
qualities, in which alone it will not yield wine inferior 
to its best, or rather, instead of bearing any wine at all, 
become a deadly poison, is still to be laid down accord
ing to rules of art, the ethic or political art; but once 
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provided must be jealously kept from innovation. 
Organic unity with one's self, body and soul, is the 
well-being, the rightness, or righteousness, or justice 
of the individual, of the microcosm ; but is the ideal 
also, it supplies the true definition, of the well-being 
of the macrocosm, of the social organism, the state. 
On this Plato has to insist, to the disadvantage of 
what we actually see in Greece, in Athens, with all its 
intricacies of disunion, faction against faction, as dis
played in the later books of Thucydides. Remember! 
the question Plato is asking throughout The R.:public, 
with a touch perhaps of the narrowness, the fanati
cism, or "fixed idea," of l\fachiavel himself, is, not 
how shall the state, the place we must live in, be gay 
or rich or populous, but strong- strong enough to 
re1J1ain itself, to resist solvent influences within or 
from without, such as would deprive it not merely of 
the accidental notes of prosperity but of its own very 
being. 

Now what hinders this strengthening macrocosmic 
unity, the oneness of the political organism with itself, 
is that the unit, the individual, the microcosm, fancies 
itself, or would fain be, a rival macrocosm, independ
ent, many-sided, all-sufficient. To make him that, 
as you know, had been the conscious aim of the Athe
nian system in the education of its youth, as also in its 
later indirect education of the citizen by the way of 
political life. It was the ideal of one side of the 
Greek character in general, of much that was brilliant 
in it and seductive to others. In this sense, Pericles 
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himself interprets the educational function of the city 
towards the citizen: -to take him as he is, and clevel
ope him to the utmost on all his various sides, with a. 
variety in those parts however, as Plato thinks, by no 
means likely to promote the unity of the whole, of the 
state as such, which must move all together if it is to 
move at all, at least against its foes. With this at first 
sight quite limited purpose then, paradoxical as it 
might seem to those whose very ideal lay precisely in 
such manifold development, to Plato himself perhaps, 
manifold as his own genius and culture conspicuously 
were - paradoxical as it might seem, Plato's demand 
is for the limitation, the simplifying, of those constitu
ent parts or units ; that the unit should be indeed no 
more than a part, it might be a. very small part, in a 
community, which needs, if it is still to subsist, the 
wholeness of an army in m_$ltion, of the stars in their 
courses, of well-concerted music, if you prefer that 
figure, or, as the modern reader might perhaps object, 
of a machine. The design of Plato is to bring back 
the Athenian people, the Greeks, to thoughts of order, 
to disinterestedness in their functions, to that self-con
centration of soul on one's own part, that loyal conces
sion of their proper parts to others, on which such 
order depends, to a love of it, a sense of its extreme 
~sthetic beauty and fitness, according to that indefec
tible definition of Justice, of what is right, To ~v 7rpu.T

nu•, TO Ta avrov 7rpU.TT£tl', in opposition, as he thinks, 
to those so fascinating conditions of Injustice, 7l'OtKi>..{u, 

71'AWvEUa, 71'0Au7rpayµ.oa-,:v.,.,, figuring away, as they do 
sometimes, so brilliantly. 
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For Plato would have us understand that men are 
in truth after all naturally much simpler, much more 
limited in character and capacity, than they seem. 
Such diversity of parts and function as is presupposed 
in his definition of Justice has been fixed by nature 
itself on human life. The individual, as such, humble 
as his proper function may be, is unique in fitness for, 
in a consequent "call" to, that function. ,ve know 
how much has been clone to educate the world, under 
the supposition that man is a creature of very mallea
ble substance, indifferent in himself, pretty much what 
influences may make of him. Plato, on the other 
hand, assures us that no one of us " is like another all 
in all." - IIpwTOv Jl-EV cpuETat (KUCTTO<; ov 'li"Cll'U oµ.oio, 
;KClCTT(fl, ilia oiacplpwv T~V cpvaw, llio, f.71" ci,\,\ou Epyou 

11p_u.(i11• - But for this, social Justice, according to its 
eternal form or definition, would in fact be nowhere 
applicable. Once for all he formulates clearly that 
important notion of the function, ( ;pyov) of a thing, 
or of a person. It is that which he alone can do, or 
he better than any one else. 

That Plato should exaggerate this definiteness in 
men's natural vocations, thus to be read as it were in 
"plain figures" upon each, is one of the necessities of 
his position. Effect of nature itself, such inequality 
between men, this differentiation of one from another, 
is to be further promoted by all the cunning of the 
political art. The counter-assertion of the natural in
difference of men, their pliability to circumstance, 
while it is certainly truer to our modern experience, is 
also in itself more hopeful, more congruous with all 
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the processes of education. But for Plato the natural 
inequality of men, if it is the natural ground of that 
versatility, ( rrotKt>..{a,) of the wrongness or Injustice 
he must needs correct, will be the natural ground of 
Justice also, as essentially a unity or harmony enforced 
on disparate elements, unity as of an army, or an order 
of monks, organic, mechanic, liturgical, whichever you 
please to call it; but a kind of music certainly, if the 
founder, the master, of the state, for his proper part, 
can but compose the scattered notes. 

Just here then is the original basis of society- y{y
viTat TOLVlJV ~ iyiµa.t r.6.\tc; f.?TELO~ TV')'XCLV(L ~µwv £KUUTO<; 
ovK a-in-apK71c; - at first in its humblest form; simply 
because one can dig and another spin ; yet already 
with anticipations of The Republic, of the City of the 
Perfect, as developed by Plato, as indeed also, beyond 
it, of some still more distant system " of the services 
of angels and men in a wonderful order " ; for the 
somewhat visionary towers of Plato's Republic blend 
of course with those of the Civilas Dei of Augustine. 
Only, though its top may one day "reach unto 
heaven," it by no means came down thence ; but, 
as Plato conceives, arises out of the earth, out of the 
humblest natural wants. Grote was right. - There is 
a very shrewd matter-of-fact utilitarian among the 
dramatis persol/{e which together make up the com
plex genius of Plato. Ilot,7a-EL we; iyiµat T1/V r.6.\tv 
~µ£Tepa XPda. - Society is produced by our physical 
necessities, our inequality in regard to them : - an 
inequality in three broad divisions of unalterable, 
incommunicable type, of natural species, among men, 
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with corresponding differentiation of political and 
social functions : three firmly outlined orders in the 
state, like three primitive castes, propagating, rein
forcing, their peculiarities of condition, as Plato will 
propose, by exclusive intermarriage, each within 
itself. As in the class of the artisans ( oi oqµ.ioupyof.) 
some can make swords best, others pitchers, so, on 
the larger survey, there will be found those who can 
use those swords, or, again, think, teach, pray, or lead 
an army, a whole body of swordsmen, best, thus defin
ing within impassable barriers three essential species of 
citizenship - the productive class, the military order, 
the governing class thirdly, or spiritual order. 

The social system is in fact like the constitution of a 
human _being. Th_ere are those who have capacity, a 
v?cation, to conceive thoughts, and rule their brethren 
by intellectual power. Collectively of course they are 
the mind or brain, the mental element, in the social 
organism. There are those secondly, who have by 
nature executive force, who will naturally wear arms, 
the sword in the sheath perhaps, but who will also on 
occasion most certainly draw it. Well, these are like 
the active passions and the ultimately decisive will in 
the bosom of man, most conspicuous as anger -
anger, it may be, resentment, against known wrong in 
another or in one's self, the champion of conscience, 
flinging away the scabbard, setting the spear against 
the foe, like a soldier of spirit. They are in a word 
the conscience, the armed conscience, of the state, 
nobly bred, sensitive for others and for themselves, 
informed by the light of reason in their natural kings. 
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And then, thirdly, protected, controlled, by the thought, 
the will, above them, like those appetites in you and 
me, hunger, thirst, desire, which have been the mo
tive, the actual creators, of the material order all 
around us, there will be the " productive " class, 
labouring perfectly in the cornfields, in the vineyards, 
or on the vessels which are to contain corn and wine, 
at a thousand handicrafts, every one still exquisitely 
differentiated, according to Plato's rule of right- de; i1, 
Ku.Ta cf,vaw; as within the military class also there will 
be those who command and those who can but obey, 
and within the true princely class again those who know 
all things and others who have still much to learn ; 
those also who can learn and teach one sort of knowl
edge better than another. 

Plato however, in the first steps of the evolution of 
the State, had lighted quite naturally on what turns 
out to be a mistaken or inadequate ideal of it, in 
an idyll pretty enough, indeed, from "The Golden 
Age." - How sufficient it seems for a moment, that 
innocent world ! is, nevertheless, actually but a false 
ideal of human society, allowing in fact no place at all 
for Justice; the very terms of which, precisely because 
they involve differentiation of life and its functions, are 
inapplicable to a society, if so it may be called, still 
essentially inorganic. In a condition, so rudimentary 
as to possess no opposed parts at all, of course there 
will be no place for disturbance of parts, for proportion 
-or disproportion of faculty and function. It is, in truth, 
to a city which has lost its first innocence ( 1ro>.ic; ~Bl) 
Tpvcf,wrru.) that we must look for the consciousness of 



THE REPUBLIC 221 

Justice and Injustice; as some theologians or philoso
phers have held that it was by the "Fall" man first 
became a really moral being. 

Now in such a city, in the ..-6,\,, ~07] Tpv,pwrra, there 
will be an increase of population : - KaL ~ xwpa ..-ov ~ 
TOT£ iKa1,~ rrp.iKpa. i~ iKaV7J, £rrTat. And in an age 
which perhaps had the military spirit in excess Plato's 
thoughts pass on immediately to wars of aggression: -
oDKOIJV nj, TWI' 7rA7JU{ov xwpa, ,jp.'iv 0.7TOTfl-7JTf.01'? We 
must take something, if we can, from I\Iegara or 
from Sparta; which doubtless in its turn would do the 
same by us. As a measure of relief however that was 
not necessarily the next step. The needs of an out
pushing population might have suggested to Plato what 
is perhaps the most brilliant and animating episode in 
the entire history of Greece, its early colonisation, with 
all the bright stories, full of the piety, the generosity 
of a youthful people, that had gathered about it. No, 
the next step in social development was not necessarily 
going to war. In either case however, aggressive action 
against our neighbours, or defence of our distant 
brethren beyond the seas at Cyrene or Syracuse against 
rival adventurers, we shall require a new class of 
persons, men of the sword, to light for us if need be. 
Ah ! You hear the notes of the trumpet, and therewith 
already the stir of an enlarging human life, its passions, 
its manifold interests. <l>v,\aK£, or i.r{Kovpoi, watchmen 
or auxiliaries, our new sen•ants comprehend at first our 
masters to be, whom a further act of differentiation 
will distinguish as philosophers and kings from the 
strictly military order. Plato nevertheless in his search 
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for the true idea of Justice, of rightness in things, may 
be said now to have seen land. Organic relationship 
is come into the rude social elements and made of 
them a body, a society. Rudimentary though it may 
still be, the definition of Justice, as also of Injustice, is 
now applicable to its processes. There is a music in 
the affairs of men, in which one may take one's due 
part, which one may spoil. 

Criticising mythology Plato speaks of certain fables, 
to be made by those who are apt at such things, under 
proper spiritual authority, so to term it, wr; Ev q,ap/La.Kov 

Et8£L Ta iprnSij TO. EV BioVTL yEvoµ.Eva, medicinable lies or 
fictions, with a provisional or economised tmth in them, 
set forth under such terms as simple souls could best 
receive. Jast here, at the end of the third book of 
T!ie Republic he introduces such a fable : <f,ou,tKtKov 

ipEvSor;, he calls it, a miner's story, about copper and 
silver and gold, such as may really have been current 
among the primitive inhabitants of the island from 
which metal and the art of working it had been intro
duced into Greece. -

And I shall try first of all to persuade the rulers them• 
selves and our soldiers, and aftenvards the rest of the 
community, as to the matter of the rearing and the educa
tion we gave them, that in fact it did but seem to happen 
with them, they seemed to experience all that, only as in 
dreams. They were then in very truth nourished and 
fashioned beneath the earth within, and the armour upon 
them and their equipment put together; and when they 
were perfectly wrought out the earth even their mother 
put them forth. Now, therefore, it is their duty to think 
concerning the land in which they are as of a mother, or 
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foster-mother, and to protect it if any foe come against it, 
and to think of their fellow-citizens as being their brothers, 
born of the earth as they. All ye in the city, therefore. 
arc brothers. we shall say to them proceeding with our 
story; but Goel, when he made you, mixed gold in the 
generation of those among you fit to be our kings, for 
which cause they are the most precious of all; and sih-er 
in those fit to be our guards; and in the husbandmen and 
all other handicraftsmen iron and brass. Forasmuch then 
as ye are all of one kindred, for the most part ye would 
beget offspring like to yourseh-es; but at. times a sih-er 
child will come of one golden, and from the sih-er a child 
of gold, and so forth, interchangeably. To those who 
rule, then, first and abo,·e all Goel enjoins that of nothing 
shall they be so careful guardians, nothing shall they so 
earnestly regard, as the young children -what metal has 
been mixed to their hands in the souls of these. And if 
a child of their own be born with an alloy of iron or brass, 
they shall by no means ha,·e pity upon it, but, allotting 
un~o it the ,·alue which befits its nature, they shall thrust 
it into the class of husbandmen or artisans. And if, again, 
of these a child be born with gold or sih-er in him, with 
due estimate they shall promote such to wardenship or to 
arms, inasmi1ch as an oracular saying declares that the 
city is perished already when it has iron or brass to guard 
it. Can you suggest a way of getting them to belie,·e this 
my//ll(s? Rtjmblic, 414. 

Its application certainly is on the surface: the Lace

d:.-cmonian details also - the military turn taken, the 
disinterestedness of the powerful, their monastic renun

ciation of what the world prizes most, above all the 
doctrine of a natural aristocracy with its "privileges 
and also its duties." l\,fen are of simpler structure and 
capacities than you have fancied, Plato would assure us, 
and more decisively appointed to this rather than to 
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that order of service. Nay, with the boldness proper 
to an idealist, he docs not hesitate to represent them 
(that is the force of the mytlws) as actually made of 
different stuff; and society, assuming a certain aristo
cratic humour in the nature of things, has for its 
business to sanction, safeguard, further promote it, by 
law. 

The state therefore, if it is to be really a living 
creature, will fiave, like the individual soul, those sen
suous appetites which call the productive powers into 
action, and its armed conscience, and its far-reaching 
intellech1al light: its industrial class, that is to say, its 
soldiers, its kings - the last, a kine\ of military monks, 
as you might think, on a distant view, their minds full 
of a kind of heavenly effulgence, yet superintending 
the labours of a large body of work-people in the town 
and the fields about it. Of the industrial or produc
tive class, the artists and artisans, Plato speaks only 
in outline, but is significant in what he says; and 
enough remains of the actual fruits of Greek industry 
to enable us to complete his outline for ourselves, 
as we may also, by aid of Greek art, together with 
the words of Homer and Pindar, equip and realise 
the full character of the true Platonic "war-man" or 
knight; and again, through some later approximate 
instances, discern something of those extraordinary, 
half-divine, philosophic kings. 

We must let industry then mean for Plato all it 
meant, would naturally mean, for a Greek, amid the 
busy spectacle of Athenian handicrafts. The "rule" 
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of Plato, its precepts of temperance, proportion, 
economy, though designed primarily for its soldiers, 
and its kings or archons, for the military and spiritual 
orders, would probably have been incumbent also in 
relaxed degree upon those who work with their hands; 
and we have but to walk through the classical depart
ment of the Louvre or the British l\Iuseum to be 
reminded how those qualities of temperance and the 
like die\ but enhance, could not chill or impoverish, 
the artistic genius of Greek workmen. In proportion 
to what we know of the minor handicrafts of Greece 
we shall find ourselves able to fill up, as the condition 
of everyday life in the streets of Plato's City of the 
Perfect, a picture of happy protected labour, "skilled" 
to the utmost degree in all its applications. Those 
who_prosecnte it will be allowed, as we may gather, in 
larger proportion than those who "watch," in silent 
thought or sword in hand, snch animal liberties as 
seem natural and right, and are not really " illiberal," 
for those who labonr all clay with their bodies, though 
they too will have on them in their service some 
measure of the compulsion which shapes the action 
of our kings and soldiers to such effective music. 
"'ith more or less of asceticism, of a "common life," 
among themselves, they will be the peculiar sphere of 
the virtue of temperance in the State, as being the 
entirely willing subjects of wholesome rule. They 
represent, as we saw, in the social organism, the bodily 
appetites of the individual, its converse with matter, 
in a perfect correspondence, if all be right there, with 
the conscience and with the reasonable soul in it. 

Q 
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Labouring by system at the production of perfect 
swords, perfect lamps, perfect poems too, and a perfect 
coinage, such as we know, to enable them the more 
readily to exchange their produce (voµ.u,µ,a. TJJ• a.Ucr(>ic; 
E'viKa) working perhaps in guilds and under rules to 
insure perfection in each specific craft, refining matter 
to the last degree, they would constitute the beautiful 
body of the State, in rightful service, like the copper 
and iron, the bronze and the steel, they manipulate so 
finely, to its beautiful soul - to its natural though 
hereditary aristocracy, its "golden" humanity, its 
kings, in whom Wisdom, the light, of a comprehensive 
Synopsis, indefcctibly resides, and who, as being not 
merely its discursive or practical reason, but its faculty 
of contempl;ttion likewise, will be also its priests, the 
medium of its worship, of its intercourse with the 
gods. 

Between them, between that intellectual or spiritual 
order, those novel philosophic kings, and the produc
tive class of the artists and artisans, moves the military 
order, as the sensitive armed conscience, the armed 
will, of the state, its executive power in the fullest 
sense of that term - a "standing army," as Plato 
supposes, recmited from a great hereditary caste born 
and bred to such functions, and certainly very different 
from the mere " militia " of actual Greek states, has
tily summoned at need to military service from the 
fields and workshops. Remember that the veritable 
bravery also, as the philosopher sees it, is a form of 
that "knowledge,' winch in truth includes in itself 
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all other virtues, all good things whatever; that it is a 
form of "right opinion," and has a kind of insight in 
it, a real apprehension of the occasion and its claims 
on one's courage, whether it is worth while to fight, 
and to what point. Platonic knighthood then will 
have in it something of the philosophy which resides 
in plenitude in the class above it, by which indeed 
this armed conscience of the state, the military order, 
is continuously enlightened, as we know the conscience 
of each one of us severally needs to be. And though 
Plato will not expect his fighting-men, like the Chris
tian knight, like Saint Ranieri Gualberto, to forgive 
their enemies, yet, moving one degree out of the nar
rower circle of Greek habits, he d,oes require them, 
in conformity with a certain Pan-Hellenic, a now fully 
realised 11alio11al sense, which fills himself, to love the 
whole Greek race, to spare the foe, if he be Greek, 
the last horrors of war, to think of the soil, of the 
dead, of the arms and armour taken from them, with 
certain scruples of a natural piety. 

As the knights share the dignity of the regal order, 
are in fact ultimately distinguished from it by degree 
rather than in kind, so they will be sharers also in its 
self-denying "rule." In common with it, they will 
observe a singular precept which forbids them so 
much as to come under the same roof with vessels or 
other objects wrought of gold or silver -they "who 
are most worthy of it," precisely because while "many 
iniquities have come from the world's coinage, t/1cy 
have gold in them undefiled." Yet again we arc not 
to suppose in Platonic Greece - how could we indeed 
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anywhere within the range of Greek conceptions? -
anything rude, uncomely, or unadorned. No one who 
reads carefully in this very book of Tlte Republic those 
pages of criticism which concern art quite as much as 
poetry, a criticism which drives everywhere at a con
scientious nicety of workmanship, will suppose that. 
If kings and knights never drink from vessels of silver 
or gold, their earthen cups and platters, we may be 
sure, would be what we can still see ; and the iron 
armour on their bodies exquisitely fitted to them, to 
its purpose, wiLh that peculiar beauty which such fit
ness secures. See them, then, moving, in perfect 
"Justice" or "Rightness," to their Dorian music, 
their so expressive, plain-song, under the guidance of 
their natural leaders, those who can see and fore-see 
- of those who know. 

That they may be one ! - If, like an individual soul, 
the state has attained its normal differentiation of parts, 
as with that also its vitality and effectiveness will be 
proportionate to the unity of those parts in their 
various single operations. The productive, the execu
tive, the contemplative orders, respectively, like their 
psychological analogues, the senses, the will, and the 
intelligence, will be susceptible each of its own proper 
virtue or excellence, temperance, bravery, spiritual 
illumination. Only, let each work aright in its own 
order, and a fourth virtue will supervene upon their 
united perfections, the virtue or perfection of the 
organic whole as such. The Justice which Plato has 
b~en so long in search of will be manifest at last -
that perfect oirnor.payfo, which will be also perfect 
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co-operation. Oneness, unity, community, an abso
lute community of interests among fellow-citizens, 
pltil,ulc!pltia, over against the selfish :unbition of those 
naturally ascendant, like Alcibiades or Crito, in that 
competition for office, for wealth and honours, which 
has rent Athens into factions ever breeding on them
selves, the centripetal force ·versus all centrifugal forces : 
- on this situation, Plato, in the central books of T/11: 
Republic, dwells untired, in all its variety of synonym 
and epithet, the conditions, the hazard and difficulty 
of its realisation, its analogies in art, in music, in prac
tical life, like three strings of a lyre, or like one colossal 
person, the painted oij,_,.o., or civic genius on the walls 
of a Greek town-house, or, again, like the consummate 
athlete whose body, with no superfluities, is the precise, 
the perfectly finished, instrument of his will. Hence, 
at once cause and effect of such " seamless " unity, his 
paradoxical new law of property in the City of the 
Perfect- 111a11rlat11111 11ov11111, a" new commandment," 
we might fairly call it- Ta. Twv cp01.w1, Koiva. "And 
no one said that aught of the things he possessed was 
his own but they had all things common." Ah, you 
see ! Put yourself in Plato's company, and inevitably, 
from time to time, he will seem to pass with you 
beyond the utmost horizon actually opened to him. 

Upon the aristocratic class therefore, in its two 
divisions, the army and the church or hierarchy, so 
to speak, the " rule " of Plato - poverty, obedience, 
contemplation, will be incumbent in its fullest rigour. 
" Like hired servants in their own house," they may 
not seem very enviable persons, on first thoughts. 
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But remember again that Plato's charge against things 
as they are is partly in a theoretic interest - the 
philosopher, the philosophic soul, loves unity, but 
finds it nowhere, neither in the state nor in its indi
vidual me1nbers: it is partly also practical, and oi 
the hour. Divided Athens, divided Greece, like 
some big, lax, self-neglectful person woul<l be an 
easy prey to any well-knit adversary really at unity 
in himself. It is by way of introducing a constringent 
principle into a mass of amorphic particles, that Plato 
proclaims that these friends will have all things in 
common; and, challenged by the questions of his 
companions in the dialogue to say how far he will be 
ready to go in the application of so paradoxical a mle, 
he braces himself to a surprising degree of consistency. 
How far then will Plato, a somewhat :Machiavelian 
theorist, as you saw, and with something of " fixed " 
ideas about practical things, taking desperate means 
towards a somewhat exclusively conceived ideal of 
social well-being, be ready to go? 

Now we have seen that the genuine citizens of his 
Perfect City will have much of monasticism, of the 
character of military monks, about them already, with 
their poverty, their obedience, their contemplative 
habit. And there is yet another indispensable condi
tion of the monastic life. The great Pope Hildebrand, 
by the rule of celibacy, by making "regulars" to that 
extent of the secular clergy, succeeded, as many have 
thought, in his design of making them in very deed, 
soul and body, but parts of the corporate order they 
belonged to; and what Plato is going to add to his 
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rule of life, for the u.pxww;, who are to be <pt.Xor.o,\tO£,, 
to love the corporate uoLly they belong to better than 
themselves, is in its actual effects something very like 
a law of celibacy. Difficult, paradoxical, as he admits 
it to be, he is pressed on by his hearers, and by the 
natural force of his argument, reluctantly to declare 
that the rule of communism will apply to a man's 
ownership of his wife and children. 

Observe ! Pbto proposes this singular modification 
of marrieu life as an elevation or expansion of the 
family, but, it may be rightly objected, is, in truth, 
only colouring with names exclusively appropriate to 
the family, arrangements which will be a suppression 
of all those sentiments that naturally pertain to it. 
The wisdom of Plato would certainly deprive mothers 
o( that privacy of affection, regarding which the wis
dom of Solomon beamed forth, by sending all infants 
soon after birth to be reared in a common nursery, 
where the facts of their actual parentage would be 
carefully obliterated. The result, as he supposes, will 
be a common and uni\'ersal parentage, sonship, brother
hood ; but surely with but a shadowy realisation of the 
affections, the claims, of these relationships. It will 
involve a loss of differentiation in life, and be, as such, 
a movement backward, to a barbarous or merely 
animal grade of existence. 

Ta. Twv 4>{.Xwv i.:ot1•n. - With this soft phrase, then, 
Plato woukl take away all those precious differences 
that come of our having a little space in things to do 
what one will or can with. The Platonic state in fact, 
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with its extraordinary common marriages, would be 
dealing precisely after the manner of those who breed 
birds or dogs. A strange forbidding experiment, it 
seems, or should seem, to us, looking back on it in 
the light of laws now irrevocably fixed on these sub
jects by the judgment of the Christian church. We 
must remember however, in fairness, that Plato in this 
matter of the relation of the sexes especially, found 
himself in a world very different from ours, regulated 
and refined, as it already is in some degree, by Chris
tian ideas about women and children. A loose law of 
marriage, beyond it concubinage in some degree sanc
tioned by religion, beyond that again morbid vice : 
such was the condition of the Greek world. What 
Christian marriage, ii:i, harmonious acLion with man's 
true nature, has done to counteract this condition, that 
Plato tried to do by a somewhat forced legislation, 
which was altogether out of harmony with the facts of 
man's nature. Neither the church nor the world has 
endorsed his theories about it. Think, in contrast, of 
the place occupied in Christian art by the mother and 
her child. What that represents in life Plato wishes to 
take from us, though, as he would have us think, in our 
own behalf. 

Ancl his views of the community of male and female 
education, and of the functions of men and women in 
the State, do but come of the relief of women in 
large measure from home-duties. Such duties be
coming a carefully economised department of the 
State, the women will have leisure to share the work 
of men ; and will need a corresponding education. 
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The details of their common life in peace and war he 
certainly makes effective and bright. But if we think 
of his proposal as a reinstatement of the Amazon we 
have in effect condemned it. For the Amazon of 
mythology and art is but a survival from a half-ani~1al 
world, which Theseus, the embodiment of adult reason, 
had long since overcome. 

Plato himself divides this confessedly so difficult 
question into two : Is the thing good? and in the 
second place, Is it possible? Let us admit that at that 
particular crisis, or even generally, what he proposes 
is for the best. Thereupon the question which sug
gested itself in regard to the community of goods 
recurs with double force : Where may lie the secret of 
the mag11a11i111i(1• (that is the term to hold by) which 
wjll make wealth and office, with all their opportuni
ties for puissant wills, no motive in life at all? Is it 
possible, and under what conditions - this disinterest
edness on the part of those who might do what they 
will as with their own, this indifference, this surrender, 
not of one's goods and time only, but of one's last 
resource, one's very home, for "the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number." -Those are almost the 
exact words of Plato. How shall those who might be 
egotists on the scale of an Alcibiades or an Alexander 
be kept to this strange "new mandate " of altruism? 
How shall a paradox so bold be brought within the 
range of possibilities? Well I by the realisation of 
another paradox, - if we make philosophers our kings 
or our kings philosophers. It is the last "wave of 
paradox," from the advancing crest of which Plato 
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still shrinks back, oddly reluctant, as we may think, to 
utter his whole mind. But, concede his position, and 
all beside, in the strange, paradoxical new world he is 
constructing, its extraordinary reaches of pllilade!p/1ia, 
will be found practicable. 

Our kings must be philosophers. But not, we must 
carefully note, because, as people a.re apt to fancy, 
philosophers as such necessarily despise or a.re unable 
to feel what is fascinating in the world of action, are 
un-formed or withered on one side, and, as regards the 
allurements of the world of sense, are but " corpses." 
For Plato certainly they are no starvelings. The 
philosophic, or aristocratic, or kingly, nature, as he 
conceives it, will be the perfect flower of the whole 
compass of natural endowments, promoted to the 
utmost by the artificial influences of society-Ka..\oKa
ya06, - capable therefore in the extreme degree of 
success in a purely " self-regarding" policy, of an 
exploitation, in their own interests, of all that men in 
general value most, to the surfeiting, if they cared, of 
their ambition, their vanity, their love of liberty or 
license. 

Nor again must our kings be philosophers mainly 
because in such case the world will be very wisely, very 
knowingly, governed. Of course it would be well that 
wise men should rule. Even a. Greek, still "a youth 
in the youth of the world," who indeed was not very 
far gone from an essentially youthful evaluation of 
things, was still apt to think with Crccsus that the 
richest must of course be the happiest of men, and to 
have a head-ache when compelled to think, even he 
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would have taken so much for granted. That it would 
be well that wise men should govern, wise after the 
Plntonic standard, bringing, that is to s::iy, p::irticular 
details under coherent general rules, able to foresee 
and influence the future by their knowledge of the 
past : - there is no paradox in that : it belongs rather, 
you might complain, to the range of platitudes. But, 
remember ! the hinge of Plato's whole political argu
ment is, that the ruinous divisions of Athens, of Greece, 
of the entire social community, is the want of disinter
estedness in its rulers; not that they are unfit to rule; 
rather, that they have often, it may b~, a natural call 
to office - those exceptional high natures - but that 
they "abound" therein exclusively "in their own 
sense." And the precise point of paradox in phil
O!i_ophic kingship, as Plato takes it, is this, that if we 
have philosophers for our kings, our archons, we shall 
be under a sort of rulers who as such have made 
sacrifice of themselves, and in coming to office at all 
must have taken upon them " the form of a ser
vant." -

For thus it is. - If yon can find out a life better than 
being a king, for those who shall be kings, a well-governed 
city will become possible, and not otherwise. For in that 
city alone will those be kings who arc in very deed rich. 
But if poor men, hungering after their private good,_ pro
ceed to public offices, it is not possible; for, the kmgly 
office becoming an object of contention, the sort of battle 
which results, beinrr at home and internal, destroys them, 
along with the com';;10nwealth. - l\fost truly, he replied. -
Have you then, I asked, any kind of life which can despise 
political offices, other than the life of true philosophers?-
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Certainly not. - Yet still it is necessary that those \\'ho 
come to office should not be lo\·ers of it; otherwise the 
rival lovers \,·ill fight. -Thal must be so. - \Vhom then 
will you compel to proceed to the guardianship of the city 
save those, who, being wisest of all in regard to the condi
tions of her highest welfare, are themselves possessed of 
prh-ileges of another order, and a life better than the 
politicia11's? Republic, 520. 

More capable than others of an adroit application of 
all that power usually means in the way of personal 
advantage, your " legitimate," and really elect royalty 
or aristocracy must be secured from the love of it; 
you must insure their magnanimity in office by a 
counter-charm. But where is such a charm, or 
counter-charm, to be found? Throughout, as usual 
in so provident a writer as Plato, the answer to that 
leading question has had its prelude, even in the first 
book.-

Therefore it was, for my part, friend Thrasymachus, I 
was saying just now that no one would be willing of his 
own motion to rule, and take in" hand the ills of other 
people to set them right, but that he would ask a reward ; 
because he who will do fairly by his art, or prosper by his 
art, never does what is best for himself, nor ordains that, 
in ordaining what is proper to his art, but what is best for 
the subject of his rule. By reason of which indeed, as it 
seems, there must needs be a reward for those who shall 
be willing to rule, either money, or honour, or a penalty 
unless he will rule. - How do you mean this Socrates ? 
said Glaucon: for the two rewards I understand; but the 
penalty, of which you speak, and have named as in the 
place of a reward, I clo not understand. - Then you do 
not unclerstancl, I said, the reward of the best, for the sake 
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of which the most drtuous mle, when they are willing to 
rule. Or do you not know that the being fond of honours, 
fond of money, is said to be, and is, a disgrace ?- For my 
part, Y cs ! he said. - On this ground then, neither for 
money are the good willing to mle, nor for honour; for 
they choose neither, in openly exacting hire as a return 
for their rule, to be called hirelings, nor, in taking secretly 
therefrom, thieves. Nor again is it for honour tf1ey will 
rule; for they are not ambitious. Therefore it is, that 
necessity must be on them, and a penalty, if they are to 
be willing to rule: whence perhaps it has come, that to 
proceed with ready will to the office of mler, and not 
to await compulsion, is accounted indecent. As for the 
penalty, - the greatest penalty is to be ruled by one worse 
than oneself, unless one will mle. And it is through fear 
of that, the good seem to me to rule, when they rule: and 
then they proceed to the office of ruler, not as coming to 
some good thing, nor as to profit therein, but as to some
thing unavoidable, and as having none better than them
selves to whom to entrust it, nor even as good. Since it 
seems likely that if a city of good men came to be, not 
to rule would be the matter of contention, as nowadays to 
rule ; and here it would become manifest that a mler in 
very deed, in the nature of things, considers not what is 
profitable for himself, but for the subject of his mle. So 
that every intelligent person would choose rather to be 
benefited by another, than by benefiting another to have 
trouble himself. Republic, 346. 

Now if philosophy really is where Plato consistently 
puts it, and is all he claims for it, then, for those 
capable of it, who are capable also in the region of 
practice, it will be precisely "that better thing than 
being a king for those who must be our kings, our 
archons." You see that the various elements of 
Platonism are interdependent; that they really cohere. 
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Just at this point then you must call to memory the 
greatness of the claim Plato makes for philosophy -
a promise, you may perhaps think, ,larger than any
thing he has actually presented to his readers in the 
way of a philosophic revelation justifies. He seems, in 
fact, to_ promise all, or almost all, that in a later age 
natures great and high have certainly found in the 
Christian religion. If philosophy is only star-gazing, 
or only a comlition of doubt, if what the sophist or 
the philistine says of it is all that can be said, it could 
hardly compete with the rewards which the vulgar 
world holds out to its servants. But for Plato, on the 
other hand, if philosophy is anything at all, it is noth
ing less than an "escape from the evils of the world," 
ancl op.o{wrns rci 0cci, a being made like to God. It 
provides a satisfaction not for the intelligence only but 
for the whole nature of man, his imagination and faith, 
his affections, his capacity for religious devotion, and 
for some still unimagined development of the capac
ities of sense. 

How could anything which belongs to the world of 
mere phenomenal change seem great to him who is 
"the spectator of all time ancl all existence?" " For 
the excellency" of such knowledge as that, we might 
say, he must "count all things but loss." By fear of 
punishment in some roundabout way, he might indeed 
be comp~lled to descend into "the cave," "to take in 
hand the wrongs of other people to set them right; " 
but of course the part he will take in your sorry 
exhibition of passing shadows, and dreamy echoes 
concerning them, will not be for himself. You may 
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think him, that philosophic archon or king, who in 
consenting to be your master has really taken upon 
himself "the form of a servant" -you may think 
him, in our late age of philosophic disillusion, a wholly 
chimerical being. Yet history records one instance 
in which such a· figure actually found his way to an 
imperial throne, and with a certain approach to the 
result Plato promises. It was precisely because his 
whole being was filled with philosophic vision, that the 
Emperor J\Iarcus Aurelius, that fond student of philos
ophy, of this very philosophy of Plato, served the 
Roman people so well in peace and war - with so 
much disinterestedness, because, in fact, so reluctantly. 
Look onward, and what is strange and inexplicable in 
his realisation of the Platonic scheme - strange, if we 
consiLler how cold and feeble after all were the rays of 
light on which he waited so devoutly- becomes clear 
in the person of Saint Louis, who, again, precisely be
cause his whole being was full of heavenly vision, in 
self-banishment from it for a while, led and ruled the 
French people so magnanimously alike in peace and 
war. The presence, then, the ascendancy amid actual 
things, of the royal or philosophic nature, as Plato thus 
conceives it- that, and nothing else, will be the gen
erating force, the seed, of the City of the Perfect, as 
he conceives it : this place, in which the great things 
of existence, known or divined, really fill the soul. 
Only, he for one would not be surprised if no eyes 
actually see it. Like his master Socrates, as you 
know, he is something of a humorist ; and if he some
times surprises us with paradox or hazardous theory, 
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will sometimes also give us to understand that he is 
after all not quite serious. So about this vision of the 
City of the Perfect, T/1e Republic, Ka.>v\.{11"0A.t,;, Uranop
o!is, Utopia, Civitas Dei, Tlte Kingdom of I1eave11 -

Suffer me, he says, to entertain myself. as men of listless 
minds are wont to do when they journey alone. Such 
persons, I fancy, before they ha,·c found out in what way 
ought of what they desire may come to be, pass that 
question by lest they grow weary in considering whether 
the thing be possible or no; and supposing what they 
wish already achieved, they proceed at once to arrange all 
the rest, pleasing themselves in the tracing out all they 
will do, when that shall have come to pass - making a 
mind already idle idler still. Republic, 144. 



X 

PLATO'S iESTHETICS 

\\'I-IE~ we remember Plato as the great lover, what 
the visible world was to him, what a b.rge phce the 
idea of Beauty, with its almost adequate realisation in 
that visible worlt!, holds in his most abstract specula
tions as the clearest instance of the relation of the 
human mind to reality and truth, we might think that 
art also, the fine arts, would have been much for him ; 
that the resthctic element would be a significant one in 
his tl1eory of morals and education. Ta upm·a. lv 
'E>.,\uot ( to use Pindar's phrase) all the delightful 
things in Hcllas : - Plato least of all could hm·e been 
11naffcctecl by their presence around him. And so it 
is. Think what perfection of handicraft, what a subtle 
enjoyment therein, is inrolved in that specially Pla
tonic rule, to mind one's business ( To Ta. a~Tov r.pa.TTHv) 

that he who, like Fra Damiano of Bergamo, has a 
gift for r.otKtA{u, i11tarsia or 11111rquctcrie, for example, 
should confine himself exclusively to that. Before 
him, you know, there had been no theorising about 
the beautiful, its place in life, and the like; and as a 
matter of fact he is the earliest critic of the fine arts. 
He anticipates the modern notion that art as such 
has no encl but its own perfection, - "art for art's 

Zfl R 
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sake." -, Ap' oDv KUL f.KU.<TTI'J TWV T(x1•wv £(]"TL TL CTV/1.<pf.• 

pov aAAo ~ oTL p.u.Xu1Ta TUl.£av £Tvai; \Ve have seen 
again that not in theory only, by the large place he 
assigns to our experiences regarding visible beauty in 
the formation of his doctrine of ideas, but that in the 
practical sphere also, this great fact of experience, 
the reality of beauty, has its importance with him. 
The loveliness of virtue as a harmony, the winning 
aspect of those " images" of the absolute and unseen 
Temperance, Bravery, Justice, shed around us in the 
visible world for eyes that can see, the claim of the 
virtues as a visible representation by human persons 
and their acts of the eternal qualities of" the eternal," 
after all far out-weigh, as he thinks, the claim of their 
mere utility. And accordingly, in education, all will 
begin and end in "music," in the promotion of quali
ties to which no truer name can be given than sym
metry, resthetic fitness, tone. Philosophy itself indeed, 
as he conceives it, is but the sympathetic appreciation 
of a kind of music in the very nature of things. 

There have been Platonists without Plato, and a 
kind of traditional Platonism in the world, independent 
of, yet true in spirit to, the Platonism of the Platonic 
Dialogues. Now such a piece of traditional Platonism 
we find in the hypothesis of some close connexion 
between what may be called the resthetic qualities of 
the world about us and the formation of moral char
acter, between .:esthetics and ethics. Wherever people 
have been inclined to lay stress on the colouring, for 
instance, cheerful or otherwise, of the walls of the 
room where children learn to read, as though that had 
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something to do with the colouring of their minds ; on 
the possible moral effect of the beautiful ancient 
buildings of some of our ow11 schools and colleges; 
on the building of character, in any way, through the 
eye and ear ; there the spirit of Plato has been under
stood to be, and rightly, even by those who have 
perhaps never read Plato's Repllblic, in which however 
we do find the connexion between moral character 
and matters of poetry and art strongly asserted. This 
is to be observed especially in the third and tenth 
books of T/1e Repllblic. The main interest of those 
books lies in the fact, that in them we read what 
Plato actually said on a subject concerning which 
people have been so ready to put themselves under 
his authority. 

It is said with immediate reference to metre and its 
various forms in verse, as an element in the general 
treatment of style or manner (>..i~i~) as opposed to the 
matter (>..oyoi) in the imaginative literature, with which 
as in time past the education of the citizens of the 
Perfect City will begin. It is however at his own 
express suggestion that we may apply what he says, 
in the first instance, about metre and verse, to all 
forms of art whatever, to music (µou<TtK~) generally, 
to all those matters over which the l\foses of Greek 
mythology preside, to all productions in which the 
form counts equally with, or for more than, the matter. 
Assuming therefore that we have here, in outline and 
.tendency at least, the mind of Pl::i.to in regard to the 
ethical inOuence of xsthetic qualities, let us try to dis-
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tinguish clearly the central lines of that tendency, of 
Platonism in art, as it is really to be found in Plato. 

"You have perceived have you not," observes the 
Platonic Socrates, "that acts of imitation, if they begin 
in early life, and continue, establish themselves in one's 
nature and habits, alike as to the body, the tones of 
one's voice, the ways of one's mind." 

Yes, that might seem a matter of common observa
tion; and what is strictly Platonic here and in what 
follows is but the emphasis of the statement. Let us 
set it however, for the sake of decisive effect, in imme
diate connexion with certain other points of Plato's 
::esthetic doctrine. 

Imitation then, imitation through the eye and ear, 
is irresistible in its influence over human nature. And 
secondly, we, the founders, the people, of the Repub
lic, of the city that shall be perfect, have for our 
peculiar purpose the simplification of human nature : 
a purpose somewhat costly, for it follows, thirdly, that 
the only kind of music, of art and poetry, we shall per
mit ourselves, our citizens, will be of a very austere 
character, under a sort of "self-denying ordinance." 
We shall be a fervently ~sthetic community, if you 
will; but therewith also very fervent "renunciants," or 
ascetics. 

In the first place, men's souls are, according to 
Plato's view, the creatures of what men see and hear. 
What would probably be found in a limited number 
only of sensitive people, a constant susceptibility to the 
aspects ancl other sensible qualities of things ancl per-. 
sons, to the element of expression or form in them and 
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Lheir movements, Lo pl1c110111c11a as such- this sus
ceptibility Plato supposes in men generally. It is not 
so n1uch the mat/t'r of a work of art, what is com·eyed 
in and by colour and form and sound, that tells upon 
us educationally- the subject, for instance, developed 
by the words and scenery of a play- as the form, and 
ils qualities, concision, simplicity, rhythm, or, contrari
wise, abundance, variety, discord. Such ";esthetic" 
qualities, by what we n~ight call in logical phrase, fl£,a.
{3auu; d, llio yo,o,, a derivation into another kind of 
matter, transform themselves, in the temper of the 
patient the hearer or spectator, into terms of ethics, 
into the sphere of the desires and the will, of the 1110ml 

taste, engendering, nursing, there, strictly moral effects, 
such conditions of sentiment and the will as Plato re
quires in his City of the Perfect, or quite the opposite, 
but hardly in any case indifferent, conditions. 

Imitation: - it enters into the very fastnesses of 
character ; and we, our souls, ourselves, are for ever 
imitating what we see and hear, the forms, the sounds 
which haunt our memories, our imagination. We imi
tate not only if we play a part on the stage but when 
we sit as spectators, while our thoughts follow the act
ing of another, when we read Homer and put ourselves, 
lightly, fluently, into the place of those he describes: 
we imitate unconsciously the line and colour of the 
walls around us, the trees by the wayside, the animals 
we pet or make use of, the very dress we wear. Only, 
qiva ,...~ £K r.}; fllfUJU£W<; ,OU ETvat cl.,ro.\avuwuiv. - Let us 
beware how men attain the very truth of what they 
imitate. 
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That then is the first principle of Plato's resthetics, 
his first consideration regarding the art of the City 
of the Perfect. :tvlen, children, are susceptible beings, 
in great measure conditioned by the mere look of 
their " medium." Like those insects, we might fancy, 
of which naturalists tell us, taking colour from the 
plants they lodge on, they will come to match with 
much servility the aspects of the world about them. 

But the people of the Perfect City would not be 
there at all except by way of a refuge, an experiment, 
or tour de .force, in moral and social philosophy; and 
this circumstance determines the second constituent 
principle of Plato's resthetic scheme. We, then, the 
founders, the citizens, of the Republic have a peculiar 
purpose. \Ve are here to escape from, to resist, a certain 
vicious centrifugal tendency in life, in Greek and 
especially in Athenian life, which does but propagate 
a like vicious tendency in ourselves. We are to be
come - like little pieces in a machine ! you may com
plain. - No, like performers rather, incliviclually, it may 
be, of more or less importance, but each with a neces
sary and inalienable part, in a perfect musical exercise 
which is well worth while, or in some sacred liturgy; 
or like soldiers in an invincible army, invincible 
because it moves as one man. \Ve are to find, or be 
put into, and keep, every one his natural place; to 
cultivate those qualities which will secure mastery over 
ourselves, the subordination of the parts to the whole, 
musical proportion. To this end, as we saw, Plato, a 
remorseless idealist, is ready even to suppress the differ
ences of male and female character, to merge, to lose 
the family in the social aggregate. 
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Imitation then, we may resume, imitation through the 
eye and ear, is irresistible in its influence on human 
nature. Secondly, the founders of the Republic are by 
its very purpose bound to the simplification of human 
nature : and our practical conclusion follows in logical 
order. We shall make, and sternly keep, a "self-deny
ing" ordinance in this matter, in the matter of art, of 
poetry, of taste in. all its varieties; a rule, of which 
Plato's own words, applied by him in the first instance 
to rhythm or metre, but like all he says on that subject 
fairly applicable to the: whole range of musical or ;es
thetic effects, will be the brief summary: A/ta11alio11s 

will be few and far between: - how differently from the 
methods of the poetry, the art, the choruses, we most 
of us love so much, not necessarily because our senses 
are inapt or untrained: - ~µ.iKpa~ at µ.Em{JoXa{. We 
sh::tll allow no musical innovations, no Aristophanic 
cries, no imitations however clever of " the sounds of 
the flute or the lyre," no free imitation by the human 
voice of bestial or mechanical sounds, no such artists 
as are " like a mirror turning all about." There were 
vulgarities of nature, you see, in the youth of ideal 
Athens even. Time, of course, as such, is itself a kind 
of artist, trimming pleasantly for us what survives of the 
rude world of the past. Now Plato's method would 
promote or anticipate the work of time in that matter 
of vulgarities of taste. Yes, when you read his precau
tionary rules, you become fully aware that even in 
Athens there were young men who affected what was 
least fortunate in the habits, the pleasures, the sordid 
business, of the class below them. But they would not 
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be allowed quite their own way in the streets or else
where in a reformed world, to whose chosen imperial 
youth (/3arnA<K~ ,pv'A,,) it would not be permitted even 
to think of any of those things - ouOEVt 1rpocrixEiv Tov 

vovv. To them, what was illiberal, the illiberal crafts, 
would be (thanks to their well-trained power of intel
lectual abstraction !) as though it were not. And if 
art, like law, be, as Plato thinks, ".a creation of mind, 
in accordance with right reason," we shall not wish 
our boys to sing like mere birds. 

Yet what price would not the musical connoisseur 
pay to handle the instruments we may see in fancy 
passing out through the gates of the City of the 
Perfect, banished, not because there is no one within 
its walls who knows the use of, or would receive 
pleasure from, them (a delicate susceptibility in these 
matters Plato, as was said, presupposes) but precisely 
because they are so seductive, must be conveyed 
therefore to some other essentially less favoured neigh
bourhood, like poison, say ! moral poison, for one's 
enemies' water-springs. A whole class of painters, 
sculptors, skilled workmen of various kinds go into 
like banishment - they and their very tools ; not, 
observe again carefully, because they are bad artists, 
but very good ones. - 'AAJ\.a. µ~v, tJ 'AodµavrE, ~Ov, y€ 
Kat O Kf.Kpaµ£vor;. t\rt, as such, as Plato kno\vs, has no 
purpose but itself, its own perfection. The proper 
art of the Perfect City is in fact the art of discipline. 
l\fosic ( fLOU<TtK~) all the various forms of fine art, will be 
but the instruments of its one over-mastering social or 
political purpose, irresistibly conforming its so imita· 
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tive subject units to type : they will be neither more 
nor less than so many variations, so to speak, of the 
trumpet-call. 

Or suppose again that a poet finds his way to us, 
" able by his genius, as he chooses, or as his audience 
chooses, to become all things, or all persons, in turn, 
and able to transform us too into all things and per
sons in turn, as we listen or read, with a fluidity, a 
versatility of humour almost equal to his own, a poet 
myriad-minded, as we say, almost in Plato's precise 
words, as our finest touch of praise, of Shakespeare 
for instance, or of Homer, of whom he was thinking: 
- Well! we shall have been set on our guard. We 
have no room for him. Divine, delightful, being, "if 
he came to our city with his works, his poems, wishing 
to make an exhibition of them, we should certainly do 
hi111 reverence as an object, sacred, wonderful, delight
ful, but we should not let him stay. We should tell 
him that there neither is, nor may be, any one like 
that among us, and so send him on his way to some 
other city, having anointed his head with myrrh and 
crowned him with a garland of wool, as something in 
himself half-divine, and for ourselves should make use 
of some more austere and less pleasing sort of poet, 
for his practical uses." -Tep atiur"YJporlp'I! Kal cl.rJ3EuT£p'/! 
1rotrirfi, w<pEAta~ «fvEKa. Not, as I said, that the Republic 
any more than Lacedremon will be an artless place. 
Plato's resthetic scheme is actually based on a high 
degree of sensibility to such influences in the people 
he is dealing with. -
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Right speech, then, and rightness of harmony and form 
and rhythm minister to goodness of nature; not that 
good-nature which we so call with a soft name, being 
really silliness, but the frame of mind which in very truth 
is rightly and fairly ordered in regard to the moral habit. 
- Most certainly he said. - ~lust not these qualities. 
then, be everywhere pursued by the young men if they 
are to do each his own business ?- Pursued, certainly. -
Now painting, I suppose, is full of them (those qualities 
which are partly ethical, partly ;esthetic) and all handi
craft such as that; the wea\·er's art is full of them, and 
the inlayer's art and the building of houses, and the work
ing of all the other apparatus of life; moreover the nature 
of our own bodies, and of all other living things. For in 
all these, rightness or wrongness of form is inherent. And 
wrongness of form, and the lack of rhythm, the lack of 
harmony, are fraternal to faultiness of mind and character, 
and the opposite qualities to the opposite condition - the 
temperate and good character :-fraternal, aye! and copies 
of them. - Yes, entirely so: he said. -

Must our poets, then, alone be under control, and com-
. pelled to work the image of the good into their poetic 
works, or not to work among us at all ; or must the other 
craftsmen too be controlled, and restrained from working 
this faultiness and intemperance and illiberality and form
lessness of character whether into the images of living 
creatures, or the houses they build, or any other product 
of their craft whatever; or must he who is unable so to 
do be forbidden to practise his art among us, to the end 
that our guardians may not, nurtured in images of vice 
as in a vicious pa~ture, cropping and culling much every 
day little by little from many sources, composing together 
some one great evil in their own souls, go undetected ? 
Must we not rather seek for those craftsmen who have the 
power, by way of their own natural virtue, to track out 
the nature of the beautiful and seemly, to the end that, 
living as in some wholesome place, the young men may 
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rccC:i\'e good from e\'ery side, whenccsoever, from fair works 
of art, either upon sight or upon hearing anything may 
strike, as it were a breeze bearing health from kindly 
places, and from childhood straightway bring them un
aware to likeness and friendship and harmony with fair 
reason ? - Y cs: he answered: in this way they would be 
by far best educated. - \Veil then, I said, Glaucon, on 
these grounds is not education in music of the greatest 
importance - because, more than anything else, rhythm 
and harmony make their way clown into the inmost part 
of the soul, and take hold upon it with the utmost force, 
bringing with them rightness of form, and rendering its 
form right, if one be correctly trainee!; if not, the oppo
site ? and again because he who has been trained in that 
department duly, would have the sharpest sense of o\·er
sights ( rwv 1Tapa.>..mroµ.{1,wv) and of things not fairly turned 
out, whether by art or nature (µ.~ Ka.>..w~ 811µ.!0upY'JBlvrwv 
~ µ.~ KaA.w~ cpvvrwv) and disliking them, as he should, 
would commend things beautiful, and, by reason of his 
delight in these, receiving them into his soul, be nurtured 
of them, and become KaAoKaya.86~, while he blamed the 
base, as he should, and hated it, while still young, before 
he was able to apprehend a reason, and when reason 
comes would welcome it, recognising it by its kinship to 
himself-most of all one thus taught?- Yes: he an
swered: it seems to me that for reasons such as these 
their education should be in music. Republic, 400. 

Understand, then, the poetry and music, the arts and 

crafts, of the City of the Perfect-what is left of them 

there, and remember how the Greeks themselves were 
used to say that "the half is more than the whole." 
Liken its music, if you will, to Gregorian music, 
and call to mind the kind of architecture, mili
tary or monastic again, that must be built to such 
music, and then the kind of colouring that will fill its 
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jealously allotted space upon the walls, the sort of 
carving that will venture to display itself on cornice 
or capital. The walls, the pillars, the streets - you 
see them in thought ! nay, the very trees and animals, 
the attire of those who move along the streets, their 
looks and voices, their style - the hieratic Dorian 
architecture, to speak precisely, the Dorian manner 
everywhere, in possession of the whole of life. Com
pare it, for further vividness of effect, to Gothic build
ing, to the Cistercian Gothic, if you will, when Saint 
Bernard had purged it of a still barbaric superfluity of 
ornament. It seems a long way from the Parthenon 
to Saint Ouen "of the aisles and arches," or 1Votrl'

Da111e de B01oges; yet they illustrate almost equally 
the direction of the Platonic ::esthetics. Those 
churches of the Middle Age have, as we all feel, their 
loveliness, yet of a stern sort, which fascinates while 
perhaps it repels us. We may try hard to like as well 
or better architecture of a more or less different kind, 
but coming back to them again find that the secret of 
final success is theirs. The rigid logic of their charm 
controls our taste, as logic proper binds the intelli
gence: we would have something of that quality, if we 
might, for ourselves, in what we do or make; feel, 
under its influence, very diffident of our own loose, or 
gaudy, or literally insignificant, decorations. "Stay 
then," says the Platonist, too sanguine perhaps, -
" Abide," he says to youth, "in these places, and the 
like of them, and mechanically, irresistibly, the soul of 
them will impregnate yours. With whatever beside is 
in congruity with them in the order of hearing and 



PLATO'S .ESTHETICS 253 

sight, they will tell ( despite, it may be, of unkindly 
nature at your first making) upon your very counte
nance, your walk and gestures, in the course and con
catenation of your inmost thoughts." 

And equation being duly made of what is merely 
personal and temporary in Plato's view of the arts, it 
may be salutary to return from time to time to the 
Platonic resthetics, to find ourselves under the more 
exclusive influence of those qualities in the Hellenic 
genius he has thus emphasised. What he would pro
mote, then, is the art, the literature, of which among 
other things it may be said that it solicits a certain 
effort from the reader or spectator, who is promised 
a great expressiveness on the part of the writer, the 
art~st, if he for his part will bring with him a great 
attentiveness. And how satisfying, how reassuring, 
how flattering to himself after a.II, such work really is 
- the work which deals with one as a scholar, formed, 
mature a.ncl manly. Bravery- a.1,opf1a or manliness -
manliness and temperance, as we kno\\", were the two 
characteristic virtues of that old pagan world ; and in 
art certainly they seem to be involved in one another. 
:Manliness in art, what can it be, as distinct from that 
which in opposition to it must be called the feminine 
quality there, - what but a full consciousness of what 
one does, of art itself in the work of art, tenacity of 
intuition and of consequent purpose, the spirit of con
struction as opposed to what is literally incoherent or 
ready to fall to pieces, and, in opposition to what is 
hysteric or works at random, the maintenance of a 
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standard. Of such art ,JOo, r::ithcr than .ra.Oo, will be 
the predominant mood. To use Plato's own expres
sion there will be here no 1rapa>..nr.op.Eva, no " negli
gences," no feminine forgetfulness of one's self, 
nothing in the work of art unconformed to the lead
ing intention of the artist, who will but increase his 
power by reserve. An artist of that kind will be apt, 
of course, to express more than he seems actually to 
say. He economises. He will not spoil good things 
by exaggeration. The rough, promiscuous wealth of 
nature he reduces to grace and order : reduces, it 
may be, lax verse to staid and temperate prose. With 
him, the rhythm, the music, the notes, will be felt to 
follow, or rather literally accompany as ministers, the 
sense, - CLKOAov0E'i'v TOV Aoyov. 

We may fairly prefer the broad daylight of Veronese 
to the contrasted light and shade of Rembrandt even ; 
and a painter will tell you that the former is actually 
more difficult to attain. Temperance, the temperance 
of the youthful Charmides, super-induced on a nature 
originally rich and impassioned, - Plato's own native 
preference for that is only reinforced by the special 
needs of his time, and the very conditions of the ideal 
state. The diamond, we are told, if it be a fine one, 
may gain in value by what is cut away. It was after 
such fashion that the manly youth of Lacedremon had 
been cut and carved. Lenten or monastic colours, 
brown and black, white and grey, give their utmost 
value for the eye (so much is obvious) to the scarlet 
llower, the lighted candle, the cloth of gold. And 
Platonic resthetics, remember ! as such, are ever in 
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close connexion with Plato's ethics, It is life itself, 
action and character, he proposes to colour; to get 
something of that irrepressible conscience of art, that 
spirit of control, into the general course of life, above 
all into its energetic or impassioned acts. 

Such Platonic quality you may trace of course not 
only in work of Doric, or, more largely, of Hellenic 
lineage, but at all times, as the very conscience of art, 
its saving salt, e,·en in ages of clecaclence. You may 
analyse it, as a condition of literary style, in historic 
narrative, for instance ; and then you ha\"e the strin
gent, short-hand art of Thucydides at his best, his 
masterly feeling for master-facts, and the half as so 
much more than the whole. Pindar is in a certain 
sense his analogue in verse. Think of the amount of 
atfention he must have looked for, in those who were, 
not to read, but to sing him, or to listen while he was 
sung, and to understand. With those fine, sharp-cut 
gems or chasings of his, so sparely set, how much he 
leaves for a well-drilled intelligence to supply in the 
way of connecting thought. 

And you may look for the correlative of that in 
Greek clay, in Greek marble, as you walk through the 
British :Museum. But observe it, above all, at work, 
checking yet reinforcing his naturally fluent and luxu
riant genius, in Plato himself. His prose is a practical 
illustration of the value of that capacity for correction, 
of the effort, the intellectual astringency, which he 
demands of the poet also, the musician, of all true 
citizens of the ideal Republic, enhancing the sense of 
power in one's self, and its effect upon others, by acer-
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tain crafty reserve in its exercise, after the manner of 
a true expert. Xa>..(1ra. Ta. Ka>..a - he is faithful lo the 
old Greek saying. Patience, " infinite patience," may 
or may not be, as was said, of the very essence of 
genius; but is certainly, quite as much as fire, of the 
mood of all true lovers. ~luw, TO A(yop.wov ri>..710i,, 
on xaA(7TCJ. TO. KaA.a. Heraclitus had preferred the 
"dry soul," or the "dry light" in it, as Dacon after 
him the sicmm lumen. And the dry beauty, - let 
Plato teach us, to love that also, duly. 
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