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The State of the Question in the
Study of Plato

Gerald A. Press
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The sheer magnitude of the scholarly literature on Plato
makes its assessment difficult.! Even if we leave aside editions
and translations, the study of Plato is carried on in many lan-
guages other than the more familiar English, French, German,
Italian, and Spanish? and by scholars in an astonishing diver-
sity of fields: anthropology, archeology, art history, classical
philology, city planning, drama, education, geography, history,
law, literature, mathematics, medicine, music, penology, phi-
losophy, politics, psychology, religious studies, rhetoric, and so-
ciology. At least partly for this reason, there has been no really
comprehensive review of the literature recently and it is ques-
tionable whether such a thing is even possible.?

The problem can be reduced to more manageable propor-
tions by distinguishing among the diverse purposes for which
scholars study Plato’s dialoguds. For a substantial amount of
the Plato literature is essentially concerned with discovering
Plato’s answers to the questions of concern to contemporary
scholars and researchers, or, more plainly, “the enterprise of
mining Plato for the purposes of one’s own philosophizing.”
Guthrie is correct that there is nothing intrinsically better
about what he calls, on the other hand, “the historical ap-
proach” or “a scholar’s approach,” but the difference is often
overlooked. The historical and scholarly approach has its own
aims and uses, and is the concern here.®

Of that still substantial Plato literature which is left, there
is a further distinction to be made between the study of
Platonism, which involves study of the dialogues along with
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many other factors, texts, and influences, and the study and
interpretation of the dialogues in and for themselves.® That is
to say, the subject of these pages is the state of the question
about how to understand and interpret the dialogues of Plato,
to discover their meaning in their own context, in terms of
their own aims, functions, structures, and principles.”

Having set these limits to the inquiry, the first problem is
that interpreting Plato’s dialogues is more difficult than inter-
preting the texts of most other philosophers. They are not, at
least prima facie, like the treatises philosophers more often
write; one thinks immediately of Aristotle, but also of Aquinas,
Descartes and Spinoza, Locke and Hume, Kant and Hegel. On
the other hand, they are also not like the philosophical dia-
logues of Cicero, Augustine, or Berkeley, in which the charac-
ters are little more than masks for particular doctrines and
arguments.® In some respects Plato’s dialogues actually seem
more like the writings of Dante, Thomas More, Kierkegaard,
and Nietzsche, in which the author has deliberately made it
difficult to determine his own views.®

Perhaps the most accurate word about the study of Plato is
found in Olympiodorus and the Anonymous Prolegomena to
Platonic Philosophy:

Just before his death Plato saw in a dream that he became a
swan and, leaping from tree to tree, he frustrated the attempts
of the bird-catchers to hunt him down.!

Nevertheless, during most of its history, interpretation of
Plato has oscillated between two poles.!! For the most part, it
has been what may be called dogmatic or doctrinal;!? that is, it
has been assumed that Plato’s thought consists of a more or
less systematic body of doctrines which it is the primary func-
tion of the dialogues to communicate along with the argu-
ments that Plato believes to show the truth of these doctrines.
The crucial point is that the focus of such interpretations is—
even (and especially) when the interpreters disagree—on dis-
covering Plato’s doctrines. The other pole, the skeptical,
emphasizes the inconclusive endings of many dialogues,
Socrates’ perpetual questioning, and the wealth of inconsisten-
cies, ambiguities, and apparently weak or invalid arguments,
and claims that Plato does not have any settled doctrines, but
always remains in doubt or open to further inquiry and argu-
ment. It is worth noting that, as an anti-dogmatic position, the
skeptical is nevertheless defined by the concept of dogma and
is, therefore, essentially dogma-centered. It is a position that
has recurred from the New Academy of Arcesilaos (316-242
B.C.E.) and Carneades (214-129 B.C.E.), to Philo of Larissa
(160—c. 80 B.C.E.) and his student, Cicero, and via Cicero in
Augustine, Bruni, Vives, Melanchthon, and Montaigne in the
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Renaissance rebirth of ancient skepticism.!®* The dominant tra-
dition, however, has usually been dogmatic.

For most of its history, interpretation has also not taken
the literary and dramatic characteristics of the dialogues as
essential. After Schleiermacher pointed out the decisive impor-
tance of character and situation for understanding the claims
and arguments in the dialogues,!* a growing number of schol-
ars have paid attention to them. Until the middle of this cen-
tury, however, dissidents such as Stenzel,’® Schaerer,'®
Friedlinder,’” Woodbridge,'® and Stefanini'® had limited and
mostly local influence on the general direction of Platonic
studies.

THE STATE OF THE QUESTION
AT MID-CENTURY

The prevailing view in the middle of the twentieth century,
consistent with both of these long-standing interpretive com-
mitments, could be defined by six main points:

(1) Doctrine. Plato had doctrines, such as the Ideas, the
immortality of the soul, knowledge as recollection, the ideal
state, and the ladder of loves, and a system in which those
doctrines were embedded.? This view was widely held both be-
cause it was the mainstream of traditional interpretation since
antiquity and because of Zeller’s powerful and influential
claim that having a doctrinal system was what it was to be a
philosopher.?

The questions that interested interpreters were, (1) in
cases of unclarity or apparent disagreement between one dia-
logue and another, “What are Plato’s doctrines?” And (2), in
light of the arguments that Plato seemed to present, “Are
these doctrines right or wrong, good or bad?”

(2) Development. Plato’s doctrines and system developed
from an early period, in which he was rather a Socratic, to a
middle period, in which he became critical of Socrates’ ideas
and began to work out his own, to a late period, in which he
carried out, again critically, the consequences of his ideas and
constructed his own system. This was a persuasive view be-
cause it seems natural that a thinker’s views should change
and develop over a long, productive life and because it prom-
ised to resolve problems about aporetic dialogues (they were
‘early’ and ‘Socratic’) and, especially, instances of apparent
doctrinal disagreement. Although the developmental view has
all but dominated recent Plato studies, an alternative has per-
sisted, the unitarian view first powerfully espoused by Paul
Shorey.?? Platonic unitarians, however, tend to accept the es-
sentially doctrinal orientation.

The developmental view of Plato originated in the nine-
teenth century® and the main questions, still being asked in
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the mid-twentieth century, were, “How did Plato’s doctrines
develop?”* and, underlying this, “What is the order of compo-
sition of the dialogues?” Because stylometry had come to be
accepted as the standard for determining the order of composi-
tion, “What chronological order does stylometry give us?” has
been a recurrent question as well.? .

(8) Didactic function. The sole or main purpose of the dia-
logues is to teach or communicate Plato’s doctrines. What else
could be the function of a philosophical text? The question is,
“What doctrine is being communicated in especially problem-
atic, aporetic dialogues?”

(4) Probative arguments. The arguments presented are
Plato’s own arguments for the doctrines that he means to com-
municate. It seems obvious that we readers are meant to see
Socrates (the Eleatic Stranger, Parmenides, or the Athenian
Stranger) as right and to accept what he presents. The ques-
tions that interested interpreters about the arguments in the
dialogues were, “Are the arguments valid or not? And if an ar-
gument is found to be invalid, then what conclusion should we
draw about the doctrine it is supporting or about Plato’s logi-
cal abilities?”%

(5) Seriousness. The dialogues are essentially serious at-
tempts to articulate, demonstrate, and communicate Plato’s
doctrines, rather than play, humor, or irony. The question that
interested scholars about the obvious cases of play, humor, and
irony in the dialogues was, “How can we read through it?
What doctrine is masked by this levity?”

(6) Treatises. Given all of the above, the dialogues are dis-
guised treatises; their literary and dramatic characteristics
are merely formal, at best, unimportant sugar-coating, at
worst, confusing and inhibiting.?” In most dialogues Plato’s
doctrines and arguments are presented by Socrates; in other
words, he is Plato’s mouthpiece. In the few dialogues where
Socrates is absent or silent, the Eleatic Stranger, Parmenides,
or the Athenian Stranger are Plato’s mouthpieces.?

The questions were, “What theories and ideas is Plato at-
tempting to teach us by way of this merely formally literary
and dramatic composition? Who is his mouthpiece in the par-
ticular case whose views and arguments we may attribute to
Plato?” As was the case with humor and irony, one looked not
at it, but through it, in order to reach the desired outcome,
Plato’s doctrines.

Such were the prevailing beliefs and questions of interest
to Plato scholars at the mid-century, but commitments have
been shifting. Many coaperating causes can be cited; for ex-
ample, a more critical and historical orientation made some
scholars suspicious of anachronistic or retrojective assump-
tions. Pragmatism, existentialism, and phenomenology made
others more attentive to the literary and dramatic characteris-
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tics of the dialogues, to indirect forms of communication, and
to the variety of functions that texts could have. Semiotics’ at-
tention to differences in kinds of writing and audiences also
increased attention to the dialogue as a form of communica-
tion essentially different from treatises.

In any case, beginning in the late 1950s, important criti-
cisms of the prevailing views were articulated, alternative
views were proposed, and the literary and dramatic orienta-
tions began to have greater influence.?® In 1964, Brumbaugh
justified his endeavor by noting, among other things, the im-
portance of literary criticism to interpreting the dialogues al-
though it “still seems dubiously imaginative to most British
and American philologists and historians working on Plato.”®
By 1968 Rosen could speak of an opposition between two dif-
ferent approaches, one which “recognize[s] the central impor-
tance of Plato’s use of the dialogue form,” and another, which
puts “emphasis upon epistemology, logic, and linguistic analy-
sis.”® In 1973, Weingartner contrasted essentially ‘doctrinal’
and essentially ‘dramatic’ Plato interpretation, and, like
Sinaiko and Plochmann a few years earlier, attempted a
‘philosophic-dramatic unification.’?

One could sum it up by saying that the question had
changed, from something like

(1) What were Plato’s doctrines and how did they develop,
as revealed by analyzing the arguments alone in the
dialogues taken to be essentially treatises?

to something like

(2) Should we take literary and dramatic aspects of the
dialogues into consideration in trying to understand
Plato’s thought?

Criticism has continued to grow about each of the six main as-
pects above. Earlier in the century it seemed to both White-
head and Dewey that Plato was not the systematic dogmatist
of traditional interpretation.?® Doubts have increased about
the idea that the dialogues contain Plato’s doctrines and sys-
tem as scholars have come to appreciate the significance of
Plato’s anonymity,? of his frequent ambiguity,* and the seem-
ing conjunction between the critique of writing in the
Phaedrus (274-276) and the denial in the Seventh Letter
(342c—d) that Plato has ever, will ever, or could put the most
important philosophical ideas into writing.3®

The developmental hypothesis has been seriously under-
mined by Thesleff’s critique of stylometry and his arguments
that many dialogues were revised, thus both creating a cat-
egory of ‘semi-authentic’ dialogues and refuting an assumption
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essential to the entire enterprise.’” Thesleff’s views are now
followed by an increasing number of scholars impressed by the
circularity of much argument in favor of developmental
schemas, the lack of agreement on a chronological order among
those most committed to developmentalism, questionable sta-
tistical analyses on the part of stylometrists, and an increasing
suspicion that knowing the order of composition just is not the
kind of information we need to understand the dialogues as
philosophical documents.?® Moreover, it has come to be realized
that the supposedly ‘inconclusive’ or ‘aporetic’ dialogues need
not, for that reason, be considered philosophically deficient.?®

The purely and simply didactic function of the dialogues has
been called into question by claims that at least some of them
may have been intended as dialectical exercises,® as philo-
sophic training,*! as advertising for the Academy,*? irony,*® or
political satire.*

With respect to the arguments of Socrates and Plato’s other
seeming mouthpieces, the assumption that they are Plato’s has
been called into question by Platonic anonymity,*s the lack of
theoretical justification for taking now Socrates, now someone
else to be Plato’s mouthpiece,*® and by showing that it is in
general fallacious to take the argument of characters to be
those of their author.*” It has been shown, on the other hand,
that many fallacious arguments in the dialogues, rather than
being weaknesses for which Plato ought to be censured, were
deliberately used by him to achieve other ends.*®

The belief that the dialogues are to be understood as
straightforward and serious attempts at communicating philo-
sophic doctrine has been challenged by emphasis on the cri-
tique of writing in the Phaedrus* as well as by an increasing
appreciation of the prevalence and implications of humor,°
irony,”! and play throughout the corpus.’? Similarly, in contrast
with the earlier view of Plato as dogmatically opposed to rheto-
ric, recent scholars have found that important use is made of
rhetoric in the dialogues.®

In line with much of the preceding, the older assumption
that the dialogues are or can be interpreted essentially as trea-
tises has been widely criticized on the grounds that it is prima
facie false,’ and more specifically that it creates unnecessary
interpretive problems, commits the intentionalist fallacy,’ im-
poverishes interpretations,® and renders Plato’s pervasive in-
fluence unintelligible.?” In addition, the dialogues exhibit
structures characteristic of expressive forms very different
from treatises;%® in particular, they have been richly inter-
preted as dramas.*® Moreover, interpreting the dialogues as if
they were treatises written to be read conflicts with recent re-
search about the transition from an oral to a literate culture®®
and about performative aspects of the dialogues as we have
them.5!
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Finally, scholars are beginning to look at the process by
which the traditional mode of interpretation developed and
thus to see it as a product of particular circumstances, respon-
sive to particular needs and preferences that may not be the
same as our own. Tigerstedt has shown synoptically that Plato
studies were dominated by a Neoplatonic dogmatism for much
of the last two thousand years,® and others have argued that
the dogmatic interpretation of the dialogues can be traced
back to his immediate successors in the Academy.®® This may,
in turn, relate to a wide-scale reevaluation of the traditional
account of the history of ancient philosophy that has been de-
veloping since Cherniss undermined the Aristotelian story
that is its foundation.® Attempts to construct an alternative
have been made by Havelock, Capizzi, and Mansfeld.®

THE STATE OF THE QUESTION NOW

Thus the mid-century consensus about a dogmatic, develop-
mental, and non-literary or non-dramatic interpretation of
Plato has come under increasing attack in the latter half of
the century. The other side of the criticisms discussed above is
constructive alternative approaches to the interpretation of
the dialogues. A number of edited collections attempt a con-
frontation between traditional and non-traditional orientations
and approaches.®® Several more or less influential ‘schools’ of
interpretation different from the mid-century consensus have
also evolved.

The so-called Tiibingen school, particularly associated with
Hans Joachim Krimer and Konrad Gaiser, takes the view that
consistent with the “philosophical passage” of the Seventh Let-
ter and the critique of writing in Phaedrus, Plato’s true doc-
trines are not (or not directly, openly) expressed in the
dialogues. His true beliefs are, rather, the ‘unwritten doctrine’
occasionally referred to by Aristotle which can be recon-
structed from the secondary tradition. The dialogues serve
other functions, perhaps as protreptics, to attract students to
the philosophical life, or shield the truth from the uniniti-
ated.®” The ‘school’ has found a powerful exponent in Thomas
Szlezak,®® and has gained strong support in Italy®® and some
influence in France and the U.S.” On the other hand, it has
been the subject of sharp criticism by some of the foremost
Plato scholars of the century for its devaluation of the dia-
logues, overemphasis on a small number of passages in the
secondary tradition, substituting a metaphysical dogma for the
ethical and political emphasis of the dialogues, misinterpret-
ing the Seventh Letter, and arbitrarily declaring one passage
in one dialogue decisive for interpreting all the rest of them.”!

More influential in the United States has been the influ-
ence of Leo Strauss and Jacob Klein” with its center at the
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University of Chicago. Straussians emphasize taking the dia-
logue form seriously and interpret that via the ‘logographic ne-
cessity’ of Phaedrus 264, so that every smallest detail is
assumed to have meaning, while the dialogues themselves are
taken to be imitations (Klein’s ‘ethological mimes’) rather than
assertions of philosophical doctrine. Among those whose work
reflects their influence are Stanley Rosen, Kenneth Dorter,
Alan Bloom, David Roochnik, Drew Hyland, Charles Griswold,
Ronna Burger, and Jacob Howland.” Interpretation is the
Straussians’ journal. Their position has been criticized as dog-
matic, overly serious, ahistorical, arbitrary, and, like the ana-
lytical philosophers whom they often oppose, guilty of the
mouthpiece fallacy.™

A third ‘school’ of Plato interpretation that has had some in-
fluence in the U.S. was begun by Frederick J. E. Woodbridge
and carried on by John Herman Randall, Jr. at Columbia Uni-
versity.” Like the Straussians, Woodbridge, Randall, and their
followers, are not interested in the compositional order of the
dialogues. The dialogues are interpreted as ‘philosophical dra-
mas’ treating various ‘themes’ and offering a ‘vision,” rather
than a doctrine. The Woodbridge orientation is reflected in the
work of Eckstein, Edman, and Tejera, among others.” Its point
of view has been criticized as being ‘skeptical’ or turning Plato
into a mere writer.”’

There is, of course, still plenty of work being done on Plato
more or less in accordance with the mid-century consensus.™
But one can hear that the tide has turned when T. M. Robinson
writes, discussing changes in his thinking between the first
and the second edition of his Plato’s Psychology,

I would [now] be less inclined to talk about Platonic “doctrine” on
such and such an issue at such and such a time in his writing life
and more inclined to talk rather of explorations. The shift of termi-
nology may be thought slight, but it is still, I think, significant in
that it allows for the influence of the dialogue-form in Plato’s writ-
ings in a way that my original work only glancingly averted to.”

A similar change in tone and substance will be found between
Terry Irwin’s Plato’s Moral Theory (1977) and his Plato’s Ethics
(1995).%

In short, the state of the question about Plato has changed.
The question is no longer whether to take literary and dramatic
aspects into consideration, but how. With respect to the ques-
tion about doctrine, the question is no longer just what Plato’s
doctrines are. The belief is spreading that for Plato ‘philosophy’
consists of something other than doctrines or dogmas; the ques-
tion is, what?

The developmental view of Plato is no longer an assump-
tion; rather, now it is a hypothesis in need of defense. And the
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state of the question about the order of the dialogues is, Which
order will give us useful insights into the dialogues and Plato’s
thought? Some interpreters proceed in a deliberate non-order®!
while others experiment with the dramatic order®® and others
use the dramatic order to support a doctrinal interpretation.®

It is no longer reasonable to assume that the sole or pri-
mary function of the dialogues was didactic; the question now
is, What is the set of functions that can be attributed to the
corpus? And why should various ones be attributed to indi-
vidual dialogues? The question about the arguments is not
simply whether they are valid or invalid, but why does Plato
make this character present this argument—valid or invalid,
clear or ambiguous—in these dialogical circumstances? Simi-
larly, it has become clear that there is no simple opposition be-
tween seriousness and play when it comes to understanding
Plato. The questions about Plato’s mood or tone now are, How
serious is a particular playful, humorous, or ironic passage?
How playful, humorous, or ironic might apparently serious
passages be? And how are we to balance the two in interpret-
ing whole dialogues?

Finally, and in sum, it is no longer reasonable to interpret
the dialogues as if they were treatises. Some passages and
some dialogues seem more treatise-like than others, but at
least as often they seem like comedy, tragedy, myth, or rheto-
ric. The state of the question now is, What kind of texts are
these dialogues? What are their aims and functions? How do
they work? How should we go about interpreting them?

QUESTIONS FOR THE
RESEARCH AGENDA

Thus, there needs to be a new research agenda for Plato
studies in the coming years. Given the growing consensus that
Plato is not (directly, primarily) teaching doctrines in the dia-
logues, for example, we need to investigate what kind of ‘philo-
sophic meaning’ the dialogues might have other than dogmatic
or doctrinal?® This will inevitably involve reconsideration of
the simple opposition between dogmatism and skepticism both
in the history of Plato interpretation and in the history of phi-
losophy more generally.®

As for the order of the dialogues, the questions to be pur-
sued now have to do with the variety of possible orders and
their utilities. Can we determine a comprehensive dramatic
order?%¢ If so, what sort of insight does this provide into
Plato’s thought? Alternatively, as some ancient Platonists
thought, perhaps there is an appropriate order for reading and
teaching the dialogues that is neither chronological nor dra-
matic.” It would seem necessary to pursue the questions of re-
vision and semi-authenticity that Thesleff has raised not only
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for those who remain interested in the order of composition,
but also for those who remain determined to discover Plato’s
doctrines in the dialogues.®® For if the dialogues were revised
by others, if dialogues in the familiar canon are only semi-au-
thentic,® then we may be left with a ‘school doctrine’ rather
than something that can be thought to be Plato’s own.

The question, to repeat, is no longer whether literary and
dramatic matters are important for understanding the dia-
logues, but kow. Above all, therefore, research needs to focus
on these. While there was widespread agreement about the
kinds of ‘doctrine’ and ‘development’ and ‘arguments’ in which
traditional interpretation has been interested, there is unfor-
tunately little agreement among the many non-traditional in-
dividuals and schools of interpretation about the meaning of
the terms that are crucial to us.

What exactly are the literary characteristics of the dia-
logues? What exactly are their dramatic characteristics? And
how do they function in the creation of meanings other than
the doctrinal meanings traditionally sought? For example,
Plato’s style has been studied for the most part only as part of
stylometry, not in order to learn something directly about his
thought.®® Similarly, systematic study of word-choice, syntax,
idiom, and dialect may have something to tell us about Plato’s
thought as it is expressed in the dialogues, not just about his
literary art. Perhaps the mostly broadly shared conviction
among the non-traditional Plato interpreters whose work has
been discussed here is that with Plato thought and art, phi-
losophy and literature, ideas and their expression, form and
content are not to be distinguished from each other, but rather
are marked in their interpenetration.®!

Thus, moving from literary to dramatic aspects of the dia-
logues,® sound work has been done on particular characters
and the function of character in the dialogues.® There is cer-
tainly room for more individual character studies, and espe-
cially for a work bringing together all the more than seventy
characters who appear in one or more dialogues, assessing
their character, age, family, status, and ideas in the dialogues
and comparing that with prosopographical and other historical
information about such an individual, along with the meaning
of their names and the possible relevance of them to the dia-
logues in which they participate.

Similarly, various scholars have paid attention to settings,®
myths told,* traditional stories re-enacted,’® quotations,®” allu-
sions to legends, poetry, and historical persons, places, and
events,” jokes, puns, and word-play.?® Systematic and compre-
hensive studies of these features of the dialogues as contribut-
ing to their meaning and to Plato’s thought as expressed in
them would be extremely valuable. A great deal of work has
already been done on irony, but in some ways we are still at
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the beginning of understanding the full range of kinds and the
different sorts of impact they should have on our interpreta-
tions.1%

Obviously, then, the dialogues are no longer taken to be the
kinds of texts they were widely believed to be at mid-century.
There is need for a broader inquiry into the nature, presenta-
tion, and audience of the texts based on historical knowledge.
Powerful cases have been made that the dialogues serve a va-
riety of functions other than the straightforwardly didactic one
of communicating philosophic doctrine. It has been proposed
that they are morally and politically paideutic, in the broad,
ancient sense, and thus are competitive with the works of po-
ets and playwrights; that they intended to turn people to the
pursuit of philosophy or to enrollment in the Academy; that
they are samples of dialectical practice for study and imita-
tion; that they attempt to establish a new form of high-cul-
tural activity, philosophy, and a new culture-hero, the
philosopher; that they are a form of amusement or entertain-
ment. These different functions need to be studied closely,
critically, and comparatively on the hypothesis that every dia-
logue is likely to serve more than one.

Similarly, in line with research mentioned above, more and
closer work needs to be done on the facts about and the infer-
ences to be drawn from revisions of the texts, the creation,
availability, and transmission of the Corpus Platonicum, the
activities that took place in the Academy, dramatic or oral pre-
sentation, and the audience, whether hearing or reading, of
those dialogues. It may be true, as recent research has sug-
gested, that the texts were revised both by Plato during his
lifetime and by others afterwards, that while some were exo-
teric, written for a broader public, many were esoteric, for the
narrow circle of the Academy, that they were to be read aloud
and even performed (acted?) before a group rather than read
silently by oneself, that the exoteric had a culturally paideutic
function and competed, both in that respect and as POIESIS,
with the works of poets and orators, and that the esoteric were
examples of philosophical discussion and reminders of actual
discussion, meant to have a live, oral commentary.!!

If this is true, then what Plato can have intended to accom-
plish is something rather different from what later philoso-
phers have intended to accomplish by writing their texts. And,
if so, then rather different modes of analysis and canons of as-
sessment—that combine what has traditionally been thought
of as philosophical with literary and dramatic'2—will be ap-
propriate. We will need to think about kinds of knowledge
other than the propositional forms more familiar to modern
philosophers.!%®* We will need to assess arguments less in
terms of their validity according to modern standards, includ-
ing the notion that an ad hominem argument is always a fal-
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lacy. We will also need to suspend our rationalistic belief in
the contradiction between seriousness and play and consider
the notion, familiar enough to readers of fiction, that serious-
ness and play are sometimes inextricably intertwined.!*

Two recent monographs seem to pursue the agenda sug-
gested here and therefore deserve special mention. De
Strycker and Slings, Plato’s Apology of Socrates,'*® subtitled “A
Literary and Philosophical Study with a Running Commen-
tary,” will reward serious study by Plato scholars. The volume
is thorough in its scholarship, attentive to historical context,
and grounded in a careful literary and dramatic analysis of
the dialogue in accordance with ancient rhetorical principles
and practices. It provides the most thorough example known
to me of raising and attempting to answer important questions
about the overall structure of the dialogue and the functions of
its constituent parts.!® On the other hand, the authors pre-
suppose a questionable Platonic chronology, are essentially
dogmatic in their interpretation, and vitiate their own sensi-
tivity to literary structure by inferring from what characters
say to Plato’s intentions and theses.

Rutherford, The Art of Plato'®” is much more ambitious in
its way, discussing at some length Protagoras, Gorgias, Sym-
posium, Republic, and Phaedrus, and giving shorter analyses
of eight other dialogues. Rutherford is also thorough in his
scholarship, and, unlike de Strycker and Slings, aware that
the usual chronology will not do (2-7) and that the dialogues
are not to be interpreted simply as assertions of Plato’s own
ideas (15). He describes his project as “an attempt to advance
the literary understanding of a philosophic writer” (ix); and it
does, indeed, provide a wealth of literary and dramatic obser-
vation that will be useful to general readers. Specialists, how-
ever, will probably judge that, on the whole, Rutherford has
come down pretty squarely on the hterary as opposed to the
phllOSOpth side, that what is missing is a genuine synthesis of
the two in Wthh the literary illuminates the philosophic en-
abling us to understand philosophic arguments, methods, and
ideas in ways that solve persistent interpretive problems of
the sorts indicated in earlier pages.

Finally, much more and more detailed research is needed
into the history—especially the ancient history—of Plato inter-
pretation as distinct from Platonism. We have begun under-
stand that history, to see how it has been determined not only
by the texts, by also the intellectual commitments of the inter-
preters and the social, political, and religious circumstances of
their times and places; and we have begun to see the ways in
which that history has determined the interpretive orienta-
tions and commitments of our own century.!%®

This research agenda—and it is, of course, only part of the
full agenda—may seem dauntingly large. But it offers the
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promise of better understanding Plato’s dialogues and Plato’s
thought on their own terms and in their own contexts. In any
case, it carries on a dialogue with Plato in which successive
generations have engaged from his day to our own.1®®

NOTES

! The early beginnings by Thomas G. Rosenmeyer, “Platonic Schol-
arship: 1945-1955,” Classical World (1957), 173-82, 185-96, 197-201,
209-11; and E. M. Manasse, “Biicher iiber Platon. I. Werke in deutscher
Sprache,” Philosophische Rundschau Sonderheft 1 (1957), “II. Werke in
englischer Sprache,” Philosophische Rundschau Sonderheft 2 (1961),
and “III. Werke in franzosicher Sprache,” Philosophische Rundschau
Sonderheft 7 (1976) were vastly extended by Harold Cherniss, “Plato:
1950-1957,” Lustrum 4 (1959), 5-308 and Lustrum 5 (1960), 321-648.
At least as far as comprehensiveness, Cherniss’ task has been continued
by Richard D. McKirahan, Plato and Socrates. A Comprehensive Bibliog-
raphy (1958-1973) (New York: Garland, 1978) and in a specifically Pla-
tonic direction by Luc Brisson, “Platon: 1958-1975,” Lustrum 20 (1977),
5-304; L. Brisson and H. loannidi, “Platon: 1975-1980,” Lustrum 25
(1983), 11-294; and Brisson and Ioannidi, “Platon: 1980-1985,” Lustrum
30 (1988), 11-285. Finally now L’année philologique is due to join
Philosopher’s Index as a database that can be searched electronically.

2 Basque, Bulgarian, Danish, Dutch, Finnish, modern Greek, He-
brew, Japanese, Latin, Norwegian, Russian, Serbian, and Swedish, to
name a few.

3 Holger Thesleff, “Looking for Clues: An Interpretation of Some Lit-
erary Aspects of Plato’s ‘Two-Level Model’,” in Plato’s Dialogues: New
Studies and Interpretations, ed. Gerald A. Press (Savage, MD: Rowman
& Littlefield, 1993), 17.

¢ Rudolph H. Weingartner, The Unity of the Platonic Dialogue: The
Cratylus, the Protagoras, the Parmenides (New York: Bobbs-Merrill,
1973), 3. The point was already made by W. K. C. Guthrie, (Twentieth
Century Approaches to Plato. Lectures in Memory of Louise Taft
Semple, Ser. 1. [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967], 1-18). It
also arises from Enrico Berti’s “strategies of appropriation” (“Strategie
di interpretazione dei filosofi antichi: Platone e Aristotele,” Elenchos 10
[1989], 289-315) and recurs in Diskin Clay’s distinction between “Pla-
tonic Studies and the Study of Plato,” Arion n.s. 2 (1975), 116-32.

® Guthrie, Twentieth Century Approaches to Plato, 18.

¢ James Hankins’ distinction between “that broader and more dif-
fuse stream of Platonic philosophy ... [and] the study and interpretation
of Plato’s own works,” (“Plato in the Middle Ages,” in Dictionary of the
Middle Ages, ed. Joseph R. Strayer [New York: Scribner, 1987], vol. 9,
696) echoes Brumbaugh’s description of Whitehead as “the great modern
Platonist (as opposed to Plato scholar)” (Plato for the Modern Age [New
York: Crowell-Collier, 1964], 5).

" To answer briefly an objection that might be raised to this, my an-
swers to the corrosive form of deconstructionism sometimes encountered
are: (a) it is fine as a ‘strategy of appropriation’ for those for whom it is
congenial; (b) if it is used to refute other approaches, it will refute itself;
and (c) there is, after all, such a thing as evidence and argument and
there is a difference between better and worse in these matters.

519



Gerald A. Press

8 See Richard Lewis Nettleship, Lectures on the Republic of Plato
(London: Macmillan, 1964), 6-11.

9 See Gerald A. Press, “Plato’s Dialogues as Enactments,” in The
Third Way: A New Direction in Platonic Studies, ed. Francisco Gonzalez
{Savage, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995), 133-152. On anonymity,
irony, humor, see notes 34, 44, and 100 infra.

10 L. G. Westerink, Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy
(Amsterdam: North Holland Publishing, 1962), Olympiodorus, Commen-
tary on the Alcibiades (2.156-162; p. 6 Westerink) and Anon. Prol.
(1.29-35; p. 5 Westerink). For analysis, see Alice Swift Riginos,
Platonica: The Anecdotes Concerning the Life and Writings of Plato
(Leiden: Brill, 1976), 24-25.

1t E. N. Tigerstedt, Interpretating Plato (Stockholm, 1977), 13ff.
Werner Jaeger, (“Der Wandel des Platobildes im neunzehten
Jahrhundert,” Humanistische Reden [Berlin: de Gruyter, 1960], 129—42),
on the other hand, saw in nineteenth century interpretations an opposi-
tion between quests for individual specificity and quests for eternal
value which could be resolved in his own ‘cultural’ interpretation of
Plato’s philosophy as PAIDEIA.

12 See Gerald A. Press, “The Dialogical Mode in Modern Plato Stud-
ies,” in chapter 1 of Plato’s Dialogues: The Dialogical Mode, eds.
Victorino Tereja and Richard E. Hart (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen
Press, forthcoming). For an earlier analysis of ‘doctrinal’ Plato interpre-
tation, see Weingartner, The Unity of the Platonic Dialogue, 1-3. The
question whether Plato was a dogmatist or a skeptic was already a mat-
ter of dispute in antiquity; Diogenes Laertius 3.51.

3 On skepticism in the Renaissance, see Richard H. Popkin, The
History of Skepticism from Erasmus to Descartes (Assen: Vangorcum,
1960) and Charles Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus: A study of the influence of
the Academica in the Renaissance (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972).

4 F. E. D. Schleiermacher, Introductions to the Dialogues of Plato,
trans. William Dobson (London: Pitt, 1836; repr. New York: Arno, 1973),
14: in “the philosophy of Plato ... form and subject are inseparable, and
no proposition is to be rightly understood, except in its own place, and
with the combinations and limitations which Plato has assigned to it.”
On Schleiermacher’s views and their impact, see E. N. Tigerstedt, The
Decline and Fall of the Neoplatonic Interpretation of Plato (Helsinki,
1974), 5-7.

5 The essay translated by Allan as “The Literary Form and Philo-
sophical Content of the Platonic Dialogues,” in Julius Stenzel, Plato’s
Method of Dialectic, trans. D. J. Allan (New York: Russell & Russell,
1964), 1-22, was originally given as a lecture in 1916 in which Stenzel
argued that the developmental view of Plato was too simple and that
“philosophical’ interpreters, if they ignore literary form, ... cannot fulfill
their special task of understanding what Plato’s problems in themselves
mean” (22). .

16 René Schaerer, La question platonicienne. Etude sur les rapports
de la pensée et de l’expression dans les dialogues (Neuchatel, 1938; 2nd,
expanded ed., Paris: Vrin, 1969).

17 Paul Friedldnder, Platon (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1928-30; 2nd ed.
Berlin: de Gruyter, 1954-57; 3rd ed., Berlin: de Gruyter, 1964-75).
Plato. Trans. Hans Meyerhoff. Vol. I: An Introduction (New York: Pan-
theon, 1958; 2nd ed. 1969). Vol. II: The Dialogues, First Period (1964).
Vol. III: The Dialogues, Second and Third Periods (1969).
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