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 The suicide of Socrates is anarchist propaganda of the deed. The 
Athenians have executed a man for teaching without pay; for thinking 
independently and encouraging others to do so; and for obeying his conscience. 
A conscience, we note, that was always negative, never told him what to do, only 
what not to do. Never in fact, supporting any institution, any positivism or 
position.  A conscience of the most uncompromising asceticism. 
 

Plato wanted to protect Socrates from being thought to agree with the 
Sophists that "man is the measure of all things" yet in defining wisdom as the 
knowledge of how to be an absolute monarch he fell into the trap himself: his 
ideal kingdom became a fascist dictatorship. It is the issue of slavery that caused 
this rift between guru and disciple. Plato lacked the intelligence to see that 
slavery made a mockery of his theories of justice and equality. Socrates had the 
street smarts to make his peace with an institution that was no threat to him 
personally.  Plato's need to interpret and systematize, Socrates blinded him to 
the personal nature of Socrates's rebellion, which was simply a matter of taste, 
he couldn't stand conformism, and of personal convenience, he had a daimon he 
had to live with, and of course his obsessions: courting the boys he was attracted 
to and deflating pompous middle-aged public figures. 

 
The system to which Plato reduced Socrates finally reduced Plato to 

saying that the most valuable thing was a stupid kind of sobriety and 
seriousness, and that laughter, imagination, change, and difference were to be 
outlawed. In choosing his martyrdom, Socrates destroyed Plato's mind, just for a 
joke.  Plato, his too serious and earnest student.  A cruel joke.  Plato as an old 
man was really a lot nicer than Socrates, pottiness notwithstanding.  A horrible 
seriousness lurked behind Socrates' playful face, a righteous cruelty; no suicide, 
Plato, he always kept his sane attitude of self-preservation, even teaching 
himself serenity as an old man moving closer to his death. 

 
While discussing Plato is sometimes useful to refer to Blake, a most 

devoted and rebellious Platonist. What Blake knew that Plato didn't was that the 
body too is eternal. It is the Eternal Now. The Socratic dialogues and much of 
Plato too seem devoted to assembling in one place all the exceptions and 
objections to all statements whatsoever. Socrates was the wise fool: all he knew 
was that he didn't know. Plato knew that reality was beyond the reach of the 
fallen human being, but he wanted to save and be saved by philosophy, which 
somehow was the means of remembering what humans have forgotten in their 
fall. Somehow we know how to distinguish between wisdom and folly, between 
right and wrong behaviour, and know even that the cosmos is just and perfect. 
(Plato was neither proto-Gnostic nor Jew, despite his apocalyptic element.) Yet 



appearance is not as it seems and here we are in great difficulty. The concept of 
a false appearance is a false concept, because it is an interpretation of an 
interpretation, an image of an image. How strange that the proof of idealism be 
the chaos and anarchy of all things.  That the falseness of appearance be the 
proof that all things are in the mind.  That the universality of good intentions be 
the destruction of moral virtue as a property to be owned.  Nothing is true, 
because truth is a match between things we can't even assume to be there. In 
Plato's version of the parable of the sage who dreamed he was a butterfly, he 
assumes that it's the mind that dreams it's a body, rather than the body that 
dreams it's a mind. Yet there is an obvious economy in not calling mind body, in 
just calling it mind. "My body has just thought of something" or "had an idea" 
would mean something very particular. 

 
I. Polarization 

 
It was in partly abandoning polarization that Plato took his first step away 

from Socratic dialectic toward Platonic dictatorship. The first indication that there 
is a problem with polarity is that there is a polarity within polarity: like every other 
logical structure, polarity contradicts itself: thus for instance although everything 
has but one contrary, folly is the contrary of two distinct things, wisdom and 
temperance (Protagoras 332-3). The next problem is that a definition of reality as 
a polarity is actually a triad: namely, the two poles and reality; or else dissolves 
the polarity in one thing: the real (Sophist 243e). Yet thought and discourse 
would be impossible without the power to distinguish between this and not-this. 
Rational discourse depends upon number (Epinomis 977c). Indeed, the polarity 
in which Plato finally places his faith is number and not-number: number is the 
source of all good, and of no evil; the disorderly, the ungainly, namely, the 
tuneless is the absence of number; and this we must know in order to die happy 
(Epinomis 978). Number is the One and not-number is the Many (Epinomis 990-
1) and the One is real and the Many illusion (numbers are true and images partly 
false: Cratylus 432 a-b). Of course, Plato also says the real is neither two nor one 
nor anything exactly accountable (Sophist 245d). The One as what really exists 
contains no contradiction, but the One as human beings struggle to form a 
concept of it is full of contradiction. Indeed, Plato's works are an effort to deal 
somehow with layer after layer of this confusion, accounting for what he can and 
saying when he can't, and eventually he repudiates them: "there is not and will 
not be any written work of Plato's own [he says]. What are now called his are the 
work of a Socrates embellished and modernized" (Letter II 314c). Number itself 
has its problems: "I cannot even convince myself that when you add one to one 
either the first or the second one becomes two, or that they both become two by 
the addition of the one to the other" (Phaedo 96-7). Yet logical uncertainties are 
not in themselves a reason to abandon polarity, or dialectic, which is itself the 
logic that governs uncertainty, or contradiction: when two dispute, either may win, 
they are equals, and they themselves will know which has one, and no one else 
can take a superior position and judge between them (Protagoras 333c, 338b). 
To this extent, Socratic dialectic is Hegelian and Blakean: reality is made over 



again endlessly by new clashes between thesis and antithesis. 
 
So it was not uncertainty itself that caused Plato to take his definitive step 

away from polarization, but the Sophists' exploitation of uncertainty for profit. 
These were teachers-for-hire who exploited the politically ambitious by promising 
to teach them a rhetoric that would enable them to sway the masses. They also 
taught a relativistic ethic designed to free political ambition from any hindrance by 
conscience. But Plato's step away from dialectical and toward authoritarian 
thought is as familiar to us as the air we breathe: we have to go back in to the 
Middle Ages, to myth and folklore, to the Romantic Revival, to see the position 
Plato stepped away from, which is that names are not real. Names don't exist, for 
if name and named both exist then there are two things not one and if name is 
one with named then name is only the name of the name, and this is the One 
(Sophist 244d). This doctrine, which sounds so strange to us, is the central Plato: 
the One, remote and mysterious, is the real; the many is illusion. (Thinkers like 
Blake and Eckhart simply move the One inside the human being, thus turning the 
inside out.) Yet Plato found it necessary, in order to oppose the Sophists to 
assert that difference exists. Difference is an issue between Plato and the 
Sophists, because the Sophists' basis for their moral relativism is their claim that 
nothing is absolutely true, that man is the measure of all things. This in turn is 
based on their claim that error and lies are impossible, because to make a false 
statement would be to "say what is not". (It sounds like the literal-minded 
Houyhnhnms' accusation against Gulliver's society, whose custom of lying is too 
irrational for the Houyhnhnms to understand.) So Plato's weapon against the 
Sophists is to say that falsehoods do indeed exist, that what is not has being 
(Sophist 236-7). The reason for this curious expression, which is actually a 
statement that difference exists, is that Plato and the Sophists do not distinguish 
difference, not being something in particular, from not being absolutely. This is 
because names are not real. So the way in which Plato prepared ultimately for 
our own ability to describe a falsehood not as "saying what is not" (because 
names do not exist) but merely as saying what is other than the truth (because 
names do exist but may or may not correspond to the facts they claim to 
represent), was to say that a negative is not a contrary, that differences are not 
always contraries, and that different things mutually exist (Sophist 257b). Plato 
then is making this partial sacrifice of polarity in order to claim absolute authority 
for his thought: right opinion is based on the absolute truth (Statesman 309b). 
Yet it would seem that the world of names, images, and appearances is real and 
unreal to varying degrees: the highest being has no visible corresponding 
resemblants (Statesman 286). This leaves Plato free to choose which names do 
correspond to reality and to what extent. He makes a distinction between 
likeness and semblance, and finishes his argument: falsity is real, it exists 
(Sophist 266 d-e). 

 
Blake takes a great interest in Plato's statement that a negative is not a 

contrary, and refers to it in a cornerstone statement of his own thought, but in a 
tone of the deepest irony and in a sense utterly the reverse of Plato's: 



  Contraries are Positives 
  A Negation is not a Contrary 

       (Milton 30/33) 
 
Negations are not Contraries: Contraries mutually Exist: But 

Negations Exist Not: Exceptions & Objections & Unbeliefs Exist 
not...                                                                   (Jerusalem 17.33-5) 

 
Plato is arguing that negations mutually exist rather than contraries. Blake is 
arguing in support of dialectic: at Socrates rather than the Plato of Laws. For 
Blake, the struggle is everything, for Plato the victory. 

 
II. Abstraction 

 
An example of Plato's hierarchical assignments of the categories real and 

unreal to things is a statement that created things are necessarily corporeal 
(Timaeus 31b). He is able to say this because he believes body is mainly unreal 
and that unreal things are created rather than eternal. Blake, too, says that 
created things are in a sense unreal: 

 
 Whatever can be Created can be Annihilated Forms cannot 
 The Oak is cut down by the Ax, the Lamb falls by the Knife 
 but their Forms Eternal Exist, For-ever. 
                                                                      (Milton 32/35: 36 – 38) 

 
But although the Platonic form is an abstraction, the Blakean form is the concrete 
universal: the oak and the lamb are not copies of their forms, they are their 
forms. Blake avoids many Platonic difficulties in this way. Plato's doctrine of 
forms is at its most convincing at the outset, when he shows them to be the basis 
of perception; unfortunately at the end he has left perception far behind, and all 
of human feeling. Yet Plato was taken in by Syracusan Dionysius' pretence at 
being a philosopher (Letter V11) although this tyrant was abusing philosophy in 
the hope of gaining social approval (in Athens). Plato thought that at last he had 
found his philosopher king. He had become the victim of his feelings, unable to 
guess at those of Dionysius. Human feeling is behind both philosophy and its 
abuse, and is behind tyranny, but Plato can discuss it only in its rebellion against 
reason, and in the case of Dionysius it used reason as its ally. Likewise although 
abstraction begins in qualitative perception, it proceeds with Plato to the doctrine 
that existence is without qualities, and that the search for these makes finding the 
truth impossible (Letter II 312-3). Plato says the philosopher king is a wise and 
affectionate parent not a despot (Laws 859a), yet in saying thus he is calling 
reason affection: he is not getting inside affection and feeling it, but using an 
abstraction. Similarly, when he says the happiness of the wise man is in the 
happiness of the greatest number of his fellow-citizens (Republic V 466a), he 
seems to be saying that this wise man can feel their happiness personally, as his 
own: this would be impossible. Of course, he does make a fairly good case for 



the possibility of a city whose life is so thoroughly engineered that all citizens feel 
pleasure and pain from the same causes (Republic V 462 b-c). The weakest part 
of this plan is the sexual communism and the separation of children from parents 
so that all citizens are perforce sisters and brothers and parents and children to 
each other depending on age (463c). Here again Swift's Houyhnhnms seeing a 
parody of Plato's idea of reason. And here again in Plato does not seem to have 
in mind the actual human feelings he refers to. 

 
The metaphor Plato uses to try to explain his very difficult concept of self-

control is extremely weak. We are puppets, he says, who must try to pull against 
our strings. Got the picture? The rebellion of the puppets. Indeed, just one of our 
strings is weak, for it is made of gold: it is the string of judgment. It is precious, 
and it is non-violent. Yet the judgments of the State are its laws, supported by 
State violence. And indeed the rebellion of the puppets is violent, it is the use of 
force, to support the non-violence of judgment (Laws I 644-5). The beginning of 
the process that led Plato into this difficulty is easily understood: he didn't want to 
separate the questions of reality and justice (the "study of virtue and vice must be 
accompanied by an inquiry into what is false and true of existence in general", 
Letter VII 344b). But he abandoned his concern for the real when he abandoned 
the Many for the One. His ideal State is not about human experience at all: it is 
nothing but an expression of the oneness of the One. Human beings are 
"puppets in the main, though with some touch of reality about them" (Laws VII 
804b). The only real thing for Plato is the force that drives the whole machine, 
which is not itself real but only an imitation of the power which drives it. "Abstract 
philosophy" (Blake's phrase) seeks to make all unreal except for the abstract. 

 
III. Essence 

 
Although the forms and the One are mysterious, according to Plato, he 

also says that wisdom and folly are distinguishable, as is essence (Cratylus 386 
c-e). And so when in search of essence, Plato is in his dialectic rather than 
authoritarian mode: 

 
                           In regard to all who have written or who may write 

with a claim to knowledge of the subjects to which I 
devote myself.... Such writers can in my opinion have 
no real acquaintance with the subject. I certainly have 
composed no work in regard to it, nor shall I ever do 
so in future, for there is no way of putting it in words 
like other studies. Acquaintance with it must come 
rather after a long period of attendance or instruction 
in the subject itself and of close companionship, 
when, suddenly, like a blaze kindled by a leaping 
spark, it is generated in the soul and at once becomes 
self-sustaining.                                  

                                                                              (Letter VII 341bd.) 



 
 
 

This view of teaching is the classic "Oriental" one, the one which applies to 
wisdom traditions everywhere in the world except white Western Europe and 
North America. Hence, the Sufis' claim that Plato was a Sufi. The objection to 
writing is that reason operates in dialectic, dynamic fashion: 

 
...No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 
language those things which his reason has 
contemplated, especially not into a form that is 
unalterable -- which must be the case with what is 
expressed in written symbols. 

            (Letter VII 343 a.) 
 

Plato warns that the teaching dialogue itself, with its climax in the flash of insight, 
deserves neither contempt nor awe, for it is brought about by the pupil's inner 
teacher, the innate wisdom that his been forgotten in the Fall but can be 
recovered: 
 

I do not... think the attempt to tell mankind of these 
matters a good thing, except in the case of some few 
who are capable of discovering the truth for 
themselves with a little guidance. In the case of the 
rest to do so would excite in some an unjustified 
contempt in a thoroughly offensive fashion, in others 
certain lofty and vain hopes, as if they had acquired 
some awesome lore. 
          (Letter VII 341-2.) 
 

These passages are the key to that Socratic dialogue, full of Socratic irony, in 
which he calls himself the midwife who enables men's souls to give birth to 
wisdom: "though I question others, I can myself bring nothing to light, because 
there is no wisdom in me.... Heaven constrains me to serve as a midwife, but has 
debarred me from getting birth." (Theaetetus 150 c.) Only oneself can teach 
wisdom to one, though in the dialogic setting. 
 

Sometimes Plato calls essence first elements: first elements can only be 
named, not said to exist; they are inexplicable and unknowable, but can be 
perceived and thought of; and they yield a knowledge that is clearer than 
complex things (Theaetetus 201 e - 202, 206b). Indeed Parmenides tells 
Socrates he must suppose both that a thing exists and that it does not 
(Parmenides 1135-6). Socrates confesses that he holds Parmenides in great 
awe: 

 
...There is one being whom I respect above all. 



Parmenides... is in my eyes, as Homer says, a 
"reverend and awful" figure. I met him when I was 
quite young, and he quite elderly, and I thought there 
was a sort of depth in him that was altogether noble. I 
am afraid we might not understand his words and still 
less follow the thought they express. 
     (Theaetetus 183-4.). 
 

Thus although Plato can use the fact of difference to support his authoritarianism, 
he can also use it to support dialectic: dialectic, he says is dividing according to 
kinds (Sophist 253 c-d). Parmenides' systematic proof that nothing exists -- or 
that all things do and do not -- (Parmenides 137-166) shows what an enormous 
task awaits the dialectic division into kinds. The mere performance of this proof is 
an exhausting ordeal for the old man. The most important of the kinds to be 
distinguished, presumably, are the real and the unreal. Almost the same 
question, and another major challenge that Parmenides leaves for Plato, is that 
of motion and stillness. Parmenides (challenging Heraclitus) maintains that 
nothing is in motion. Socrates-Plato decides that movement and rest are both 
real; reality is a third thing, neither at rest nor in motion (Sophist 250c). 
Parmenides's position would be then that only the One is real, but that human 
deficiency cannot grasp this. Plato would hope that dialectic may approach this 
truth, indeed he claims to have experienced in the flash of insight a permanent 
stepping toward it. Socrates's wise fool antics in the earliest dialogues merely 
reflect Parmenides's mystification (Socrates's wisdom is his awareness of his 
folly, Apology 23b). But Plato decides that the mysterious One does to some 
extent reveal itself in the phenomenal many; it is through our experience of time 
as measured by the motions of the cosmic beings that we know what we know of 
motionless eternity: everlastingness cannot be fully bestowed upon a creature, 
hence the moving image of eternity supplied by the creation (Timaeus 37d). 
 

Hence it is Plato's assertion that difference exists that he depends on to 
assert in turn that motion and stillness both exist. Thus it is the nature of 
difference and of dialectic that kinds are of a nature to admit combination with 
one another (Sophist 257a). Even though the separation of kinds is the business 
of dialectic. The blending and weaving of forms is required for discourse (Sophist 
259-60). Discourse requires (otherwise every assertion must be true) that not-
being (a single kind among the rest) be dispersed over the whole field of realities 
(Sophist 260 b-c). Truth requires the existence of falsehood and existence of 
non-existence. The universe is perfect, and its perfection requires the existence 
of imperfect -- of mortal -- beings as well as of the gods (Timaeus 41 b-c). No 
wonder that we "might not understand" Parmenides. Blake's kind of Platonism is 
influenced by Gnosticism and alchemy and so he is able to turn Plato's 
declaration into an esthetic principle (God creating is now within the human 
being): thus he speaks of superior and inferior parts of a poem, "necessary to 
each other" (Jerusalem 3). 

 



So if the universe can be both perfect and imperfect, and both real and 
unreal, it can also be both still and in motion. At one point Plato concedes that to 
say some things move and some don't would have the double advantage of 
being both the common sense solution and the happy compromise between 
Heraclitus and Parmenides (Theaetetus 180 d-e). At another point he says that 
the universe is motion and nothing else (Theaetetus 156 a). All things of course 
are in motion relative to all other things and it is the business of dialectic to keep 
its eye firmly upon the (moving) imperfect in order to name the (motionless) 
perfect. Hence, the magnificent paradox "movement in place", Plato's definition 
of alteration (Theaetetus 181-2). Less of the paradox, but more of a mystery is 
Plato's use of the revolving cosmic sphere as an image of wisdom (Laws X 896-
8), more than in image indeed because wisdom itself has actually set it in motion: 
are the Forms themselves in motion or motionless? The sphere itself is both in 
motion and motionless because although its circumference is in motion its center 
is not. The sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher, Plato says 
(Theaetetus 155 d): is this statement consistent with the emotional flatness of the 
Platonic ideal life? Does God have a sense of wonder? Yet the philosopher is to 
be as like God as possible. 

 
The contradictions between Plato's statements about motion are not to be 

taken to falsify them but to indicate the workings of dialectic. He very logically 
explains motion as traceable back to a single cause that is self-moving, which is 
to say, alive (Laws X 895-6). Inconsistently with this, however, he says 
elsewhere that being " mutable" does not show " that man is intelligent and alive" 
(Epinomis 982 d). Yet the point he is making here is that the motions of the 
heavenly bodies, being immutable, are in a way not motions at all: there is in a 
way so much oneness in their manyness as to devour it. It is quite characteristic 
of Plato to abuse the dialectics of his own thinking in order to claim authority, and 
of course he invites rebellion by doing this. Blake satirises his "starry wheels" 
(especially in Jerusalem). Yet Blake also adapts Plato's sphere-metaphor to his 
own use, Plato's distinction between the concentric and the eccentric, 
assimilating it to Ezekiel's vision: the "intricate" system of "wheel without wheel" 
(Jerusalem 65:21) in which "clogs are formed in a wheel to turn the clogs of the 
adverse wheel" (Milton 27/29:10) Blake opposes to human unity in the work of 
creation. But it is in the metaphor of the spiral, based on the sphere-metaphor, 
that Plato most clearly shows the power of dialectic. Here he reduces the sphere, 
three-dimensional, to a two-dimensional revolving disc and (circumference in 
motion, but center motionless, the one absorbing the many into itself), in order to 
produce from this disc a new revolving figure, the spiral, in a manner analogous 
to the production of the circumference from the center of the original circle.  As 
the circumference of the circle radiates out from the center and is reabsorbed 
into it, so the three-dimensional spiral radiates from the two-dimensional circle, 
reproducing in three dimensions the formerly two-dimensional absorption of the 
many into the One: "the motion of the diverse...is governed by the motion of the 
same...for the motion of the same made [the stars] turn in a spiral" (Timaeus 38e 
- 39b). Dimensions could thus be added indefinitely, but, in whatever dimension, 



the universe governs the diverse. 
 
The Timaeus gives two reasons why nature is unchanging: that it is the 

product of reason and mind (29a) and that because it receives all form it is 
formless (50). To the human mind it is mysteriously intelligible (51), but we 
cannot sense the true and waking reality of nature (52b). 

 
IV. The One in Society 

 
In his social thought, oddly, Plato has no faith that change and the many 

will return to the One as they do in nature of but instead proposes to outlaw 
them. But, then, the Athenian ruling class had good reason to be afraid of their 
slaves. Slaves were always ready to rise up (Republic IX 578-9) and had to be 
kept under careful controls, such as making sure they were of different races and 
if possible languages, and also treating them with kindness (Laws VI 777 c-d). 
Also slaves may be killed with impunity (Laws  VII 865d). In Plato's ideal kingdom 
slavery is to be the punishment for those incapable of rising above ignorance and 
groveling subservience (Statesman 308e); so this is obviously the understanding 
about slaves. Indeed, the definitions in Plato of slaves and free man form a circle: 
his definition of freedom is utterly unsatisfactory, for it is, in part, not being a 
slave, but privileged to own slaves. The other part is the racism for indeed the 
Athenian gentleman considered himself privileged to make slaves of foreigners, 
under certain conditions: freedom is the racial purity, of the various Hellenic 
stocks as well as of Hellenes, as opposed to barbarians (Laws III 692-3). To be 
free, then, it is to be an Athenian citizen, not a foreigner, and not a slave. Not that 
all the foreigners in Athens were slaves, but Plato insists that no Athenian 
gentleman be allowed into a trade or business but only foreigners or resident 
aliens (Laws XI 918-20). In fact, the care of the body is not a proper gentle 
occupation: the body is the cause of greed, which is the cause of war (Phaedo 
66c). 

 
With the contempt for the body goes the contempt for life. Moral virtue is 

more important than life (Laws IV 707e). There is a profound ambiguity in this 
area of Plato that cries out for clarification. Socrates dies in defiance of the State 
and in defence of the truth. But the warriors of Plato's ideal state die for the state, 
for a state which on occasion lies to its own people: there is the doubletalk about 
"true and real equality meted out to various unequals" and the statement that 
"Equity and indulgence... are always infractions of the strict rule of absolute and 
perfect justice" and the proposal of lotteries" to avoid disaffection among the 
masses" (Laws VI 757 d-e). On the other hand, Socrates's choice of death in 
Athens rather than life in exile was obviously meant as a gift to Athens, the better 
Athens of the future perhaps, but a gift to a state to which he chose to remain 
loyal though it did not deserve his loyalty. In this sense then depends Socrates's 
loyalty prepared for if it did not entirely justify Plato's interpretation of it as loyalty 
for its own sake.  But Socrates would not have followed Plato to the position of 
authority for its own sake. Plato felt that reason led him to the teaching of 



absolute social conformity: he forgot that reason begins in the place of liberation 
(a person cannot "compel" another to agree with him; "the truth" is a person's 
[only] "property", Gorgias 472b). It was to the truth that Socrates was a martyr, 
not to compulsion but being a "martyr" or "witness" to the truth may mean dying 
alone: the truth makes no guarantees. It is possible that there may be no one 
there to bear witness to this witnessing: that is how it differs from witnessing to a 
public cause. Socrates's death celebrated life, unlike the death of Plato's ideal 
warrior, which is chosen in avoidance of shame, the fear of disgrace proving 
stronger than the fear of the enemy (Laws I 646-7).  Socrates's way of death 
showed him redeemed by what he knew, like a Gnostic. 

 
But Socrates's martyr death also showed that like a Sufi he knew that the 

truth is not necessarily profitable or of benefit. Plato himself mainly shows a good 
grasp of this point: wisdom does not give advantage but is about good and evil 
(Charmides 174d-175a). The inspired madness that is love brings not advantage 
but the highest bliss, as the wise know but not the learned (Phaedrus 245 b-c). 
The proper aim of the city is not wealth but to make its citizens as good as 
possible; its harbours, dockyards, revenues and walls are rubbish (Gorgias 513e, 
518-9). Truth even in small quantities is superior to benefit (Philebus 58d). So, 
shunning as they may advantage, benefit, or wealth, true philosophers may be 
outcast or seem mad: 

 
...As they go from city to city surveying from a height the life 
beneath them, [they] appear, owing to the world's blindness, to 
wear all sorts of shapes. To some they appear of no account, to 
others above all worth; now they wear the guise of statesmen, now 
of Sophists, and sometimes they may give the impression of simply 
being mad. 
          (Sophist 216 c-d.) 
 

Plato seems to have been of two minds about the world's blindness, however: 
although the true king may exist, hidden, among ordinary people, by the world's 
blindness, Plato also says that if he appeared he would be known at once and 
acclaimed (Statesman 292 and 301). Or does the world miraculously become 
healed of its blindness in the time of apocalypse? Certainly when he is focused 
on the ideal state Plato changes his simple distinction between the lover of 
wisdom and the lover of gain and introduces between them the lover of victory; 
the warrior is closer to the philosopher than is a moneymaker (Republic IX 580-2, 
583a). This distinction between advantage and advantage is not logical: is not 
the whole case against the Sophists that they are lovers of gain rather than of 
philosophy?  Plato's politics and metaphysics blend happily when he says that 
the acquisitive art (as opposed to the creative arts) produces nothing but is 
merely imitative; that the human productive arts make real things as opposed to 
shadows (Sophist 219, 266 b-c). 
 

But the politics injures the metaphysics when the ideal state is said to be 



one of absolute surveillance and control for its own sake: this is to abuse the 
subtle concept of unity. In this abusive mode, utter oneness is the criterion of the 
perfect society's excellence, and the main rule is "that no man, and no woman, 
be ever suffered to live without an officer set over them, and no soul... be 
suffered to learn the trick of doing one single thing of its own sole motion" (Laws 
V 739d, XII 942 a-b). This is a violent imposition of the one upon the many. The 
introduction of the warrior figure between the philosopher and the moneymaker 
has been a decisive move. But Plato insists on war as an unfortunate necessity. 
Although peace is better than war, and wisdom than courage, which may be 
found in brutes and infants (Laws I 628c, XII 963c), the ideal city must live among 
imperfect cities and the philosopher's soul in a mere human body and so there 
will be continuous lifelong warfare against all cities whatsoever and of every man 
against every man and each man against himself (Laws I 625e, 626d). Plato 
does not love war. Thus, although Egypt is praised for its established warrior 
class, and the balanced climate of Athena's city for being suited to men of war 
and of wisdom (Timaeus 24 a-b, c-d), the military success of a state is no 
guarantee of wise practices, and peace is better than war for the education and 
play of children (Laws I 638a, VII 803d). Although Plato repeatedly insists that 
the people of the ideal state will be the happiest, that the philosopher is the 
happiest human being, he also says that control is opposition and pain (Phaedo 
94 c-d). This last statement seems to make doubtful the value of control. Surely 
control is what the Sophists value: benefit, money, not truth. Truth liberates, but 
benefit imposes control. As Plato also says, love is non-violent, and temperate, 
because the most powerful of entities (Symposium 196 b-c). But if this is so, what 
is the need for a king? 

 
Plato has a good deal to say on the rule of justice in the cosmos. Worse is 

never really the master of better (Laws I 627b). Socrates's judges and 
executioners harm only themselves not Socrates (Apology 30d, Crito 44d). The 
“man unjustly put to death” is less “pitiable and wretched” than “his slayer 
and...than he who is put to death justly” (Gorgias 469b). This is because it is only 
to a soul that good or evil can happen (Letters VII 334-5). Good always conquers 
evil (Epinomis 988e). Poetry and reputation falsify the evil fortunes of the evil, 
these do not enjoy good fortune as they are falsely believed to (Laws X 899-900). 
Punishment inevitably follows murder and other evil deeds, for the gods are 
omniscient, and take care of us their chattels, even to giving us the gift of free will 
although we sometimes abuse it (Laws IX 854b, 869-70, X 901 d, 902 b-c, 904). 
But if the universe is governed by just and omnipotent gods, what is the need for 
the philosopher king? Perhaps the philosopher is impelled by love and concern 
for humanity (ruling-class Athenians?) to plan the ideal state. The art that 
belongs to the soul, as opposed to the body, is "the political art" (Gorgias 464b); 
yet the art of politics cannot under present conditions be taught (Protagoras 319 
a-d). That is, human beings have fallen into a miserable state of ignorance. The 
ancients withdrew from politics (Greater Hippias 281c): they were aware of this 
fallen state of society. Yet a certain untaught, minimal political skill is shared by 
all humans equally, or cities could not exist (Protagoras 322 d).  The soul then 



yearns for the restoration of the political art; but why? For the sake of its 
happiness. But the happiness of the soul is a peculiar thing: gods and the 
reasoning person feel neither pleasure nor pain (Philebus 33 b). Happiness then 
is apathy; it is balance or harmony, the disappearance of the many in the one. 
Yet it is the soul that desires, the body is not capable of it (Philebus 34 d). A 
desiring soul then is an unhappy one. Pleasure and pain produce dullness and 
forgetfulness, and folly and lawlessness (Letter III 315 c). The absolute 
conformity and subjection of the ideal citizen is happiness, and reason, not 
dullness and forgetfulness. 

 
The division of the human being into soul and body then clears up whether 

politics in Plato's theory is violent or not. The ideal legislator renounces violence 
for persuasion (Laws X 890 b, d). But it is the souls which receive the 
persuasion, while the bodies receive the violence: the liberation of the soul is 
enslavement of the body (Phaedo 79-80). Yet it is while in the body that the soul 
becomes a philosopher, and it is while in the perfect cosmos where the gods 
create the rule of justice that the philosopher plans the ideal kingdom. Indeed, it 
is perhaps a humanistic streak in Plato that has the philosopher supersede the 
gods as leader of human beings. Thus, the Golden Age was not happier, even 
though the gods were closer: because there was as yet no philosophy 
(Statesman 271-2). Time creates philosophy, God's greatest gift, and the 
harmony it gives the soul corrects its discord (Timaeus 47). So the age of 
philosophy is later than the Golden Age, and equally the gift of the gods, and a 
better one, though more properly human. An idea of cycle is being referred to 
here: as in the myths of the winding and unwindings of the universe and 
resurrections of the dead (Statesman 269-71) and the periodic conflagrations, 
the flood of Atlantis, and the swallowing in earth of ancient Athens (Timaeus 22-
26). But the cataclysm that immediately concerns Plato is the redemption and 
regeneration of human beings (citizens of Athens?) through philosophy: for 
learning the harmonies of the universe can correct the courses of the head and 
restore original nature (Timaeus 90 d). The rule by laws rather than masters to 
which Plato refers (Letter VII 334 c) would seem then to refer to a reborn human 
species as of a renewed Golden Age but one in which human beings are their 
own masters not someone else's. 

 
Yet Plato seems to waver on the question of the inner or the outer master. 

A philosopher is one who minds his own business, and does not play the 
busybody (Gorgias 526 c); yet we need an authority in daily life (Letter XI 359 a). 
The rule by law is the mean between democracy and monarchy (Laws V 756 e); 
containing elements of each but avoiding the excesses of both, because the 
sober city is one of agreement between ruler and ruled (Republic IV 431 e). Yet 
sometimes Plato will say the ideal ruler is better than law: that written codes can 
but chase the fading vision of the true constitution (Statesman 294 a-c). At the 
other extreme, to serve man is slavery, the god of the sober man is law (Letters 
VII 334c, VIII 353 e). The experience of Dionysius was a heartbreaking one. But 
the accident that befalls Plato's politics is that he so wants the One to swallow up 



the Many that he can't decide where they differ. "A community should be at once 
free, sane, and at amity with itself" (Laws III 693 b). But why would human beings 
be at pains themselves to devise a politics of harmony if harmony is what the 
gods in their omnipotence and omniscience already wish, and so must have 
achieved? Is this effort what the gods require of the humans as their correct use 
of the gift of philosophy they have received? But now the question has become 
the question of the good, the one Plato says is the most difficult: the hardest 
thing to know is how to become good (Epinomis 979 b-c). But evil, the opposite 
of good, contains an interesting problem in Plato, the mirror image, since evil is 
disharmony, of the problem of harmony. 

 
V. Who is In Charge of Evil? 

 
The gods gave human beings free will, but when the humans do evil they 

contradict themselves. A tyrant for example can in the nature of things have no 
friends. This is because he is not free. He is a slave, a poor man, he lives under 
an inner tyrant, in constant terror (Republic IX 573-6, 578-9). Wrongs done to a 
human being hurt the doer more than the sufferer (Gorgias 508 a). "...The 
bad...are not ever even like themselves, but are variable and not to be reckoned 
upon" (Lysis 214 c-d). Bad people can't keep friends (Gorgias 507 e). Those who 
do wrong go against their own will (509 e). Now this last point is very peculiar. At 
the same time, it expresses both compassion and scorn for the wrongdoer, 
forgiveness of a deed for which he cannot be held responsible and scorn for a 
deed which is ineffectual because unintended. Perhaps the division within the 
evildoer creates good and evil parts. But then if the good part is the ineffectual 
part that can't stop the evil part from doing evil, then it is evil too in not stopping 
the evil from taking place, and the evil part is also good because the evil it does 
afflicts only the body (not the soul) of the victim, which however cannot suffer evil 
so that the evil done by the evil part is non-existent. But if the evil done by the 
wrongdoer to the self is the splitting, then the problem is that splitting cannot be 
evil, because it is ineffectual and unintentional. No part of the wrongdoer can be 
held responsible for the splitting, for the splitting is the erasure of the 
responsibility. The legislator merely throws up his hands: "...Those who commit 
wrongs always act against their own will...." yet "voluntary and 
involuntary...wrongs...are recognized as distinct by every legislator...and...by all 
law." And the further distinction in law between "the wrong committed and the 
detriment occasioned" (Laws IX 860 d, 861 b, 862 b) is equally without basis in 
reality. That those who do wrong do it against their own will, then, shows both 
that they know it is wrong and that they do not. 

 
In a similar fashion Plato also explodes moral virtue: not only does no one 

desire evil, but everyone desires to be virtuous and so all equally attain virtue 
(since material goods, which clearly all do not equally attain, do not necessarily 
accompany virtue: Meno 77 d, 78 b-e). On the other hand, Plato cannot really 
accept this theory, given the well-known failure of good intentions, which do not 
in themselves constitute wisdom or temperance (Charmides 164). So it is at this 



point that Plato becomes interested in education as a form of politics. An ill 
disposition of the body and bad education happen against one’s will (Timaeus 86 
e). The split between oneself and one's will is now taken back to the time of one's 
upbringing, or even before birth. Now it becomes possible to punish or rather 
"correct" criminals in the ideal kingdom, not in revenge or atonement but as 
education, and the death penalty is brought in, where the fault is incurable, 
because in the criminal's nature, inborn, before education began (Protagoras 326 
e; Laws IX 862 e). Evildoing is involuntary because it is ignorance: ignorance is 
involuntary because the unintelligent soul is deformed and not symmetrical 
(Sophist 228 c-d). Education then is the maintenance or restoration of symmetry 
in souls.  Symmetry is unity not contradiction. 

 
VI. Two Kinds of Education 

 
It is in his two opposed ideas of education, then, that the Platonic 

contradiction becomes most apparent, between control and freedom. For the 
suddenness of the flash of insight, according to the one idea of education, is 
unprecedented, uncontrolled, as is the suddenness of the apocalypse, in the 
analogous theory of society. For cycle is suddenness. And the flash of insight, 
though prepared for during years of companionship and careful instruction, is an 
interruption, something entirely new, and it changes everything within the student 
-- even though it also comes from within the student -- as also the apocalypse 
changes everything within the society. That everything is thenceforward 
unchanging within the student -- and within the society -- is a peculiar thing that 
Plato does not even begin to look at. It is certainly his ardent desire that once 
freedom is attained by a person or a society it is never again given up. Except 
that the amount of control maintained by Plato's ideal society does not feel like 
freedom. 

 
Plato expresses a terror of youth: boys are wild young things, he says, the 

craftiest and unruliest of brutes, and must be chastised like slaves by any free 
person who witnesses misbehavior in them (Laws VII 808 d-e). Like the young of 
all species, the human young frolic, but they are to have their playfulness 
disciplined by Apollo and the Muses (Laws II 653-4). In fact, the aim of education 
is to teach the young to be old (Laws II 658-9). Or perhaps dead: life in the ideal 
state is a uniform life of unvarying pleasures, with all persons utterly alike (Laws 
VII 816 c-d). The intelligent or temperate person, being always the same, is not 
easy for poets to imitate (Republic X 604 b-c, e). Philosophy is practicing death, 
and escaping reincarnation (Phaedo 80 e - 81). Change is hazardous, and 
causes disease (Laws  VII 797-8, Timaeus 82b).  Revolution is sacrilege (Laws 
IX 856 b). Comic buffoonery is shameful (Republic X 606 c).  Foreigners are bad 
influence, and travellers corrupted by their travels must keep to themselves or 
suffer the death sentence (Laws XII 949, 952 c).  All of these fears, of the young, 
the sudden, the strange, the energetic, lead Plato into his repressive phase, his 
interpretation of the One as repression. Drinking, he says, is experimental play 
(Laws I 650 a), and he permits it under supervision. The elderly get permission to 



play: wine is the sacrament and pastime of the aging (Laws II 666 b). Sophist 
knowledge is apparent not real, a false creation of a false world, a shadow play 
that exhibits the images of all things, wizardry (Sophist 233 c, e, 234 c, 234-5). 
Experiment or play is for the ignorant and the demagogue promotes it as a way 
of maintaining ignorance. In a compassionate moment, Plato allows play as a 
tool of education (Republic IV 425 a, VII 536 e), yet clearly in a spirit of 
condescension. 

 
Yet as well as seeing the One in monotony and suppression, Plato 

sometimes also sees it in the sudden, strange, unique: the flash of insight, the 
apocalypse, the end of a cycle or of cycle, the anamnesis. For the loss of the 
Golden Age was forgetting (Statesman 273). Thus all things are now the 
opposite of what they seem: the most unhappy people are the tyrants, orators, 
potentates, all who are reputed the happiest; the return of the Golden Age will be 
the complete reversal of everything (Gorgias 478 e, 481 b-c). The privilege of 
taking human form belongs only to the soul which has beheld truth, "the 
language of forms, passing from a plurality of perceptions to a unity gathered 
together by reasoning", which is "a recollection" (Phaedrus 249 b-c). A 
recollection of a recollection indeed, if Plato's visit to India has left him undecided 
whether the fall from Golden Age into forgetting is repeated a finite or an infinite 
number of times. Every kind of constitution has repeatedly appeared in the world 
during its periodic cataclysms and repeated evolutions (Laws III 676 b, 677 a, c). 
Infinite cycle would be the perfect union of the One and Many, the uninterrupted 
and the sudden. In any case, however, the flash of insight occurs at the upper 
limit of human capacity (Letter VII 344 b), whether this means becoming a god, 
like a god, or with a god (here is the upper limit of discourse; the head bumps 
against the ceiling and instantly surveys everything that is beneath it).  God is at 
once the newest and the oldest thing. Thus the oldest things are the things we 
most owe obedience: soul, leader, the more primitive, the more divine (Epinomis 
980 d-e). Yet reaching these things is the only new thing, and it is dialectical. 
Dialogue is the path to the new, written language merely repeats (Phaedrus 275 
d). 

 
VII. The Complete Reversal of Everything 

 
It is the Socratic or dialectical side of Plato, then that brings back the 

Golden Age, and it is in this objection to written language, that it merely repeats 
what has already occurred, that we see what defines the fallen world of 
ignorance: it is that ignorance is imitation. In this light, the objection to poets is 
that, being imitators, they say nothing new (Timaeus 19 d). Only the new 
produces the flash of insight, in the person, the return of the Golden Age, in the 
world. The fear is that the new will then so to speak become old, that the 
irrational will return, in a spontaneous eruption, as after the (first?) Golden Age 
(Timaeus 43). For the complete reversal of everything happens both in fall and 
Apocalypse: the best becomes the worst, in the first case, and then the worst 
becomes the best. For example, the best natural gifts in the young person 



become when corrupted the worst vices, and this is because evil is more 
passionately opposed to the good than to the mediocre (Republic VI 491 b-e). 
For the same reason, then, without education humans are the most savage of 
beings (Laws VI 766 a). But if the irrational returns in eternal cycle, then the 
irrational is eternal too, like reason: "an inequality...is always maintained, it is 
continually creating a perpetual motion of the elements in all time" (Timaeus 58 
c). Or, rather, "all time" is merely infinite, not eternal, for eternity is a moment, 
without past or future (Timaeus 37 d). So infinite recurrence is not eternity but a 
parody of eternity. So the new is the eternal, without past or future. In society, 
what this means is that revenge is forbidden (Crito 49 a). For revenge is infinite 
recurrence: if the people punish the tyrant they become the tyrant in his place 
(Letter VIII 353 d). Nothing is as it seems: public opinion is worthless though it 
holds the power of life and death (Crito 48 a). Yet the public are attracted to the 
idea of philosophy, of the eternal now, and hence comes the selling appeal of the 
false philosophy of the Sophists; but the true philosopher is a radical: 

 
They will take the city and the character of men, as they might a 
tablet, and first wipe it clean.... This would be their first point of 
difference from ordinary reformers, that they would refuse to take in 
hand either individual or state or to legislate before they either 
received a clean slate or themselves wiped it clean. 
        (Republic VI 495 d-e, 500-501.) 
 

Nothing can be more sudden than the Eternal Now. According to this view of 
freedom, then, "the extreme of servitude is to serve man" (Letter VIII 353 e). 

 
VIII. Dialectic is Eternal 

 
Not surprisingly then that all things may be both in motion and that rest: 

there was so to speak a time before time existed, and so time is infinite (Blake 
calls it "indefinite") not eternal. And so it is in a deeper sense that non-existence 
exists: namely, that there is in eternal Form of opposition. It is easy enough to 
see that from Plato's viewpoint generation is made up of opposites: that there is 
"a constant correspondence in the process of generation between the two sets of 
opposites, going round in a sort of cycle," because "if generation were a straight 
path to the opposite extreme without any...deflection...in the end everything 
would have the same quality...and change would cease altogether" (Phaedo 72 
a-b).  A little more surprising, perhaps, that opposition itself is an absolute: that 
although in generation "opposite things come from opposite things...the opposite 
itself can never become opposite to itself" (Phaedo 103 b). But, then, it is "by the 
power of dialectic" that reason "rises to that which requires no assumption and is 
the starting point of all,...making no use whatsoever of any object of sense but 
only of pure ideas" (Republic VI 511 b-c). Nothing but dialectic can reveal the 
truth itself (Republic VII 533 a-b). But although opposition is an absolute, "evils... 
have [no] place in the divine world"; yet they "can never be done away with, for 
the good must always have its contrary...[in] this region of our mortal nature" 



(Theaetetus 176 a). Yet although evil is a property of this mortal region, it also 
belongs to souls, for Plato proves the immortality of soul by its own evil's inability 
to destroy it and indeed proves also that some things remain mortal from the fact 
that immortal things never increase (for if they did all things would eventually 
become immortal; Republic X 609 b, 611 a). The contraries good and evil, 
immortal and mortal, are eternal. 

 
Perhaps then although dialectic is in motion what it reaches is not. 

Philosophers apprehend the eternal and unchanging, not what wanders between 
generation and decay, and from this standpoint human life is of little concern 
(Republic VI 484 b, 486 a). Perhaps the real question is whether the forms are in 
motion or not: irregular eccentric disorderly motion is like folly (Laws X 898 b), 
but is it folly? Are the circle within circle that revolve together (Laws X 893 c-d) 
identical with wisdom itself or mere expressions and representations of it? The 
motion-within-rest of the heavenly creatures of fire, fairest bodies and happiest 
souls, who move with "unbroken uniformity and regularity" that shows a "faultless 
wisdom has decided for the best" with "utterly irreversible result" (Epinomis 981 
e-982 d) proves that they possess soul, though not that they are soul. Wisdom, 
then, or soul, is invisible: the One is perceived by mind, the many by the senses; 
knowledge is by reflection only, perception cannot apprehend existence 
(Theaetetus 185 c-e, 186 d-e). Yet certain passages preceding these seem to 
take pains to point out that the senses do perceive, that they are not merely 
baffled by illusion: perceptions are of objects, necessity binds us together, 
nothing is in and by itself (Theaetetus 160 a-b). Even the many, unreal though 
they be, are bound together by the oneness of the One. The body of the sun is 
visible, its soul invisible (Laws X 898 d): the problem is whether these unreal and 
real suns are the same being. In the human body, it is the marrow that unites 
soul and body, for in it is the seed of every mortal kind (Timaeus 73 b-c). Is the 
marrow, then soul or body? The multitudes that the seed will generate are one, in 
the seed. Almost the final word, then, on motion and rest, must be that "that 
which is ever in motion is immortal" (Phaedrus 245 c). The perpetually in motion 
has oneness, even though if all is change nothing is true (Theaetetus 183 a-b). 

 
However remote the world of the Forms from the world of mortal beings, 

there is a connection: although the Forms to not resemble the mortal things that 
represent them (Parmenides 133 a), neither do they contradict them, even the 
Forms of such phenomena as hair and mud, or bigness (Parmenides 127-131). 
Similarly, there is connection-within-disconnection between soul and body: the 
soul is the harmony of the body (Phaedo 86 b). Yet there can be disproportion 
between soul and body, failure of the soul to harmonize with the body, so that 
intervention is needed to strengthen the soul or the body to match the strength of 
the other (Timaeus 87 d - 88 c). Yet even a bad soul is harmonious (Phaedo 93 
b, d). Yet there is no third thing in common between soul and body, and body is 
"a cause of no effect whatsoever" (Epinomis 983 d). Blake modifies this last 
sentiment (Milton 26/28, 44-45). Then as the soul is the harmony of the body, so 
the eternal world is the real unity of the illusory multitude and division of the world 



of mortal beings: no single thing is in and by itself (Theaetetus 153 e, 157 a, 160 
a-b). It is that no being is just by itself in our world that makes the forms 
unknowable (Parmenides 133 c). The illusion of our world is that it is many; the 
reality of it is that it is One. Because we are not alone, there is no agent without a 
patient, everything is becoming for someone, agent and patient give birth to 
perception and its object, and these births are governed by necessity 
(Theaetetus 157 a-b, d, 156 a-b). The mind is the agent, the senses, but the 
means, of perception (Theaetetus 184 d): Blake calls this seeing with, not 
through, the eye (“Auguries of Innocence”). But perhaps the most important 
connection between the eternal and temporal worlds is prophecy.  

 
IX. Prophecy and Interpretation 

 
Blake strongly disagrees with Plato's opinion “that Poets & Prophets do 

not know or understand what they...Utter....If they do not pray is an inferior kind 
to be called Knowing Plato confutes himself” ("A Vision of the Last Judgment", 
second paragraph). Plato fails to allow the possibility that another or the same 
prophecy might contain its own interpretation.  His most deadly assumption is 
that acts are the effects of conscious intentions. Thus he fails to anticipate the 
Freudian-Jungian subconscious, the Blakean-Nietzschean superconscious. He 
separates intention from act, as if an intention were not also an act. Thus  when 
he says for example that the real circle contains nothing of the straight, as 
opposed to our faulty imitations of it in the fallen world (Symposium 343 a), he is 
assuming that the draughtsman's or builder's less than ideal geometric figures 
are failures of execution. Blake particularly opposes this theory when it turns up 
as a means of degrading artistic work: 

 
 Invention depends Altogether upon Execution or 

Organization as that is right or wrong so is the Invention perfect or 
imperfect. Whoever is set to Undermine the Execution of Art is set 
to Destroy Art. Michael Angelos Art Depends on Michael Angelos 
Execution Altogether 

         (Annotation to Reynolds, p.iii.) 
 

This assumption of Plato's is basic to all his thought: for example, his statement 
that the divinest type of being, colourless, incorporeal, apprehended and known 
by thought, created the visible type of being (Epinomis 981 b-c). We can see that 
the idea of a mysterious Creator must follow from the assumption that mind 
devises and controls action. Plato has ignored his own warning to himself not to 
separate intention and act. This warning is the mystery of the experience of 
making a false judgment, and the question "how can we see knowledge and not 
recognize it?" (Theaetetus 187 d-190, 199 d). These paradoxes arise from 
separating the intention to perceive from the act of perceiving. This split in the 
subject creates of course a split in the object: mere opinion (as opposed to 
knowledge) relates to that which both is and is not (Republic V 478 d). Hence the 
infinite regress in identifying a correct notion as different from a false one 



(Theaetetus 208-9). If we believe that assertion is always based on difference 
then another difference must always be sought, and so on. But the same 
problem occurs with resemblance, as Parmenides warns Socrates, claiming thus 
to have refuted the theory of Forms. This is the infinite regress of the appearance 
of appearance (Parmenides 132 a-b, 133 a).  Presumably, this is why prophecy 
cannot be interpreted, according to Plato's misjudgment of the matter. 
 

Yet we must not miss what is interesting in what Plato has to say about 
prophecy, when it is not running a foul of Plato the controller. It is in our 
demented state that we cannot judge of divination (Timaeus 71-2): in the misery 
of our life wisdom is impossible though the soul has a prophetic divination of its 
capacity for it (Epinomis 973-5). Socrates's daimon has made him an artist 
(Phaedo 60 e), for it is his religious duty that has made him unpopular (Apology 
21 e): the philosopher's inspired madness is "rebuked by the multitude" as is 
even the lover's inspired madness (Phaedrus 249 c-e). But Plato might have said 
that prophecy is indistinguishable from dialectic, where the teacher selects the 
students and plants in them the seeds of the new words, but it is they themselves 
who utter them (Phaedrus 276-7). The ambiguity of dream and reality refutes the 
Sophists' claim that whatever seems is, that "man" is the measure of all things, 
and points to our need for prophecy, and to the absurdity of demanding payment 
for teaching. Sophists are slaves not free persons. The story of Thales falling 
down the well truly represents the philosopher, who seems (from the world's 
point of view) arrogant and ignorant of practical matters (Theaetetus 158 c-e, 161 
d, 172 c-d, 174 a, 175 b). Reality then is in the mind, but the mind is in a state of 
error (Philebus 59 c), and so reality is in the mind of God: in prophecy. 
Parmenides rejects Socrates's suggestion that forms exist only in the mind, for 
this would lose the distinction between thought and not-thought (Parmenides 132 
b-c). The inspired are ignorant (Apology 22 c): the mind of God inhabits as a 
stranger the demented human mind. 

 
The infinite regression of the appearance of appearance, of interpretation, 

seems to be the reason why there is no science of science (Charmides 167-72) 
-- why Socrates doesn't know what knowledge is (Theaetetus 146 a). But 
knowledge is reflection (Theaetetus 86 d-e), produced by the mind in dialogue 
with itself (Sophist 263 e), infinite only when intention and act become separated. 
Which from the point of view of the human dementia they are.  From this point of 
view, every subject-and-predicate dialectic is a contradiction; thus, for instance, 
monist theories enter contradiction by giving two names "one" and "real" to one 
thing (Sophist 244 c). Plato here refutes all predication. And this duplication of 
the human world or mind, so that it is reason and dementia, reality and its 
shadow, is reduplicated into four levels. This is because where there are 
opposites there are "two sets of opposites" (Phaedo 72 a), a dialectic within the 
dialectic, a vertical axis bisecting the horizontal. It is also because where there 
are two dimensions there are three: a vertical plane bisecting the horizontal 
plane, so that four is also the number of the elements, as well as being the 
number of the levels of reason and dementia: "solid bodies are always 



compacted, not by one mean, but by two" and so because there are three 
dimensions there are four elements (Timaeus 32 a-b). That is, these two means 
are water and air, and they mediate between fire, without which nothing could be 
visible, and earth, without which nothing could be solid (31 b, 32 a-b). So the 
deeper meaning of Plato's statement that the inspired are ignorant is that 
prophecy is everywhere and so is ignorance. And so the perception of the real 
happens in a flash, at the fourth level (Letter VII 344 a). For the four levels are 
the rungs of the heavenly ladder (Symposium 211 c): name, description, image, 
and knowledge (Letter VII 342 b), or picture thinking or conjecture, belief, 
understanding, and reason (Republic VI 511 d-e). Yet ignorance can infect any 
level of intelligence, since both are ubiquitous: names and descriptions are 
unsure, but image and knowledge also confront the mind with the unsought 
particular opposed to the essence (Symposium 343 b). Yet even names, the 
lowest rung on the latter, contain essence (Cratylus 393 d). And "there is in every 
soul an organ or instrument of knowledge" that can be renewed "when it has 
been destroyed and blinded by our ordinary pursuits" (Republic VII 527 d-e), here 
indeed Plato seems to forget his unusual position on the ignorance of the crowd 
(Gorgias 456 c, 459 a, 474 a) and the rareness of the true lover of learning 
(Epinomis 989 c). The pleasures of learning belong to the few (Philebus 52 b): 
but what Plato did not notice was that the idea that extremes are rare (Phaedo 90 
a) is a tautology. 

 
Virtue like thought and like the four elements is a whole because it is a 

unity of bisecting polarities: the parts of virtue are not the whole (Meno 79 d), 
temperance without justice and courage without wisdom are not virtue 
(Protagoras 333 d, 349 d), nor of course, would be justice without temperance or 
wisdom without courage. And then, too, virtue and thought also form a whole, 
whose parts cannot exist alone: "Steadfastness and loyalty and sincerity...is the 
genuine philosophy" (Letter X 358 c) and the reason for the absurdity of the 
charges against Socrates is the moral defectiveness of his accusers (Apology 25, 
27). Also the true dialectic is "benevolent disputation" (Letter VII 344 b). And so 
when Socrates-Plato says that all attempts to define knowledge are circular 
(Theaetetus 210 a) he is not merely criticizing their logic, but asserting that the 
real is a circle, that it is the Oneness that unites the bisecting polarities as if a 
circle were to be drawn around the intersection of their vertical and horizontal 
axes.  In what we know of the visible world what resembles the circle of the real 
is the transmutation of elements in a circle, such that things are too volatile to be 
called "this" or "that" (Timaeus 48-9). Thus all the definitions of beauty, as well, 
are inadequate, yet the question is not what is beautiful, but what is beauty: 
ignorance prevails, and so beauty does not always appear beautiful (Greater 
Hippias, 294 e, 296 b, 297 c, 299 a, 303 a, 286 e, 294 d). Pleasure, though it is 
not beauty and though it is an unwise counselor (Laws I 644 c), has this to teach 
us of the circularity of polar existence: that it is "an alternation of passing away 
and becoming" (Philebus 55 a). And so the real Plato, I venture to conclude is not 
the would-be fascist dictator, but the cosmic human body hinted at (Timaeus 76-
7), which hints at a human society of full equality, even while also callously and 



cruelly referring to the "women and other animals" created from men (76 e). If 
truly nothing is alone than there cannot be kings or slaves. Another doctrine of 
Plato that suggests the equal sacredness of all being is that of plenitude: 
between the immortal and the mortal kinds of body, the bodies of fire and those 
of earth, "soul has filled the universe with living things....all kinds of body", made 
of aether, air, and water (Epinomis 984 b-c). The universe is a live body and soul 
(Philebus 29-30), a living creature, container and source of all intelligible beings, 
one visible animal incorporating all others; and one only because the unity of all 
that is intelligible can have no companion; the center of this world sphere is 
neither above nor below the rest (Timaeus 30-31, 62 d), there is no hierarchy. In 
the city then, no social class should enjoy special happiness (Republic VII 519 e). 
Even within the human body, neither side should be called superior nor inferior, 
but ambidexterity should be promoted (Laws VII 794 e). The art of dialectic itself 
ignores social class, regards only things as they are not class attitudes towards 
them (Sophist 227 a-b). The pomp of kings is the first sign of ruin in a state (Laws 
III 690-91). Intellect functions only in freedom: nothing is learned by compulsion 
(Republic VII 536 e). 
 


