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I. What is Platonism?
Most philosophers think Plato was a metaphysical
dogmatist whose aim was to present, develop, and defend
the body of doctrines contained in his philosophical
system—however loosely this ‘system’ may have been
conceived—and that the best way to discover this system
(or tenuously connected set of doctrines) is to examine the
arguments and other claims defended by Socrates or Plato’s
other mouthpiece(s) in the dialogues (hereafter the
“analytic” view).1  There are many versions of the analytic
view, but the shared assumption among analysts is that
Plato’s thought consists of doctrines, especially a doctrine
of two worlds, and that these doctrines are attempts
accurately to represent the ultimate nature of reality.2  Some
philosophers have summarized this theory in abstract
theses in an attempt to define the core of Platonism.
(Gerson, 2004, pp. 8-9) This general picture of Platonism as
a theory about the nature of reality is the one I will presume
when I discuss the nature of the analytic view. It would
therefore be a mistake for one to deny being an analyst
merely because one didn’t think the conclusions of the
arguments were the only place to find all of Plato’s
commitments. For example, one could be an analyst and
believe that Plato’s myths were as important as (or even
more important than) the arguments for filling out the
details of Plato’s “system.”

Today the analysts face many critics who usually argue
that, because the analytic view requires us to treat Plato’s
dialogues as treatises rather than as works of philosophical
literature, it unjustifiably limits our understanding of their
philosophical contents, which are as much communicated
by the literary devices as they are by the arguments
(hereafter the “holistic” view).3  One professed advantage
of the holistic view is that it can analyze what Blondell
calls “the play of character in Plato’s dialogues” alongside
the arguments about character, and ask to what extent the
two shed light on, underscore, or even undermine one
another. For example, Lear argues that Alcibiades’ drunken
and lustful, party-crashing entrance at the end of the
Symposium suggests that

what is being dramatized is not merely the undoing of
the symposium, but the undoing of the Symposium’s
account of love … the point is … to call into question

the very idea of eros as a developmental force. (Lear,
1998, p. 149)

Lear wouldn’t have grounds for this thesis if he focused
exclusively on the dialogue’s arguments, treating Diotima
as Plato’s mouthpiece and Diotima’s speech as the sole
source of Plato’s views. The holists’ method, therefore,
gives them a much broader text to work with than they
would otherwise have if they extracted the arguments from
their contexts and situated them in the development of
Plato’s system.

Unfortunately for the credibility of their view, however,
the proponents of the holistic view are a bit like the United
States Democratic Party: they are united in opposition to
their opponents and divided against themselves regarding
how best to present their own agenda. Consequently, their
agenda tends to get stuck in the mud, despite all of the
good reasons to support it. And it usually lacks a positive
alternative to the system laid out in the analytic view,
which exposes the holists to the charge that their view
reduces Platonism to “empty philosophizing.” (Gonzalez
1995, pp. 12-13) The most likely reason the holistic view
fails to gain more support among Plato scholars is that
many of its proponents continue to get over-dazzled by an
unhelpful, and in fact self-defeating, hermeneutic principle
introduced by Strauss in 1964, i.e., the claim that we don’t
know what Plato thought because he never speaks in the
first person.

Plato’s Republic … is not a treatise but a dialogue among
people other than Plato. Whereas in reading the Politics
we hear Aristotle all the time, in reading the Republic
we hear Plato never. In none of his dialogues does Plato
ever say anything. Hence, we cannot know from them
what Plato thought. If someone quotes a passage from
the dialogues in order to prove that Plato held such a
view, he acts about as reasonably as if he were to assert
that according to Shakespeare life is a tale told by an
idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.
(Strauss 1964: 50)

As a more recent version of this argument goes, because
“the self-effacement of Plato’s authorial voice is absolute
… for simple formal reasons [that is, because of the dialogue
form], we are not entitled either to assume the equivalence
of any of Plato’s characters with the voice of the author, or
to infer it from the dialogues themselves.” (Blondell 2002,
pp. 18-19) Plato’s authorial silence, in other words, is
impenetrable, and our search for Plato’s philosophy,
therefore, must begin by evaluating the significance of his
deliberate authorial silence. So far, so good, but does
anything else follow? It isn’t clear that anything definite
could (without being question-begging) follow from Plato’s
authorial silence. Is the holistic view, therefore, just an
interpretive dead end?
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1 There are innumerable examples of this approach to Plato.
For some classic examples, see Vlastos (1970a,1970b, 1991),
Irwin (1977), White (1976), and Kraut (1992).

2 Not everyone agrees that Plato remained committed to the
doctrine of two worlds throughout his career. Aristotle
thought so (Met. A.6.987a34), but what did he know? There is
a long debate here, involving Ryle (1939), Owen (1953), and
Cherniss (1957), which I must refer to without comment due
to limitations of space.

3 For the best examples of the holistic approach to Plato, see
Friedlander (1958), Blondell (2002) and Gonzalez (1998).
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It doesn’t need to be. But it will be if we cannot avoid two
related mistakes, namely, irrelevant and self-refuting
criticisms of the analytic view, such as those inspired by
Strauss, and philosophically unappealing alternatives to it
that render Plato’s philosophy “trivial and ridiculous” by
emptying it of positive content. (Findlay, 1974, p. 6) Holists
often suggest, persuasively and perhaps rightly, that the
question “Why did Plato write dialogues?” is the most
important question for the interpreter of Plato. But then,
as we saw above, they trap themselves with their inferences
about the impenetrability of Plato’s authorial silence, which
they inconsistently assume only trips up the analysts. If
the holists are primarily interested in challenging the
systematization of Plato’s philosophy, perhaps they should
shift their attention from literary form to more substantive
questions, such as why Plato stressed, and in some cases
seems to have embraced, non-rational phenomena - e.g.,
myth, madness, religious experience, prophecy, charms,
incantations, divine dispensation, mystery religions, etc. -
in dialogues as different as Ion, Apology, Meno, Gorgias,
Phaedrus, Symposium, Theaetetus, Republic, Phaedo, Timaeus,
and Laws. These features of the dialogues, which are rooted
in the ineffability of Plato’s ontology, point much more
directly than literary form alone to an unsystematic
philosophy, and they give us a toehold for closing the gap
between Plato’s doctrines and artistry. Indeed, this is my
strategy. I shall argue that he dialogue form itself is an
expression of Plato’s ineffable ontology, which cannot be
grasped by any system.

II. Plato’s Seventh Letter
The clearest evidence for my thesis is in the Seventh Letter,
where Plato criticizes Dionysius II for attempting to write
a book about the ultimate principles of reality, the core
doctrines of Plato’s philosophy.4  Plato is thoroughly
dissatisfied with Dionysius’ results: the opinions reflect
Dionysius’ views, mere “half-understood doctrines”
(338d2), not the actual thought of Plato (338d2, 341b); Plato
himself would not write such a book, because philosophical
knowledge, unlike the knowledge of other sciences, cannot
be put into words (341c6). Philosophical knowledge is the
illumination of the mind and a transformation of the self,
not the mere transmission of abstract concepts, and it is
the product of a “laborious”, “orderly,” “disciplined” way
of life, “suitable to the subject” pursued, which is “beset
by many difficulties” (341c-e).

There is no writing of mine about these matters, nor
will there ever be one. For this knowledge is not
something that can be put into words like other
sciences; but after long-continued discussion between
teacher and pupil, in joint pursuit of the subject,
suddenly, like light flashing forth when a fire is kindled,
it is born in the soul and straightaway nourishes itself.
(341cd)

To gain access to truth, one must also undergo a
transformation in one’s being and engage in good-natured,
intensely focused dialectic. “Only … when reason and
knowledge are at the very extremity of human effort, can
they illuminate the nature of any object” (344b4-7) - and
even in this case, “it is barely possible for knowledge to be
engendered of an object naturally good, in a man naturally
good” (343e1-2). If one has not undergone what Socrates
elsewhere calls “purification,” one cannot see the truth.

If … a person’s nature is defective, as for most people
the state of the soul with regard to learning and so-
called morals is naturally defective (though in some
cases this happens through corruption), not even a
Lynceus could make people in such a state see. In short
someone who has no affinity with the subject matter
will not be made [to see] by memory or an ability to
learn, for the principle or source [of knowledge] is not
to be found in alien dispositions. (343e2-344a-b)

There is a clear connection with the Phaedo in this passage.
The philosophical life is a life of purification, “for it is not
permitted to the impure to attain the pure” (Phaedo 67b).
In some places, the language of purification is given an
obvious moral connotation: the philosopher must change
his character by purging himself of all vanity and
unnecessary desires - this is necessary to quiet the soul
enough to practise philosophical contemplation without
the distractions of the body and worldly concerns and
ambitions (64de, 66a). The other sense given to purification
in the Phaedo relates specifically to thinking. As Socrates
says, the soul must be separated as far as possible from the
body, and turn toward itself “to gather itself and collect
itself out of every part of the body and to dwell by itself as
far as it can both now and in the future, freed, as it were,
from the bonds of the body” (67d).

Dionysius had learned nothing of this (338e). He was most
likely a participant in the Sicily Plato distrusted and
despised, which was characterized by the “happy life - a
life filled with Italian and Syracusan banquets, with men
gorging themselves twice a day and never sleeping alone
at night, and following all the other customs that go with
this way of living … no man under heaven who has
cultivated such practices from his youth could possibly
grow up to be wise … or become temperate, or indeed
acquire any other part of virtue” (Ep. VII 326b4-c4). Here
in the letter, then, we are informed of just how difficult the
epistemological problem is for Plato: names, definitions,
and images are the only available instruments of
knowledge (342a5-6), but they themselves are intrinsically
incapable of conveying the non-conceptual content of
philosophical understanding. And even if they could
convey such content, non-philosophers, not being pure,
wouldn’t be capable of grasping them. Dionysius’ book on
Plato’s philosophy, therefore, was an attempt to do the
impossible. For Plato, the book itself indicated Dionysius’
ignorance of Plato’s thought about the ultimate nature of
reality (342e-344d) because Dionysius didn’t understand
that philosophy is a life characterized by self-
transformation and the illuminating activity of dialectic,
not merely a set of discursively transmittable doctrines
(338e).

4 Most scholars who write about the Seventh Letter focus on the
argument about the poverty of language. Due to limitations
of space, I can only give a brief sketch of Plato’s view. For the
details and the compatibility of the letter with Plato’s
dialogues, see Gonzalez (1998) and Sayre (1988). The point I
want to underscore, which other scholars ignore, is the
connection between the argument about language, Plato’s
attitude toward his doctrines, and philosophy as a way of
life.
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III. Philosophy as a Way of Life
Pierre Hadot suggests that the rise of Christianity marked
a turning point in the history of philosophy. Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, and Augustine began the gradual
process of absorbing philosophy’s spiritual practices into
the domain of theology, which was then sharply
distinguished from philosophy by the medieval Scholastics
as the queen of the sciences. Afterwards, philosophy
became theology’s handmaiden whose sole purpose was
to supply conceptual clarity for the productive logic of
theology. Theology, not philosophy, sought the truth and
provided the spiritual means for seeking it. Eventually
“philosophy was emptied of its spiritual exercises which,
from now on, were relegated to Christian mysticism and
ethics,” and “philosophy’s role was henceforth to furnish
theology with conceptual - and hence purely theoretical -
material.” As the Enlightenment dawned, philosophy
recovered its autonomy, but it still bore the mark of
Christianity’s influence. “In particular, it maintained its
purely theoretical character, which even evolved in the
direction of a more and more thorough systematization.”
It isn’t until one gets to Nietzsche, Bergson, and the
existentialists, Hadot argues, that philosophy explicitly
recovers its direct relation to life by consciously returning
to “being a concrete attitude, a way of life and of seeing the
world.” (Hadot, 1995, pp. 107-8, emphasis added) Nietzsche
and the existentialists have their own story to tell about
the price we’ve paid for the Christianization of philosophy.
Hadot’s concern is that the contemporary focus on theory
has prevented us from fully appreciating the nature of
ancient Greek philosophy as it was practised and
understood by the Greeks.

What specifically have we failed to appreciate? Briefly
stated, we no longer recognize the place of doctrines in the
practice of ancient philosophy. On Hadot’s view, doctrines
were used primarily as tools in spiritual exercises, not as
doctrines intended correctly to represent the ultimate
nature of reality. Taken seriously, Hadot’s view has radical
implications. He argues that if we look beneath the
“apparent diversity” among the ancient schools of thought
-Platonism, Cynicism, Stoicism, Epicureanism,
Aristotelianism, Neo-Platonism, etc. - we can discover a
“profound unity, both in the means employed and the
ends pursued.” Despite their manifest methodological and
doctrinal differences, each of the schools employed rhetoric
designed to transform and master one’s “inner dialogue
and mental concentration.” And while the different schools
had different conceptions of the good life, each pursued
some form of “self-realization and improvement.” (Hadot,
1995, pp. 101-2) To illustrate, he has us consider the Stoics.

In their view, philosophy did not consist in teaching an
abstract theory - much less in the exegesis of texts - but
rather in the art of living. It is a concrete attitude and
determinate life-style, which engages the whole of
existence. The philosophical act is not situated merely
on the cognitive level, but on that of the self and of
being. It is a progress which causes us to be more fully,
and makes us better…It raises the individual from an
inauthentic condition of life, darkened by
unconsciousness and harassed by worry, to an
authentic state of life, in which he attains self-

consciousness, an exact vision of the world, inner peace,
and freedom.

Later in the same chapter, Hadot discusses the doctrinal
implications of this conception of ancient philosophy, and
his observations are extraordinary. If he is right, we should
fundamentally change the way we approach ancient
philosophical texts.

As for philosophical theories, they were either placed
explicitly in the service of spiritual practice…or else
they were taken as the objects of…a contemplative life
which…was itself nothing other than a spiritual
exercise. It is impossible to understand the
philosophical theories of antiquity without taking into
account this concrete perspective, since this is what
gives them their true meaning.

What should we make of this? If we look closely at Hadot’s
gloss on the nature of philosophy as a way of life in these
two passages, we can extract at least two principles: one
must undergo transformations of character and cognition
in order to have access to truth, which is a way of being as
much as or more than it is an object of cognition (hereafter
the “self-transformation” principle), and this changes the
way we ought to understand the positive metaphysical
claims in the ancient texts (hereafter the “non-dogmatism”
principle), which were “objects of a contemplative life,”
not abstract representations of the deep structure of reality.

Michel Foucault has explained the self-transformation
principle as well as anyone. As he says in his Hermeneutics
of the Subject, philosophy in Antiquity both asked “what it
is that enables the subject to have access to truth” and was
“the search, practice, and experience through which the
subject carries out the necessary transformations on himself
in order to have access to the truth.” (Foucault, 2001, 15)
The different schools worked with different metaphysical
doctrines, but each of these schools postulated that,

truth is never given to the subject by right … for the
subject to have right of access to the truth he must be
changed, transformed, shifted, and become, to some
extent and up to a certain point, other than himself.
The truth is only given to the subject at a price that
brings the subject’s being into play. For as he is, the
subject is not capable of truth. (Foucault, 2001, 15)

How does this relate to the interpretation of Plato?
Philosophers often observe the self-transformation
principle, and they even acknowledge Hadot’s point that
philosophers in the ancient world, including Plato,
generally were less interested in building systems of
philosophical doctrines than they were in living a radically
transformative kind of life. But in the case of Plato, with
very few exceptions, philosophers do not see that the non-
dogmatism principle follows from the self-transformation
principle when it is coupled with the epistemic humility of
the Seventh Letter: if Plato believed that ordinary cognition
is incapable of accessing ontological truth, that even
heightened cognition is incapable of overcoming its inbuilt
limitations and finitude, and that ontological truth cannot
be exhaustively and directly expressed in words, then he
must not have believed that his doctrines accurately



25http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

expressed ontological truth. Or, if he did, he’d be guilty of
a straightforward contradiction, because he argued in the
Seventh Letter that things literally are not and cannot be the
way any doctrine says they are.

IV. Conclusion
At this point it should be clear that both the analysts and
the holists are committed to untenable views. Neither the
analysts nor the holists fully appreciate the ontological
significance of the view articulated in the Seventh Letter.
While the holists are correct to stress the unsystematic
character of Plato’s philosophy, and they are also correct
to be suspicious about attributing positive metaphysical
views to Plato, they are nevertheless wrong to argue that
Plato’s philosophy and method are not grounded in his
ineffable ontology. The problem with the analytic view is
that it fails to understand why Plato did ontology. The
analysts are not wrong to think the details of the arguments
in the dialogues are important. Plato clearly cared about
these ideas enough to think about them very carefully and
write about them throughout his life. Their mistake is
something more fundamental. As Foucault has argued,
the ancients were not committed to the development of
knowledge in the same way contemporary analytic
philosophers are. In fact, as long as we assume this, we
approach Plato anachronistically and we miss the essence
of Platonism.

…When the subject’s being is not put in question by
the necessity of having access to truth, I think we have
entered a different age of the history of relations
between subjectivity and truth. And the consequence
…is that access to truth, whose sole condition is
henceforth knowledge, will find reward and fulfillment
in nothing else but the development of knowledge.
(Foucault 2001, p. 18)

In other words, the analysts don’t fully appreciate that
Plato’s doctrines, like his dialogues more generally, were
intended to be transformative, not informative. They were
not advertisements to “empty philosophizing”—a mere
playing around with notions and arguments, as Findlay
says—but they also weren’t meant to be treated as treatises
whose aim was to approach the truth disinterestedly, and
whose most basic assumption was that the truth could be
fully captured theoretically. This model of the relationship
between subjectivity and truth (hereafter the “modern
view”) is blind to what Foucault calls the ‘rebound effect’
in Platonic philosophy.

The point of enlightenment and fulfillment, the moment
of the subject’s transfiguration by the ‘rebound effect’
on himself of the truth he knows, and which passes
through, permeates, and transfigures his being, can no
longer exist [on the modern view]. We can no longer
think that access to the truth will complete in the
subject, like a crowning or a reward, the work or the
sacrifice, the price paid to arrive at it. Knowledge will
simply open out onto the indefinite dimension of
progress… (Foucault 2001, pp. 18-19)

This is by no means a trivial point for our understanding
of Plato. What is the Being of the Forms? Plato’s ultimate

view is that we cannot answer this question satisfactorily.
What we can do is bring the mind into contact with the
mystery of Being and, through practising dialectic, engage
in an activity that allows us to transform our vision of the
world and our place in it. Philosophy was a way of life for
Plato, and his doctrines, it seems, were like Wittgenstein’s
ladder. They were meant to be used “like rising stairs”
(Symp. 211c) until one is turned to “the great sea of beauty,
and, gazing upon this, [one] gives birth to many gloriously
beautiful ideas and theories, in unstinting love of wisdom
…” (Symp. 210d).
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