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Abstract 

 
This thesis examines the extent to which the doctrine of due measure can be 

rightfully called the skopo/j of Plato’s Statesman. In order to determine the 
doctrine’s explanatory power, the thesis adopts the Neoplatonic method of 
exegesis. It first examines the current state of Platonic scholarship in general and 
then of studies on the Statesman in particular, then provides both the philosophic 
and literary context of the dialogue in question. Next, it analyses the doctrine of 
due measure’s philosophic content, and then proceeds to examine its ability to 
illuminate the literary details of the text. In completing this exercise, this thesis 
hopes to demonstrate a method of interpreting a Platonic text, by which we can 
better understand how Plato wrote his dialogues, and how we can be better 
interpreters of his writing—both in its philosophical and literary aspects.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 

“Doesn’t it seem natural to you to say that the greater is necessarily greater than 

nothing other than the less, and also that the lesser is lesser than the greater and 

nothing else?”1 

Plato’s Statesman, 283d11–e1 

Introduction: The Context of the Commentary 
 

Justifying the Study 
 

The question, “why do you need another study of Plato after 2,300 years 

of studies of Plato?” has been asked often in Platonic scholarship.2  The best 

answer, it seems, is that we still have very little idea of what Plato is actually 

saying. It appears we are in the dark even more now, because one of the major 

debates in the literature on Plato is not over what he has to say, but whether he has 

anything to say at all.  

Though immense, the history of Platonic interpretation can be boiled 

down into the positions of two opposed groups: those who believe Plato has a 

system, and those who do not.3 Among those who believe that he has a system 

are: the “unitarians,” who believe that Plato’s complete system is disclosed in his 

dialogues; the “developmentalists,” who maintain that because of the apparent 

contradictions in Plato’s dialogues he could not have had one unified system 

                                                
1   }Ar’ ou0 kata\ fu/sin dokei~ soi to\ mei~zon mhdeno\j e9te/rou dei~n mei~zon le/gein h@\ tou~ e0la&ttonoj, kai\ 
tou1llaton au] tou~ mei/zonoj e1latton, a1llou de\ mhdeno/j; My translation. 
2 One such example is in the Preface to The Third Way: New Directions in Platonic Studies, ed. 
Francisco J. Gonzalez, (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.,1995), vii.  
3 For a systematic and in-depth treatment of the many positions described below, see Gonzalez’s 
Introduction to The Third Way.  
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when he set out to write, but that Plato’s system evolved as he wrote; finally, 

there are the “esotericists,” who believe that Plato’s system is not to be found in 

his writings at all but in his “unwritten doctrines,” of which we have some 

second-hand accounts from Aristotle and others. On the other side of the debate 

are the skeptics, who maintain that Plato has no system at all, either written or 

unwritten, but that he is instead concerned with refuting any and all 

philosophical conclusions.  

At first it would seem that the two positions are irreconcilable. On the one 

hand, the systematic approach seems to neglect many of the literary and 

historical details of the dialogues in an attempt to render a purer philosophical 

reading. On the other hand, the skeptics maintain that these details were 

essential for their Plato, who wished to remain anonymous, and to ground his 

philosophy completely in the particular, thus avoiding philosophical 

systematization. From the systematic point of view, Francisco J. Gonzalez says, 

“The literary and dramatic details of the dialogues appear as so much pointless 

and even misleading ornamentation… unless one is willing to give these details 

allegorical significance in the manner of the Neoplatonists.”4   

On a smaller scale, the same question could be asked about Plato’s 

Statesman—although this is probably the first time that someone has had to 

justify another study of this particular dialogue. Just 30 years ago, the Statesman 

was one of the most neglected dialogues of all. So much so, that Harvey Scodel 

                                                
4 Francisco J. Gonzalez, “Introduction: A Short History of Platonic Interpretation,” in The Third 
Way, ed. Gonzalez (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1995), 12. 
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was able to say in 1987 that “Among the longer Platonic dialogues, the Politicus 

has probably received the least scholarly attention.”5 See also Mitchell Miller, 

who initiated the current wave of studies on the Statesman with his work The 

Philosopher in Plato’s Statesman.6 Before Miller’s study, the Statesman (or Politicus 

as it is also called sometimes) seems to have been almost totally forgotten in all 

commentaries and studies of Plato, except for its myth, and, perhaps, other select 

parts of its teachings.7 Before 1980, the year in which Miller’s PPS first appeared, 

there was very little mention of the Statesman in any of the philosophic 

commentators.  

Harold Tarrant outlines the reception of the Statesman, and the rest of 

what he calls the “logical” dialogues in his Plato’s First Interpreters.8 He says that 

for the Neoplatonists the Statesman “rarely rates a mention, except for the 

myth.”9 This does indeed seem to be the case. Very little mention of the Statesman 

is made at all throughout the rest of the history of platonic commentary.10 Such a 

lack of commentary supports Miller’s claim, which he makes in a preface to a 

new edition of his PPS. There he says that when he wrote the PPS in 1980, “there 

                                                
5 Harvey Scodel, Diaeresis and Myth in Plato’s Statesman (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1987), 9. 
6 Mitchell Miller, The Philosopher in Plato’s Statesman (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 
1980). Hereafter, I refer to Miller’s work as PPS. 
7 Such as the apparent identification of the statesman’s weaving activity with that of the lo/goj in 
Plotinus’ Enneads III.2-3, the doctrine of the mean in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, although 
neither of these works references the Statesman by name. 
8 Harrold Tarrant, Plato’s First Interpretters (New York: Cornell University Press, 2000), 183-197. 
9 Tarrant, 183. 
10 See also John Dillon’s “The Neoplatonic Exegesis of the Statesman Myth” in Rowe’s Reading the 
Statesman,  364-374, for a fuller treatment of the extant Neoplatonic commentaries on the 
Statesman. There too, Dillon asserts that for the Neoplatonists, “particular interest centered on the 
myth” (365). 
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was no full-length study of the Statesman as a whole, nor in the little commentary 

then available in English on its form and structure, was it appreciated as a 

dramatic dialogue in the manner of…the ‘early’ and ‘middle’ dialogues.”11  

Since that time, however, there has been an abundance of book-length 

commentaries,12 essays, and even an entire conference13 devoted to mining the 

Statesman for all its worth. Yet to my mind, this task has not yet been fully 

accomplished, since there has not been a commentary that sufficiently grasps the 

meaning of the whole dialogue. No commentary has yet adequately grasped the 

Statesman’s philosophic content in light of its dramatic context, so that the 

philosophic intent of the work is able to explain the host of its literary details. 

This is not to say that other commentaries have not been helpful. Quite the 

opposite is true. Sitting as we do at the end of 30 years of studies on the 

Statesman creates the ideal balance between having the room to advance the 

study of this dialogue and the support of those who have already tried to do so.  

While many of the important works on the Statesman of the last 30 years 

maintain that it is necessary to keep the dramatic context of the Statesman in 

mind,14 none explains the whole dialogue adequately, along the principles of 

                                                
11 Miller, PPS, xii 
12 Among the best and most useful of which I count Miller’s PPS, and Kenneth Sayre’s 
Metaphysics and Method in Plato’s Statesman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006) 
(hereafter MMPS).  
13 This is the Third Symposium Platonicum, which was held in Bristol, Spain in 1992. Most of the 
papers presented there have been published. They can be found in either Rowe’s Reading the 
Statesman (Sankt Augustin, 1995) or in volume 12 of the journal Polis (1993).  
14 Miller’s work, as well as Gonzalez’s “The Eleatic Stranger: His Master’s Voice?” in Who Speaks 
for Plato? Studies in Platonic Anonymity, ed. Gerald A. Press (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 2000), 161-182, establish, I believe, beyond any doubt, that there is dramatic 
content to this work.  
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interpretation which I believe are Plato’s own. Such a commentary is the goal of 

this thesis, as it surely is for other interpreters of the dialogue. The best, however, 

that we can accomplish within the context of this thesis is an analysis of the 

philosophical core of the dialogue, which I take to be the doctrine of due 

measure.  

A Neoplatonic Method of Interpretation 
 

Fortunately, there is a philosophical school which has a method of 

interpretation which seeks to meet the criteria I have outlined above. I agree 

almost entirely with the Neoplatonic method of exegesis, for it follows Plato’s 

own prescriptions for what makes a good commentary. In his Phaedrus at 264c, 

Plato tells us how to view his dialogues. At 264c is the famous admonition that 

“it is necessary for every lo/goj to be ordered just like a living organism, having 

a body of its very own, so that neither is it headless nor footless, but has both a 

middle and limbs, having been written in a fitting relation to one another and to 

the whole.”15 That a dialogue must be like a living organism means it should 

have a unity to its parts, and that these parts are related to one another just as the 

parts of a living being are: the unifying factor—whatever it is—holds the whole 

together. It explains the purpose for which the being was created. This purpose, or 

conscious intention of the author, is what the Neoplatonists called a skopo/j.  

As James A. Coulter explains in his The Literary Microcosm: Theories of 

                                                
15 dei~n pa/nta lo/gon w#&sper zw~|on sunesta&nai sw~ma& ti e1xonta au2to\n au3tou=, w#&ste mh/te a)ke/falon 
ei]nai mh/te a1poun, a)lla_ me/sa te e1xein kai\ a1kra, pre/pont’ a)llh/loij kai\ tw~| o(/low| gegramme/na: 
Phaedrus, 264c. My translation.  
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Interpretation of the Later Neoplatonists, the skopo/j is “the conscious intention of 

the artist…which imparts to the various elements of his work the quality of being 

necessary or belonging.”16 Further, “[I]t is only a correct understanding of this 

intention on the part of the exegete which allows for him to settle the question of 

unity.”17 

When seeking an interpretation that expresses the unity of a Platonic 

dialogue, the literary/dramatic details which Plato includes in each dialogue, as 

well as the dramatic links between dialogues, are chiefly important, second only 

to the philosophical intent of the dialogue itself. The details of the work are like a 

keyhole, which only the proper reading of the skopo/j will fit into and unlock. 

J.A. Coulter includes a list of “rules” that Neoplatonic commentators used, which 

I reconstruct here  from pp. 83-84 of his Literary Microcosm, which he gets from 

the Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy: 

1) “if every living thing ‘has only one purpose (telos), the Good (for the 

sake of which it has been created),’ then ‘the dialogue must have one 

purpose (telos), that is, one theme.” In other words, there is one skopos 

for each dialogue, which is its principle theme (telos). 

2) “the more comprehensive theme is to be preferred to the less.” 

                                                
16 James A. Coulter, The Literary Microcosm: Theories of Interpretation of the Later Neoplatonists 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976), 77. 
17 Ibid. There is an interesting, albeit conjectural, assertion by Westerink (1962, xxxviii), supported 
by Dillon (in his essay “The Neoplatonic Exegesis of the Statesman Myth”, which appears in 
Rowe’s Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the III Symposium Platonicum, 366) that Iamblichus 
thought the skopo/j of the Statesman concerned the ‘heavenly demiurge’, since Iamblichus takes 
the Sophist to concern his sublunary counterpart. (See Dillon’s Iamblichi Chalcidensis: In Platonis 
dialogos commentariorum fragmenta, 90-91 & 245-247).  
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3) “no theme which reflects only a small section of the dialogue be 

preferred to one which reflects the whole.” 

4) “the more precisely stated theme be preferred to the less.” 

5) “the more noble (kreitton) theme be preferred to the less.” 

6) “the theme in harmony with the explicit matter of the dialogue be 

preferred to one which is not” 

7) “any theme which presupposes a personal attack on an individual be 

rejected” 

8) “the theme must not be concerned with emotion (empathous)” 

9) “mere dialectical ‘tools’ or ‘instruments,’ e.g. the art of division 

(diairesis) in the Sophist, should never be made the theme” 

10) “the ‘matter’ of the dialogue, e.g. the specific characters and their 

attributes, should also never be made the theme of the dialogue” 

To my mind, these are excellent guidelines both for determining what makes a 

proper reading of a Platonic dialogue, and for judging which reading is best.  

Certain readings are therefore better the more they are able to explain the 

whole dialogue, including its dramatic situation, particular details, and literary 

structure. Seen this way, the dialogue itself is the measure of an interpretation’s 

accuracy—or, as David Roochnik phrases it, “Even if the text refuses to yield the 

entirety of its meaning, it nonetheless functions as a stable object by which to 

evaluate various readings. Rather than being the measure of the text, a good 
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reader is measured by, and so must be responsible to, the text.”18  

The Skopos of Plato’s Statesman 
 

In this thesis I argue that the doctrine of due measure is the skopo/j of 

Plato’s Statesman. However, I realize my assertion contradicts rule 9 from the 

Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy cited above. While the real intent of 

the Statesman—at its most fundamental level—is to establish a kind of relation 

which uses an absolute standard to measure relative difference, the doctrine of 

due measure provides this very relation. I aim to prove that the doctrine of due 

measure is the most important part of the Statesman by arguing that it 

accomplishes the very things that the skopo/j of a dialogue must accomplish:  

It explains the dramatic details of the dialogue, and it provides an explanation 

for the dialogue’s often confounding literary structure. Within the dialogue’s 

philosophical project, the doctrine of due measure also does the following: 

1) It offers a new way to define the philosopher, sophist, as well as 

provide the necessary methodology to define the statesman 

2) It ushers in a new metaphysics which closes the gap between form and 

particular, which ‘participation’ previously covered up in the eidetic 

dialogues. In turn, this new metaphysics provides a political 

philosophy which, if it could be implemented in reality, would save 

Socrates from condemnation.  

                                                
18 David Roochnik, “Residual Ambiguity in Plato’s Statesman” in Plato, vol. 5 (2005), 15.  
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The doctrine of due measure therefore provides the necessary tools to be able to 

conclude the trilogy of dialogues to which the Statesman belongs in both its 

dramatic and philosophical aspects. 

Background: The Situation of the Statesman 

 
In order to get a full appreciation of the purpose of Plato’s Statesman, it is 

necessary to situate it within the larger continuum of the Platonic corpus. In this 

section, I ignore the questions of stylometry which try to organize Plato’s 

dialogues as they may have been written at different points of his life. Such 

studies are ultimately useless, since Plato’s dialogues can be grouped in a much 

better way into their proper divisions based on their philosophical content.19 I 

rely on the distinctions made by JN Findlay in his Plato: The Written and 

Unwritten Dialogues, which separates the dialogues into ‘Socratic’, ‘Ideological’, 

and ‘Stoicheological’. Though far from perfect, these divisions at least offer better 

names for the sections of Plato’s corpus than ‘early’, ‘middle’, and ‘late’. 

Plato himself indicates that we ought to situate one dialogue within the 

continuum of his larger body of work by the various links he creates between his 

dialogues. If we are to comprehend the details of a dialogue, one of which is an 

allusion to another dialogue, surely Plato made this connection for a reason, and 

it is our job as interpreters to investigate it.  

                                                
19 For more on the fruitlessness of such stylometric studies, see Charles H. Kahn, “The Place of 
the Statesman in Plato’s Later Work” in Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the Third Symposium 
Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academic Verlag, 1995), 49-60, 50. 
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Although a full explanation of the movement from one dialogue to 

another would be too much to accomplish here, I intend to trace the connections 

between the dialogues that are most closely connected to the Statesman. I shall 

begin with a rough outline of the dramatic situation by sketching the dramatic 

connections between the dialogues; then I shall fill in the details of the sketch by 

mapping out the discrete philosophical progression which I see unfolding in a 

succession across multiple works. By “progression” I do not intend to place 

myself in the camp of the ‘developmentalists’. Rather, I think that the division 

between schools of Platonic interpretation is somewhat of a false dichotomy. 

Plato’s philosophy is not simply either Unitarian or Developmentalist. I see a 

way in which it can be both. If one dialogue has a logical inconsistency or 

something is missing from the argument, there is nothing to say that Plato did 

not intend to do this. It very well could be that Plato had the whole of his 

philosophy before him when writing the particular dialogues, and has 

interconnected them in such a way that uncovering the problems within each 

dialogue will lead the attentive reader onto the next dialogue where precisely the 

matter in question from one dialogue is addressed in the next. This way there can 

be an overarching unity to the corpus which becomes apparent as we trace the 

development of the philosophical arguments.  

Certain dialogues are therefore connected to one another both by dramatic 

setting and by a philosophically based logical progression. What follows is an 
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explanation of an example of this kind of interweaving in a particular set of 

Plato’s dialogues. 

The Dramatic context of the Statesman 
 

The Statesman is the concluding dialogue of a whole trilogy of dialogues, 

consisting of the Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman, which are dramatically 

connected to one another by a few remarks within the dialogues themselves. I 

shall hereafter refer to these dialogues, i.e. the Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman 

collectively as Plato’s Late Trilogy, or LT for short. Although it is not explicit 

anywhere in the Theaetetus, Sophist, or Statesman, these dialogues are also 

dramatically connected to the Euthyphro and the Cratylus by connections which 

are made in those dialogues to the same dramatic time as the setting of the LT. 

Both the Euthyphro and the Cratylus are set on the same day as the Theaetetus. In 

the Euthyphro, Socrates is on his way to the King’s Porch to meet the indictment 

of Meletus, a journey which he also mentions at the end of the Theaetetus. Thus 

we are to assume that the Euthyphro takes place immediately after the Theaetetus. 

The Cratylus also occurs on the same day.20 However, since these dialogues are 

not explicitly mentioned in either the Theaetetus, Sophist, or Statesman, I will not 

dwell on them here. There is also, of course, the more obvious dramatic 

connection of this set of dialogues to the Apology, Crito, and Phaedo. Thus there 

are eight dialogues in total that are set around the trial and death of Socrates. 

                                                
20 See Cratylus, 396d; see also Catherine Zuckert’s Plato’s Philosophers (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009), 651-652 for more on the dramatic connections of the Euthyphro and Cratylus. 
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The dramatic setting of the Late Trilogy is most easily seen by pointing to 

the conclusion of the Theaetetus. There it is revealed by Socrates that “I must now 

report myself to the King’s Court, to answer the indictment of Meletus, which he 

has written against me. But early in the morning, Theodorus, let us meet here 

again.”21 This single quotation sets up the dramatic situation of the LT, and 

connects the Theaetetus directly to the discussion of the Sophist and, consequently, 

to that of the Statesman as well.  

The connection between the Sophist and the Statesman is clear from the 

beginning of the Sophist. The project that will take the duration of these two 

dialogues to complete is defined explicitly at Sophist 216c-217a, where Socrates 

asks for the Stranger to recount how the people in his country define the sophist, 

statesman, and philosopher: “For certainly those men, appearing in all kinds of 

ways on account of the ignorance of others ‘frequent the cities’—I mean those 

men who are not feignedly but really philosophers—looking down from above 

on the life of those below, and to some seem to be worth nothing, while to others 

worth everything; and sometimes they appear to be statesmen, other times 

sophists, and sometimes they might even give some people the impression they 

are altogether mad” (Soph., 216c-217a).22 Roughly speaking, the Sophist contains 

                                                
21 Nu~n me\n ou]n a)panthte/on moi ei)j th\n tou~ basile/wj stoa_n e)pi\ th\n Melh/tou grafh/n, h3/n me 
ge/graptai: e(/wqen de/, w} Qeo/dwre, deu~ro pa/lin a)pantw~men: 210d. My translation. Note the 
repetition of the verb a)panta/w here. If nothing else, there is a linguistic signal of the connection 
between Socrates’ indictment and the proposed meeting which will occur in the Sophist and 
Statesman.  
22 pa/nu ga\r a!ndrej ou[toi pantoi=oi fantazo/menoi dia\ th\n tw~n a)/llwn a!gnoian e)pistrwfw~si 
po/laj, oi3 mh\ plastw~j a)ll’ o!ntwj filoso/foi, kaqorw~tej u(yo/qen to\n tw~n ka/tw bi/on, kai\ toi~j 
me\n dokou~sin ei]nai tou~ mhdeno\j ti/mioi, toi~j d’a!cioi tou~ panto/j: kai\ tote\ me\n politikoi\ 
qanta/zontai, tote\ de\ sofistai/, tote\ d’ e!stin oi{(j do/can para/sxointo a!n w(j panta/pasin e!xontej 
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the discussion of the definition of the sophist, and the Statesman that of the 

statesman. Each dialogue tries to single out the eponymous person, but in doing 

so it discovers the philosopher as well. 

There is also often the discussion in scholarship of whether there was 

meant to be a third dialogue, The Philosopher. J.B. Skemp, in his translation of the 

dialogue, goes so far as to suggest that Socrates’ remark at Statesman 258a about 

how he will examine the Younger Socrates at a later time, indicates that these 

two were supposed to be the interlocuters of this fourth and final dialogue.23 This 

pairing, Skemp suggests, would create a kind of symmetry between the 

interlocutors of the four dialogues. But as it stands, I find it more intriguing to 

think that there was no Philosopher written by Plato on purpose, but instead think 

that we are meant to find the reason for its absence, as well as the reason for 

Socrates’ remark at Statesman 258a, with the information we have. In this view I 

agree with Miller: “If anything, the philosopher must be sought within the 

searches for the sophist and the statesman, and the first task will be to recognize 

and distinguish him there.”24 Why there was a Philosopher project proposed but 

never completed is another question. Miller again seems to have the right 

answer: “If to nonphilosohers the philosopher assumes no distinct appearance of 

his own but rather those of sophist and statesman, then, since Theodorus and his 

                                                                                                                                            
manikw~j. Translated by H.N. Fowler (Loeb Classical Library edition). For the most part, I have 
used Fowler’s translations in the Loeb Classical Library editions, except when I have felt it 
necessary to modify them. 
23 J.B. Skemp, Plato’s Statesman: A Translation of the Politicus of Plato (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1952), 20. 
24 Miller, PPS, 10 
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students are clearly nonphilosophers, there can be no distinct search for the 

philosopher.”25 

All three dialogues are thus connected to one another at least by explicit 

dramatic comments made by the characters, which reference one another. The 

Theaetetus points forward to the discussion of the Sophist and Statesman, while the 

Sophist points backward to the Theaetetus, and the Statesman points to the 

discussion of the Sophist which preceded it. This is done at 258a in the Statesman, 

when Socrates’ says, “While I myself communed with Theaetetus in arguments 

yesterday and just now have heard him answering the Stranger, Socrates I know 

neither way.”26 This remark, along with the Stranger’s suggestion that he does 

not want to tire Theaetetus (257c), firmly place the Statesman immediately after 

the Sophist in dramatic time.27 

The Philosophical Progression 
 

There are also ways in which each of the dialogues of the LT point 

forward to each other philosophically, which Plato accomplishes by inserting 

subtle remarks into one dialogue, which point to the philosophy contained in 

another. An example of this is the progression in Platonic metaphysics from the 

Phaedo to the Parmenides to the Sophist and finally (for the purposes of this thesis) 

to the Statesman. The overarching project in these dialogues is to find a way to 

                                                
25 ibid. 
26 Qeaith/tw| me\n ou]n au)to/j te sune/mica xqe\j dia\ lo/gwn kai\ nu~n a)kh/koa a)pokrinome/nou, 
Swkra/touj de\ oude/tera:258a.  
27 Although this setting may seem obvious, there are scholars who hold that each dialogue of the 
LT has its own day. See, e.g. Rosen, Plato’s Statesman: The Web of Politics (New Haven: Yale 
University Press), 12. 
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bridge the gap between self-identical Forms and their differing sensible 

instantiations.  

In Plato’s Phaedo, Socrates says,  

If anyone tells me that what makes a thing beautiful is its lovely colour, or 
its shape or anything else of the sort, I let all that go, for all those things 
confuse me, and I hold simply and plainly and perhaps foolishly to this, 
that nothing else makes it beautiful but the presence or communion (call it 
what you please) of the beautiful itself, however it may have been gained; 
about the way in which it happens, I make no positive statement as yet, but 
I do insist that [all] beautiful things are made beautiful by the beautiful.28 

 
Clearly the most common name for what Socrates is talking about here is 

participation—a key part of the theory of Forms, which Socrates calls his “Second 

Best Method” (deutero\j plou~j: Phaedo, 85c). I believe that it is this very lack of a 

positive explanation of what participation is that Plato seeks to take up in the late 

(or stoicheological) dialogues; specifically I aim to argue that it is in the Statesman 

that we get a definitive, albeit subtly expressed, answer. However, the project to 

investigate the Forms according to the First Best Method begins in Plato’s 

Parmenides.   

                                                
28 a)ll’ e)a/n ti/j moi le/gh|, di’ o$ ti kalo/n e)stin o(tiou=n, h@\ xrw~ma eu)anqe\j e1xon h@\ a1llo o(tiou~n tw~n 
toiou/twn, ta\ me\n a1lla xai/rein e9w~, tara/ttomai ga\r e)n toi~j a)/lloij pa~si, tou~to de\ a(plw~j kai\ 
a)te/xnwj kai\ eu)h/qwj e1xw par’ e)mautw~|, o$ti ou)k a1llo ti poiei~ au)to\ kalo\n h@\ h( e)kei/nou tou~ kalou~ 
ei)/te parousi/a ei1te koinwni/a o(/ph| dh\ kai\ o3/pwj prosgenome/nh: ou) ga\r e1ti tou~to diisxuri/zomai, 
a)ll’o3/ti tw~| kalw~| pa/nta ta\ kala\ gi/gnetai kala/. Phd., 100 c-d. (Fowler’s translation, modified) 
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Plato’s Parmenides and the Problems of Participation29  
 

The Parmenides is readily able to be seen as the beginning of the self-

critique of Plato’s own Second Best Method, which is explicated most clearly in 

his Phaedo.30 Specifically, the first half of the Parmenides attacks the doctrine of 

participation, while the second half demonstrates a new method of 

investigation—looking at the principles themselves. 

 The overall project of the Parmenides is also indicated by its literary form. 

The first half, which explicates Plato’s Second Best Method and then deconstructs 

it, is transmitted to the reader in dialogue form and indirect speech, while the 

second half, which tries to investigate the principles behind the forms is 

delivered mostly in monologue form and direct speech. The Parmenides as a piece 

of writing thus encapsulates both difference (in the form of dialogue and indirect 

speech) and sameness (in the form of monologue and direct speech) in one 

whole. Such an endeavour, i.e. to investigate a way in which identity and 

                                                
29 There is too much in this dialogue to give a complete treatment of it, and so such an endeavour 
is outside the scope of this thesis. Still, it is necessary to give an account of what the Parmenides 
does for Plato’s philosophy in general before moving on to discuss the Statesman, because it is in 
the wake of the criticisms put forth in the first half of the Parmenides that the LT, and the Stsm as 
its concluding dialogue, exist. For a fuller treatment of the first ‘half’ of the Parmenides, see J.A. 
Doull’s commentaries on the Parmenides, one in Dionysius, vol. XIX (2001), “The Problem of 
Participation in Plato’s Parmenides” (pp. 11-25), and the other in Animus, vol. 4 (1999) “The 
Argument to the hypotheses in Parmenides.”  For a helpful introduction to these two articles, see 
D.K. House’s introduction in Dionysius XIX, as well as his commentary on Doull’s treatment of 
the whole Parmenides in the Doull’s Festschrift, Philosophy and Freedom, pp. 141-166. I am greatly 
indebted to these thinkers for their reading of the Parmenides and of the pre-Socratics.  
30 I recognize that the Phaedo is only one of many places where the Theory of Forms is discussed, 
but I choose to name it here for the reason that it is also in the Phaedo that Socrates raises the need 
to criticize the hypotheses on which the theory Forms is based. After he has proved the soul’s 
immortality beyond the (communicable) doubts of the interlocutors (107a), Socrates says that 
“our first assumptions, even if they are believed by you all, nevertheless ought to be explained 
more clearly” (ta\j u(poqe/seij ta\j prw/taj, kai\ ei) pistai\ u(mi~n ei)sin, o4mwv e)piskepte/ai 
safe//steron). These are the last words of Socrates before he expounds the myth, drinks the 
hemlock, and dies.  
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difference need to be thought together even in the first principles, is the goal of 

the Parmenides. The setting of the dialogue during the time of the Panathenaea 

also tells us that the reconciliation of two opposed factors through reason is the 

goal of the work, for Athena, the patron goddess of Athens, has just this power. 

While the actual content of the Parmenides may not accomplish this goal, the 

literary structure of the dialogue provides an image of the kind of unity to be 

sought—and found later in Sophist and Statesman.  

See also Theaetetus 143c, where Euclides says that he manipulated the 

written representation of the account of the conversation of the LT. Instead of 

writing it in the indirect voice, which would portray the story truly, he has 

chosen to represent the dialogue in direct speech, “so that the explanatory words 

between the speeches might not be annoying in the written account.”31 Such a 

manipulation changes the actual truth of the written account, since in truth it is a 

report of a conversation and so should use indirect speech; this choice presents 

the account directly to the reader. This choice is also an allusion to the two types 

of imitation that the Stranger bisects at 236ff of the Sophist: one which represents 

things like length breadth and depth in equal measurement to the original, and 

the other which manipulates the proportions in order to present a more beautiful 

image to the point of view of a perceiver (a bisection taken up later in the 

measurement section of the Statesman as well, 283ff). The Phaedo, interestingly, is 

represented in indirect speech. 

                                                
31 i(/na ou]n e0n th=| grafh=| mh\ pare/xoien: Theaetetus, 143c. Trans. Fowler, modified. 
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The real problem that occupies the Parmenides is that of how the self-

identical One and the different many—both in the relation of the forms to the 

One and the particulars in relation to the forms—come together so that their 

identity and difference can be thought together. The ‘second sailing’ of the 

Phaedo, with its doctrine of participation, covered up the problem of having to 

think of how the many are actually like the one and vice versa.32 The content of 

the Parmenides tries to get behind the image of participation, and employs 

Socratic logic to investigate metaphysics, whereas before it was focused solely on 

opinions.  

Socrates in the dialogue is on the side of sameness/identity of the forms 

and their participants, while Zeno points to their endless difference. It becomes 

clear that there needs to be a philosophy that can reconcile both sides. Where the 

Second Best Method leaves some of the sensible world unexplained (mud and 

hair) and relies on the radical separation of the world of pure identity (the forms) 

and pure difference (the many), the Parmenides seeks to overcome this chasm first 

by bringing it to light, then by grasping the principles prior to the distinction 

between Forms and the many, and finally by showing the unity of both, from the 

top down.  

The opening of the Parmenides can tell us much about its project. 

Anaxagoras, who is indirectly mentioned in the very first line by way of a 

                                                
32 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, I.6 & I.9. Knowing the content of the first half of the Parmenides, it is 
all too tantalizing not to think that the young interlocutor in its second half—called ‘Aristotle’—is 
not the namesake of the real Aristotle when we look at what Aristotle has to say about 
participation in his Metaphysics: “[T]o say that they [the Forms] are patterns and the other things 
share in them is to use empty words and poetical metaphors.” (991a20-23, trans. WD Ross) 
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reference to his home in Clazomenae, taught that there was a Nous, which was 

separate, pure, and unmixed, and that it set in motion and ordered matter, which 

was comprised of atoms that were mixed, impure, ‘all things together’, and 

‘everything in everything’. The problem for Anaxagorean metaphysics lies in the 

constitution of the atoms: being ‘all things together’ Anaxagoras’ atoms are 

endlessly divisible, even when joined together by Nous, since their composition 

creates an endless difference within themselves, which a transcendent ordering 

principle such as Anaxagoras’ Nous is unable to overcome. In other words, Nous’ 

ordering of the atoms could not create an identity for any particular thing 

because all atoms are made of ‘everything in everything’. Even when combined 

by Nous, the atoms would still be endlessly different from one another because 

they have no identity of their own.  

A similar problem with regard to the many is brought up in the 

Parmenides. Near the beginning of the dialogue, Plato has Socrates recount Zeno’s 

attack of the logical cohesion of the physical many: “If beings are many, they 

must be both alike and unlike, which is impossible…[and] if it is impossible for 

the unlike to be like and like unlike, it is impossible for existences to be many; for 

if they were to be many, they would experience the impossible.”33 The result of 

Zeno’s polemic is that the existence of a many produces still more ridiculous 

results than Parmenides’ theory that all is one. For there to be many, there must 

be difference, for if the many were absolutely the same they would all be one. 

                                                
33 ei0 polla/ e0sti ta\ o1nta, w(j a1ra dei~ au)ta\ o1moia/ te ei]nai kai\ a0no/moia, tou~to de\ dh\ a0du/naton…ei0 
a0du/naton ta/ te a0no/moia o(/moia ei]nai kai\ ta\ o1moia a)no/moia, a)du/naton dh\ kai\ polla\ ei]nai: ei0 ga\r 
polla\ ei1h, pa/sxoi a@\n ta\ a)du/nata: Parm., 127e 
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But absolute difference means that the many are both alike and unlike at the 

same time, which is a logical contradiction. Socrates, however, finds Zeno’s 

paradoxes unremarkable, at least as they attempt to show that the existence of 

the physical many gives way to self-contradiction. Participation, Socrates 

explains, can account for how things can be both like and unlike, even at the 

same time. So far as a one thing partakes of the idea of likeness it will become 

like, and so too with the idea of unlikeness, or, “even if all things partake of both 

opposites, and are enabled by their participation to be both like and unlike 

themselves, what is there wonderful about that?”34 The physical many can easily 

be shown to be both the same and different, as well as one and many at the same 

time; Socrates even offers up himself as an example of how physical objects are 

simultaneously many and one (Parm., 129c-d). What would be more amazing, 

Socrates goes on to say, would be if such contradictions existed in the ideas 

themselves:  

If anyone then undertakes to show that the same things are both many 
and one—I means such things as stones and sticks and the like—we shall 
say that he shows that they are many and one, but not that the one is 
many or the many is one; he says nothing wonderful, but only what we 
should accept. If, however, as I was saying just now, he first distinguishes 
the abstract ideas, such as likeness and unlikeness, multitude and unity, 
rest and motion, and the like, and then shows that they can be mingled 
and separated, I should,’ he said, ‘be filled with amazement, Zeno.  
(Parm., 129d-e)35 

                                                
34 ei0 de\ kai\ pa/nta e0nanti/wn o1ntwn a0mfote/rwn metalamba/nei, kai\ e1sti tw|~ mete/xein a)mfoi=n o(mmoia/ 
te kai\ a)no/moia au0ta\ au(toi=j, ti/ qaumasto/n;  Parm., 129a-b 
35 e0a_n ou]n tij toiau~ta e0pixeirh|= polla\ kai\ e4n tau0ta\ a)pofai/nein, li/qouj kai\ cu/la kai\ ta\ toiau~ta, 
fh/somen au)to\n polla\ kai\ e(\n a0podeiknu/nai, ou0 to\ e(\n polla\ ou0de\ ta\ polla\ e(\n, ou0de ti qaumasto\n 
le/gein, a0ll’ a(/per a@\n pa/ntej o9mologoi~men: e0a_n de\ tij, o4 nu=n dh\ e0gw_  e1legon, prw~ton me\n 
diairh~tai xwri\j au0ta\ kaq’ au9ta_ ta_ ei1dh, oi]on o9moio/thta/ te kai\ a0nomoio/tha kai\ plh=qoj kai\ to\ e(\n 
kai\ sta/sin kai\ ki/nhsin kai\ pa/nta ta\ toiau~ta, ei]ta e0n e9autoi=j tau=ta duna/mena sugkera/nnusqai 
kai\ diakri/nesqai a0pofai/nh|, a0gai/mhn a@\n e1gwg’, e1fh, qaumastw~j, w} Zh/nwn. 
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Socrates’ words are remarkable for two reasons: they point backward to the 

criticisms of Zeno and seek to resolve them by demeaning their significance; they 

also point forward to what is the main problem of Plato’s Parmenides—how can 

there be both sameness and difference in the Forms?—the solution of which we 

find in Sophist. But first, Socrates’ conception of the theory of Forms is put to the 

test by an impressed Parmenides.  

After ascertaining Socrates’ conception of the Ideas, Parmenides begins his 

assault on the theory of Forms by way of his four arguments against 

participation. Each argument of the first half undermines the possibility of a 

doctrine which rests on a notion of “participation” to connect the forms to their 

sensible particulars, especially when the forms are said to be “themselves by 

themselves” (au!ta kaq’ au(ta/).  

The problem that Socrates sees in Anaxagoras’ philosophy in the Phaedo is 

now the problem that Socrates has in the Parmenides: there is not an adequate 

account of causation given by the theory of the Forms and the doctrine of 

participation, yet the forms are that without which there could be no cause. Just 

as the physical things Anaxagoras mistook to be the cause of a thing’s being the 

way it is—just as he did not connect the principle of mind to the principled 

physical many, so Socrates cannot connect the principles of the forms to their 

physical instantiations. 

The final effect of these problems against participation is that they render 

participation illogical, and—worst of all—even if participation were possible, we 
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would not be able to know the forms because of the complete separation of 

human knowing from divine knowing.36 The total separation of the intelligible 

Form from its sensible instantiation creates a chasm, or xwrismo/j, which 

philosophical dialectic is unable to cross. Since knowledge of the unchanging 

Ideas is the ultimate goal of philosophical inquiry, the complete separation of the 

human (sensible) world from the divine (intelligible) world nullifies any chance 

for human knowledge of the divine, and vice versa. The biography of Antiphon—

the character who relates the discussion to Cephalus—indicates that this is the 

conclusion of the dialogue. We are told at the beginning of the Parmenides (at 

126c) that Antiphon, who has carefully studied the discussion of Parmenides’ 

visit, withdrew from the study of what he heard from Pythodorus between 

Socrates, Parmenides and Zeno, to tend horses. 

Next it is important to turn to the second half of the Parmenides, in order to 

see the first steps taken in the direction of a new metaphysics. From 137c to the 

end of the dialogue, Parmenides investigates several hypotheses, by way of a 

method of investigation which Parmenides lays out as prerequisite for true 

knowledge in the first half of the dialogue (at 135d-136d).  

In its essence, the question which I take to be at the heart of Plato’s 

Statesman, namely, that of the proper relation between the absolute and the 

relative, is the re-articulation of a question that has been on-going since the 

                                                
36 Parmenides likens the relation between the human realm and the divine to that of the master 
and slave. The choice of master and slave for comparison is particularly illuminating (i.e. more 
than father and son, or brother and sister, etc.) because it highlights the particular relationship of 
the forms and the particulars. It shows that there is no familial connection whatsoever, and no 
mingling or middling of the respective roles or powers of the two together. 
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Parmenides. There, after Socrates has been unable to defend the doctrine of 

participation in the face of the four problems posed by Parmenides, the second 

‘half’ of that work espouses the hypothetical existence of the two principles of all 

reality. 

These principles are precisely what Aristotle comes to call the One and the 

Dyad of greater and smaller.37 That the hypothetical principle of the One is in the 

Parmenides should be self-evident. It is the first hypothesis, the One-Unity, which 

is so completely unified that it cannot even be said to be, for to attribute existence 

to it would be to superadd to its unity, and would therefore make it a 

multiplicity.  

In fact, adding existence to unity is what creates the second hypothesis, 

the One-Being. This second hypothesis is the Dyad of the Greater and the 

Smaller. Because the One-Being is a unity of parts that are not inherently 

connected to one another, but instead are mutually dependent on one another for 

their existence and unity, each part will require the joining of the parts of unity 

and being to make a whole. But each part of the whole will be made up of both 

parts of unity and being, and each of these parts made up of unity and being ad 

infinitum. Further, in order for there to be a distinction between parts, both parts 

must partake of difference. And so what was originally supposed to be one has 

turned out to be three, and from being three, generates the infinitely many. The 

One-Being is thus “split up into the smallest and greatest [te smikro/tata kai\ 

                                                
37 See Metaph. I.6 & I.9. For an account in the scholarship that traces the terminology Plato uses to 
the terms Aristotle uses to describe Plato’s philosophy, see Kenneth Sayre’s Plato’s Late Ontology: 
A Riddle Resolved (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 84-112 
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me/gista and all kinds of existences; nothing else is so much divided, and in 

short the parts of existence are infinite” (Parm, 144b-c). In sum, it cannot be said 

that there is a One, since the One itself is so unified that it cannot partake of the 

separate attribute of being, and the joining together of unity and being in the 

One-Being creates an infinite multiplicity. The One-unity is complete and total 

Unity without being, while the One-being is the compilation of being and unity 

which creates an indefinite plurality. From these two hypotheses we have the 

principles of self-identity and difference as the principles of all things, but we 

still have yet to find a way to combine them.38 

The problem of the Parmenides is that there is no logically successful link 

between the two principles of the One and Indefinite Dyad. The third 

hypothetical principle tries to do this, but fails. It can only combine the contraries 

of the One-unity and one-being of the Parmenides in successive moments, instead 

of at the same time: 

If the One is such as we have described it, being both one and many 
and neither one nor many, and partakes of time, must it not because one 
is, sometimes partake of being, and again because one is not, sometimes 
not partake of being? 

Yes, it must. 
And can one, when it partakes of being, not partake of it?  
No, it cannot. 

                                                
38 This is by no means meant to be a complete treatment of these two principles. Instead, I retreat 
to the following chart for further explanation. These two principles are re-articulated thus in the 
course of the following dialogues:   

Parmenides   One-Unity   One-Being 

Sophist    Being/Sameness                            Non-being/Otherness 

Statesman   Absolute   Relative 
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Then it partakes at one time and does not partake at another; for 
that is the only way in which it can partake and not partake of the same 
thing. (Parm., 155e-156a)39 
 
  The reason for this is expressed in the typically Eleatic terms of being and 

non-being, where non-being means total non-existence. Because of the Eleatic 

law of non-contradiction, a thing either is or is not. Thus the instant cannot 

partake of both being and non-being, or the one and the many, at the same time. 

It must only partake of one at one time and another at another time. There is no 

mingling of the two at the same time, but only either one or the other: “Being one 

and many and being generated and destroyed, when it becomes one its existence 

as many is destroyed, and when it becomes many its existence as one is 

destroyed” (Parm., 156b).40 There is still no account of how the first and second 

principles combine.  

Without a way to combine being and non-being—or, to put another way, 

without a way to say that non-being somehow is—all sorts of logical paradoxes 

arise.41 At 163c, for example, Plato takes pains to establish that ‘non-being’ means 

that something in no way is at all through the dialogue he writes between 

Parmenides and the Young Aristotle: 

                                                
39 To\ e(\n ei0 e1stin oi[9on dielhlu/qamen, a]r’ ou0k a0na/gkh au0to/, e(/n te o@\n kai\ polla\ kai\ mh/te e(\n mh/te 
polla\ kai\ mete/xon xro/nou, o(/ti me\n e1stin e(/n, ou0si/aj mete/xein pote/, o(/ti d’ ou0k e1sti, mh\ mete/xein au] 
pote\ ou0si/aj; 
a0na/gkh. 
a]r’ ou]n, o(/te mete/xei, oi[9o/n te e1stai to/te mh\ mete/xein, h@\ o3/te mh\ mete/xei, mete/xein; 
ou0x oi[9o/n te. 
e0n a1llw a1ra xro/nw| mete/xei kai\ e0n a1llw| ou0 mete/xei: ou#/tw ga\r a@\n mo/nwj tou= au0tou= mete/xoi te kai\ 
ou0 mete/xoi. 
40 e4n de\ kai\ polla\ o@\n kai\ gigno/menon kai\ a0pollu/menon a]r’ ou0x, o(/tan me\n gi/gnhtai e(/n, to\ polla\ 
ei]nai a0po/llutai, o(/tan de\ polla/, to\ e(\n ei]nai a0po/llutai; 
41 This seems to me to be the main reason for this second section of the Parmenides—to show how 
the Eleatic law of contradiction cannot provide an adequate metaphysics for a philosophy of 
Forms, but only the perfect playground for sophism. See below.  
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Does the expression ‘is not’ denote anything else than the absence of 
existence in that of which we say that it is not? 

No, nothing else. 
And when we say that a thing is not, do we mean that it is in a way 

and is not in a way? Or does the expression ‘is not’ mean without any 
qualifications that the non-existent is not in any way, shape, or manner, and 
does not participate in being in any way? 

Without any qualifications whatsoever. 
Then the non-existence cannot be and cannot in any way partake of 

existence. 
No.         

(Parm., 163ff)42  
 

The dialogue ends shortly after drawing this conclusion about the nature 

of non-being with the following concluding words: “[A]s it seems…whether the 

one is or is not, the one and the others in relation to themselves and to each other 

all in every way are and are not and appear and they do not appear” (Parm., 

166c).43 Because there can be no mingling of being and non-being under the 

Eleatic logic, the one and the many cannot be at the same time, and we are left 

with the perfect metaphysical conditions for sophistic manipulation. With all 

things both being and not being and appearing and not appearing to be what 

they are and what they are not, no thing has its own identity, much like the 

atoms in the Anaxagorean universe. All things are bound up in a sea of 

simultaneous similarity and dissimilarity, in which the sophist can manipulate 

realities to make one thing appear to be its opposite.  

                                                
42 “to\ de\ mh\ e1stin o(/tan le/gwmen, a]ra mh/ ti a1llo shmai/nei h)\ ou0si/aj a0pousi/an tou/tw| w{(| a@\n fw~men 
mh\ ei]nai;” “ou0de\n a1llo.” “po/teron ou]n, o(/tan fw~men mh\ ei]nai/ ti, pw_j ou0k ei]nai/ famwn au0to/, pw_j 
de\ ei]nai;” “h@\ tou=to to\ mh\ e1sti lego/menon a(plw~j shmai/nei o(/ti ou0damw~j ou0damh|= e1stin ou0de/ ph| 
mete/xei ou0si/aj to/ ge mh\ o1n;” “a(plou/stata me\n ou]n.” “ou1te a1ra ei]nai du/naito a@\n to\ mh\ o@\n ou1te 
a1llwj ou0damw~j ou0si/aj mete/xein.” “ou0 ga/r.” 
43 w)j e1oiken, e(\n ei1t’ e1stin ei1te me e1stin, au)to/ te kai\ ta]lla kai\ pro\j au(ta\ kai\ pro\j a1llhla pa/nta 
pa/ntwj e0sti/ te kai\ ou0k e0sti kai\ fai/netai/ te kai/ ou0 fai/netai.  
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In order to overcome this problem, it needs to be shown how something is 

false. Coincidentally, this is also necessary to define the sophist, since the sophist 

is one who deals in falsehoods (Soph., 240d). It should be no surprise then that 

the main content of the dialogue titled Sophist takes up this precise metaphysical 

circumstance that we find at the end of the Parmenides and seeks to overcome it.  

In order to do this, it is necessary to be able to say that something is false in order 

to overcome the sophistic manipulation of contraries. For in order for there to be 

truths (and in order to not have absolutely everything be true) there also need to 

be falsehoods. But this expression is a contradiction itself, since falsehoods are 

precisely those things which are not (Soph., 241a).  

Plato’s Sophist and the Positive Negation 
 
 Plato’s Sophist is presented as the continuation of his Theaetetus.44  The 

characters from the latter dialogue agree to meet the following morning to 

continue their discussion. In the intervening dramatic moments, Socrates has had 

discussions with Euthyphro, Cratylus and Hermogenes, and has also received 

the charges against him at the King’s Porch. Socrates’ interlocutors of the 

previous days’ discussion in the Theaetetus—Theodorus and his geometry 

students—have brought with them another person, who is (strangely) 

introduced by Theodorus as “a Stranger from Elea, one of the followers of 

                                                
44 The explicit objective in the Theaetetus has been to discover a definition of knowledge, and it 
has sought it in perception, opinion, and right judgment plus an account (lo/goj). Although it 
ends unsuccessfully, there remain several positive outcomes. Among them: we understand that 
knowledge is not to be found in the world of sense perception or opinion, and we also have a 
clear depiction of Socrates’ art, as well as a model for what knowledge would look like in the 
mathematical example at 147d-148b.  
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Parmenides and Zeno, and a real philosopher (ma/la de\ a!ndra filo/sofon)”(Soph., 

216a).  

 The Stranger brings with him a new method of investigation, one which 

stands in stark contrast to the method of elenchus which Socrates used the day 

before with Theaetetus. With the young Theaetetus as his interlocutor, the 

Stranger pursues the definition of the sophist with the method of diairesis.45   

The Stranger characterizes his method in the following way: “It 

endeavours to understand what is related and what is not related (to\ cuggene\j 

kai\ to\ mh\ cuggene\j) in all arts, for the purpose of acquiring intelligence and 

therefore it honours them all equally and does not in making comparisons think 

one more ridiculous than another” (Soph., 227b). Other than this remark, the 

Stranger offers very little in the way of explanations of his methodology. Yet 

what he lacks in explicit explanation, he makes up for with numerous examples 

which employ the method. From these examples we can glean some 

understanding of the method’s modus operandi. As we shall see, it fundamentally 

rests on the principles of metaphysics that were derived from the hypotheses in 

the second half of the Parmenides.  

The starting point of the method is to ascertain an intuition of what the 

definiendum is.46  This intuition needs to be something that is general enough to 

encapsulate the overall essence of the definiendum, but not too general as to be 

                                                
45 This method is also sometimes called the method of collection and division and the method of 
bifurcation. I tend to use all three interchangeably.  
46 Cf. Miller, PPS, 17. This is perhaps the most implicit part of the process. Could it be the place to 
find the doctrine of recollection—which is otherwise missing—in the late dialogues? 
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completely vague. Take the example which the Stranger chooses first in the 

Sophist of the Angler. It is intuited by Theaetetus that such a person has an art 

(te/xnh). The practitioner of the method—the dialectician—then detects a split 

within the kind that will cut it in half and make what was double become half as 

many. The Stranger divides te/xnh into productive and acquisitive kinds. The 

goal of such a division is to create two halves of the initial kind that will 

diametrically oppose one another. If the division is a good one, it will create 

divisions that exhaust the initial kind. Thus the definiendum will only be able to 

found in one of the two options that the division has created. There will be no 

blending of the two new kinds, which will prevent confusion in the next step: 

identifying in which of the two divisions the definiendum belongs. Once this is 

selected (in the example, the Angler is identified as belonging to the acquisitive 

kind of te/xnh), the process repeats itself. Acquisition is divided into two kinds, 

and so on, until one of the divisions isolates the definiendum itself and separates it 

from the rest of the kinds. It is then a simple process of recollecting the kinds in 

which the definiendum was identified. This recollection of kinds comprises the 

definition.  

The method bases itself on the metaphysics which we heard Parmenides 

unfurl in the second half of Parmenides (Parm., 136ff). This should not come as a 

surprise, since the Stranger is from Elea, and a follower of Parmenides and Zeno 

(Soph., 216a). In the Eleatic ontology, there is no room for degrees of variation, 

since such distinctions imply that something both is and is not what it is in 
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varying proportions, and this mixture violates the law of non-contradiction. 

(something either is or is not what it is; it cannot be both). The method of 

bifurcation is similarly bound up in the mutually exclusive categories of 

existence and non-existence. The definiendum either is or is not that with which it 

combines. There is no possibility of the definiendum being either more or less like 

the kind with which it combines, because such distinctions are not ontologically 

possible within an Eleatic metaphysics.  

The binary opposition of being and non-being explains why the method of 

bifurcation runs into such problems as it does when trying to bifurcate likeness, 

since the idea of likeness is inherently bound up in distinctions of more and 

less.47 In order for something to be ‘like’ something else, it must be both the 

similar to and different from what it is like. Thus ‘like’ combines the principles of 

existence and non-existence and in doing so violates the law of non-

contradiction. These are precisely the distinctions that the method cannot make, 

because the Eleatic metaphysics cannot permit them. Because of this problem, 

Plato has the Stranger carry out the ontological ‘digression’ which re-defines 

non-being as otherness, giving it a positive aspect and no longer strictly a 

negative one. This redefinition creates a way for us to be able to say that 

falsehood exists, but it does not create a metaphysics that allows for likenesses to 

exist.  

                                                
47 On this point, see Aristotle, Categories, Ch. 7, particularly 6b2-26. 
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The main idea behind the re-definition is that particle ‘non-’ or ‘not-’ does 

not need to denote the opposite of what it negates:  

For instance, when we speak of a thing as not great, do we seem to 
you to mean by the expression what is small any more than what is or 
middle size? 

How could we even? 
Then when we are told that the negative signifies the opposite, we 

shall not admit it; we shall admit only that the particle ‘not’ indicates 
something different from the words to which it is prefixed, or rather from 
the things denoted by the words that follow the negative. (Soph., 257b-c)48 

 
Thus ‘not-‘ can denote anything from the complete opposite to the nearest 

possible likeness of something. To illustrate his point, the Stranger chooses the 

examples of the beautiful, the great, and the just. Under the re-definition, ‘the 

not-beautiful’ does not only mean ‘the ugly’, but rather what is simply other than 

beauty. The redefinition incorporates all possible differences from beauty into 

one category—all of which have just as much existence as beauty itself: “And we 

shall, then, say the same of other things, since the nature of the other is proved to 

possess real being; and if it has being, we must necessarily ascribe being in no less 

degree to its parts also” (Soph., 258a; italics mine).49   

 Thus although the re-definition of ‘not-‘ has overcome the problem of 

saying that non-being somehow is, it has not done much of anything to help us 

make distinctions of more or less. In fact, it has accomplished the opposite. The 

                                                
48 CE. Oi[an o#/tan ei1pwme/n ti “mh\ me/ga,” to/te ma~llo/n ti/ soi faino/meqa to\ smikro\n h@\ to\ i1son dhlou~n 
tw~| r(h/mati; 
QEAI. Kai\ pw~j; 
CE. Ou0k a1r’, e0nanti/on o(/tan a0po/fasij le/ghtai shmai/nein, sugxwrhso/meqa, tosou~ton de\ mo/non, 
o(/ti tw~n a!llwn ti mhnu/ei to\ “mh/” kai\ to\ “ou1” protiqe/mena tw~n e0pio/ntwn o0noma/twn-ma~llon de\ 
tw~n pragma&twn peri\ a(/tt’ a4n ke/htai ta\ e0pifqeggo/mena u(/steron th~j a0pfa/sewj o0no/mata.  
49 CE. Kai\ ta}lla dh\ tau/th| le/comen, e0pei/per h( qate/rou fu/sij e0fa&nh tw~n o1ntwn ou]sa, e0kei/nhj de\ 
ou1shj a0na&gkh dh\ kai\ ta_ mo/ria au0th=j mhdeno\j h[[tton o1nta tiqe/nai. 
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re-definition has completely nullified distinctions of more and less, particularly in 

the category of being—something which the Socrates from the ideological 

dialogues would find completely appalling. For example, to say that the not-just 

has just as much being as the Just itself runs counter to the entire argument in the 

simile of the cave and the analogy of the line of the Republic. 50    

Clearly what is needed is a way to combine the principles of being and 

otherness in such a way that something can be said to be more like something 

than something else. It is precisely the need for this new kind of metaphysics that 

Plato has the Stranger articulate in the Statesman’s doctrine of due measure.  

 

                                                
50 Far from saying that only the Good has being in these allegories, it is rather the case that 
entities on the line have more being the closer they are on the line to the Good. Because of their 
close proximity they are clearer (safeste/ron: 511c4).  There is thus a scale of more/less being 
according to an entity’s proximity to the Good, which, as the measure of being, lies beyond it. 
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CHAPTER TWO: The Doctrine of Due Measure  

Introduction 
 

In this Part, I aim to illustrate what exactly this doctrine is, and 

demonstrate how it functions in the argument of the dialogue, as well as in the 

Late Trilogy. In particular, I show how it provides the necessary doctrine for the 

methodological and metaphysical philosophy that the dialogue contains.  

Measurement 

Introduction 
 

The Stranger introduces the doctrine of due measure to his new 

interlocutor, the Younger Socrates51, as an aside, simply as a way for us to 

determine the proper length of dialectical discussions (283b). Different 

commentators have offered different explanations for the place of this 

“digression” in the dialogue as well as different evaluations of its importance.52 

Mitchell Miller attributes the necessity for the doctrine of due measure to YS’s 

inadequacies as a dialectician. He believes it is because of “Young Socrates’ 

failure—by now clearly established characteristic—to respond to this indirect 

communication that the Stranger closes with this presentation of the doctrine of 

                                                
51 The Younger Socrates (hereafter YS) is a friend of Theaetetus and also a student of Theodorus. 
The switch in interlocutors is made in the Statesman’s prologue, which I analyze in Part Three.   
52 Kenneth Sayre (MMPS, 139 n. 1) notes the various interpreters who have dismissed this section 
of the dialogue as either lengthy, irrelevant, or even self-contradictory. Both Sayre and I take the 
opposite view, and give chief importance to this section of the dialogue.   
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‘essential measure’ at 283b-287a.”53  Melissa Lane holds that it is because of “the 

confusion of standards of measurement in the claims ascribed to weaving’s 

rivals.”54  Finally, Jacqueline Merrill attributes the placement of the doctrine of 

due measure at this point in the dialogue to its relation to the structure of the 

dialogue as a whole.55 I take a similar stance to Merrill, and believe that the 

placement of the doctrine of due measure at this point in the Statesman is due in 

large part to the overall structure of the work. On the other hand, the doctrine of 

due measure also plays several very important roles in the unfolding logic of the 

text and of the Late Trilogy as a whole. In order to better understand how the 

doctrine of due measure functions in the dialogue as well as within the Late 

Trilogy we first need to grasp what it is.  

Two Kinds of Measurement 
 

The art of measurement (metrhtikh/) has two parts. One sub-division of the 

art of measurement measures length and brevity, as well as excess and deficiency 

in general, in relation to their opposites (pro\j tou0nanti/on metrou=si: 284e5). The 

other division of metrhtikh/ measures these opposed contraries by their relation 

to “the mean” (pro\j to\n me/trion: 284e6). The existence of the first kind of 

measurement is laid down by the Stranger as self-evident: “Doesn’t it seem 

natural to you to say that the greater is necessarily greater than nothing other 

                                                
53 Miller, PPS, 57. Cf. his similar assessment, p. 64.  
54 Melissa Lane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 52 fn. 75. 
55 Jacqueline Pfeffer Merrill, “The Organization of Plato’s ‘Statesman’ and the Statesman’s Rule as 
a Herdsman” in Phoenix, vol. 57, No. 1/2, pp. 35-56. See pages 82-84 of this thesis for a discussion 
of this point.  
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than the less, and also that the lesser is lesser than the greater and nothing else?” 

(283d-e, my translation).56 This kind of relation is intuitively clear: ‘big’ is 

knowable only in relation to ‘small’ and vice versa.  

After YS agrees that the great is greater than nothing other than the small 

and vice versa, the Stranger poses his next question: “But why? Shall we not also 

say that there really is something that exceeds the nature of the mean and that 

overshooting this very thing in words or also deeds is that by which most of us 

differentiate the wicked and the good?” (Statesman 283e, my translation).57 YS 

responds in the affirmative to this question as well. The great and the small, or 

what is excessive or deficient, are thus relative in two ways: in one way they are 

relative purely to each other; in another they are relative to what is the ‘mean’ for 

each.  

The First Kind of Measurement 
 

While the existence of the relation between contraries may seem clear, it 

will help to have an explicit understanding of what this kind of relation entails. 

For the clearest possible explanation of this relationship, the best guide is 

Aristotle. He explains the relation between contraries this way:  

[I]f ‘great’ and ‘small’ are contraries, it will come about that the same 
subject can admit contrary qualities at one and the same time, and that 
things will themselves be contrary to themselves. For it happens at times 
that the same thing is both small and great. For the same thing may be 
small in comparison with one thing, and great in comparison with 

                                                
56   ]Ar’ ou0 kata\ fu/sin dokei~ soi to\ mei~zon mhdeno\j e9te/rou dei~n mei~zon le/gein h@\ tou~ e0la/ttonoj, kai\ 
tou1llaton au] tou~ mei/zonoj e1latton, a1llou de\ mhdeno/j; 
57 Ti/ de/; to\ th\n tou~ metri/ou fu/sin u9perba/llon kai\ u9perballo/menon u9p’ au0th~j e0n lo/goij ei!te kai\ e0n 
e1rgoij a}r’ ou0k au] le/comen w(j o!ntwj gigno/menon, e0n w}| kai\ diafe/rousi ma/lista h(mw~n oi3/ te kakoi\ 
kai\ oi9 a)gaqoi/; 
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another, so that the same thing comes to be both small and great at one 
and the same time, and is of such a nature as to admit contrary qualities at 
one and the same moment” (Cat. 5b31-40).58  
 

Note here the similarity between this kind of contrariety and that expressed by 

Socrates in the Parmenides (129d-e). Such a principle of pure relativity can be 

traced back to the second half of the Parmenides, where Parmenides described the 

second hypothesis as “split up into the smallest and greatest [te smikro/tata kai\ 

me/gista and all kinds of existences; nothing else is so much divided, and in 

short the parts of existence are infinite” (Parm. 144b-c). It is this pure otherness 

that allows the sophist to infinitely conflate essences and become the measure of 

all things as they are relative only to his self as the absolute measure. 

Without an external standard to measure the contrary qualities of 

great/small, these contraries have no self-identity apart from their connection to 

their opposite. They thus become so bound up in one another that they form a 

contradiction. If large and small can be defined only in relation to one another, 

the definition of each is impossible without reference to the other, and so neither 

one is really defined at all. Instead, the mutual dependency of the two contraries 

creates an indefiniteness which is impossible to define or limit, without, at any 

rate, reference to an external standard. 

 

                                                
58 Aristotle, Categories, trans. E.M. Edghill, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon 
(New York: The Modern Library, 2001), 16.  
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The Second Kind of Measurement 
 

The second kind of measurement is distinct from the first precisely 

because it measures the contrary qualities of more/less (and all the various 

instances of this sort of opposition) against the ‘mean’. The ‘mean’ is a third thing 

which lies outside of the relative opposition of contraries. Initially the Stranger 

introduces the concept of the mean very vaguely as “the something without 

which production would not be possible” (to\ de\ kata\ th\n th=j gene/sewj 

a)nagkai/an ou0si/an: 283d6-7). A little later, he says it is “that by which most of us 

differentiate the wicked from the good” (w({| kai\ diafe/rousi ma/lista h(mw~n oi3/ te 

kakoi\ kai\ oi9 a)gaqoi: 283e5-6). Then, it is called that without which the arts 

(te/xnai) could not be. For artisans, means are “real difficulties in actual practice, 

and it is in this way, when they preserve the [measure], that all their works are 

good and beautiful” (284a9-b2).59 Finally, the Stranger provides a little more 

clarity by providing terms that are synonymous with ‘mean’. The second type of 

measurement, he says, “comprises those which measure them in relation to the 

moderate (pro\j to\ me/trion), the fitting (to\ pre/pon), the opportune (to\n kairo/n), 

the needful (to\ de/on), and all the other standards that are situated in the mean 

between the extremes (kai\ pa/nq’ o9po/sa ei0j to\ me/son a0pw|ki/sqh tw~n e0sxa/twn)” 

(284e 6-8).60  These remarks comprise the bulk of the Stranger’s explanation of 

                                                
59 w(j o@\n xalepo\n peri\ ta\j pra/ceij parafula/ttousi, kai\ tou/tw| dh\ tw~| tro/pw| to\ me/tron 
sw|&zousai pa/nta a0gaqa\ kai\ kala\ a0perga/zontai. Fowler actually translates both to\ metri/on and 
to\ me/tron as ‘the standard of the mean’ here; however, the difference in the Greek warrants using 
different English translations. I discuss the difference between to\ metri/on and to\ me/tron below. 
60 o9po/sai pro\j to\ me/trion kai\ to\ pre/pon kai\ to\n kairo\n kai\ to\ de/on kai\ pa/nq’ o9posa ei0j to\ me/son 
a0pw|ki/sqh tw~n e0sxa/twn. 
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the doctrine of due measure. However, what, exactly, these ‘means’ are is still 

not clear.  

The first step is to understand the proof for the existence of these 

measures. The Stranger deduces the existence of due measures through the 

existence of te/xnh. Due measures and the arts (te/xnai) are interrelated this way: 

“For all these,” says the Stranger, “are doubtless careful about excess and 

deficiency in relation to the standard of the mean (tou~ metri/ou); they regard them 

not as non-existent, but as real difficulties in actual practice, and it is in this way, 

when they preserve the [measure] (to\ me/tron), that all their works are good and 

beautiful.” (284a-b).61 Thus the arts depend on the existence of this second kind 

of measurement. If due measures do not exist, then neither will the arts; but since 

the arts do exist, then so too must due measures. The natural conclusion of this 

argument is that since statesmanship is an art, the existence of due measures is 

necessary to define it, just as the conclusion that non-being existed was necessary 

in order to define the sophist. Thus the doctrine of due measure and the 

definition of statesmanship exemplify the same sort of inter-relationship that the 

Stranger asserts between measures and the arts: the doctrine of due measure is 

necessary for the definition of the statesman, and it is because of the occasion of 

defining the statesman that we need the doctrine of due measure.  

                                                
61 a(/pasai ga\r ai9 toiau~tai/ pou to\ tou~ metri/ou ple/on kai\ e)/latton ou)x w(j ou)k o@\n a0lla’ w(j o@\n 
xalepo\n peri\ ta\j pra/ceij parafula/ttousi, kai\ tou/tw| dh\ tw~| tro/pw| to\ me/tron sw|&zousai 
pa/nta a0gaqa\ kai\ kala\ a0perga/zontai. The reason for the square brackets around ‘measure’ is 
given in the next section.  
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Measure (to metron) vs. Mean (to metrion) 
 

The Stranger uses to\ me/tron and to\ me/trion almost interchangeably, and 

many translators have used the same words for both.62 So far as I am able to tell, 

it is only Miller and Sayre who differentiate between these two words in their 

translations. I follow Miller and Sayre as much as possible, since I believe their 

translations of ‘mean’ (Miller) or ‘due measure’ (Sayre) for to\ me/trion and 

‘measure’ for to\ me/tron are the truest representations of these words both in 

general63 and in the context of this dialogue. 

We are able to see the distinction between ‘measure’ and ‘mean’ the 

clearest when we consider the relationship between measurement and the arts 

(te/xnai) at 284ff. Artisans seek to “preserve the measure” (to\ me\tron sw|&zousi) in 

their works (284b1-2), and, as the Stranger explains, “it is in this way that their 

works are good and beautiful.” The confusion between measure and mean is 

understandable, since less than one Stephanus page earlier, the Stranger says that 

the chief difference between good and bad men is to be found in their exceeding 

or falling short of the mean (283e, exact translation and Greek are above). Both 

measure and mean are therefore involved in our making judgments of quality in 

the things people produce. While both Miller and Sayre have offered their 

                                                
62 In particular: Fowler translates both as “the standard of the mean”; Rowe and Annas and 
Waterfield follow Skemp and translate them as “due measure”; Seth Bernadete translates both as 
“the mean”. Sayre calls  to\ me/trion ‘due measure’ and to\ me/tron ‘measure’ (MMPS, 142-3). 
63 To\ me/trion is the substantive form of the adjective me/trioj, which translates as “moderate”. By 
contrast, to\ me/tron generally means “that by which anything is measured”, or simply “measure”, 
“due measure”, “limit”, or “proportion” (LSJ). 
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interpretations of the difference between measure and mean,64 I add my own 

below, drawing mostly from the remarks about measurement and the arts.  

Among modern scholars, Xavier Márquez has the best explanation of the 

relationship between means and the arts: “Here [in the doctrine of due measure] 

A is not measured against any arbitrary thing B, but against that quantity C of 

something (which may not in fact exist) that actually (and necessarily) produces 

X. This quantity or number C of G can thus be called the necessary quantity or 

number for the generation of X, and hence this sort of measurement can be said to 

be according to the necessary being of the generation [of something] (284d8-9).”65  

Because of the interrelation of te/xnai and due measures, we will be able to 

see some of the details of how the doctrine of due measure works if we examine 

te/xnai. To generalize, each te/xnh has a craftsman, who makes his craft out of 

materials specific to his trade. Each craft’s materials are indefinite in shape before 

the craftsman turns them into something. The artisan’s essential activity is to 

impose definite form on indefinite material. The artisan is thus the measure 

whose skillful act brings about limit on the unlimited—or, in other words, 

manifests form in matter. The craftsman’s works are be able to be judged as good 

or bad to the extent that they preserve the measure—or, to the extent that they 

realize the form of the thing they are trying to build. Measure needs to be 

‘preserved’ here because of its being instantiated in matter, which, by its very 

                                                
64 Miller, PPS, 66-67 and Sayre, MMPS, 178-179. 
65 Xavier Márquez, “Measurement and the Arts” Plato 6 (2006), 3. 
 



 41 

nature, is contrary to the form.66 Form’s instantiation in matter degrades the 

perfection of the form, and so it is the craftsman’s task to ‘preserve’ the form of 

the thing as much as possible within the context of the matter he uses to realize 

it. The resulting combination of the form and the matter will therefore be the 

product of the artisan’s work. If the combination is good, it will have ‘hit the 

mean’. If bad, it will have missed the mark. Yet the only way we will be able to 

judge whether the craftsman’s product is good or bad is by knowing the measure 

and measuring their product against that ideal.  

Extrapolating from this discussion of te/xnh, we can see that measures are 

the absolute, perfect, and self-identical forms of things—be they houses, 

speeches, etc.  As perfect and self-identical, they are unable to be completely 

realized in the world of becoming, since the world of becoming is bound up with 

change and otherness.67  These measures are nevertheless necessary for 

generation, because without them, imitations and approximations of these 

measures would not be possible. The mean, then, is the instantiation of the 

measure in the world of change, or of greater/smaller to use the language of this 

text. It (the mean) is not the best form of a house, speech, etc. per se, but instead is 

the best possible instance of that measure for the situation. “Thus,” says Miller, “to 

fashion a relevant example, the statesman works to realize the just state, that is, 

                                                
66 For more on the opposition between form and matter as it is articulated in the Statesman, the 
myth is the most helpful, esp. 269d-e & 273b-c. I discuss the relevant parts of the myth later in 
this thesis.  
67 For a deeper investigation into the problem of the relationship between something absolute 
and something different from itself we need only to remember Parmenides’ criticisms from the 
dialogue Plato named after him. 
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to actualize in social-historical fact the ideal of the just polity” (PPS, 66). Another 

example from the text can be found in the myth of the reversed cosmos. There, 

the god’s rule creates paradise on earth. The kind of rulership that creates this 

kind of human life on earth is the measure of rulership per se. It is against this form 

of rulership that all other types of human rulership are judged. When the god 

leaves, however, and humans are left on their own to rule themselves, the best 

possible instantiation of the god’s rule in a period which is characterized by 

change and decay is the mean.  

Method  

The first method that Plato has the Stranger and the younger Socrates use 

to define the statesman is that which was used to define the sophist—namely, the 

method of bifurcation (diairesis). By the end of the first attempt it is discovered 

that there have been a number of errors in the process of the divisions, and the 

method is abandoned in favour of the myth. This section seeks to understand 

why this happens. I argue that it is because the method is unable to make 

distinctions of more and less within a kind (ei]doj) (and hence distinctions of 

value) that it is ultimately dropped in favour of a new method.  

The “Value” of Diairesis 
 

The reason the method is unable to make such distinctions is because it 

relies on a metaphysics of being and otherness, which it has inherited from the 

ontological digression of the Sophist. As we noted in the previous Part, the 

method of bifurcation is grounded in a metaphysics which is expressly unable to 
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make distinctions of more and less. In order to overcome the binary opposition of 

being and non-being in the Sophist, the Stranger made the point that the particle 

‘not-‘ or ‘non-‘ (mh/ or ou) in Ancient Greek) does not necessary denote the 

opposite of the thing negated, but merely that it is different, or ‘other’.68   

We can see that the metaphysics of being and otherness has influenced the 

method of bifurcation when the Stranger outlines the goal of the Statesman’s 

whole endeavour: “Where then, shall we find the statesman’s path? For we must 

find it, separate it from the rest and imprint upon it the seal of a single class; then 

we must set the mark of another single class upon all the other paths that lead 

away from this, and make our soul conceive of all sciences as of two classes” 

(258c).69 In these words the Stranger provides us with the kind of separation that 

also belongs to the difference between being and otherness from the Sophist: 

When we have found the definition of statesmanship, there will be two kinds of 

science, Statesmanship and ‘non-Statesmanship’. Statesmanship is to be one kind 

of science, isolated by itself, and all other sciences will be grouped into a kind 

that is simply other than it. Yet, as we shall see, there are problems with this kind 

of distinction.  

                                                
68 There is a section in the Statesman at the beginning of the first attempt to define the statesman 
that recalls the results of the Sophist. In reference to the lines where the Stranger says that the 
method of inquiry will proceed “along other lines” (kat’a1llo: 258c1), and YS responds, “So it 
seems” (e1ioke/ ge: 258c2), Jacob Klein says, “There is something surprisingly amusing in the 
excessive character of this interchange” (Trilogy, p.148). This dialogue, so far as I can tell,  is best 
explained as a subtle signal to the reader that the following section will deal with the notions of 
otherness and likeness.  
69 Th\n ou]n politikh\n a0trapon ph|= tij a0neurh/sei; dei~ ga\r au0th\n a0neurei=n, kai\ xwri\j a0felo/ntaj 
a0po\ tw~n a1llwn i0de/an au)th|= mi/an e0pisfragi/sasqai, kai\ tai~j a1llaij e0ktropai~j e#\n a1llo ei]doj 
e0pishmhname/nouj pa/saj ta\j e0pisth/maj w(j ou1saj du/o ei1dh dianohqh=nai th\n yuxh\n h9mw~n poih=sai. 
Cf. Harvey Ronald Scodel, Diairesis and Myth in Plato’s Statesman (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1987),p. 27, who gives a similar interpretation.  
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In making this definition this way, the Stranger has gone beyond the limit 

of what Parmenides has forbidden (to not say that non-being in any way is: 

Sophist, 258c-d). In redefining non-being as otherness, the Stranger has wiped out 

any way of determining degrees of difference within something that is other, 

because he has de-limited otherness to include absolutely anything that is other 

than the thing negated.  

The same problem happens when we try to consider the distinctions 

between likenesses and the original. Indeed it was trying to make a bifurcation of 

‘likeness’ in the Sophist that necessitated the ontological digression. The problem 

is that in defining non-being as simply ‘other’, there is no way to determine 

degrees of difference in the various likenesses of the original. Similarly, the term 

‘non-Statesmanship’ does not do any justice to the various distinctions of other 

te/xnai that lay hidden within it.  

Francisco Gonzalez, in his 2001 paper, “The Eleatic Stranger: His Master’s 

Voice?” frames the problem of otherness this way:  

According to the conclusion of the ontological digression that occupies a 
large part of the dialogue, an image is not the original only in the sense of 
being other than (e3/teron) the original. But if both likenesses and semblances, 
as images, are simply other than the original, what could be the difference 
between them? Is one “more other” than the other? The Stranger appears to 
think that by showing that falsehood exists, he has demonstrated the 
distinction between semblances and likenesses (266d-e). But if a semblance 
is false simply in the sense of being other than the true original, then must 
we not also say that the likeness is false? The Stranger’s account of not-
being seems unable to explain the greater negativity involved in distorting the 
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original (semblance) as opposed to simply being distinct from the original 
(likeness).70 
 

As Gonzalez shows, the ontology of being and otherness cannot make 

distinctions between degrees of otherness. So too, as we have seen, the 

quantitative kind of reasoning that belongs to Theodorus cannot make 

distinctions of more or less, but renders all things either equal or unequal (the 

same or different) in an unqualified way. So too does the method of bifurcation. 

The method takes what is double and cuts it in half. To make the cut, it uses the 

categories of identity and difference to separate what is different, or does not 

combine, from what is the same, or what does combine. Miller describes the 

process this way: “Statesmanship, of course, does not combine with all kinds of 

science. Quite the contrary, it is not or differs in one way or another from all other 

sciences than itself; the dialectician’s task is to trace these differences, or to 

distinguish, within science, what statesmanship is from what it is not.”71  

Nowhere within these divisions is to be found a way to distinguish 

degrees of similarity and difference—or put another way, degrees of likeness, for 

likeness has within itself the combination of both identity and difference to 

varying degrees. The method takes a given kind (ei]doj) and divides it in half, 

into two classes (i0de/ai) that combine with the original kind but not with each 

other. If the division has been made properly, these two classes will be mutually 

                                                
70 Francisco Gonzalez, “The Eleatic Stranger: His Master’s Voice?” in Who Speaks for Plato: Studies 
in Platonic Anonymity, ed. Gerald A. Press (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2000), 167. 
71 Miller, PPS, p. 17. 
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exclusive contraries and as such will, as Miller says, “exhaust the initial kind.”72 

Consequently, there is no way to determine if the definiendum is more like one of 

these contraries than the other—it is either one or the other, never both to 

varying degrees.  

That this is an inherent problem of the method can be seen from the 

beginning of the diairetic process. Knowledge (e0pisth/mh) is divided into the 

purely theoretical arts (gnwstikh/) and the practical arts (praktikh/), and the 

statesman is identified with the former. But this identification should cause the 

critical reader some concern, since surely there is some of the practical mixed in 

with the statesman’s techne. As the dialogue shows later, the statesman’s activity 

concerns the practical lives of human beings (306ff).  Especially if we are aware 

of the conclusion of the dialogue, placing the statesman wholly within the purely 

theoretical arts makes little sense.73 Yet, at this point in the dialogue, the 

method’s limitations require the wholesale identification with one of the two 

available options. Because he is considered only “to be more akin to the 

intellectual than the manual or the practical” (th~j dh\ gnwstikh~j ma~llon h@\ 

xeirotexnikh=j kai\ o(/lwj praktikh=j…oi)keiote/ron ei]nai: 259c-d), the statesman is 

thus thrown into the intellectual side of the division at this point even though he 

only partially fits into this class. Clearly this shows a flaw in the method from the 

start.   

                                                
72 ibid. 
73 Kenneth Sayre makes a similar point about this problematic identification; see his MMPS, p. 20. 
Cf. Scodel, 31-32.  
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A further indication that lacking a means of distinguishing degrees of 

more and less is a problem for the method is in the Stranger’s suggestion about 

the identification of householder’s art with the king’s: “Shall we then assume that 

the statesman, king, master, and householder too, for that matter, are all one, to 

be grouped under one title, or shall we say that there are as many arts as 

names?” (258a).74 Before YS can respond, the Stranger makes the point that one 

who is able to advise another on their art deserves the same appellation as the 

one who actually practices it. The king’s adviser deserves to be recognized as 

possessing the kingly art just as much as the king himself does. Again this 

identification seems problematic. It conflates distinctions of purely theoretical 

and the practical because it renders all things as either one or the other and 

cannot recognize degrees to which they might be more or less of both. It should 

be intuitively obvious that someone who practices the art of statesmanship, or 

medicine, or any of the other technical arts, has more right to be called a 

statesman or doctor than the one who merely advises them.  

Continuing the consequences of equating the advisor and the practitioner, 

the Stranger asks YS, “Well, so far as government is concerned, is there any 

difference between the grandeur of a large house and the majesty of a small 

state?” YS’s response, governed by the method’s inability to recognize 

                                                
74 Po/teron ou}n to\n politiko\n kai\ basile/a kai\ despo/thn kai\ e1t’ oi)kono/mon qh/somen w(j e(\n pa/nta 
tau~ta prosagoreu/ontej, h@\ tosau/taj te/xnaj au)taj ei]nai fw~men, o(/sper o)no/mata e0rrh/qh; 
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distinctions of qualitative difference, is “No.”75  This again is blatantly false to 

one who is concentrating on what is being said.  

The real value of the method of bifurcation is that it forces its practitioner 

to adhere to the real classes of things in making their divisions. In doing so, they 

will become more impartial to the ignorant distinctions of better/worse in 

politics and in life.76 Yet there are clearly still problems with a method that does 

not make distinctions of more/less, since such distinctions are a part of the 

eidetic structure of reality that the philosophy tries to grasp. Keeping the 

diairetic process’ benefits in mind, it is necessary to go on to see how it fails in 

just this respect: it is blind to the distinctions of more/less.  

Parts and Partiality 
 

The next important point that highlights the nature of the method in its 

deficiencies and its benefits is the digression about the method itself that results 

from giving YS the reigns of the discussion to make a cut of his own.77 Making it 

                                                
75 259 ff. Compare this section of the Statesman to Aristotle’s Politics: “Those then who think that 
the natures of the statesman, the royal ruler, the head of an estate and the master of a family are 
the same are mistaken; they imagine that the difference between these various forms of authority 
is one of greater and smaller numbers, not a difference in kind” (Politics, 1252a6-9, trans. H. 
Rackham, Loeb Classical Library). Aristotle seems to take the passage in question from the 
Statesman as a serious doctrine. But I see it rather as a case of intentionally erroneous reasoning, 
which Plato uses to show how the method’s foundations are flawed. Because the method of 
bifurcation does not consider questions of more and less, the method does not distinguish 
between the rulership of the householder or statesman, when in fact these are not only questions 
of more/less but of kind as well. Because the method does not perceive the former, it does not 
recognize the latter. 
76 Miller (19-27) makes a similar point about the value of the diairetic process. This prophylactic 
against unjust partiality inherent in the method is a serious point of Plato’s, even though the 
Stranger uses a seemingly ridiculous remark about the rationality of cranes to make it.  
77 In the intervening parts of the dialogue, there have been some other divisions that do not need 
our utmost attention. See Scodel p. 45-49 for a detailed treatment of these cuts (Cf. Rosen, 18 to 
27). Scodel points out (p. 47) that the Stranger breaks with the explicit code of the method to 
forget distinctions of noble and base when he makes the division between lifeless and the nobler 
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clear that the Stranger wants a division that will cut the kind in question 

(a0gelaiotrofikh/n) into equal parts, the Stranger instructs YS to “cause that 

which is now sought among a double number of things to be sought among half 

as many” (261e-262a).78 YS eagerly divides the art of herd-rearing into the caring 

(trofh/) of humans and beasts. The Stranger points out the flaw in his division 

immediately: “We must not take a single small part, and set it off against many 

large ones, nor disregard species in making our division. On the contrary, the 

part must be also a species” (262a-b).79 Human/Beast is a division that relies on a 

more/less distinction, which is precisely the kind of division that the method 

cannot make. Instead, as we have seen, the method of bifurcation relies on 

making divisions which create equal halves of the original kind.  

                                                                                                                                            
(gennaio/teron) living creatures (Stsm., 261c9). On the one hand the Stranger could simply be 
ironic here, since “noble-born” could only apply to living beings. On the other hand, if he is being 
serious and slips up in the argument, he could be demonstrating how the method cannot account 
for these distinctions. Furthermore, (contra Scodel, 47) the method does not actually divide 
anything according to the distinction of the noble and the base, but the Stranger merely calls the 
production of living things nobler than that of the lifeless. He does not say that it is therefore 
more worthy of investigation (Stsm., 261d-e). The only reason that I can tell why he would bring 
up the comparative nobility of living beings is to stress the imminent breakdown of the method. 
It is interesting to note also that the Stranger makes similar attributions of worth (or the lack of it) 
when he discusses living things in the Sophist as well (220a). Further, he uses this same adjective 
(gennai/a) to discuss the kind of sophistry that seems to capture Socrates the most accurately 
(Soph., 231b8). 
78 Th\n de\ a0gelaiotrofikh\n a]r’ e0nnoei~j ph|~ tij di/dumon a0pofh/naj to\ zhtou/menon e0n diplasi/oisi ta\ 
nu=n e0n toi~j h9mi/sesin ei)j to/te poih/sei zhtei~sqai;  

There is a very interesting remark made by the Stranger which praises YS’s indifference 
to calling this kind either the art of herding (a0gelaiotrofikh/n) or community management 
(koinotrofikh/n). When YS says to use whatever name works well for the sake of the argument, 
the Stranger says, “Good, Socrates; if you preserve this indifference to mere names, you will turn 
out richer in wisdom when you are old” (Kalw~j ge, w~ Sw/kratej: ka)\n diafula/ch|j to\ mh\ 
spouda/zein e0pi\ toi~j o0no/masin, plousiw&teroj ei0j to\ gh=raj a0nafanh/sh| fronh/sewj: 261e). Of all 
the possible options for what this remark might mean, I take it to be a signal that we are to recall 
the reason why the elder asked for the Stranger to examine the younger Socrates—because he is 
his namesake and this implies a sort of likeness.  
79 Mh\ smikro\n mo/rion e4n pro\j mega/la kai\ polla\ a)fairw~men, mhde\ ei1douj xwri/j: a0lla\ to\ me/roj 
a#&ma ei1doj e0xe/tw.  
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In the digression which follows the remark above, the Stranger makes the 

operating principle of the method most clear: a division is better the more it is 

able to distinguish kinds that are “more truly classified and more equal” 

(ka/llion de/ pou kai\ ma=llon kat’ ei1dh kai\ di/xa diairoi=t’ a1n: 262e). While this may 

look like the Stranger is violating his own methodological principle and making 

distinctions of better and worse (as Rosen notes, p. 30), he is in fact still adhering 

to a quantitative standard—equality—which does not make distinctions of more 

and less in the divisions themselves. This standard of equality does, however, 

provide the means by which we are able to judge between better and worse 

divisions, and so the Stranger has revealed a kind of evaluation of the method 

that the method itself would be unable to detect.  

Because the standard that measures the quality of the method is equality 

in division, those cuts which separate kinds into equal halves are better than 

those which do not. One important thing to note, however, is that all the 

examples the Stranger uses are either political or mathematical. The political 

examples all show that it is more proper to be impartial when making divisions 

between groups of humans—e.g. Greeks and Barbarians or Lydians and 

Phrygians—since these are not real (eidetic) divisions, but merely partial political 

ones.80  

                                                
80 Compare this political and methodological point to Socrates’ first words in the Theaetetus: “If I 
cared more for Cyrene and its affairs, Theodorus, I should ask you about things there and about 
the people, whether any of the young men there are devoting themselves to geometry or any 
other form of philosophy; but as it is, since I care less for those people than for the people here, I 
am more eager to know which of our own young men are likely to gain reputation” (Thts., 143d). 
Clearly Socrates here in this trilogy belongs to the camp of partiality. The implicit standard in his 
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There is clearly a connection between distinguishing incorrectly between 

parts of a kind and immoderate political partiality. Both of these divisions ignore 

the real eidetic structure of reality and make distinctions of more and less. The 

same thing is true about a human marking of human beings from the rest of the 

animals, as YS has done with his division of humans/beasts. While it may seem 

intuitively obvious that humans differ from beasts in kind—i.e. having reason vs. 

not having reason—this, according to the Stranger (and, I argue, according to 

Plato too)—is not so.  

The Stranger makes his point by way of a seemingly ridiculous thought 

experiment. Humans should not think themselves special on account of their 

capacity for thought since, “Perhaps, if there is any other animal capable of 

thought, such as the crane appears to be, or any other like creature, and it 

perchance gives names, just as you do, it might in its pride of self oppose cranes 

to all other animals, and group the rest, men included, under one head, calling 

them by one name, which might very well be that of beasts” (263d).81 Indeed, the 

only way it seems possible to distinguish between humans and animals in terms 

of their thought is that humans have a capacity for greater thought than 

                                                                                                                                            
remark is that his amount of his care is determined by the proximity of the men to his own home 
polis. I make the distinction between Socrates in this trilogy and the Socrates elsewhere 
(particularly the Republic), because in the Republic Socrates presents a distinctly indifferent 
attitude towards the Athenian performance at the festival of Bendis (the Thracian equivalent of 
Artemis) (Rep. 327a). In this trilogy, it seems fair to place Socrates squarely on the side of the 
partial, of the qualitative, of the more/less.  
81 ta/x’ a1n, ei1 pou fro/nimo/n e0sti/ ti zw~|on e(/teron, oi[9on dokei~ to\ tw~n gera/nwn, h1 ti toiou~ton a1llo, o4 
kata\ tau0ta\ i1swj dionoma/zei kaqa&peer kai\ su/, gera/nouj me\n e4n ge/noj a0ntitiqe\n toi~j a1lloij zw|&oij 
kai\ semnu=non au0to\ e9auto/, ta\ de\ a1lla meta\ tw~n a0nqrw%pwn sullabo\n tau0to\ ou0de\n a1llo plh\n 
i1swj qhri/a prosei/poi. 
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animals.82 Yet such a distinction is one that relies on a distinction of more/less 

within a kind, which the method of bifurcation emphatically forbids (see 266d, 

which I discuss below). We shall see, with the Stranger’s help, that this 

methodological principle is flawed, since under its direction we arrive at an even 

less satisfactory definition of the human being.  

Part vs. Class & More/Less vs. Equal 
 

After the Stranger provides several examples of how YS erred in his 

division and other examples of what would make more proper cuts, YS asks, 

“how can we get a clearer knowledge of class and part, and see that they are not 

the same thing but different from one another?”(263a).83 The Stranger replies by 

saying that he cannot answer such a question right now, but he leaves YS with 

the following principle: “[W]hen there is a class of anything, it must necessarily 

be a part of the thing of which it is said to be a class; but there is no necessity that 

a part be also a class” (263b).84 We can glean from this remark the following 

points: 1) Classes and parts are divisions of a kind. 2) Classes are always also 

parts of a kind. 3) Parts are not always classes of a kind.  

                                                
82 This conclusion has, in fact, been borne out by contemporary zoologists (see 
http://www.ted.com/talks/robert_sapolsky_the_uniqueness_of_humans.html). Contra Rosen, 
who believes that the Stranger is being ironic throughout this whole methodological digression 
and that “[t]he division of Young Socrates is in accord with nature, whereas the Stranger’s 
example is based on conventional or political opinions” (Rosen, p. 30), I hold that the Stranger is 
entirely serious in this methodological digression, but what follows from it is a demonstration of 
how this quantitative kind of methodology proceeds to an untenable definition and that we must 
rely on distinctions of more/less in some ways as the lesser of two evils.  
83 pw~j a!n tij ge/noj kai\ me/roj e0narge/steron gnoi/h, w(j ou) tau)to/n e0ston a0ll’ e(/teron a0llh/loin; 
84  9Wj ei]doj me\n o(/tan h]| tou, kai\ me/roj au0to\ a0nagkai=on ei]nai tou= pra/gmatoj o(/touper a)\n ei]doj 
le/getai: me/roj de\ ei]doj ou)demi/a a0na/gkh 
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In order to understand these points better, it may be helpful to bring in the 

terminology of equal, more, and less. Classes are those divisions which are equal 

halves of a given kind (this much the Stranger has made clear from his 

digression). Parts, however, are made up of more and less of two classes. In just 

the same way that something is more or less equal to something else, parts are 

more or less classes. A part can be a class in the same way that an equal can be 

equal. But something can also be more or less equal to something else. Anything 

other than full equality is only more or less equal, and is therefore a part. But the 

Stranger does not go into more of the details of the distinction between class and 

part because he has yet to find a way to make distinctions of more and less 

within the method of diairesis. What follows from this digression is more 

demonstrations that a way to determine between distinctions of more and less 

within the method of diairesis is necessary.  

The Breakdown of the Method 
 

 After the digression about methodology, the Stranger points out the 

following error that he committed himself. Between the stages of herd-rearing 

and herd-rearing-in common there should have been the distinction between 

tame and wild animals. Instead, this cut was only implied by the latter division 

and went unsaid by the Stranger. Now, since they have run into time-wasting 

errors, the Stranger bids YS to “begin again [from the beginning] and try to 

divide the art of tending animals in common; for perhaps the information you 

desire so much will come to you in the ordinary course of our conversation better 
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than by other means” (264b).85 The “information” that YS “desires so much” is 

the distinction between humans and beasts, which will also provide us an insight 

into the statesman’s art, since they are his object of care. “In the ordinary course 

of our conversation” means according to the rules of bifurcatory diairesis.86  

 It is not long before the method runs into the same problem as it did 

before. Using the method of bifurcation, the Stranger and YS are only able to 

ascertain that the statesman cares for a herd that walks on dry land. “And” the 

Stranger says, reminding us of the principles of division that he explained in the 

previous section, “the art of tending animals that walk must, like an even 

number, be divided in half” (264e).87 But now, says the Stranger, there are two 

ways of proceeding: “The quicker way, by separating a relatively small part and 

a larger, and the other way, which is more in accord with what we said a while 

ago about the need of making a division as nearly in the middle as we can, but is 

                                                
85 pa/lin d’ ou]n e0c a0rxh=j th\n koinotrofikh\n peirw/meqa diairei~n: i1swj ga\r kai\ tou~to o$ su\ proqumh|= 
diaperaino/menoj o9 lo/goj au0to/j soi ka/llion mhnu/sei.  
86 Aristotle, it seems to me, has this section of the Statesman in mind in his following remarks: “If 
genera are different and co-ordinate, their differentiae are themselves different in kind. Take as 
an instance the genus ‘animal’ and the genus ‘knowledge’. ‘With feet’, ‘two-footed’, ‘winged’, 
‘aquatic’, are differentiae of ‘animal’; the species of knowledge are not distinguished by the same 
differentiae. One species of knowledge does not differ from another in being ‘two-footed’” 
(Categories, 1b18-19, trans. E.M. Edghill). I do not take Plato to be saying that same thing in this 
section of the Statesman that Aristotle concludes above. Instead I believe him to be making a point 
about the combination of equal kinds and the consequences of separating distinctions of 
more/less from those kinds. In this section on division, I take Plato’s overall goal to be to show 
the problems of such a separation. One such problem is that a method that does not allow for 
distinctions of more/less cannot provide a satisfactory definition of the human being or of the 
statesman because it cannot properly distinguish between humans and animals. An adequate 
definition of the human being and the statesman relies on distinctions of degrees of difference 
within a kind.  
 A separate but related Aristotelian treatment of bifurcatory diairesis is in Book I of his 
Parts of Animals. See in particular Chapters 2-3. 
87 Th\n de\ pezonomikh\n, kaqa/per a!rtion a0riqmo/n, dei= temnome/nhn di/xa a0pofai/nein 
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longer” (265a).88 These two options represent the separation of two things that 

need to be combined. On the one hand there is the measure of equality in the 

diairetic process. On the other hand, there is the division which arrives at the 

definiendum more quickly but cuts the kinds into “relatively smaller and larger 

parts”.89 Presented with the option of taking one or the other, YS asks, “is it not 

possible to do both?” (a0mfote/raj a0du/naton; 265a7). Nothing in his suggestion 

implies that he wants to do both at the same time. It is odd then that the Stranger 

rejects this option outright: “It is impossible at least to do both at the same time, 

you wonderchild; but clearly it is possible to do each in turn” (265a8).90 His 

rejection of this option is ironic, since it actually draws attention to the possibility 

of doing both at the same time. I argue that the Stranger rejects this option as a 

possibility precisely to draw attention to it, because the Stranger knows that we 

need to combine what at this point remains separate: the equal and the 

more/less. What if we could combine these two paths into one? It would look 

like the combination of the equal with the more and the less. The method cannot 

do this at the same time, but it can take each approach in turn, and we can 

observe the consequences (265b).     

                                                
88 th\n me\n qa/ttw, pro\j me/ga me/roj smikro\n diairoume/nhn, th\n de/, o(/per e0n tw~| pro/sqen e0le/gomen 
o(/ti dei= mesotomei~n w(j ma/lista, tou~t’ e1xousan ma~llon, makrote/ran ge mh/n.  
89 As the Stranger pointed out in the methodological progression, “It is best (kalliston) to separate 
the object of our search at once from everything else, if the separation can be made correctly”, yet, 
in the same speech, he cautions that “it is safer to proceed by cutting through the middle” 
(ka/lliston me\n ga\r a0po\ tw~n a1llwn eu0qu\j diaxwri/zein to\ zhtou/menon…dia\ me/swn de\ 
a0sfale/steron i0e/nai te/mnontaj: 262b).  
90   (/Ama g’, w} qaumaste/: e0n me/rei ge mh\n dh=lon o(/ti dunato/n. Both this and the former translation 
are my own.  
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 Each way of proceeding is discovered to have laughable conclusions. The 

“better” method which is in accord with the criterion of equality between 

divisions, shows the human to be most closely connected to the pig, and 

consequently the statesman to the swineherd. It is after this conclusion that the 

Stranger takes the time to praise once more—this time ironically—the value-

neutrality of the method: “For now, Socrates, we have shown more clearly the 

truth of that which we said yesterday in our search for the sophist…That the 

method of argument pays no more heed to the noble than to the ignoble, and no 

less honour to the small than to the great, but always goes on its own way to the 

most perfect truth” (266d).91 YS’s response—“So it seems” (  )/Eoiken)—is fitting. 

The other path, which is “best” and proceeds more quickly to the 

definiendum by siphoning off larger and smaller parts in unequal divisions 

connects humans to chickens when it defines the human as a featherless biped 

that walks on land (266e).92 Clearly neither approach offers a satisfactory 

definition of the human being in its distinction from animals. For such proper 

distinction we need to have a way to distinguish degrees of more/less within a 

kind/class.  What if we had taken YS’s implicit suggestion and tried to do both—

combine equality with more/less—at the same time? Such a question cannot be 

answered by the method of diairesis. All that the method of division can show us 

                                                
91 Nu=n ga/r, w} Sw/kratej, e0kei~no/ e0sti katafane\j ma~llon to\ r(hqe\n to/t’ e9n th=| peri\ to\n sofisth\n 
zhth/sei…  (/Oti th|= toia=|de meqo/dw| tw~n lo/gwn ou1te semnote/rou ma~llon e0me/lhsen h)\ mh/, to/n te 
smikro/teron ou0de\n h0timake pro\ tou= mei/zonoj, a0ei\ de\ kaq’ au(th\n perai/nei ta0lhqe/staton. 
92 There is an infamous story of someone plopping a plucked chicken into Plato’s Academy and 
saying to Plato, “There’s your human being!”  
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is its own deficiencies. In order to define the Statesman, we will require a new 

method—for which we will require the doctrine of due measure. 

The second type of measurement offers us a new method of proceeding—

one which can distinguish degrees of difference within a single class. It is able to 

make such distinctions because it combines the equal with the more and the less. 

Each of the means that the Stranger lists at 284e act as external measures that lay 

outside of the pairs of contraries that comprise the first kind of measurement. As 

external to their opposition, due measures act as fixed points which enable us to 

compare degrees of more/less to the best form of a given class. Mitchell Miller 

phrases it this way: “[the second kind of measurement] evaluates an existent by 

considering its relations not to other existents but its essence, the ‘being’ which 

defines it.”93 As the definition par excellence of that which it measures, the due 

measure provides the ideal instance of the class/kind to be determined. The 

varying degrees of likeness of this kind in its imitators can then be determined 

through a comparison of the ideal and the actual. Holding up the ideal as the 

standard against which all other instances of it are judged allows for the 

distinction of degrees of difference within a single class. In other words, it allows 

for hierarchical ranking of multiple sub-classes that exist within an initial kind.  

An example of how this method works is given in the next section of the 

dialogue, when the Stranger and YS make their final attempt to define the 

                                                
93 Miller, PPS, 66. 
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statesman.94  Once the interlocutors re-determine that the statesman’s 

foundational characteristic is knowledge (episteme), they quickly deduce the 

manner of rule that is fitting to his character, through an investigation into what 

knowledge is: “It is then, a necessary consequence that among forms of 

government that one is pre-eminently right and is the only real government, in 

which the rulers are found to be truly possessed of science, not merely to seem to 

possess it, whether they rule by law or without law, whether their subjects are 

willing or unwilling, and whether they themselves are rich or poor—none of 

these things can be at all taken into account on any right method” (293c-d).95 The 

only requirement for statesmen is that “they act in accordance with science and 

justice and preserve and benefit it by making it better than it was, so far as is 

possible, that must at that time and by such characteristics be declared to be the 

only right form of government” (293d-e).96 With this conception of the ideal form 

of rule fixed in place, it then becomes the standard against which all other forms 

of rulership are properly ranked: “All other forms must be considered not as 

                                                
94 See also Miller’s Dialectical Education and Unwritten Teachings in Plato’s Statesman (in PPS, 141-
161) for an excellent interpretation of “contributive arts” (287b-291a). Miller notes there that the 
list of the fifteen kinds of art necessary to the polis can be ordered serially from the most material 
to the most immaterial, and he also analyzes the potential for this kind of ordering to signify the 
‘unwritten teachings’ of Plato.  
95  0Anagkai=on dh\ kai\ politeiw~n, w(j e1oike, tau/thn diafero/ntwj o0rqh/n ei]nai kai\ mo/nhn politei/an, 
e0n h[9| tij a@\n eu(ri/skoi tou\j a1rxontaj a0lhqw~j e0pisth/monaj kai\ ou0 dokou~ntaj mo/non, e0a/nte kata\ 
no/mouj e0a/nte a1neu no/mwn a1rxwsi, kai\ e9ko/ntwn h)\ a0ko/ntwn, kai\ peno/menoi h)\ ploutou~ntej, tou/twn 
u(pologiste/on ou)de\n ou)damw~j ei]nai kat’ ou0demi/an o0rqo/thta. 
96 e0pisth/mh| kai\ tw|~ dikai/w| prosxrw&menoi sw&zontej e0k xei/ronoj belti/w poiw~si kata\ du/namin, 
tau/thn to/te kai\ kata\ tou\j toiou/touj o(/rouj h(mi=n mo/nhn o0rqh\n politei/an ei]nai r(hte/on. 
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legitimate or really existent, but as imitating this; those states which are said to 

be well governed imitate it better, and others worse” (293e).97  

Metaphysics 

The Metaphysics of the Mean: Closing the Chorismos 

 The words ‘form’ and ‘instantiation’, ‘likeness’,  and ‘imitation’ have been 

used frequently in our discussion of measurement, method, and the mean. This 

is no coincidence, since in addition to having methodological significance, the 

doctrine of due measure plays a crucial role in the development of Plato’s late 

metaphysical system. In particular, it articulates (obscurely as it may seem) the 

relationship between form and particular which Plato has been building towards 

in the dialogues that precede the Statesman in dramatic time—primarily in the 

Parmenides and Sophist. 

 To summarize briefly what we concluded in Part One of this thesis, the 

Parmenides rejected the doctrine of participation as a way to explain the 

relationship between form and particular. It revealed the chasm or xwrismo/j 

between these ‘Two Worlds’, and then went on to lay out the hypothetical 

principles behind both form and particulars—namely the one-beyond-being and 

the one-being. Unable to bring these two principles together, the result by the 

end of the dialogue is the perfect metaphysical conditions for sophistry (Parm., 

166c).  

                                                
97 o(/saj de\ a1llaj le/gomen, ou0 gnhsi/aj ou0d’ o1ntwj ou1saj lekte/on, a0lla\ memimhme/naj tau/thn, a(\j 
me\n w(j eu)nomouj le/gomen, e0pi\ ta\ kalli/w, ta\j de\ a1llaj e0pi\ ta\ ai0sxi/ona memimh=sqai. 
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The Sophist then picks up where the Parmenides leaves off, and overcomes 

the opposition between being and non-being by redefining non-being as 

otherness. Yet this redefinition does not completely close the gap between form 

and particular. Although the argument in the Sophist shows how otherness exists 

in the forms themselves (and consequently in the world of particulars as well), 

we are still left without a way to determine degrees of otherness by the opening 

of the Statesman. The doctrine of due measure accomplishes this very thing by 

showing the necessary relationship between absolute and relative. In doing so, it 

begins to close the xwrismo/j.   

‘Otherness’ from the Sophist translates into the Statesman as “relation to an 

opposite” (284e). As noted previously in our reference to Aristotle’s Categories, 

the contraposition of the terms great and small produces the illogical 

contradiction of small being large and vice versa. Rendered relative purely to its 

opposite, these terms become merely other than each other, since ‘large’ and 

‘small’ have no definite meaning on their own. It takes the imposition of a limit 

on the indefinite otherness of the relation between opposites to ground them and 

give them stable identity. In the doctrine of due measure, this limit is the 

measure (to\ me/tron) itself. When the measure combines with the more/less, the 

mean is produces as the combination of the two. This is the sense in which 

artisans “preserve the measure” in their works, and in which “we must now 

force this second conclusion, that the greater and the less are to be measured, not 

only to one another, but also to the establishment of the standard of the mean” 
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(284b-c).98 With the standard of the mean fixed in place, it is possible to judge 

whether someone or thing exceeds or falls short of that mean, and the degree to 

which they do so. In metaphysical terms, the measure is the form, the more/less 

are the sensible particulars, and the mean is their fitting combination. The 

necessary existence of means is deduced by the existence of te/xnai that preserve 

measures in their works—i.e. by creating means within the indefinite materials 

they use. By combining their knowledge of the measure with the material before 

them they create the instantiation of the measure in their craft by approximating 

the mean as closely as possible.  

The relationship between measure and more/less is a necessary one—not 

merely hypothetical. For without measures, there could be no instantiations of 

measures. In other words, they would have nothing to measure. Since means 

combine the relative otherness of more/less with the absolute measure, they 

bridge the gap between form and matter, by proposing (and later deducing) the 

relation between absolute and indefinite.99 

Finally, through the doctrine of due measure, Plato’s late metaphysics has 

a way to determine degrees of likeness. With the mean fixed in place by its 

                                                
98 ou3/tw kai\ nu=n to\ ple/on au] kai\ e1latton metrhta_ prosanagkaste/on gi/gnesqai mh\ pro\j a!llhla 
mo/non a)lla_ kai\ pro\j th\n tou= metriou= ge/nesin. 
99 Cf. Miller, 66-67. “At 284e the stranger specifies the sense of to metrion by the appositives to 
prepon (‘the appropriate’), to kairon (‘the timely’), and to deon (‘the needed’). All of these notions 
refer implicitly to concrete historical context as orienting and delimiting. What is ‘appropriate’ is 
appropriate to a situation; what is ‘needed’ is needed by someone for something; above all, what 
is ‘timely’ in one circumstance may be quite untimely in another. In both these respects the mean 
spans the ontological gap between form and particulars. As the fullest possible realization of the 
form, given the limits of context, the mean serves as the norm for praxis, the standard by which 
essential measure can judge speeches and actions.” 
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connection to the absolute measure, it can then become the stable point away 

from which imitations or approximations of that ideal fall.  
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CHAPTER THREE: Dramatic Details 

Introduction 
 
Having analyzed the philosophical scope of the doctrine of due measure in the 

Statesman, we now can turn to examine its potential to unlock the dialogue’s 

literary details. We shall see that the doctrine of due measure explains the 

majority of the dialogue’s literary features. In particular, I shall show that it is 

able to account for the following: the often confusing content of the prologue and 

the myth; the definition of the three men that Socrates asked for at the beginning 

of the Sophist; the salvation of Socrates from philosophical condemnation; and 

the structure of the dialogue as a whole. 

The Prologue 
 

Often, if not always, the first lines of a Platonic text carry special 

meaning.100 They in particular, as well as the rest of the prologue in general, 

foreshadow key philosophical elements in the dialogue, and the Statesman’s 

opening lines are no exception. The prologue of the Statesman (257a1-258b2) 

presents the reader with a number of confusing statements and dramatic details. 

These details, along with those of the myth, provide the bulk of the “matter” of 

the dialogue, which, if they can be explained by our interpretation of the 

                                                
100 I argue that any in-depth reading of a Platonic text will illuminate the significance of the 
dialogue’s first words. Clearly this cannot be proved sufficiently here, except insofar as it I show 
that it is the case with the Statesman in particular. For more on this topic, see M. Burnyeat, “First 
Words: A Valedictory Lecture,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 43 (1997): 13–14. 
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dialogue’s “form” will indicate that we have found the real meaning behind 

Plato’s words.101  

Scholars have traditionally had trouble with the opening lines of the 

Statesman. Some avoid them altogether (Sayre, 2006; Lane, 1999), others simply 

summarize their content (Klein, 1977, p. 146-147), and others again try to explain 

its content as a reference to the argument of the Sophist (Gonzalez, 2001).102  

There is also a small group of scholars who suggest that the opening lines 

point toward the section on measurement (Bernadete, 1984, III.69; Skemp, 1952, 

p. 119-120), but they do no more than point to that pointing. Only one, so far as I 

can tell, sees that the problem lies in Theodorus’ misperception of the matters at 

hand.103  

I agree with those who see a connection between the section on 

measurement and the opening lines of the Statesman, but I add this: the opening 

lines of the dialogue—Socrates’ comments in particular—show the need for a 

                                                
101 For an explanation of what I mean by the dialogue’s matter and form, see the section of my 
thesis called “A Neoplatonic Method of Interpretation”, pages 5-7.  
102 For the most part, I fundamentally agree with Gonzalez and the interpretation he puts forward 
in his 2001 article “The Eleatic Stranger: His Master’s Voice?”, yet I try to show here how the 
interpretation of the first words of the dialogue do not need anything outside of the dialogue to 
be interpreted sufficiently. However, since the Statesman is so closely connected to the Sophist, 
explaining the dialogue’s opening in terms of the dialogue which immediately precedes it is only 
reasonable. I believe extraneous material can be brought in to help fill out the full range of 
connections being drawn in the opening lines of the dialogue, although connections made to the 
content of the same dialogue are best. Since I believe that the best way to explain a part of the 
dialogue is to understand its relation to the rest of the same dialogue and not to something 
external to it, I also fundamentally disagree at times with Gonzalez’s interpretation—particularly 
when Gonzalez neglects to adequately discuss the doctrine of due measure. For more on my 
treatment of Gonzalez’ paper, see the section of this Part called “The ‘Value’ of Diairesis”, page 
44-45 ff. 
103 See Miller, PPS, p. 9, who thinks that Theodorus is unaware of the difference between 
appearance and reality. I argue something similar, although I try to identify the source of 
Theodorus’ misconception more specifically with his profession as reasoner and geometrician 
and the mode of perception that belongs to that line of thinking. 
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kind of relation which uses a fixed reference point that is external to the contrary 

qualities of more and less to measure them—in other words, he calls for the 

doctrine of due measure.  

Socrates’ and Theodorus’ Opening Exchange  
 

The dialogue begins with Socrates’ expression of gratitude to Theodorus: 

“I really owe you a great deal of gratitude, Theodorus, for my acquaintance with 

Theaetetus and with the Stranger too.”104 In his response to Socrates, Theodorus 

says, “Presently, Socrates, you will owe triple that amount, when both the 

statesman and the philosopher have been filled out for you.”105 In these words 

Theodorus belies his own ignorance. Notions like gratitude and indebtedness are 

not quantifiable in the same way that the objects of geometry are. Yet Theodorus 

tries to force this very quantification of the unquantifiable. His error is like that of 

the craftsmen whom Socrates describes in the Apology: “because of practicing his 

art well, each one thought he was very wise in the other most important matters, 

and this folly of theirs obscured that wisdom.”106 Theodorus, the expert in 

geometry and logistics (logismo/j), has tried to force the kind of thinking that 

mathematicians use to examine quantities onto qualities, which are not the same 

objects and therefore need to be looked at differently. While mathematical 

thinking is apt for dealing with quantities (things like lines, numbers, planes, 

                                                
104   ]H pollh\n xa/rin o0fei/lw soi th=j te Qeaith/tou gnwri/sewj, w} Qeo&dwre, a(/ma kai\ th=j tou~ 
ce/nou: 257a1-2 
105 Ta/xa de/, w} Sw&kratej, o0feilh/seij tau/thj triplasi/an, e0peida\n to/n te politiko\n 
a0pergaswntai/ soi kai\ to\n filo/sofon: 257a3-5 
106 dia_ to\ th\n te/xnhn kalw~j e0cerga&zesqai e3/kastoj h0ci/ou kai\ ta[lla ta_ me/gista sofw&tatoj ei]nai, 
kai\ au0tw~n au3/th h9 plhmme/leia e0kei/nhn th\n sofi/an a0pe/krupten: Apol., 22d 
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solids, etc.), it is ill suited to the investigation or examination of qualities, such as 

happiness, worth, honour, etc. In his attempt to look at qualities as though they 

were quantifiable, Theodorus has pretended to know what he does not, and 

Socrates, in his characteristically ironic way, picks up on Theodorus’ mistake: 

SOC. Well! My dear Theodorus, have we really heard the greatest among 
mathematicians and geometers speak this way? 
THEO. How, Socrates? 
SOC. When you rated each of the men of equal worth (th=j i1shj a)cci/aj), 
who, in terms of honour, are farther apart from one another than can be 
accounted for by proportion—I mean the one belonging to your craft.107 
 
Socrates’ problem is with the word ‘triple’. ‘Triple’ is a relation that does 

not allow for distinctions of more and less. It is, essentially, a relation particular 

to quantities, since quantities do not admit of variation by degree either.108 

Something cannot be any more or less triple than something else, just as 

something cannot be more or less 4 than something else that is also 4. It is either 

triple or not; it is either four or not.109 What is tripled is identical, and the three 

men being tripled are of inherently differing worth. The operation of tripling the 

amount that Socrates owes only applies if each of the men are worth equal 

                                                
107 SW.Ei]en: ou(/tw tou~to, w} fi/le Qeo/dwre, fh/somen a)khkoo/tej ei]nai tou~ teri\ logismou\j kai\ ta\ 
gewmetrika\ krati/stou; 
QEO. Pw~j, w} Sw&kratej; 
SW. Tw~n a0ndrw~n e(/kaston qe/ntoj th=j i1shj a0ci/aj, oi(/ th=| timh=| ple/on a0llh/lwn a0festa~sin h@\ kata\ 
a0nalogi/an th\n th=j u9mete/raj te/xnhj. 257a6-b4. My translation. 
108 I am indebted to Aristotle’s Categories, especially chapters 6-8 for this and many other insights 
about the nature of quantity, relation, and quality here and throughout this section. Although 
Aristotle does not state that triple is a relation particular to quantities in particular, he does say 
that the relations ‘double’, ‘triple’ and the like have the same characteristics as quantities: neither 
quantities nor relations like ‘triple’ have contraries, nor do they admit of degrees of more/less. 
Cf. Cat. 5b11-6a10 & 6a19-23 with  Cat. 6b17-18 & 6b24-26 
109 While numbers like 4 can be more than 3 and less than 5, I mean ‘neither more nor less’ here in 
the sense that what is 4 cannot be more or less 4 than something else. The same is true with lines: 
while they can be longer and shorter than other lines, one cannot be more or less ‘line’ than 
another. 
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amounts, which they are not. This, as we note later, is the very same problem 

that befalls the method of bifurcation. Yet, as Socrates points out, this 

quantitative kind of relation (which sees things as either equal or unequal 

without degrees of variation) is unable to account for the differing degrees of 

worth/honour/value (or of quality in general) that belong to the sophist, 

statesman, and philosopher.110 

There are two ways of looking at the sophist, statesman, and philosopher. 

One which would see them quantitatively as individual and separate, and that, 

as separate and distinct, cannot be compared. The other perspective—the one 

that Socrates is trying to articulate here—seeks to compare them all to the 

external standard (the quality) of worth (a0ci/a)/honour (timh=). In the quantitative 

point of view, each of the men is equal in worth because they are all 

incomparable, separate quantities. But from the Socratic/qualitative perspective, 

all of these men are comparable to one another as they measure up against the 

external standard of worthiness per se. One will therefore be more valuable than 

another by the degree to which they participate in that quality of worth. Yet 

Theodorus’ quantitative perspective is blind to such distinctions because it keeps 

each of the men separate from one another as incompatible quantities, or, to use 

the language of the Statesman, they are different classes/kinds.111  

                                                
110 Socrates has already in the days discussion pointed out the different worths that people assign 
to the philosopher: “to some they seem to be worth nothing, to others worth everything” (Soph., 
216c-d).  
111 We can also note, briefly, that the method of bifurcation proceeds in exactly the same way. At 
two points in the LT the Stranger states that the method of bifurcation is blind to distinctions of 
more and less honour. See Soph., 227b & Stsm., 266d, discussed above, p. 37-54.  
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 If we dig a little deeper into the details of what has recently been called a 

“bantering interchange” (Sayre, 2006, p.11; cf. Lane, 1998, p. 34), we can see the 

connection of the opening lines to the section of the dialogue which defines two 

types of measurement. The Stranger explains the difference between the two 

types of measurement in the middle section of the dialogue: “One part comprises 

all the arts which measure number, length, depth, breadth, and thickness in 

relation to their opposites (pro\j tou0nanti/on metrou~si); the other comprises those 

which measure them in relation to the moderate (pro\j to\ me/trion), the fitting (to\ 

prepo/n), the opportune (to\n kairo/n), the needful (to\ de/on), and all the other 

standards that are situated in the mean between the extremes (kai\ pa/nq’ o9posa 

ei)j to\ me/son a)pw|ki/sqh tw~n e0sxa/twn)” (284e). The main difference between the 

two types of measurement is that one measures something in relation to its 

opposite, while the other measures it in relation to a standard that is external to 

the contrast of those opposites. According to the doctrine of due measure (the 

second kind of measurement), what is long is not only measured by what is 

short, but both are measureable in relation to what is fitting.  

We see a hint of the first kind of measurement in Theodorus’ assumption 

that each of the men is of equal worth. The correlative of ‘triple’ is ‘one-third’. 

Thus, each of the men to be defined, in Theodorus’ view, constitute one-third of 

the total worth, which is three times that of one of them alone. But such a 

contrast of correlatives does not tell us anything about the actual worth of any of 

the men to be defined. Instead, it equates the worth of all three of them, which 
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renders them equally value-less as well.112 Instead it is necessary to have a way of 

looking at value which imports an external standard against which we can 

measure each of the men and rank them according to the degree to which they 

participate in the quality of worth—for this, we need the doctrine of due 

measure. 

 Socrates, whether he is aware of it or not, actually suggests an example of 

a relation which implicitly relies on the doctrine of due measure the next time he 

speaks. He does this when he agrees with Theodorus that the younger Socrates 

ought to replace Theaetetus as his interlocutor, because “both are related to me in 

a certain way” (a1mfw poqe\n e0moi\ cugge/neian e1xein tina/: 257d1-2).113 Subtle 

though it is, Socrates in these words has actually provided an example of a 

relation that uses an external standard as a measuring device—himself. Socrates 

is to be the external standard against which we can compare the likenesses of 

Theaetetus (who is like Socrates in appearance) and the younger Socrates (who 

shares Socrates’ name).114 With Socrates as the measure, we can tell which one of 

                                                
112 And this is precisely what Socrates does not want. See Sophist, 216c-d. 
113 The word poqe\n suggests that both of them stand a certain distance from Socrates in their 
appearance. The question is then, who is closer and who is farther away? In the same way the 
question could be asked about the worth of the philosopher, sophist, and statesman: who is closer 
to absolute worth? Who is worth the most? Theodorus’ quantitative reasoning cannot fathom 
such questions because it renders all parts equal to one another. Can we now see just how ironic 
Socrates is when he calls Theodorus the greatest (kra&tistoj) of those concerning calculation and 
geometry?  
114 Socrates says that his sharing the same name as the Younger Socrates “implies some sort of 
likeness” (258a1). Yet without the external measure of the appearance of Socrates himself, the 
only way we can compare the two Socrates is by the designations of elder and younger. On their 
own, these two comparatives tell us nothing about the actual age of either of the men. ‘Elder’ as a 
comparative without an attachment to an external reference point is merely the opposite of 
‘younger’ and vice versa. It is only as the younger of the elder Socrates that we get an idea the 
younger Socrates’ actual age. Cf. Scodel, 46-47: “it is for the reader to discern how different their 
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the two young interlocutors is more like him than the other. The next step will be 

to make the logic of this second kind of relationship (measurement to an external 

standard) explicit, which is accomplished by the doctrine of due measure. 

The Myth 

Introduction 
 

The next significant portion of the dialogue’s dramatic details comes from 

its myth, which is by far the most famous section of the Statesman. Spanning from 

268d5-274e3, it takes up roughly 1/10th of the whole dialogue, but has generated 

the majority of scholarship on the Statesman—from ancient Neoplatonic 

commentary which focused almost solely on the myth, up to today’s 

commentators.  

Melissa Lane, in her Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, notes that the 

majority of the papers delivered at the Third Symposium Platonicum (which was 

devoted to the Statesman) treated the myth.115 We can also see that the myth is the 

main concern of ancient scholarship on the Statesman in the commentaries of the 

ancient Neoplatonists. John Dillon states that the standard Neoplatonic reading 

of the myth interprets the Age of Kronos as the divine life of the intellect (Nous), 

while the Age of Zeus represents the life of embodied reason (Soul).116 I see no 

reason why this is not an plausible interpretation, although I take a different 

                                                                                                                                            
essences are.” It will be for the method—equipped with the doctrine of due measure—to do so 
too.  
115 Melissa Lane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998), 9, n. 
22.  
116 John Dillon, “The Neoplatonic Exegesis of the Statesman Myth,” in Reading the Statesman: 
Proceedings of the 3rd Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Bristol: Sankt Augustin, 
1995), 364-374, p. 365. 
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path—one which I think is more in line with the logic of the dialogue as a whole 

as I have interpreted it thus far. 

Measure in the Myth 
 
If we do as the Stranger bids at the beginning of the myth and “hold [our] 

mind to the myth” (tw~| mu/qw| mou pa/nu pro/sexe to\n nou~n: 268e), we will see an 

image of the due measure during the time of the change in revolution. At 284e, 

the Stranger defines the mean broadly as “whatever is situated in the middle 

between the extremes” (pa/nq’ o9posa ei0j to\ me/son a0pw|ki/sqh tw~n e0sxa/twn: 284e). 

On the one end of the cosmic cycle, we have the idyllic, stable, and ordered 

period of revolution when God himself tends to the cares of the universe. And on 

the opposite end we have the opposite state of affairs: chaos, disorder, strife, 

dissimilarity, and even reversed aging. In the middle, between these opposed 

periods is, quite literally, the measure: “During a certain period God himself goes 

with the universe as guide in its revolving course, but at another epoch, when 

the cycles have at length reached the measure (me/tron) of his allotted time, he lets 

it go, and of its own accord it turns backward in the opposite direction” (269c-

d).117  

Not only are there literal occurrences of due measure in the text, but the 

myth also depicts an image of how the doctrine of due measure works. It does 

                                                
117 to\ ga\r pa~n to/de tote\ me\n au0to\j o9 qeo\j cumpodhgei~ poreuo/menon kai\ sugkuklei~, tote\ d’ a0nh~ken, 
o(/tan ai( pei/odoi tou~ prosh/kontoj au0tw~| me/tron ei0lhfwsin h)/dh xro/nou, to/ de\ pa/lin au0tomaton ei0j 
ta0nanti/a peria/getai, zw~|on o)\ kai\ fro/nhsin ei0lhxo\j e0k tou~ sunarmo/santoj au0to kat’ a0rxa/j. And 
it appears again, later, when there is mention of the changeover from the god-ruled to the god-
less cosmos (kata\ kairo/n: 270a6). So far as I am able to tell, this detail has gone unnoted by other 
commentators of the dialogue. 
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this first at the level of the structural integrity of the cosmos, and the stability of 

the human community mirrors the cosmic situation. In both instances, the closer 

the age is to the time when the god ruled, the more stable it is. The farther away 

it moves in time from the period of the god’s absolute rule, the more disordered 

it becomes: “[I]n becoming separated from him it always got on most excellently 

during the time immediately after it was let go, but as time went on and it grew 

forgetful, the ancient condition of disorder prevailed more and more and 

towards the end of the time reached its height, and the universe, mingling but 

little good with much of the opposite sort, was in danger of destruction for itself 

and those within it” (273c-d).118  

The same pattern—of initial stability in the age of the god’s rule followed 

by a steady degradation into chaos after he leaves—is repeated at the level of the 

human political community. The time right after the god has left retains the 

memory of his rule and imitates it in its own self-governance:  

And as the universe was turned back and there came the shock of 
collision, as the beginning and the end rushed in opposite directions, it 
produces a great earthquake within itself and causes a new destruction of 
all sorts of living creature. But after that, when a sufficient time had 
elapsed, there was rest now from disturbance and confusion, calm 
followed the earthquakes, and the world went on its own accustomed 
course in orderly fashion, exercising care and rule over itself and all 
within itself, and remembering and practicing the teachings of the Creator 
and Father to the extent of its power, at first more accurately and at last 
more carelessly. (273a-b)119  

                                                
118 Xwrizo/menoj de\ e0kei/nou to\n e0ggu/tata xro/non a0ei\ th~j a0fe/sewj ka/llista pa/nta dia/gei, 
proi+o/ntoj de\ tou~ xro/nou kai\ lh/qhj e0ggignome/nhj e0n au0tw|~ ma~llon kai\ dunasteu/ei to\ th~j palaia~j 
a0narmosti/aj pa/qoj, teleutw~ntoj de\ e0canqei~ tou~ xro/nou kai\ smikra\ me\n ta0gaqa/, pollh\n de\ th\n 
tw~n e0nanti/wn kra~sin e0pegkerannu/menoj e0pi\ diafqora~j ki/ndunon au(tou~ te a0fiknei~tai kai\ tw~n e0n 
au(tw|~. 
119 o( de\ metastrefo/menoj kai\ cumba/llwn, a0rxh~j te kai\ teleuth~j e0nanti/an o(rmh\n o9rmhqei/j, 
seismo\n polu\n e0n e9autw~| poiw~n a!llhn au} fqora\n zw|&wn pantoi/wn a0phrga/sato. meta\ de\ tau~ta 
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Both of these instances in the myth illustrate the main principle of the 

doctrine of due measure: the closer something is to the measure, the better it is. 

With a measure fixed in place, it can then be used to determine the degrees of 

difference. The closer the approximations are to the measure, the better they are. 

In the case of the cosmos, the closer in time that the cosmos is to the age when 

the god ruled, the more stability it enjoys; the farther away, the more it sinks into 

dissimilarity and ruin. So too with the self-rule of humans within the god-less 

cosmos. The closer they are to the time when the god ruled, they exhibit more 

control over themselves, as they remember the manner of the god’s rule through 

myth and memory; the farther away they get from that time, the more forgetful 

humans are, and the community begins to disintegrate.  

The kind of rulership that the god displays during the period of his rule 

becomes the example par excellence of statesmanship. His rule acts as the divine 

standard against which all human approximations of statesmanship are 

measured. Further, the myth actually provides an image of what this method of 

measurement looks like. Thus the myth provides the example of statesmanship 

and the kind of measurement that we will need to carry out the definition of the 

statesman. 

                                                                                                                                            
proelqo/ntoj i9kanou~ xro/nou, qoru/bwn te kai\ taraxh~j h!dh pauo/menoj kai\ tw~n seismw~n galh/nhj 
e0pilabo/menoj ei1j te to\n ei0wqo/ta dro/mon to\n e9autou~ katakosmou/menoj h!|ei, e0pime/leian kai\ kra/toj 
e1xwn au)to\j tw~n e0n au(tw~| te kai\ e9autou~, th\n tou~ dhmiourgou~ kai\ patro\j a0pomnhmoneu/wn didaxh\n 
ei0j du/namin. kat’ a0rxa\j me\n ou}n a0kribe/steron a0pete/lei, teleutw~n de\ a0mblu/teron. 

Cf. 271a-b, an earlier part of the myth, which echoes this same image and explains why the 
race of humans is earthborn.  
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Defining the Three Men 
 

Although the definition of the three men—sophist, statesman, and 

philosopher—is not exactly a dramatic detail of the dialogue per se, this section 

simply seeks to show how the doctrine of due measure functions in this the 

overall explicit project of the Sophist and Statesman, which Socrates calls for at the 

beginning of the Sophist because of his impending trial.  

The Philosopher and Sophist 
 
Just after the Stranger defines the two types of measurement more clearly 

at 284e, he launches into a speech about two kinds of people. The two types of 

people are divided between those that recognize the difference between these 

two types of measurement—as well as all things that differ according to kinds—

and those who do not:  

[W]hat many clever persons occasionally say, Socrates, fancying that it is a 
wise remark, namely, that the science of measurement has to do with 
everything, is precisely the same as what we have just said. For in a 
certain way all things which are in the province of art do partake of 
measurement; but because people are not in the habit of considering 
things by dividing them into classes they hastily put these widely different 
relations into the same category, thinking they are alike; and again they do 
the opposite of this when they fail to divide other things into parts. What 
they ought to do is this: when a person at first sees only the unity or 
common quality of many things, he must not give up until he sees all the 
differences in them, so far as they exist in classes; and conversely, when all 
sorts of dissimilarities are seen in a large number of objects he must find it 
impossible to be discouraged or to stop until he has gathered into one 
circle of similarity all the things which are related to each other and has 
included them in some sort of class on the basis of their essential nature 
(285a-b).120   

                                                
120  3/O ga\r e0ni/ote, w} Sw&kratej, oi0o/menoi dh/ ti sofo\n fra/zein polloi\ tw~n komyw~n le/gousin, w(j 
a1ra metrhtikh\ peri\ pa/nt’ e0sti ta\ gigno/mena, tou~t’ au0to\ to\ nu~n lexqe\n o@\n tugxa/nei. metrh/sewj 
me\n ga\r dh/ tina tro/pon pa/nq’ o9po/sa e1ntexna metei/lhfe: dia\ de\ to\ mh\ kat’ ei1dh suneiqi/sqai 
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The first group of people are sometimes associated with Pythagoreans (see, for 

example, Miller, PPS, 68)121, but I argue that they are sophists. Since sophists 

posit themselves as the “measure of all things”, they believe that all things can be 

measured relative to their subjective standard; they rely on the non-existence of 

external standards like means or due measures in order to situate themselves as 

the sole standard “of things that are, that they are, and of things that are not, that 

they are not.”122  

 Philosophers, on the other hand, pay attention to the due measures of 

things, and seek to group all things into their respective classes. They are 

receptive to the ei)/dh, and seek only to represent the constituted classes of things 

through logoi. They behave as the Stranger believes all people should, by 

collecting and dividing similarities and differences to arrive at a dialectical 

knowledge of the ei1dh.  

                                                                                                                                            
skopei~n diairoume/nouj tau~ta/ te tosou~ton diafe/ronta cumba/llousin eu0qu\j ei0j tau0to\n o(/moia 
nomi/santej, kai\ tou0nanti/on au] tou/tou drw~sin e3/tera ou0 kata\ me/rh diairou~ntej, de/on, o#/tan me\n 
th\n tw~n pollw~n tij pro/teron ai1sqhtai koinwni/an, mh\ proafi/stasqai, pri\n a@\n e0n au0th~| ta\j 
diafora\j i1dh| pa/saj o(po/saiper e0n ei1desi kei~ntai, ta\j de\ au] pantodapa\j a0nomoio/thtaj, o#/tan e0n 
plh/qesin o0fqw~si, mh\ dunato\n ei]nai duswpou/menon pau/esqai, pri\n a@\n zu/mpanta ta\ oi0kei~a e0nto\j 
mia~j o9moio/thtoj e#/rcaj ge/nouj tino\j ou0si/a| periba/lhtai.  
121 Miller uses the following reasoning to identify the clever persons with Pythagoreans: “The 
elder Socrates’ curricular suggestions in the Republic  presumably were the basis for the studies 
carried on in the Academy; thus the stranger’s list of mathematical disciplines at 284e refers the 
young Academician [the Younger Socrates] to his own current studies. The notion of the 
universality of measurement, in turn, is a logical corollary of the Pythagorean thesis that ‘all 
things are numbers’; and—quite naturally, given the shared emphasis on mathematics—
Pythagoreanism was highly influential in the Academy. Thus the stranger’s reference to ‘the 
erudite’ probably refers to the Pythagoreans.” I find the ‘universality of measurement’ much 
more in line with sophistry, as I explain above.  
122 Attributed to Protagoras, as quoted by Sextus Empiricus in Against the Mathematicians 
7.60=80b1), in A Presocratics Reader, ed. Patricia Curd, trans. Richard D. McKirahan, Jr. 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.), 98. 
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The Statesman 
 

As we shall see, the Statesman occupies the middle position between the 

sophist and the philosopher. Where the sophist supplants himself as the due 

measure of all things by ignoring the constitutive ei1dh, and while the philosopher 

remains purely receptive to these ei1dh, the statesman—that is, the true 

statesman—actually becomes the due measure of justice in the polis, and creates 

the mean within the polis by weaving together the ‘contrary’ qualities of courage 

and temperance in the souls of its citizens.  

The Statesman as Artisan 

 This same scheme outlined above that applies to all craftsmen applies 

similarly to the ideal statesman who has knowledge. He too works with the 

indefiniteness of the polis (particularly the souls of its citizens) to realize the due 

measure of justice in the human community.  

The scheme correlates as follows: the two qualities of courage and 

temperance are like the indefinite qualities of more/less. Each virtue, if left 

unchecked, will spin off into either madness (in the case of courage: 310d) or 

disability (in the case of temperance: 310e). It requires the statesman’s limitation 

of these two seemingly opposed virtues through their combination to bring each 

virtue into a fitting relation with each other and the mean.123  

                                                
123 So far as I am able to tell, it is only James Doull who sees a metaphysical connection to the 
ideal Statesman’s activity: “Plato answers that in the passions there is a principle division 
between the passive and the active. Not that the passive is without an active, the active without a 
passive, aspect. But a disunity and imbalance of these aspects is the source of indeterminateness 
and evil in the soul and in the state. The principle work of the ideal ruler is to find a synthesis 
and limit of active and passive powers in the irrational soul. In this way the soul is rendered 
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In the case of the statesman’s activity, the mean that he creates is the 

combination of the virtues of courage and temperance. The Statesman himself is 

the measure, who imposes limit on the unlimited character of the virtues by 

binding them together in due proportion—in other words, by ordering them to 

the standard of the mean. In this case, the standard of the mean is brought about 

in two ways. On the one hand, well-balanced souls are literally created through 

the mixture (i.e. intermarriage) of people who exhibit each virtue. On the other 

hand, is the “divine bond” (qei/w|…desmw~|), which the Stranger clarifies as “that 

really true and assured opinion about honour, justice, goodness and their 

opposites” (309c).124 

Saving Socrates 
 

The question of how to distinguish between a sophist, a philosopher, and 

a statesman is obviously a pertinent one for Socrates, who, in the dramatic 

setting of the Late Trilogy, has just been indicted by Meletus and is about to go 

on trial. In this  section, I outline just how Socrates fits into what is sometimes 

called the overall goal of Plato’s Dialogues in general, and into this Late Trilogy 

in particular.  

Different scholars have said the same thing when it comes to the overall 

goal of Plato’s dialogues: Leo Strauss says bluntly “all Platonic dialogues are 

                                                                                                                                            
receptive to the mutual limitation of affirmative and negative which is the logical basis of law as 
of ideal finitude generally” [James Doull,“The Christian Origin of Contemporary Institutions” in 
Dionysius 6, (1982), 123]. 
124 Th\n tw~n kalw~n kai\ dikai/wn pe/ri kai\ a)gaqw~n kai\ tw~n tou/toij e0nanti/wn o1ntwj ou}san a0lhqh~ 
do/can. 
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‘apologies’ of or for Socrates.”125 Hans-Georg Gadamer asserts, “Plato’s 

magnificent writings are dedicated in their entirety to showing that the figure of 

Socrates who had to drink the cup of poison was no sophist.”126 Yet sections of 

the Sophist and the Statesman—set just before Socrates’ trial—problematize their 

thesis. In Sophist the Eleatic Stranger describes those who practice the “true born 

art of sophistry” (h9 ge/nei gennai/a sofistikh/: Soph., 231b8) in a way that is 

remarkably similar to Socratic cross-questioning (elenchus): “They question a man 

about the things about which he thinks he is talking sense when he is talking 

nonsense”  (Soph., 230b).127 In Statesman, the Stranger says that any sort of 

investigation into the laws and unwritten customs of the polis will warrant 

calling the investigator a “stargazer” (metewrolo/gon) and “a babbling sophist” 

(a0dole/sxhn tina\ sofisth/n), indicting him on charges of “corrupting the youth”, 

and exacting the “harshest penalties” on him (299c). Meanwhile, Socrates sits 

silently by as the Stranger and his interlocutors appear to produce philosophical 

proofs for why he should be put to death.  

In this section, I bolster the claim that the goal of Plato’s dialogues is to 

defend Socrates. I do so by looking at the metaphysics and the resulting politics 

of Plato’s late or stoicheological dialogues, paying special attention Plato’s 

Statesman. In particular, I argue that Plato’s late metaphysics produces a political 

philosophy which vindicates Socrates’ political activities and examinations. I 

                                                
125 Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1983), 
38. 
126 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Dialogue and Dialectic (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 3.  
127 Dierwtw~sin w{n a@\n oi1htai/ ti/j ti pe/ri le/gein le/gwn mhde/n. 
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make two claims in my argument: One, that Plato’s political theory is influenced 

by his metaphysics.  And two, that the political theory which results from 

introducing otherness into the Forms in Sophist produces an ideal polis in 

Statesman that would, in fact, allow Socrates to live.  Moreover, this ideal political 

constitution could not actually come into being without Socrates. 

Eli Diamond, describes how metaphysics determines politics in Plato’s 

middle or eidetic period:  

In the middle dialogue ontology, the Good and its determinations, the 
ideas, are wholly self-identical and beyond division, in order that they 
exist beyond the power of the sophistic dialectic and its manipulation of 
every contradiction. Having a principle that is beyond all division means 
that the particulars that it comprehends must be stripped of their 
particularity in order to be truly comprehended by the self-identical form. 
It is because the Good and each idea are absolutely beyond distinction that 
citizens are stripped of all their natural individuality in the three waves [of 
the Republic]. Differences of private property, gender, and family, as 
features that distinguish the individual from the common identity of the 
whole, must be wholly eliminated by the logic of the Republic. It is only in 
the move to the late dialogues, in which it is shown that what is other than 
being is not wholly non-existent, but merely different than what is, that 
those aspects of reality through which one exists as an individual as apart 
from the community (property, family) can be cautiously allowed to co-
exist alongside the common identity of the state.128 
 
To further illustrate the connection between metaphysics and politics in 

Plato’s late or stoicheological dialogues, I quote James Doull:  

The question how the good polity can exist is treated farther in Politicus or 
Statesman. In that dialogue, as in others nearly related to it, Plato has 
before him the Eleatic conclusion that there is no true finitude but only the 
One itself. In Sophist he has shown how there can be a definite otherness 
or finitude for a theoretic thought, namely by a limitation of indeterminate 
difference in relation to an absolute identity. In this way is constituted 
both an unchanging ideal world of genera and their species and a 

                                                
128 Eli Diamond, “Understanding and Individuality in the Three Cities: An Interpretation of 
Plato’s Laws,” in Animus 7 (2002), 6. 
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changing sensible participation of this order. [FN. Sophist, 266a ff.] In 
Politicus the same question is asked about a political community: how can 
its ideal ordering to the good—its constitution—exist in a sensuous will 
moved by needs and struggling to find a self-relation against them?129 
 
To their observations I would add only the following two pieces of 

evidence, both from Plato’s Statesman, to further demonstrate the connection 

between the Plato’s late metaphysics and his corresponding late political 

philosophy.  

First, the Statesman’s rule by knowledge is the political representation of 

the first best kind of metaphysics found in late Platonic philosophy, which Doull 

summarizes as, “the limitation of indeterminate difference in relation to an 

absolute identity.” Although we have seen an instance of this kind of relation 

already in the doctrine of due measure, this first best kind of metaphysics 

translates into the political sphere of the Statesman in the following way: the 

statesman, by means of his knowledge and technical expertise in the art/science 

of politics, is the absolute standard of what is moderate, fitting, opportune 

needful, and “all the other standards that are situated in the mean between the 

extremes” (284e). He imposes limitation on the indeterminate difference of the 

citizenry and their passions, particularly those of courage and temperance, which 

if left unchecked would run an individual and eventually the state into slavery 

and, essentially, indeterminacy (307e ff).  

Secondly, in the famous myth of the Statesman, we receive a description of 

the inherent bodily nature of the cosmos. Because of its bodily nature, “it is 

                                                
129 James Doull, “The Christian Origin of Contemporary Institutions” in Dionysius 6 (1982), 122. 
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impossible for [the cosmos] to be entirely free from change” (269e).130 Compare 

this inborn quality of change in the cosmos to the characterization of human life 

in the polis. The Stranger calls it a fact that “nothing whatsoever in human life is 

ever at rest” (294b). When he makes these two assertions, the Stranger uses the 

exact same word—a0nomoio/thtej—to describe the diversity or dissimilarity 

inherent in human life and in the bodily nature of the cosmos (cf. 273d and 294b).  

It is this quality of change/dissimilarity/diversity in human life that 

prevents laws from being the best type of rule, and necessitates that “the man 

who is wise and of kingly nature be ruler…Because law could never, by 

determining exactly what is noblest and most just for one and all, enjoin upon 

them what is best…But we see that the laws aim at pretty nearly this very thing, 

like a stubborn and ignorant man who allows no one to do anything contrary to 

his command, or even to ask a question, not even if something new occurs to some 

one, which is better than the rule he has himself ordained” (294a-c, italics 

mine).131  

This character of the law—that it remains the same always and for every 

particular instance to which it would apply itself—is inimical both to philosophy 

and the Socratic activity, for it does not permit questions to be asked about it. 

This inherently unchanging character of the law is simply unable to commune 

                                                
130 o(/qen au0tw|~ metabolh~j a0moirw| gi/gnesqai dia\ panto\j a0du/naton. 
131 a1ndra to\n meta\ fronh/sewj basiliko/n… #/Oti no/moj ou0k a1n pote du/naito to/ te a11riston kai\ to\ 
dikaio/taton a0kribw~j a#&ma pa~sin perilabw_n to\ be/ltiston e0pita/ttein…To\n de/ ge no/mon o9rw~men 
sxedo\n e0p’ au0to\ tou~to cuntei/nonta, w#&sper tina\ a@\nqrwpon au0qa/dh kai\ a0maqh~ kai\ mhde/na mhde\n 
e0w~nta poiei~n para_ th\n e9autou~ ta/cin, mhd’ e0perwta~n mhde/na, mhd’ a!n ti ne/on a!ra tw| cumbai/nh| 
be/ltion para\ to\n lo/gon o#\n au0to\j e0pe/tacen. 
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with the inherently changing nature of human life in the polis. This is why the 

ideal statesman’s rule by knowledge is superior to the rule of law: because it is 

not bound by rules that are unchanging it can account for the inherent 

differences in particular human situations, and change its prescriptions based on 

the needs of the situation. Written law cannot do this, for, as the Stranger sums it 

up, “that which is persistently simple is inapplicable to things which are never 

simple” (294c).132  

This language of changing versus unchanging, and of the inability of the 

unchanging, absolute laws to apply themselves to the relativity of human 

circumstances should sound familiar, at least to the elder Socrates who is still 

sitting silently as the discussion continues. When he himself was young he took 

part in a conversation with Parmenides where a grievance similar to the one 

raised about the laws is also raised about Socrates’ theory of separate and 

absolute forms. Parmenides’ four arguments show their separateness and 

absoluteness creates an unbridgeable chasm between the Form and its particular 

instances that the mere word “participation” could not overcome. If this similar 

way of talking about absolute laws and absolute forms was not already apparent 

to us, Plato makes the connection between them a little clearer when he has the 

Stranger call the rule of law the “deu/teroj plou=j” (300c2)—or second best 

course—to the rule of the statesman’s knowledge. And the second best course is, 

                                                
132 a0du/naton eu} e1xein pro\j ta\ mhde/pote a9pla~ to\ dia\ panto\j gigno/menon a9plou~n. 
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of course, the term Socrates uses to refer to the theory of Forms he espouses in 

Phaedo.  

 There is an identity between these two things called deu/teroj plou=j—

they are both unchanging, absolute lo/goi which cannot by their very nature 

apply to all instances under their purview. Socrates in the Phaedo can no more 

explain how different instances participate in one absolute Form than the 

absolute laws explain their raison d'être. As we know from the Parmenides, there 

are serious problems with the theory that Forms are absolute and self-identical. 

So too are there serious problems with the rule of law—most notably, its rule 

requires the death of Socrates.  

 For the laws do not permit questions to be asked of them. And this is for 

two reasons: one, because they cannot answer any questions posed to them, 

since, as written, they go on asserting the same thing forever. And two, in the 

absence of the ideal statesman’s political te/xnh as the absolute standard which 

limits the indeterminacy of human life, the laws must take up this task and 

become the absolute standard in the statesman’s place. The laws, imperfect 

imitations though they are, can never be questioned, lest their makeshift 

measures become open to the unwieldy scrutiny of sophism, which would lead 

to the rule of ignorance and the dissolution of the state into dissimilarity or 

indeterminacy.  

This inability to question the laws is in direct conflict with the  Socratic 

activity. In order to prevent the polis from falling into total disarray, all meddling 
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into the reasons for the laws must be stamped out: “No one,” says the Stranger, 

is allowed to “do anything contrary to the command of the laws, or even ask a 

question, not even if something new occurs to some one, which is better than the 

rule of law” (294c).133 

Therefore, in order for Socrates, who is going to question the already 

existing laws and mores regardless in his quest for wisdom, to be able to live in 

the polis, it will have to be governed by the ideal statesman who rule with 

knowledge. For it is with this knowledge that the ideal statesman would actually 

be able to answer Socrates’ questions. The statesman would be able to provide 

reasons to Socrates for his law-making decisions. The laws, we have seen, cannot 

do this. Moreover, anyone who questions the laws needs to be put to death, lest 

sophistic manipulation ensue.  

But if we can ignore that law, there is one question begging to be asked. Is 

it ever possible to move from the rule of law to the rule by the ideal statesman’s 

political expertise? Given the absolute and unchanging character of the law, the 

answer, it seems, is no. But, I argue, there is hope—so long as Socrates is alive. 

As it turns out, Socrates needs the ideal statesman to exist in order to be able to 

live in the polis as much as the polis needs Socrates to have the ideal statesman 

come into power.  

Addressing ‘Socrates’—not specifying either young or old—the Stranger 

says:  

                                                
133 mhde/na mhde\n e0w~nta poiei=n para_ th\n e9autou= ta/cin, mhd’ e0perwta~n mhde/na, mhd’ a!n ti ne/on a!ra 
tw| cumbai/nh| be/ltion para\ to\n lo/gon o(\n au0to\j e0pe/tacen. 
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Can we wonder, then, Socrates, at all the evils that arise and are destined 
to arise in such kinds of government, when they are based upon such a 
foundation, and must conduct their affairs in accordance with written 
laws and with customs, without knowledge? For every one can see that 
any other art built upon such a foundation would ruin all its works that 
are so produced. Ought we not rather to wonder at the stability that 
inheres in the state? For states have labored under such conditions for 
countless ages, nevertheless some of them are lasting and are not 
overthrown. Many, to be sure, like ships that founder at sea, are 
destroyed, have been destroyed, and will be destroyed hereafter, through 
the worthlessness of their captains and crews who have the greatest 
ignorance of the greatest things, men who have no knowledge of 
statesmanship, but think they have in every respect most perfect 
knowledge of this above all other sciences. (301e-302b)134 
  
Who could be better at showing the self-ignorance of the pretenders to the 

ideal statesman’s throne than Socrates? Recall the description that the Stranger 

ascribes to the “true born art of sophistry” in the Sophist, not-so-implicitly talking 

about Socrates and apply it to the following section of the Statesman which talks 

about those who would try to imitate the laws of the ideal statesman:  

And yet we said, if we remember, that the man of knowledge, the real 
statesman, would by his art make many changes in his practice without 
regard to his writings, when he thought another course was better though 
it violated the rules he had written [300d] and sent to his absent 
subjects....But is it not true that any man or any number of men 
whatsoever who have written laws, if they undertake to make any change 
in those laws, thinking it is all improvement, are doing, to the best of their 
ability, the same thing which our true statesman does?” (300c-d)135 

                                                
134 Qauma/zomen dh~ta, w} Sw/kratej, e0n tai~j toiau/taij politei/aij o(/sa cumbai/nei gi/gnesqai kaka\ 
kai\  o(/sa cumbh/setai, toiau/thj th~j krhpi=doj u9pokeime/nhj au0tai~j, th~j kata\ gra/mmata kai\ e1qh mh\ 
meta\ e0pisth/mhj prattou/shj ta\j pra/ceij, h[| e9te/ra prosxrwme/nh panti\ kata/dhloj w(j pa/nt’ a@\n 
diole/seie ta\ tau/th| gigno/mena; h@\ e0kei~no h(mi=n qaumaste/on ma~llon, w(j i0sxuro/n ti po/lij e0sti\ fu/sei; 
pa/sxousai ga\r dh\ toiau~ta ai( po/leij nu=n xro/non a0pe/ranton, o(/mwj e1niai/ tinej au0tw~n mo/nimoi/ te/ 
ei0si kai\ ou0k a)natre/pontai: pollai\ mh\n e0ni/ote kai\ kaqa/per ploi=a kataduo/menai dio/lluntai kai\ 
diolw/lasi kai\ e1ti diolou~ntai dia\ th\n tw~n kubernhtw~n kai\ nautw~n moxqhri/an tw~n peri\ ta\ 
politika\ kat’ ou0de\n gignw/skontej h9gou~ntai kata\ pa/nta safe/stata pasw~n e0pisthmw~n tau/thn 
ei0lhfe/nai. 
135 Kai\ mh\n to/n ge ei0do/ta e1famen, to\n o1ntwj politiko/n, ei0 memnh/meqa, poih/sein th|~ te/xnh| polla\ ei0j 
th\n au(tou~ pra~cin tw~n gramma/twn ou0de\n fronti/zonta, o9po/tan a1ll’ au0tw~| belti/w| do/ch| para\ ta\ 
gegramme/na u(f’ au(tou~ kai\ e0pestalme/na a0pou~si/ tisin…Ou0kou~n a)nh\r o9stisou~n ei]j plh=qoj o9tiou~n, 
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Consider, finally, a section of the Theaetetus, which nicely captures 

Socrates’ predicament in the polis: when asked by Theaetetus if sofi/a and 

e0pisth/mh are the same thing, Socrates has this to say:  

Well, it is just this that I am in doubt about and cannot fully grasp by my 
own efforts—what knowledge really is. Can we tell that? What do you 
say? Who of us will speak first? And he who fails, and whoever fails in 
turn, shall go and sit down and be donkey, as the children say when they 
play ball; and whoever gets through without failing shall be our king and 
shall order us to answer any questions he pleases. Why are you silent? I 
hope, Theodorus, I am not rude, through my love of discussion and my 
eagerness to make us converse and show ourselves friends and ready to 
talk to one another. (Thts, 146a)136 
 
Socrates is thus allowed to live in Plato’s late polis, which is determined by 

Plato’s late metaphysics, precisely because the statesman, unlike the laws, would 

be able to answer Socrates’ questions; moreover, Socrates is the only one who can 

bring this kind of ideal polis into being. Yet Socrates is about to be put to death.  

In conclusion, if I am right, and Plato’s metaphysics does dictate the 

character of his politics, the hypothesis of scholars like Strauss and Gadamer is 

correct: Plato stays true to the project he began in the Apology of defending 

Socrates—even as his thought turns to a reformulation of the forms themselves 

and as Socrates ceases to be the main speaker of his dialogues. Moreover, it is 

actually this later reconceptualization of the Forms—incorporating otherness 

within them—which, when translated into the political realm, demands a kind of 

                                                                                                                                            
oi{j a@\n no/moi kei/menoi tugxa/nwsi, para\ tau~ta o(/ ti a@\n e0pixeirh/swsi poiei~n w(j be/ltion e3/teron o1n, 
tau0to\n drw~si kata\ du/namin o3/per o9 a0lhqino\j e0kei~noj; 
136 Tou~t’ au0to\ toi/nun e0sti\n o4 a0porw~ kai\ ou0 du/namai labei~n i9kanw~j par’ e0mautw|~, e0pisth/mh o(/ ti/ 
pote tugxa/nei o1n. a]r’ ou]n dh\ e1xomen le/gein au0to/; ti/ fate/; ti/j a@\n h(mw~n prw~toj ei1poi; o9 de\ 
a9martw/n, kai\ o4j a@\n perige/nhtai a0nama/rthtoj, basileu/sei h(mw~n kai\ e0pita/cei o(/ ti a@\ bou/lhtai 
a0pokri/nesqai. ti/ siga~te; ou1 ti/ pou, w} Qeo/dwre, e0gw\ u9po\ filologi/aj a0groiki/zomai, 
proqumou/menoj h9ma~j poih~sai diale/gesqai kai\ fi/louj te kai\ proshgo/rouj a0llh/loij gi/gnesqai; 
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rule which would allow Socrates to live rather than condemn him to die. If any 

metaphysics condemns Socrates to die it is the Second Best Method, which Plato, 

in these late dialogues has been working to overcome, and relies on the doctrine 

of due measure. 

The Structure of the Statesman 
 

It is no secret that Plato’s dialogues often have confounding and elaborate 

structures, and that what is said at the very middle of the dialogue often 

provides import for what the heart of the dialogue truly is. As Sayre also notes, 

“the section on Excess and Deficiency (283c-285c) occupies the very middle of the 

dialogue.”137 Sayre goes on to say, “Striking as this fact may be, we should not 

jump to the conclusion that it is more than coincidental. Mere coincidence seems 

less likely, however, in view of the equally striking fact that the middle sentence 

of this section—hence the middle sentence of the dialogue—emphasizes the 

necessity that more or less be measurable with respect to due measure.”138 

 This is so all the more in the Statesman because not only is the 

introduction of the art of measurement at the very middle of the dialogue, but it 

is at the middle of an elaborate ring structure that frames the content of the rest 

of the entire dialogue as well. Jacqueline Merrill outlines the ring structure as she 

sees it in the following way:139 

                                                
137 Sayre, MMPS, 182 
138 ibid. 
139 Jacquelin P. Merrill, “The Organization of Plato’s ‘Statesman’ and the Statesman’s Rule as a 
Herdsman,” in Phoenix, 57, pp. 35-56, 38. 
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Table 1: Pfeffer’s Schematic Outline of the Statesman 

 

 

Just as the due measure is in the middle of a continuum of relativity and 

indeterminacy, with degrees of difference emanating away from the measure on 

either side of it in excess or deficiency, the doctrine of the due measure resides in 

the middle of the dialogue as a whole, with discussions of the rest of the content 

of the dialogue emanating on either side of it as well. 

While Merrill argues well for the ring-like structure of the Statesman, she 

only speculates as to why it has the sort of structure it does. She suggests that it 

has to do with the ideal statesman as being a sort of herder, and that the ring 

structure might serve as an image of this (55). But to my mind it is much more 

clear why the Statesman has this sort of ring structure (ABCDCECDCBA) if we 

see it as itself an image of the doctrine that is at its very heart: 
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Figure 1: The Due Measure 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Conclusion 

Summary 
 
 In this thesis, we have argued that the doctrine of due measure forms both 

the philosophical and literal core of Plato’s Statesman. We have explained the 

doctrine’s philosophical significance for both the Statesman and for the Late 

Trilogy as a whole. As well, we have examined the extent to which it is able to 

explain the literary features of the dialogue—specifically the prologue, the myth, 

the definition of philosopher, sophist, and statesman, saving Socrates from 

philosophical condemnation, and the structure of the dialogue. In using the 

philosophical core of the dialogue to explain its literary details, we have adopted 

the Neoplatonic method of exegesis, and have been able to show with it that the 

doctrine of due measure plays the central role in the philosophical and literary 

aspects of the Statesman as a whole.  

 Recently, Kenneth Sayre has argued that the purpose of the Statesman has 

been to make us better dialecticians.140 His conclusion is in line with both 

Mitchell Miller’s assessment that the dialogue is primarily concerned with 

putting the Academy on stage before itself,141 as well as the explicit purpose of 

the text, as articulated by the Stranger, that the dialogue has been undertaken for 

an understanding of all topics—not just for ascertaining the definition of the 

statesman (285d). However, without negating either the claims of Sayre and 

                                                
140 Sayre, MMPS, 4. 
141 Miller, PPS, xii. 
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Miller, or of the Stranger himself, we have concluded that the real purpose of the 

Statesman has been the philosophical exposition of the doctrine of due measure. 

For even if the real purpose of the dialogue is to make us better dialecticians, it is 

understanding the doctrine of due measure that does this.  

Conclusion 
 
 The doctrine of due measure is not only crucially important for our 

understanding the Statesman, but also for our understanding all of Plato’s 

dialogues. In fact, it is what allows us to assert that one interpretation of Plato is 

better than another. If we maintain that the text itself is the absolute measure of 

our interpretation, then interpretations of that text can be judged better or worse 

relative to each other as they realize the text’s content clearly. The more an 

interpretation is able to illuminate the philosophical and literary aspects of a text, 

the better an interpretation it is.  

 In the current state of contemporary Platonic scholarship, where even the 

matter of whether Plato has any positive philosophy in his dialogues is in 

question, the doctrine of due measure, and hopefully this thesis, have provided 

an affirmative answer.  
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