
Chap ter Three

THE DIALECTIC OF THE FORM-MATTER
MOTIVE IN THE PENULTIMATE STAGE OF

DEVELOPMENT IN PLATO’S THOUGHT, AFTER
THE CRISIS HAS BEEN SURMOUNTED

1.   The Theory of Ideas in the Philebus and the Dialectical
      Theory of the Mixture of the Prin ci ples of Form and
      Mat ter
a.     The Di a lec ti cal The ory of the Mix ture of the Prin ci ples of
       Form and Mat ter
The Philebus once again takes up an early So cratic theme of in quiry, the 
ques tion as to the high est good. It is thus no ac ci dent that the lead ing
role in the dis cus sion is once more en trusted to Soc ra tes him self. The
great cri sis of the the ory of ideas has now been sur mounted. Dur ing this 
cri sis the di a lec ti cal logic had been tem po rarily dis so ci ated from the So -
cratic idea of the good as the di vine form of or i gin, al though as a pre -
sup po si tion this idea had never been aban doned. This had been done so
that ex clu sive at ten tion could be fo cused on the en deavor to break
through, in a log i cal man ner, the rigid Eleatic chorismos be tween the
world of eide and the phe nom e nal world. Now this cri sis has been left
be hind. The idea of the good and beau ti ful re sumes its cen tral po si tion
as or i gin in Plato's thought, and in con for mity with the So cratic po si tion 
it is set in re la tion to the vis i ble cos mos. The new, log i cal di a lec tic has
shown how this cos mos can be un der stood as an in car na tion of the eide
in hule.

Now the only thing that re mains is to es tab lish once again a sharp
bound ary be tween this mixed and com pos ite world and the world of the
pure eide and to pose un am big u ously, with the aid of the method of the
new di a lec tic, the ques tion as to the high est good for the for mer world, to
which the hu man be ing as a com pos ite be ing most cer tainly be longs.

The Philebus, there fore, has a di rect con nec tion with the di a lec ti cal
prob lem that was for mu lated in the Parmenides: How can the unity of the
eidos as an ontic form be come a plu ral ity? The young Philebus had de -
fended the he do nis tic po si tion of the post-So cratic Cyrenaic school, that
plea sure is the high est good. In con trast, Soc ra tes at first de fended the
view that the su preme good re sides in knowl edge or phro nesis. Now, as
the dis cus sion leader, Soc ra tes un der takes an in quiry into the cor rect ness
of these two views. His part ner in this is the young Protarchus, who for the 

237



most part as sumes the role of his friend Philebus in the di a logue. At the
very out set, Soc ra tes draws Protarchus’s at ten tion to the prob lem for mu -
lated above, this be ing pres ent in both po si tions.

Ac cord ing to Soc ra tes, nei ther plea sure nor knowl edge can be ap -
praised as the high est good with out fur ther con sid er ation. There are nu -
mer ous types of each of these which must first be prop erly dis tin guished
from one an other in a di a lec ti cal man ner and then be once again syn thet i -
cally com bined into a unity. Only then will it be come pos si ble to de ter -
mine which of the two de serves the ti tle of the high est good, or if per haps
this honor must rather be con ferred upon some third thing (what Soc ra tes
has in mind here is a har monic com bi na tion or mix ture of par tic u lar types
of each).

b.     The Num ber of In ter me di ate Links be tween the Unity of the
       Ge nus and the Apeiron
In this con nec tion, Soc ra tes once again takes is sue in pass ing with the
Eleatic con cep tion of unity and plu ral ity, which had al ready been com -
bated in the Parmenides and the Soph ist. Over against ab so lute unity
and plu ral ity, the Eleatics had placed the apeiron or un lim ited. As a plu -
ral ity that was ut terly de void of unity, the lat ter was in ac ces si ble to log i -
cal thought and there fore had to be dis missed as ab so lute non-be ing.
Ac cord ing to Plato's new di a lec tic, how ever, unity is joined to the
apeiron by means of nu mer ous in ter me di ate links. That is to say, be -
tween the most com pre hen sive eidos, which forms the ge nus proper,
and the in di vid ual thing in the vis i ble cos mos, whose in di vid u al ity is
not sus cep ti ble to fur ther log i cal de ter mi na tion and thus con sti tutes an
apeiron for log i cal def i ni tion, there lies a large num ber of for mal types
(spe cies) that be come in creas ingly spe cific and are ar ranged in a de -
scend ing se ries un der the ge nus. The log i cal track ing down of these spe -
cies in ac cor dance with the method of diairesis ter mi nates in the def i ni -
tion (lo gos) of the ear lier dis cussed atomon eidos. If one is to ob tain a
cor rect log i cal def i ni tion, there fore, he must de ter mine the pre cise num -
ber of these spe cific ontic forms that lie be tween the unity of the ge nus
and the apeiron of the in di vid ual phe nom e non.

This is the mean ing of Soc ra tes’ ob scure ut ter ance in the Philebus, 16 C-E:

It was a gift of the gods to men, so it seems to me, flung down1

by some Pro me theus to gether with an ex ceed ingly bright fire.
And the an cients, who were better than our selves and dwelt
nearer the gods, handed it down to us as an or a cle, that all things
which are said al ways to be con sist of a one and a many and
there fore by na ture com bine in them selves limit (pevra") and un -
lim it ed ness (ajperivan). Since these things are so or dered, it is
nec es sary, they said, that we there fore al ways as sume one idea in
ev ery  indivi dual thing and search for it, for we shall find it con -
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1 Trans la tor: The Greek has: “flung down from the gods.”



tained therein; then, if we have laid hold of this, we must af ter the 
one [idea] look for two [eide] – at least if they are pres ent – or if
not, for three or some other num ber; and we must again deal with
each of these in di vid u ally in the same man ner, un til it is seen that
the orig i nal one is not only a one, a many, and un lim it ed ness, but
is also a def i nite num ber. But we are not to ap ply the idea of the
un lim ited to the many be fore we have dis cerned the to tal num ber
ly ing be tween the one and the un lim ited. Only then may we aban -
don each in di vid ual thing, apart from all uni ties, to the un lim ited
and re gard it as done with.1

c.     The Use of the Term Idea Is Again Per fectly Con sis tent with
       the Di a lec ti cal Logic
The use of the term ijdeva is here again per fectly con sis tent with the
frame work of the new di a lec ti cal logic. This di a lec ti cal ijdeva is a unity
in plu ral ity, but its unity is a meta phys i cal rather than a purely log i cal
one. In spite of the fact that it be longs to the realm of the eide and is
thus tran scen dent in char ac ter, this unity has be come a plu ral ity in the
vis i ble world by way of the eidetic re la tions. And now, with the aid of
the diairetic method of the di a lec tic, it must be gath ered up from this
plu ral ity and com bined again into a unity.

The di a lec ti cal ijdeva al ways re tains the supersensible, in tu itive char ac -
ter that be longs to the ontic form. Nev er the less, the syn op sis takes place
here on the ba sis of log i cal anal y sis and com bi na tion. It does not func tion
here, as it still did in the Re pub lic, in de pend ently of log i cal anal y sis and
syn the sis. Just as the Re pub lic had ap pre hended all of the eide in their con -
cen tric re la tion to their or i gin in the one di vine idea of the good and the
beau ti ful, the new di a lec tic grasps the plu ral ity of sen si ble phe nom ena in
their con cen tric re la tion to their di a lec ti cal ge nus; but it herein pro ceeds
by way of the step-by-step method of diairesis and synairesis.2
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1 Philebus, 16 C-E: Qew'n me;n eij" ajnqrwvpou" dovsi", w{" ge katafaivnetai ejmoi;,
poqe;n ejk qew'n ejrrivfh, diav tino" Promhqevw" a{ma fanotavtw/ tini; puriv. kai; oiJ me;n
palaioiv, kreivttone" hJmw'n kai; ejggutevrw qew'n oijkou'nte", tauvthn fhvmhn
parevdosan, wJ" ejx eJno;" me;n kai; ejk pollw'n o[ntwn tw'n ajei; legomevnwn ei\nai, pevra"
de; kai; ajpeirivan ejn auJtoi'" xuvmfuton ejcovntwn: dei'n ou\n hJma'" touvtwn ou{tw
diakekosmhmevnwn ajei; mivan ijdevan peri; panto;" eJkavstote qemevnou" zhtei'n:
euJrhvsein ga;r ejnou'san. eja;n ou\n katalavbwmen, meta; mivan duvo, ei[ pw" eijsiv,
skopei'n, eij de; mhv, trei'" h] tin! a[llon ajriqmovn, kai; tw'n e}n ejkeivnwn e{kaston pavlin
wJsauvtw", mevcri per a]n to; kat! ajrca;" e}n mh; o{ti e}n kai; polla; kai; a[peirav ejsti
movnon i[dh/ ti", ajlla; kai; oJpovsa: th;n de; tou' ajpeivrou ijdevan pro;" to; plh'qo" mh;
prosfevrein, pri;n a[n ti" to;n ajriqmo;n aujtou' pavnta kativdh/ to;n metaxu; tou' ajpeivrou
te kai; tou' eJnov": tovte d! h[dh to; e}n e{kaston tw'n pavntwn eij" to; a[peiron meqevnta
caivrein eja'n. (trans la tion in text)

2 The log i cal prep a ra tion for the syn op sis is for mu lated most clearly in Philebus, 18
A: w{sper ga;r e}n oJtiou'n ei[ tiv" pote lavboi, tou'ton, w{" famen, oujk ejp! ajpeivrou
fuvsin dei' blevpein eujqu;" ajll! ejpiv tin! ajriqmovn, ou{tw kai; toujnantivon o{tan ti" to;



The pas sage quoted above also makes clear that Plato did not wish to
ad here in a doc tri naire fash ion to the method of di chot omy (diairesis), the
bi par tite di vi sion of ge nus and spe cies. Al ready in the States man, which
was writ ten af ter the Soph ist,1 he had ac knowl edged both that it is not al -
ways pos si ble to di vide into two and that a dis mem ber ment into three or
more lower for mal types can at times prove nec es sary.2 Nev er the less, the
term diairesis is still re tained in these lat ter cases.

Lastly, the pas sage speaks once again of an idea of the apeiron, which
for Plato is in fact iden ti cal with hule or mat ter in its eter nal flux. Ac cord -
ing to him, in di vid u al ity, in so far as this lies be yond the atomon eidos, the
for mal type that can not be sub di vided fur ther, has its lo cus in this apeiron. 
In the Parmenides, the apeiron had been ap pre hended in the idea of the in -
di vis i ble mo ment of change, while in the Soph ist the idea of oth er ness
served this same pur pose. The Philebus makes a new at tempt to logicize
the apeiron, a point to which we shall soon re turn.

It has now be come self-evident what the con clu sion of the above-
 quoted pas sage means in say ing that “we aban don each in di vid ual thing ... 
to the un lim ited.” The di a lec tic must first as cer tain the pre cise num ber of
in ter me di ate links ly ing be tween the ge nus and the in di vid ual thing from
the vis i ble comos that is sub sumed un der it. In this man ner, it fol lows the
eidos as it em bod ies it self in the apeiron, in its step wise ap proach to in di -
vid ual phe nom ena all the way to the atomon eidos. Once this has been ac -
com plished, the in di vid u al ity that re mains, which lies be yond the reach of 
all fur ther for mal lim i ta tion and there fore can not be em braced by the
atomon eidos, may be left to the apeiron. The task of log i cal def i ni tion is
fin ished once it has an a lyzed all the eidetic for mal links of a phe nom e non
and com bined these into a unity in a sin gle idea.

Soc ra tes ar gues that the new, di a lec ti cal method must there fore be ap -
plied both to the di verse feel ings of plea sure and to the var i ous types of
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a[peiron ajnagkasqh'/ prw'ton lambavnein, mh; ejpi; to; e}n eujqu;" ajll! ejp! ajriqmo;n au\
tina; plh'qo" e{kaston e[contav ti katanoei'n, teleuta'n t! ejk pavntwn eij" e{n. (“Just as
when some one has grasped any unity, as we said, he must not im me di ately turn his
eyes to the na ture of the un lim ited, but to some num ber, so con versely, if some one
were com pelled to con sider the un lim ited first, he must not im me di ately turn his
mind to the one, but again to a cer tain num ber, which in ev ery case con tains a plu -
ral ity, and only come to the one last of all.”)

1 That the States man must have been writ ten af ter the Soph ist is ev i dent from States -
man 284 B (the only place where Plato quotes his own words), where there is ex -
plicit ref er ence to an ar gu ment from the Soph ist.

2 States man, 287 B-C: Oi\sq! ou\n o{ti calepo;n aujta;" temei'n divca_ ... Kata; mevlh
toivnun aujta;" oi|on iJerei'on diairwvmeqa, ejpeidh; divca ajdunatou'men: dei' ga;r eij" to;n 
ejgguvtata o{ti mavlista tevmnein ajriqmo;n ajeiv. (“Do you know, then, that it is dif fi cult 
to di vide these [viz., the other of fices in the state be sides king ship] in two? ... Fol -
low ing their joints, there fore, we must dis sect them like a sac ri fi cial an i mal, since
we can not do it in two parts. For we must al ways, if pos si ble, di vide them into the
next small est num ber.”)



knowl edge. At the out set he ob serves, how ever, that it may be come ev i -
dent that the su preme good for man lies in nei ther of these, but rather in
some third thing that dif fers from both and that should be pre ferred to
both.

Plea sure that is un ac com pa nied by un der stand ing, knowl edge, mem -
ory, judg ment, or any other in tel lec tual ac tiv ity, be fits an an i mal and is
com pa ra ble to the life of a mol lusc or an oys ter. On the other hand a life
en dowed with thought, un der stand ing, and mem ory, but de void of all
feel ings of plea sure and pain can also not be con sid ered good and fe lic i -
tous for a per son. It is only in the case of the de ity, a be ing that is ab so -
lutely and purely for mal in na ture, that thought co in cides with the ab so -
lute good. The hu man be ing, how ever, like ev ery thing else in the cos mos
as the realm of what has come into be ing, has a mixed or com pos ite na ture, 
and for this very rea son, the su preme good for a per son can only be found
in a mixed mode of life.

d.     The Dis tinc tion be tween the Realm of Pure or Ab so lute Be ing
       and the Realm of Be ing That Is a Mix ture of Peras and
       Apeiron. The Four Gene (Gen era) of the Lat ter
The realm of pure, ab so lute, sim ple be ing is now sharply distingsuished
from the realm of mixed be ing. Soc ra tes di vides the lat ter into three eide
or gen era, namely, that of the peras (the lim ited), that of the apeiron,
and that of the unity that is a mix ture of these two (ejx ajmfoi'n toutoi'n
e{vn ti xummisgovmenon). The fact that he in deed re stricts this anal y sis of
be ing solely to those things that have come into be ing and are found
within the cos mos is clearly ev i dent from his words in 23 C: “Let us di -
vide all that now ex ists in the uni verse into two, or rather, if you will,
into three parts.”1 These three parts are gene. In their mix ture, they are
ontic forms of what has come into be ing, and this mix ture re quires an
or i gin or ac tive cause. As Protarchus puts it, sum ma riz ing Soc ra tes’ ex -
po si tion, “I see. It seems to me that you mean that, when these [gene]
are mixed with one an other, cer tain gen er a tions arise from ev ery mix -
ture of them.”2 Soc ra tes then has tens to add a fourth ge nus to the first
three that he has men tioned, namely, the cause of the mix ture (th'"
xummivxew" touvtwn pro;" a[llhla th;n aijtivan).3
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1 Philebus, 23 C: Pavnta ta; nu'n o[nta ejn tw'/ panti; dich'/ dialavbwmen, ma'llon d!, eij
bouvlei, trich'/. (trans la tion in text)

2 Ibid., 25 E: Manqavvnw: faivnei gavr moi levgein, mignu;" tau'ta, genevsei" tina;" ejf!
eJkavstwn aujtw'n sumbaivnein. (trans la tion in text)

3 Ibid., 23 D: Tetavrtou moi gevnou" au\ prosdei'n. ... Th'" xummivxew" touvtwn pro;"
a[llhla th;n aijtivan o{ra, kai; tivqei moi pro;" trisi;n ejkeivnoi" tevtarton tou'to. (“I
still need a fourth ge nus ... Con sider the cause of the mix ing of these with each other 
and add this as a fourth to these three.”) Ibid., 27 b: To; de; dh; pavnta tau'ta
dhmiourgou'n levgwmen tevtarton, th;n aijtivan, wJ" iJkanw'" e{teron ejkeivnwn



e.     The New Di a lec ti cal Idea of the Un lim ited. The In flu ence of
       Heraclitus’ Con cep tion of the Mat ter Prin ci ple
Soc ra tes now at tempts to es tab lish, first of all, that the di a lec ti cal idea
of the apeiron is a mul ti ple unity. In deed, the en tire di a lec ti cal cor re la -
tion be tween unity and plu ral ity that was set forth in the Parmenides
serves as the foun da tion for this at tempt. In this pro cess, the o ret i cal
thought once again be comes en tan gled in the antinomy I de scribed ear -
lier, namely, that the apeiron as such re sists ev ery at tempt to grasp it in
the unity of an ontic form and is noth ing less than the ut ter ab sence of
form, mea sure, and limit. We have al ready de ter mined, how ever, that
the di a lec ti cal idea does not ac tu ally pen e trate to the ab so lute na ture of
the ontic form and to the ever-flow ing hule. In stead, its role is sim ply to 
es tab lish a cor re la tion be tween these two an tip o des. The idea that is in -
tended to in tro duce unity into the in fi nite mul ti plic ity of man i fes ta tions
of the apeiron is the ge netic, fluid re la tion of more and less, stron ger
and weaker, larger and smaller, and other con trasts that are in the class
of the “more and less.”1 Thus, for ex am ple, colder and hot ter as such
have no def i nite mea sure and limit. They are in a state of con stant fluid
pro gres sion and be com ing, and as such they have no per ma nent be ing.2

It is only num ber, as the man i fes ta tion of limit and mea sure, that brings
the con tin u ous flux of the “more and less’ to rest and thereby grants it
em pir i cal (i.e., mixed) be ing.

On this point, the Philebus with out ques tion brings the idea tou apeirou
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dedhlwmevnon_ (“Shall we then not name that [power] which fash ions all this, the
cause, as a fourth [ge nus], some thing that has been ad e quately clar i fied in its dis -
tinct ness from the oth ers?”)

1 Ibid., 24 E-25 A: @Opovs! a]n hJmi'n faivnhtai ma'llovn te kai; h|tton gignovmena kai; to;
sfovdra kai; hjrevma decovmena kai; to; livan kai; pavnq! o{sa toiau'ta, eij" to; tou'
ajpeivrou gevno" wJ" eij" e}n dei' pavnta tau'ta tiqevnai, kata; to;n e[mprosqe lovgon, o}n
e[famen, o{sa dievspastai kai; dievscistai sunagagovnta" crh'nai kata; duvnamin mivan 
ejpishmaivnesqaiv tina fuvsin, eij mevmnhsai. (“What ever ap pears to us as be com ing
more or less, and ad mit ting of terms like “strongly,” “slightly” [a very in tense or
mild de gree], “ex ces sively,” and all such things, we must sub sume all of this un der
the ge nus of the un lim ited as in one [idea]; this would con form to our pre vi ous ar gu -
ment, where, if you re mem ber, we showed that one must com bine all that is sep a -
rated and di vided asun der and, as far as pos si ble, des ig nate them with one na ture.”)

2 Ibid., 24 D: ouj ga;r e[ti qermovteron oujde; yucrovteron h[sthn a]n labovnte to; posovn:
procwrei' ga;r kai; ouj mevnei tov te qermovteron ajei; kai; to yucrovteron wJsauvtw", to; 
de; poso;n e[sth kai; proi>o;n ejpauvsato. (“For [hot ter and colder], if they took on a
def i nite de gree, would no lon ger be hot ter and colder. For “hot ter” is in con stantly
pro gress ing flux, and is not per ma nent, and like wise “colder”; but a def i nite de gree
has come to rest and has ceased flow ing fur ther.”) It may be noted that Plato here,
ap par ently by de sign, uses the same term for “apeiron” that ap pears in the state ment
he as cribes to Heraclitus in the Cratylus (402 A): pavnta rJei' (procwrei') kai; oujde;n
mevvnei (“ev ery thing is in con stant flux; noth ing has per ma nent be ing”).



into sharper re lief than the Parmenides and the Soph ist did. As we have
seen, the Parmenides still iden ti fied the idea of the un lim ited with the di a -
lec ti cal idea of change, which at that junc ture con tained within it self the
idea of oth er ness (dif fer ence). The Soph ist, for its part, iden ti fied it with
the idea of oth er ness. The Philebus now at tempts to cap ture in the idea of
the un lim ited it self the mo ment of eter nal flux pass ing through op po site
for mal states, a no tion that had been ex pressed most preg nantly in
Heraclitus’ con cep tion of the mat ter prin ci ple. In the Soph ist, the idea of
oth er ness, even though it was iden ti fied with the idea of the un lim ited,
had to serve si mul ta neously as a syn the sis be tween the unity of the ontic
form and the un lim ited. Now, we have al ready seen that the di a lec ti cal
idea al ways pos sesses a cor re la tive char ac ter. It is im pos si ble, there fore,
for an idea of the un lim ited to be any thing else than an idea of the rel a tive
apeiron. It can not be an idea of ab so lute hule, for the Parmenides has
dem on strated that the lat ter can only lead the di a lec ti cal logic to the ne ga -
tion of all pred i cates.

f.      Plato's Di a lec ti cal Idea of the Un lim ited and Aristotle's
       Con cep tion of Mat ter as Po ten tial Be ing (dunavmei o[n)

In the new con cep tion of this idea as well, the re la tion ship to ontic
form, mea sure and limit is ob vi ous. For all things that ad mit of more or
less, larger or smaller, stron ger or weaker, etc., are sus cep ti ble to a lim i -
ta tion in de gree and are thus ori ented in prin ci ple to such a lim i ta tion in
de gree. For this rea son Ar is totle will later con ceive hule as dunavmei o[n,
“po ten tial be ing,” which can only be brought into ac tual ex is tence
through the ontic form (morfhv) and there fore can only be sep a rated
from the form in abstracto.

The fact, more over, that the idea of oth er ness also con tin ues to play an
es sen tial role in Plato's new con cep tion of the idea of the apeiron is
clearly ev i dent from the im me di ately fol low ing de scrip tion of what is in -
volved in the idea of the peras.1 Ac cord ing to Soc ra tes, the lat ter, as a
mul ti ple unity, em braces all that is the op po site of the apeiron: in the first
place, the equal and equal ity (to; i[son kai; ijsovhta), and then, the dou ble,
and ev ery thing that is a ra tio of num bers or mea sures. In the Parmenides
and the Soph ist, the “other” (to; qavteron) was al ways treated as the di a lec -
ti cal op po site of equal ity or iden tity, al though to the de gree that it par tic i -
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1 Ibid., 25 A-B: Oujkou'n ta; mh; decovmena tau'ta, touvtwn de; tajnantiva pavnta
decovmena, prw'ton me;n to; i[son kai; ijsovthta, meta; de; to; i[son to; diplavsion kai; pa'n
o{ tiv per a]n pro;" ajriqmo;n ajriqmo;" h] mevtron h\/ pro;" mevtron, tau'ta xuvmpant! eij" to;
pevra" ajpologizovmenoi kalw'" a]n dokou'men dra'n tou'to ... _ (“Then that which does
not ad mit of these, but rather ad mits of the op po sites of all this – in the first place,
the equal and equal ity, and af ter the equal the dou ble, and ev ery thing that is the ra tio 
of a num ber to a num ber or of a mea sure to a mea sure – would we not seem to do
well if we reck oned all this to gether to the peras”)



pated in be ing it nev er the less had to re main iden ti cal to it self.
Soc ra tes then com bines the plu ral ity that is sub sumed un der the idea of

the peras back into a unity by means of the ge nus of law and or der (novmo"
kai; tavxi"). In Heraclitean fash ion, this is iden ti fied with the har mony of
op po sites in which the cor re la tion of peras and apeiron is once again
man i fest.1

g.      The Pure Eidos of the Peras and the Di a lec ti cal Idea of the Peras
        Are Not Iden ti cal

It is char ac ter is tic of Plato's re stricted con cep tion of the di a lec ti cal idea
in the Philebus, how ever, that soon af ter this (26 D) he de nies any plu -
ral ity to the pure, un mixed na ture of the peras or form prin ci ple and that 
he rep re sents it as a mul ti plic ity only in the pro cess of be com ing.2  At
first sight, it ap pears some what rash to con clude from the first part of
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1 Ibid., 26 B-C: u{brin gavr pou kai; xuvmpasan pavntwn ponhrivan au{th katidou'sa hJ
qeov", w\ kale; Fivlhbe, pevra" oujde;n ou[q! hJdonw'n ou[te plhsmonw'n ejno;n ejn aujtoi'"
novmon kai; tavxin pevra" e[cont! e[qeto: kai; su; me;n ajpoknai'sai e[fhsq! aujth;n, ejgw; de; 
toujvnantivon ajposw'sai levgw. (“For since this god dess per ceived the wan ton ness and
ev ery sort of wick ed ness of all crea tures, fair Philebus, and that there was among
them no limit to plea sures and self-in dul gence, she in sti tuted law and or der as things 
that con tain limit. And you main tain that these are a vex a tion to them; but I say, in
con trast, that they pre serve them.”)

2 Ibid., 26 D: Kai; mh;n tov ge pevra" ou[te povll! ei\cen ou[t! ejduskolaivnomen wJ" oujk h\n
e}n fuvsei. (“But the peras con tained no plu ral ity, nor did it make us suspiscious that
it was not one in the world of be com ing.”) The first part of this pas sage, in its strik -
ing con trast with 25 A-B (cited above) and 23 E (cited be low), de ci sively re futes
Léon Robin’s no tion (Platon; Paris: Librairie Fe lix Alcan, 1935, pp. 155-156) that,
in his Philebus, Plato also in cludes the in tel li gi ble world of the eide in its de tach -
ment from the pro cess of be com ing in the sphere of that which is mixed or com pos -
ite. Robin sup ports this po si tion by ar gu ing that Plato used the same method in this
di a logue as in the Soph ist, where he was in deed con cerned with dem on strat ing the
intertwinement of the gen era. “For the rest,” Robin says, “if the do main of the mixed 
were ex clu sively the world of ex pe ri ence, it would be nec es sary to re strict to this
world the two prin ci ples from whose un ion this mix ture was pro duced. How ever,
they clearly ex tend much fur ther than this. The un lim ited is in point of fact the same
as the Other, which is the Pla tonic non-be ing; and the non-be ing of the Other is dif -
fused, as is well known, among all of the es sences. More over, we have learned from
Ar is totle that sen si ble things are not con sti tuted in any other way than the in tel li gi -
ble things and that irrrespective of its stage of ex is tence, whether it be in the in tel li -
gi ble or in the sen si ble, there is no be ing at all that is not a mix ture.” There are sev -
eral ob jec tions to this ar gu ment: 1. It pro ceeds from the as sump tion, which has
proven to be in cor rect, that the Philebus re tains the ex act po si tion of the Soph ist in
re gard to the the ory of the eide. Be gin ning with the Philebus, the eide are con ceived
as gene (gen era) only in their im pure or mixed state. In the Parmenides and the
Soph ist, by con trast, the pre dom i nance of the log i cal di a lec tic threat ened to be come
the com plete un do ing of the world of pure eide. 2. Plato never con ceives the ge nus
of oth er ness as any thing but an idea of the di a lec ti cal logic. As such, it is in tended to 



this pas sage, which Soc ra tes leaves com pletely un ex plained in its seem -
ing fla grant con tra dic tion to the for mer de scrip tion of the peras, that
Plato here does in fact again in tro duce the eidos as a sim ple and in di vis -
i ble unity, thus re vert ing to this ex tent to the orig i nal con cep tion of his
the ory of ideas. We shall dis cover in the se quel, how ever, that this pas -
sage does not stand alone in the Philebus, but is rather sup ported by
later state ments of Soc ra tes.

It is cru cial there fore to seek other ev i dence which will give us a more
se cure ba sis for form ing a clear no tion of what Plato could have meant at
this stage of the de vel op ment of his the ory of ideas by the “sim ple and in -
di vis i ble peras.” It is also im por tant to ob tain a clear no tion of how he
con ceived the re la tion ship be tween this pure eidos and the quan ti ta tive
num bers (the main el e ments of the plu ral ity sub sumed un der the ge nus of
the peras).

h.     The Eidetic Num bers and the Math e mat i cal Num bers.
       The Eidos Num ber as In di vis i ble and In com men su ra ble
       (ajsuvmblhto")

It can scarcely be doubted that we are here con fronted with the typ i cally 
Pla tonic con cep tion of the so-called eidetic or ideal num ber in its con -
tra dis tinc tion to the math e mat i cal num ber. Al though the gen eral iden ti -
fi ca tion of eidos and ideal num ber be longs only to the fi nal stage of the
the ory of ideas, which came to ex pres sion in Plato's un pub lished lec ture 
“On the Good” (peri; ajgaqou'), the rec og ni tion of eidetic num bers as the 
meta phys i cal, eidetic foun da tion of the math e mat i cal or quan ti ta tive
num bers is un mis tak ably pres ent al ready in the Phaedo.1 Ever since
Léon Robin's ground break ing book La théorie platonicienne des idées
et des nombres,2 which for the first time could make use of the mon u -
men tal Greek Ar is totle com men tar ies pre pared by the Berlin Acad emy,
it has been known that the ac count which Ar is totle gives in his Meta -
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bring the eide into log i cal cor re la tion; but the ap pre hen sion of the in trin sic na ture of
the pure eide is pre cisely what is for bid den to it. A com par i son of 26 D with 23 E
and 25 A-B makes clear that the Philebus once again in tro duces a sharp dis tinc tion
be tween the pure eide, on the one hand, and the eide in their in car na tion in the
apeiron as con stant struc tural prin ci ples of the world of what has come into be ing,
on the other hand, and that it also has no place for the mh; o[n in the world of the eide
in them selves. 3. It is pre cisely the world of the pure eide, as this is once again con -
ceived in the Philebus, that is left un touched by Ar is totle’s tes ti mony. In stead, the
lat ter re lates only to the fi nal stage of Plato’s de vel op ment, where the eide are iden -
ti fied with the so-called ideal num bers. Robin him self, in the end, has to ad mit that
all the ex am ples which the Philebus gives of what is mixed re fer ex clu sively to the
em pir i cal cos mos. In ad di tion to all of this, in Philebus 23 C, the dis tinc tion be tween 
peras and apeiron is ex pressly re stricted to the things “that now ex ist in the uni -
verse.”

1 Phaedo 96 D-97 B; 101 B-C.
2 Léon Robin, La théorie platonicienne des idées et des nombres. Étude historique et

cri tique (Paris: F. Alcan, 1908).



phys ics (M 6, 1080 a 30-35) of the Pla tonic con cep tion of the ideal
num ber is in cor rect. Its er ror lies in the fact that it cre ates the im pres sion 
that the ideal num ber, like the math e mat i cal, con sists of units. Ar is -
totle's view is in cor rect in this re gard, even though he ac knowl edges
that the Pla tonic idea num bers dif fer from the math e mat i cal num bers in
be ing mu tu ally in de pend ent.1

In Plato's con cep tion, the prin ci pal dif fer ence be tween these two do -
mains of num ber is that the for mer are not ag gre gates and thus con tain no
plu ral ity, and fur ther, that there ex ists only one ex em plar of each idea
num ber.2 In con trast to this, the math e mat i cal num ber con sists of units
that are com pletely iden ti cal to one an other and that ex ist only as ob jects
of thought. Plato holds that both the math e mat i cal and the ideal num bers
are in de pend ent and sep a rate from per cep ti ble things. This view stands in
sharp con trast to Ar is totle's con cep tion, which elim i nates the ideal num -
bers and re gards the math e mat i cal num bers merely as an ab strac tion from
per cep ti ble things. Ac cord ing to Plato, how ever, the ideal num bers are
gen u ine eide and are not them selves quan ti ties. In his view, their nu mer i -
cal char ac ter is based ex clu sively on the fact that they are po si tioned in a
fixed, im mu ta ble, non-tem po ral se quence of ear lier and later.3 The math e -
mat i cal num bers (the num bers in them selves, kaq! auJtw'n) then do not de -
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1 Ar is totle, Meta phys ics, M 6, 1080 a 30-35: dio; kai; oJ me;n maqhmatiko;" ajriqmei'tai
meta; to; e}n duvo pro;" tw'/ e[mprosqen eJni; a[llo e{n, kai; ta; triva pro;" toi'" dusi;
touvtoi" a[llo e{n, kai; oJ loipo;" de; wJsauvtw": ou|to" de; meta; to; e}n duvo e{tera a[neu
tou' eJno;" tou' prwvtou, kai; hJ tria;" a[neu th'" duavdo", oJmoivw" de; kai; oJ a[llo"
ajriqmov". (“There fore the math e mat i cal num bers are counted as fol lows: af ter the
one, two, i.e., in ad di tion to the pre vi ous one an other one, and three, in ad di tion to
these two ex ist ing ones an other one, and the re main ing num bers in like man ner.
With the oth ers [viz., the idea num bers], how ever: af ter the one, two other ones
with out the first one, and the three with out the two, and like wise also the other num -
bers.”)

2 As Robin says, “Each of these num bers [viz. the idea num bers], ... far from be ing a
com pos ite of units which can be formed in a va ri ety of ways, and as of ten as one de -
sires, is alone within its kind ...” Ac cord ing to Robin, Ar is totle al ways as sessed
Plato’s doc trine of the idea num bers “in terms of the teach ings of Xenocrates” (à
travers la doc trine de Xénocrate”). Xenocrates, one of Plato's own pu pils, held that
the idea num bers were iden ti cal to the math e mat i cal num bers, and he thus di verged
sharply from his teacher on this point. Cf. W. Vander Wielen, De idee-getallen van
Plato (dis ser ta tion: Am ster dam, 1941), p. 51, and fur ther, W.D. Ross, ed. Ar is totle's
Meta phys ics (Ox ford: Clar en don Press, 1924, 1953), X, I (In tro duc tion) pp. lxxi-
 lxxvi. With re gard to the idea num bers, Ross also ob serves (loc. cit., lii): “From their 
na ture as Ideas it fol lows that they are spe cif i cally dis tinct and in com pa ra ble, i.e., in -
ca pa ble of be ing stated as frac tions one of an other. Twoness is not half of fourness.
Nor is a nat u ral num ber [i.e., idea num ber] an ag gre gate of units.”

3 Ar is totle, Meta phys ics, M 6, 1080 b 11-14: OiJ me;n ou\n ajmfotevrou" fasi;n ei\nai
tou;" ajriqmouv", to;n me;n e[conta to; provteron kai; u{steron ta;" ijdeva", to;n de;
maqhmatiko;n para; ta;" ijdeva" kai; ta; aijsqhtav, kai; cwristou;" ajmfotevrou" tw'n
aijsqhtw'n. (“Some then say that both kinds of num ber ex ist – on the one hand, the



rive their po si tional value in the se ries from the ad di tion of new units, as
Ar is totle taught, but rather, as the Phaedo ex plains, solely from their
methexis or par tic i pa tion in the idea num bers.1

In this connection, we need not yet con cern our selves with Plato's con -
cep tion of the so-called or i gin of these ideal num bers, since this ev i dently
be longs to the fi nal stage of de vel op ment of the the ory of ideas.2 In deed, it 
does not ap pear at all in Plato's di a logues. Our ex clu sive source of knowl -
edge re gard ing this con cep tion lies in Ar is totle's writ ings and the tes ti -
mony of the com men ta tors on Plato and Ar is totle.

i.      The Pure, In di vis i ble Peras Is Not a Ge nus of Mixed Be ing.
       Stenzel's Un suc cess ful At tempt to De rive the Eidetic
       Num bers by the Method of Diairesis
At this point we are in ter ested only in the fact that Plato, ever since the
Phaedo, has con ceived the idea num bers as pure, in di vis i ble, eter nal
ontic forms, which ac cord ing to Ar is totle's re li able tes ti mony were put
for ward as mu tu ally in com men su ra ble (ajsuvmblhtoi) units.3 By it self

Reformation and Scholasticism in Philosophy – Volume I

247

num ber that pos sesses the re la tion of ear lier and later, the ideas, on the other hand,
the math e mat i cal num ber along side the ideas and per cep ti ble things – and that both
are dis tinct from per cep ti ble things.”) Con cern ing this pas sage and the seem ingly
con flict ing state ment in Ethica Nicomachea, A 4, cf. Vander Wielen, op.cit., pp. 65 ff.

1 Phaedo, 101 B-C: eJni; eJno;" prosteqevnto" th;n provsqesin aijtivan ei\nai tou' duvo
genevsqai h] diascisqevnto" th;n scivsin oujk eujlaboi'o a]n levgein_ kai; mevga a]n
bowv/h", o{ti oujk oi\sq! a[llw" pw" e{kaston gignovmenon h] metasco;n th'" ijdeva" oujsiva" 
eJkavstou ou| a]n metavsch/, kai; ejn touvtoi" oujk e[cei" a[llhn tina; aijtivan tou' duvo
genevsqai ajll! h] th;n th'" duavdo" metavscesin kai; dei'n touvtou metascei'n ta;
mevllonta duvo e[sesqai, kai; monavdo", o} a]n mevllh/ e}n e[sesqai, ta;" de; scivsei"
tauvta" kai; prosqevsei" kai; ta;" a[lla" ta;" toiauvta" komyeiva" ejwv/h" a]n caivrein,
parei;" ajpokrivnasqai toi'" eJautou' sofwtevroi".  (“Would you not guard against
say ing that when one is added to one, the ad di tion is the cause of the two's com ing
into be ing, or when one is di vided, the di vi sion? And you would loudly pro claim
that you know of no other way in which any thing can come into be ing than by par -
tic i pa tion in the idea of the es sence proper to each, and that in these cases you know
no other cause of the two's com ing into be ing than par tic i pa tion in twoness, and that
what ever is to be two must par tic i pate therein, and what ever is to be one, in one ness. 
But you would dis miss these di vi sions and ad di tions and the other nice ties of this
sort, leav ing the an swer to those wiser in this.”)

2 This is likewese the view of Ross, loc.cit., p. xli, who in this con nec tion also ex -
pressly men tions the Philebus.

3 This tes ti mony is found in Meta phys ics, M 8, 1083 a 31-36: eij dev ejsti to; e}n ajrchv,
ajnavgkh ma'llon w{sper Plavtwn e[legen e[cein ta; peri; tou;" ajriqmouv", kai; ei\vnai
duavda prwvthn kai; triavda, kai; ouj ajsumblhvtou" ei\nai tou;" ajriqmou;" pro;"
ajllhvlou". (“If the one is a prin ci ple, it is rather nec es sary that things stand with the
num bers as Plato said, and that there is an eidetic twoness and threeness and the
num bers are not com men su ra ble with one an other.”) In trans lat ing duavda prwvthn
kai; triavda as “eidetic [ideal] twoness and threeness,” I fol low Vander Wielen,
op.cit., p. 62. The ref er ence here is nat u rally not to math e mat i cal num bers.



this is enough to es tab lish that, in the Philebus, the peras (in the sense
of idea num ber) can not be long to the realm of mixed be ing as this was
ex pounded in the di a lec ti cal logic of the Eleatic tril ogy. For we learned
as early as the Parmenides that the “real one” can only be ap pre hended
dia lec ti cally as a whole with parts. As a con se quence, an in di vis i ble
ontic form that is not com posed of units lies in the na ture of the case be -
yond the reach of this di a lec tic.

Stenzel's at tempt to gen er ate the idea num bers by means of the diairetic
method1 stands con demned by this same con sid er ation. The method of
diairesis be longs only within the frame work of a di a lec ti cal log i cal con -
cep tion of the eidos that pro ceeds from the ge nos, as an en com pass ing
whole with pairs of op po site parts that de scend from it stepwise. Any thing 
that is es sen tially in di vis i ble per mits of no diairesis.

If it is in deed the case that in the Philebus the pure peras is the idea
num ber, it is im me di ately clear why it is placed in op po si tion to the peras
as a ge nus dis persed in a plu ral ity. Peras in this lat ter sense em braces the
math e mat i cal num bers, which the early Py thag o re ans iden ti fied out right
with the peras and which they, in con trast to Plato, did not con ceive of as
de tached from per cep ti ble things.2 Only the math e mat i cal num bers can
com prise a plu ral ity. The ideal num bers, on the con trary, are in di vis i ble
units, whose be ing is ab so lutely pure and un mixed in char ac ter.

This eidetic the ory of num bers, which was de vel oped most dis tinctly in
the Phaedo, was never aban doned by Plato. Not un til his lec ture On the
Good did he at tempt to de rive the ideal num bers, fol low ing the ideal
unity, dia lec ti cally from a com bi na tion of peras and apeiron as con sti tu -
tive prin ci ples, and his pu pils who at tended this lec ture (one of whom was
Ar is totle) ap par ently took this to be a com pletely new the ory. Plato had
ev i dently not yet ar rived at such a the ory dur ing the stage of his de vel op -
ment when he wrote the Philebus.

In any case, ac cord ing to this later di a logue, the ontic form of limit can
be a di a lec ti cal plu ral ity only in its in car na tion in the apeiron (the ever-
 flow ing hule). The di a lec ti cal idea ap pre hends only the unity that has be -
come a plu ral ity, that is to say, the for mal unity in its de vel op ment in lim -
it less mat ter. Fur ther, as the Parmenides sought to dem on strate, this pro -
cess gives rise to (math e mat i cal) num ber in the fluid sub strate of the
apeiron. Still fur ther, the di a lec ti cal idea ap pre hends this mul ti ple-unity
solely in the eidetic re la tions, which serve to ex press the con stant struc -
tures of tem po ral re al ity.

Soc ra tes ex pounds this clearly in Philebus, 25 D ff. He in vites
Protarchus to com bine the apeiron, which had been gath ered up into a sin -
gle idea in the di a lec ti cal re la tion of the “more or less,” with the ge nus of
the peras. For, as he ob serves, even though they should have gath ered the
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1 J. Stenzel, Zahl und Ges talt bei Platon und Aristoteles, 2nd edi tion, 1933, p. 31.
2 In the Parmenides, the peras is con ceived only as a di a lec ti cal idea, i.e., as the re la -

tion be tween unity and the in ter me di ate plu ral ity of the apeiron.



lat ter into a sin gle idea, just as they did ear lier with the apeiron, they did
not do it. “Per haps the re sult will also be the same now, how ever. For by
com bin ing these two the third ge nus [i.e., that of the mix ture of the two]
will also be come clear.”1  It is, how ever, only through the com bi na tion of
peras and apeiron that they ar rive at the sin gle idea of the peras as a ge -
nus, this be ing the idea of law, or der, or har mony in the con trasts of the
“more or less.”2

From the above it is ob vi ous that this ge nus can not be iden ti cal to the
peras as an in di vis i ble unity lack ing all plu ral ity. Thus too it is ev i dent
why Soc ra tes as signs the peras and the apeiron as gen era ex clu sively to
the realm of mixed be ing, the mode of be ing which be longs to the cos mos
as a prod uct of be com ing.
j.      The Idea of Com pos ite Be ing as a gevnesi" eij" oujsivan. The
       Te le o log i cal El e ment Is Once Again In tro duced into the
       Def i ni tion of That Which Has Come into Be ing
The third idea, that of be ing as a mix ture or com po si tion of peras and
apeiron, is con ceived, in ad di tion, as a gevnesi" eij" oujsivan, that is, as a
com ing into be ing of some thing that is, as a re sult of a lim it ing of the
apeiron. This lim i ta tion im parts mea sure to the apeiron and thereby
brings its ran dom flux to rest.3
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1 Philebus, 25 D: ^Hn [viz., tou' pevrato" gevvnnan] kai; nu'n dh;, devon hJma'", kaqavper
th;n tou' ajpeivrou sunhgavgomen eij" e{n, ou{tw kai; th;n tou' peratoeidou'" sunagagei'n, 
ouj sunhgavgomen. ajll! i[sw" kai; nu'n taujto;n dravsei: touvtwn ajmfotevrwn
sunagomevnwn katafanh;" kajkeivnh genhvsetai. (“That [viz., the ge nus of the limit]
which we – al though, just as we com bined the ge nus of the un lim ited into one, we
should like wise now also have com bined that of the limit – did not [yet] com bine
into it. But per haps it will also per form the same ser vice now. For by com bin ing
these two that third ge nus will also be come clear.”)

2 The fact that this ijdeva too is in deed a di a lec ti cal mul ti ple unity, and not, like the
pure eidos of the peras (spo ken of in Philebus, 26 D), a sim ple unity, is con vinc -
ingly dem on strated by Soc ra tes’ words in Philebus, 23 E: Prw'ton me;n dh; tw'n
tettavrwn ta; triva dielovmenoi, ta; duvo touvtwn peirwvmeqa polla; eJkavteron
ejscismevnon kai; diespasmevnon ijdovnte", eij" e}n pavlin eJkavteron sunagagovnte"
noh'sai ph'/ pot! h\n aujtw'n e}n kai; polla; eJkavteron. (“By first set ting apart three of
these four, then, let us at tempt – since we see two of them [viz. the peras and the
apeiron, see 24 A be low] each dis persed and torn apart into a plu ral ity – to com pre -
hend, af ter we have gath ered up each of the two back into one, to what ex tent each
of them is one and many.”) Ibid., 24 A: Levgw toivnun ta; duvo, a} protivqemai, tau't!
ei\nai a{per nu'n dh;, to; me;n a[peiron, to; de; pevra" e[con. (“I there fore say that the two
[gen era] that I pro pose are those of which I just spoke, viz., the un lim ited and the
lim ited.”) As is ev i dent from 25 D above, the pevra" e[con can not be iden ti cal to the
third ge nus. In spite of its un clear qual i fi ca tion, this must rather be the peras it self.

3 Ibid., 26 D: ajlla; trivton favqi me levgein, e}n tou'to tiqevnta to; touvtwn e[kgonon
a{pan, gevnesin eij" oujsivan ejk tw'n meta; tou' pevrato" ajpeirgasmevnwn mevtrwn.
(“Say, how ever, that I ad mit a third [ge nus], in that I reckon all the off spring of these 
[viz., of peras and apeiron] as a unity, i.e., as a be com ing that is sues in be ing, re sult -



In this third idea, the cor re la tion be tween form and mat ter im me di ately
im presses it self on one. As a mat ter of fact, how ever, this cor re la tion was
al ready pre sup posed in the two other ideai. For, ac cord ing to Plato, the
math e mat i cal num ber, which is sub sumed un der the idea of the peras,
first arises through the com bi na tion of the ontic unity with the apeiron,
and as the Py thag o rean the ory brought to light, it con tains in it self both
peras and apeiron.

The te le o log i cal el e ment, which had tem po rarily dropped out of the pic -
ture dur ing the cri sis of the the ory of ideas is now re in tro duced into the
con cep tion of the cos mos as a prod uct of be com ing. This takes place, as a
mat ter of course, be cause of the new un der stand ing of mixed or com pos ite 
be ing – as pro duced by the com bi na tion of form and mat ter, lim i ta tion and 
un lim it ed ness – in terms of a gen e sis eis ousian. For, in this man ner, gen e -
sis or be com ing is given a goal. As Soc ra tes ex plains, “I thus main tain that 
it is for the sake of com ing into be ing that all in stru ments and tools and all
mat ter (u{lh) are pro vided to any one; but that ev ery in stance of be com ing
takes place for the sake of an other par tic u lar form of be ing (a[llh" oujsiva"
tino;" e{neka), and the to tal ity of com ing into be ing for the sake of the to -
tal ity of be ing.”1 “If plea sure is thus an in stance of be com ing, it must of
ne ces sity come to be for the sake of some par tic u lar be ing.”2 “But that
which is the goal of what al ways co mes to be for the sake of some thing
else be longs in the class (ejn moivra/) of the good, while that which co mes to 
be for the sake of some thing else, ex cel lent friend, must be placed in an -
other class.”3 It there fore fol lows from this that feel ings of plea sure as
such can never be some thing good.4

It is ev i dent from the first state ment quoted above that the con cep tion of 
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ing from the re la tions of mea sure achieved with the aid of the peras.”) It is ev i dent
from Philebus, 27 a, that the peras can in deed act only by vir tue of the “cause” (the
di vine nous) and is only the in stru ment of the lat ter in this ac tiv ity. In it self, the
peras, as a ge nus, has no ac tive power. The text thus reads not diav but meta; tou'
pevrato".

1 Ibid., 54 b, C: Fhmi; dh; genevsew" me;n e{neka favrmakav te kai; pavnt! o[rgana kai;
pa'san u{lhn parativqesqai pa'sin, eJkavsthn de; gevnesin a[llhn a[llh" oujsiva" tino;"
eJkavsth" e{neka givgnesqai, xuvmpasan de; gevnesin oujsiva" e{neka givgnesqai
xumpavsh". (trans la tion in text)

2 Ibid., 54 C: Oujkou'n hJdonhv g! ei[per gevnesiv" ejstin, e{nekav tino" oujsiva" ejx ajnavgkh"
givgnoit! a[n (trans la tion in text)

3 Ibid., Tov ge mh;n ou| e{neka to; e{nekav tou gignovmenon ajei; givgnoit! a[n, ejn th'/ tou'
ajgaqou' moivra/ ejkei'nov ejsti: to; de; tino;" e{neka gignovmenon eij" a[llhn, w\ a[riste,
moi'ran qetevon. (trans la tion in text)

4 Ibid., 54 D: \Ar! ou\n hJdonhv g! ei[per gevnesiv" ejstin, eij" a[llhn h] th;n tou' ajgaqou'
moi'ran aujth;n tiqevnte" ojrqw'" qhvsomen_  (“Then if plea sure is a be com ing, shall we
be cor rect in plac ing it into a class other than that of the good?”) (Trans la tion sup -
plied by trans la tor.)



mixed or com pos ite be ing as a gen e sis eis ousian, which Ar is totle would
soon de velop in his own man ner in his the ory of the re la tion be tween form 
and mat ter in com pos ite be ing, is un am big u ously ori ented to the
ground-mo tive of the re li gion of cul ture. The at tempt is herein made to
con ceive hule as ma te rial for a di vine dhmiourgei'n, a di vine form-giv ing
ac tiv ity, and in this way to sur mount the an tag o nism be tween the prin ci -
ples of form and mat ter. In this pro cess, the re la tion be tween the cos mos
that has come into be ing and the for ma tive power of the di vine nous with
its idea of the good and beau ti ful is placed as a mat ter of course in the
hands of the new di a lec tic. At the same time, the eros mo tive, de vel oped
in the Sym po sium and the Phaedrus, is able to re ceive a di a lec ti cal-log i cal
elab o ra tion.

k.     The New Dialectic's Physico-Teleological Proof for the
       Ex is tence of God
Theoria need no lon ger ap peal solely to the re li gious syn op sis when it
pro claims the ex is tence of a di vine nous as the or i gin of all form in the
cos mos. From now on it can es tab lish its case on the pur ported di a lec ti -
cal proof for the de ity. The so-called physico-te le o log i cal proof for
God's ex is tence would hence forth be a per ma nent pic ture in meta phys i -
cal the ol ogy, with the re sult that it would take a place of honor in what
is called nat u ral the ol ogy (theologia naturalis), par tic u larly in scho las tic 
thought.

2.   The New Conception of the Soul as a Mixture of Form and
      Matter (a Product of Becoming)
It is of great im por tance to study how this te le o log i cal proof is car ried
out in the Philebus. This is the case, be cause as he elab o rates it here
Plato also sets forth his new con cep tion of the soul. In the Timaeus this
con cep tion will be worked out more fully. The lat ter di a logue will also
go fur ther by de ter min ing the po si tion of the soul in re la tion to both the
world of the eide and the world of phe nom ena. But it is in the Philebus
that this new con cep tion is set forth for the first time.

Af ter Soc ra tes has won Protarchus’ ac qui es cence to his con clu sion that
plea sure as such be longs to the ge nus of the apeiron (the un lim ited), he
pro ceeds to take up the prob lem of as sign ing nous, un der stand ing, and
knowl edge to one of the three re main ing gen era. Re act ing to Protarchus’
per plex ity at his ques tion ing, Soc ra tes re marks: “Yet surely the an swer is
easy. For all the wise agree, thereby in re al ity ex alt ing them selves highly,
the nous is our ruler and that of heaven and earth, and per haps they are
right.”1 It is then agreed that over all things, and over that which is called
the uni verse, there does not reign the power of ir ra tio nal Tuche (the an -
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1 Ibid., 28 C: !Alla; mh;n rJav/dion. pavnte" ga;r sumfwnou'sin oiJ sofoi;, eJautou;" o[ntw"
semnuvvnonte", wJ" nou'" ejsti; basileu;" hJmi'n oujranou' te kai; gh'". kai; i[sw" eu\
levgousi.  (trans la tion in text)



cient, un pre dict able Ananke), as a ‘ter ri bly clever man’ (deino;" ajnhvr; the
ref er ence is prob a bly to Democritus) had claimed, but that on the con -
trary, as their pre de ces sors main tained, nous and a won drous un der stand -
ing or ders and guides it.1 Soc ra tes there upon takes note that the bod ies of
all liv ing be ings are by na ture con sti tuted from the four el e ments: fire,
earth, air, and wa ter. Each of these el e ments is pres ent in our own bod ies
only in a scant and in sig nif i cant quan tity and in an im pure state, and pos -
sesses a power that is in no way pro por tion ate to its na ture. Protarchus
need merely com pare the small quan tity of fire in the hu man body with the 
fire that is pres ent in the world-body of the uni verse, which in its abun -
dance, its beauty, and its enor mous power is a cause of won der. Ra tio nal
con sid er ation makes plain that our bod ies are sus tained and brought into
ex is tence by this world-body, and not the other way around. For im per fec -
tion can not be the source of per fec tion.2

Ob serv ing that the hu man body has a soul, Soc ra tes next asks whence it
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1 Ibid., 28 D: Povteron, w\ Prwvtarce, ta; xuvmpanta kai; tovde to; kalouvmenon o{lon
ejpitropeuvein fw'men th;n tou' ajlovgou kai; eijkh'/ duvnamin kai; to; o{ph/ e[tucen, h]
tajnantiva, kaqavper oiJ provsqen hJmw'n e[legon, nou'n kai; frovnhsivn tina qaumasth;n
suntavttousan diakuberna'n_ Ibid., 28 E-29 A: Bouvlei dh'tav ti kai; hJmei'" toi'"
e[mprosqen oJmologouvmenon xumfhvswmen, wJ" tau'q! ou{tw" e[cei, kai; mh; movnon
oijwvmeqa dei'n tajllovtria a[neu kinduvnou levgein, ajlla; kai; sugkinduneuvwmen kai;
metevcwmen tou' yovgou, o{tan ajnh;r deino;" fh'/ tau'ta mh; ou{tw" ajll! ajtavktw" e[cein_
(“Shall we say, dear Protarchus, that over all things, and that which is called the uni -
verse, there reigns the power of un-rea son, ran dom ness, and chance, or on the con -
trary, as our pre de ces sors main tained, that nous and a won drous un der stand ing or -
ders and guides it? ... Are you then will ing that we also should as sent to what was
agreed by our pre de ces sors, that this is the way all these things are [i.e., that they are 
gov erned by nous], and that we not only should think we must state a view of oth ers
with out risk to our selves, but should also share the risk and the blame with them
when a ter ri bly clever per son as serts that things are not like this, but are rather de -
void of or der?”)

2 Ibid., 29 B-C: smikrovn te touvtwn e{kaston par! hJmi'n e[nesti kai; fau'lon kai;
oujdamh'/ oujdamw'" eiJlikrine;" o]n kai; th;n duvnamin oujk ajxivan th'" fuvsew" e[con. ejn
eJni; de; labw;n peri; pavntwn novei taujtovn. oi\on pu'r e[sti mevn pou par! hJmi'n, e[sti d! ejn 
tw'/ pantiv. ... Oujkou'n smikro;n me;n ti to; par! hJmi'n kai; ajsqene;" kai; fau'lon, to; d! ejn
tw'/ panti; plhvqei te qaumasto;n kai; kavllei kai; pavsh/ dunavmei th'/ peri; to; pu'r ou[sh/. 
...tiv daiv_ trevfetai kai; givgnetai ejk touvtou kai; a[rcetai to; tou' panto;" pu'r uJpo; tou'
par! hJmi'n puro;", h] toujnantivon uJp! ejkeivnou to; t! ejmo;n kai; to; so;n kai; to; tw'n a[llwn
zw'/wn a{pant! i[scei tau'ta_ (“In us each of these el e ments is pres ent only in a small
quan tity, an in sig nif i cant mea sure and a state that is in no way pure, and with a
power that is not pro por tion ate to its na ture. If you ob serve this in one of them, think 
the same of all the oth ers. How, for ex am ple, fire is in us [in our bod ies] and is pres -
ent in the uni verse. ... Is not that which is pres ent in us small in quan tity and weak
and in sig nif i cant, but that which is in the uni verse won drous in its vast quan tity and
its beauty, and in all the power that dwells within it? ... And fur ther? Is the fire in the 
uni verse nour ished by that in our body, does it arise from there and have its or i gin



could have got ten this if the body of the uni verse, which con tains the same 
el e ments as ours and in a man ner much fairer, were not en dowed with a
soul.1 In the uni verse there is much that is un lim ited, but with an ad e quate
for mal lim i ta tion (peras), and over this reigns an ‘ex alted cause’ which
or ders and reg u lates the years, sea sons, and months, and has ev ery right to
the names wis dom and nous.2 Wis dom and thought can not ex ist apart
from soul, how ever, and it may there fore be said that “in the na ture of
Zeus a rul ing soul and a rul ing in tel li gence have come to be by vir tue of
the power of the cause, but in that of the other gods, other fair at trib utes
which they are pleased to have at trib uted to them.”3 This state ment ob vi -
ously re fers to the ce les tial gods (qeoi; oujravnioi) or the ce les tial bod ies
con ceived as ensouled. These, as mem bers of the realm of be com ing, must 
be clearly dis tin guished from the di vine nous as demiurge.

If the di vine nous or in tel li gence thus ex er cises do min ion over the uni -
verse, it can be con cluded that nous be longs to the fourth of the gen era that 
com pose mixed be ing, namely, the ge nus that has been des ig nated the
“cause.”4 Shortly there af ter, Soc ra tes ex presses him self more guard edly
by say ing “that nous is ‘akin’ to the cause and ‘ap prox i mately’ (scedovn)
of the ge nus of the lat ter, while in con trast, plea sure is in it self un lim ited
and mea sure less, and of the ge nus that in it self and of it self nei ther has,
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there, or on the con trary does mine, and yours, and that of all other liv ing be ings
owe all of this to the for mer?”)

1 Ibid., 30 A: To; par! hJmi'n sw'ma a\r! ouj yuch;n fhvsomen e[cein_ ... Povqen, w\ fivle
Prwvtarce, labovn, ei[per mh; tov ge tou' panto;" sw'ma e[myucon o]n ejtuvgcane, taujtav
g! e[con touvtw/ kai; e[ti pavnth/ kallivona_ (“Shall we not say that our body has a soul?
... From where, friend Protarchus, did it get this, if the body of the uni verse were not 
pos sessed of soul, since it has the same [el e ments] as our body and in a man ner
much fairer still?”)

2 Ibid., 30 C: Oujkou'n eij mh; tou'to, met! ejkeivnou tou' lovgou a]n eJpovmenoi bevltion
levgoimen, wJ" e[stin, a} pollavki" eijrhvkamen, ajpeirovn t! ejn tw'/ panti; polu; kai; pevra" 
iJkanovn, kaiv ti" ejp! aujtoi'" aijtiva ouj fauvlh kosmou'sav te kai; suntavttousa
ejniautouv" te kai; w{ra" kai; mh'na", sofiva kai; vnou'" legomevnh dikaiovtat! a[n (trans -
la tion largely in text).

3 Ibid., 30 C-D: Sofiva mh;n kai; nou'" a[neu yuch'" oujk a[n pote genoivsqhn. ... Oujkou'n
ejn me;n th'/ tou' Dio;" ejrei'" fuvsei basilikh;n me;n yuch;n, basiliko;n de; nou'n
ejggivgnesqai dia; th;n th'" aijtiva" duvnamin, ejn d! a[lloi" a[lla kala;, kaq! o} fivlon
eJkavstoi" levgesqai (trans la tion in text) Just like the hu man soul, the soul of Zeus,
the ce les tial god, has thus come into be ing through the power of a cause that orig i -
nates in the high est di vine nous as demiurge. See the fol low ing note.

4 Ibid., 30 D-E: Th'/ dev g! ejmh'/ zhthvsei peporikw;" ajpovkrisin, o{ti nou'" ejsti; gevnou"
tou' pavntwn aijtivou lecqevnto" tw'n tettavrwn, w|n h\n hJmi'n e}n tou'to. (“It [the pre ced -
ing ar gu ment] has also pro vided an an swer to my ques tion [viz., to which of the gen -
era nous and un der stand ing must be reck oned], viz., that nous be longs to that one of
the four gen era called the cause of all things, which for us con sti tuted one of these.”)



nor will have, be gin ning, mid dle, or end.”1 The first state ment ob vi ously
has the pure, di vine nous in mind, and the sec ond, the hu man nous; for the
for mer ap plies di rectly to nous as the ruler of the uni verse, while the lat ter
re fers to nous in its di a lec ti cal op po si tion to plea sure, some thing that is al -
to gether ab sent in the de ity.2

a.     The Hu man Anima Rationalis and the Ra tio nal World-Soul
       Are Re stricted to the Realm of Gen er ated or Mixed Be ing

In the above dis cus sion, one is im me di ately struck by Plato's ex plicit ac -
knowl edg ment that the hu man soul and the souls of the ce les tial gods
be long to the realm of what has come into be ing. This im plies that they
are of ne ces sity com pos ite in na ture and that their be ing has a mixed
char ac ter. As a con se quence, the soul is once and for all fun da men tally
dis tin guished from the world of pure ontic forms. Thus too, the lat ter, in 
their ab so lute and sim ple na ture, can them selves no lon ger be con ceived 
as ac tive soul-forces, that is, as ef fi cient causes, as had still been done in 
the Soph ist and, im plic itly, in the Parmenides. On the other hand, it is
equally im pos si ble to re turn to the con cep tion of the soul pre sented in
the Phaedo, where the ra tio nal soul was said to be akin to the world of
pure eide and was al lowed to share in their un moved and ungenerated
na ture. Plato has also bro ken here with the stand point of the Re pub lic,
which as cribed a com pos ite na ture to the hu man soul ex clu sively in its
un ion with the ma te rial body and re served for the anima rationalis a
pure state in which it could pos sess the sim ple char ac ter that had been
granted to it in the Phaedo.

That the soul must be com pos ite and mixed can be clearly seen in
Philebus, 47 d to 51 a (be gin ning in chap. 29 and run ning into the first part 
of chap. 31), where Soc ra tes un der takes an in quiry into the mix ture of
feel ings of plea sure and pain that are dis played by the soul it self (aujth;n
th;n yuch;n auJth'/), in de pend ent of the ma te rial body. As ex am ples of such
feel ings, he ad duces an ger, long ing, sad ness, fear, love, and jeal ousy.
Soc ra tes con cludes by re mark ing – in con nec tion with the mixed emo -
tional state which the soul ex pe ri ences dur ing la ments and both staged and 
real trag e dies and com e dies, for in ev ery case these pro duce a mix ture of
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1 Ibid., 31 A: o{ti nou'" me;n aijtiva" h\n xuggenh;" kai; touvtou scedo;n tou' gevnou", hJdonh; 
d! a[peirov" t!aujth; kai; tou' mhvt! ajrch;n mhvte mevsa mhvte tevlo" ejn eJautw'/ ajf! eJautou'
e[conto" mhd! e{xontov" pote gevnou". (trans la tion in text). We see here a re serve sim i -
lar to that in the Phaedo, where Plato called the hu man think ing soul “akin” to the
eide with out ven tur ing to iden tify these com pletely.

2 Ibid., 33 B: PRW: Ou[koun eijkov" g! ou[te caivrein <tou;"> qeou;" ou[te toujnantivon.
SW: Pavnu me;n ou\n oujk eijkov": a[schmon gou'n aujtw'n eJkavteron gignovmenovn ejstin.
(“Protarchus: It is there fore not likely that the gods ex pe ri ence ei ther plea sure or its
op po site. Soc ra tes: It is not at all likely, of course, for each of the two proved to be
form less.”)



feel ings of pain and plea sure – that he is only giv ing these ex am ples so
that Protarchus may rec og nize “that both the body with out the soul and
the soul with out the body, and like wise the two in their mu tual as so ci a -
tion, are filled in their in ner states with a feel ing of plea sure that is min -
gled with feel ings of pain.”1

Thus, there are mixed feel ings which be long to the soul in it self. Along
with these, how ever, there are also pure, un mixed feel ings of the soul, and
in this cat e gory Soc ra tes lists the aes thetic feel ings of plea sure that are at -
tached to beau ti ful col ors, beau ti ful math e mat i cal forms, har mo ni ous
sounds, most sen sa tions of smell, and above all, the feel ings that per tain to 
knowl edge. These pure feel ings are tied to mea sure and are called “true”
and “beau ti ful.” Over against them, the in tense feel ings, which al ways
have a mixed char ac ter, are classed in the ge nus of the apeiron and the
mea sure less, which ex tends over both body and soul.

Since in the hu man anima rationalis ev ery thing de pends on achiev ing a 
har mo ni ous mix ture be tween pure or true feel ings and ra tio nal knowl -
edge, which be long to dif fer ent gen era, it is abun dantly clear that, in the
Philebus, Plato no lon ger ac cepts the ab strac tion of an anima rationalis
wholly ab sorbed in the ac tiv ity of the o ret i cal thought as an eth i cal-meta -
phys i cal ideal of philo soph i cal qewriva. This im me di ately fol lows from
the new shift in Plato's an thro po log i cal no tions. In the Phaedo and also
the Re pub lic, the Or phic-Py thag o rean mo tif was pre dom i nant. Ac cord -
ingly, earthly life was con sid ered to be a fallen state and a con tam i na tion
of the think ing soul. Even dur ing its pres ent ex is tence, there fore, the
think ing soul had to strive to die to the world of phe nom ena, in or der to
de vote it self wholly in pure theoria, the mode of life proper to phi los o phy, 
wholly to the con tem pla tion of the pure eide and, ul ti mately, of the di vine
idea of the good and beau ti ful.

Af ter he has once again es tab lished that the per fect good for a per son
can lie nei ther in plea sure alone nor in pure knowl edge, Soc ra tes ar gues in
the Philebus that the path lead ing to the good can be dis cov ered only if
one has first as cer tained the abode where man is at home. “Just as some -
one who is look ing for a man, if he has first as cer tained the house where he 
lives, would surely have a great ad van tage in find ing him for whom he is
look ing.”2

The place where the hu man be ing is at home, to be sure, is not the world
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1 Ibid., 50 D: o{ti kai; sw'ma a[neu yuch'" kai; yuch; a[neu swvmato" kai; koinh'/ met!
ajllhvlwn ejn toi'" paqhvmasi mestav ejsti sugkekramevnh" hJdonh'" luvpai"_ (trans la tion 
in text)

2 Ibid., 61 A-B: Kaqavper ei[ tiv" tin! a[nqrwpon zhtw'n th;n oi[khsin prw'ton ojrqw'" i{n!
oijkei' puvqoit! aujtou', mevga ti dhvpou pro;" th;n eu{resin a]n e[coi tou' zhtoumevnou.
(trans la tion in text)



of pure eide, as the Phaedo had taught; in stead, it lies in the realm of
mixed and gen er ated be ing. This, how ever, does not pre vent  know ledge
of the pure, un mixed eide or ontic forms from oc cu py ing the high est rank
among all the var i ous kinds of knowl edge, as the knowl edge which is
com pletely re li able and true.1 The o ret i cal in tu ition of the eter nally
self-iden ti cal, in tel li gi ble world of be ing is thus again ex plic itly  acknow -
ledged as the foun da tion, also for the new di a lec tic. For it can not be main -
tained, as Robin thinks, that Plato has in mind here only a sys tem of re la -
tions ap pre hended in di a lec ti cal ideai, that is to say, ontic forms that are
min gled with hule and have thereby be come a plu ral ity. It is true that, just
as in the Re pub lic, ab stract nu mer i cal the ory and ab stract ge om e try are
here in cluded in the cat e gory of true knowl edge, since these are most
nearly akin to knowl edge of the pure eide. Nev er the less, the bare fact that
in the Philebus Plato re stricts the knowl edge of true be ing to that which
re mains for ever self-iden ti cal, with out the slight est ad mix ture, and that he 
once again ad duces the knowl edge of “jus tice in it self” (o{ti e[sti) as an ex -
am ple of knowl edge of the pure ontic forms, is of it self enough to show
that he does not have in mind here first of all the new, di a lec ti cal logic de -
vel oped in the Eleatic di a logues. In Plato's line of thought, “jus tice in it -
self” is not at all a di a lec ti cal re la tion, al though it must be ad mit ted that he
also in cludes the di a lec ti cal re la tions as such among the con stant eide.

The o ret i cal knowl edge of the pure eide, ac cord ing to the Philebus, oc -
cu pies the most ex alted place among all the sci ences, but it can no lon ger
be iden ti fied with the high est good for man. In or der to “find the way
home,” more is nec es sary than that in tu itive knowl edge em body it self,
with the aid of di a lec ti cal logic, in a proper log i cal def i ni tion (lovgon
eJpovmenon tw'/ noei'n) and that it de scend from its sphere of pu rity to the un -
cer tain phe nom ena of the vis i ble cos mos, which, as things that have come
into be ing, can not be come the ob jects of ex act sci ence;2 for this knowl -
edge must also be min gled with pure and true feel ings of plea sure, if that
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1 Ibid., 58 A: th;n ga;r peri; to; o]n kai; to; o[ntw" kai; to; kata; taujto;n ajei; pefuko;"
pavntw" e[gwg! oi\mai hJgei'sqai xuvmpanta", o{soi" nou' kai; smikro;n proshvrthtai,
makrw'/ ajlhqestavthn ei\nai gnw'sin. (“For the whole body of those who have even a
grain of com mon sense hold, I be lieve, that the knowl edge of what re ally is, of that
which by na ture al ways re mains the same, is by far the tru est knowl edge.”) Ibid., 59
C: JW" h] peri; ejkei'na e[sq! hJmi'n tov te bevbaion kai; to; kaqaro;n kai; tajlhqe;" kai; o} dh; 
levgomen eijlikrinev", peri; ta; ajei; kata; taujta; wJsauvtw" ajmiktovtata e[conta, h] 
[deuvtero"] ejkeivnwn o{ti mavlist! ejsti; xuggenev".  (“That, for us, knowl edge which is
re li able and pure and true and, as we say, un al loyed, re fers to those things that al -
ways re main just so, in the same man ner and with out the slight est ad mix ture, or to
what is most akin to these.”)

2 There can be no episteme here, but only ojrqh; dovxa, cor rect, but al ways hy po thet i cal, 
opin ion, which can never lead to firmly es tab lished truth. It is ev i dent here how
Plato's fun da men tal du al ism once again pre vents him from at tain ing to the mod ern



mode of life is to be at tained which for a hu man be ing con sti tutes the high -
est good. In this mix ture, truth, pro por tion (xummetriva), and beauty are
nec es sary part ners, and the sec ond of these, right mea sure and pro por tion,
is called the cause (aijtiva – here this does not mean ef fi cient cause) which
lends the high est value to any mix ture, since the ab sence of this is the ruin
of both the mix ture and its in gre di ents.1 Soc ra tes con cludes this part of his
ar gu ment as fol lows: “If we there fore are un able to track down the high est
good in a sin gle idea, by grasp ing it in three – namely, beauty, pro por tion,
and truth – let us de clare that in these [three], as in one, we with full jus tice 
seek the cause of the value of the mix ture, and that by vir tue of this the lat -
ter has be come good.”2

The new di a lec tic thus ap pre hends the di vine idea of the good, the ab so -
lute form of or i gin, in a tri-unity of eide only in its lim ited man i fes ta tion
within the cos mos. In their mix ture to gether, these eide not only con sti tute 
the su preme good for the com pos ite life of a hu man be ing; they also em -
body the te le o log i cal norm for the en tire cos mos. The ac tual rea son why
the good for com pos ite or mixed be ing can not be pure and ab so lute in na -
ture re sides in the fact that soul and body are con joined, with the for mer in
con trol of the lat ter, both in hu man ex is tence and in the cos mos as a
whole.3 One can not imag ine a clearer ex pres sion than this of the dis tance
that lies be tween the an thro po log i cal con cep tion of the Phaedo and the
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con cep tion of em pir i cal sci ence. See 59 B: Oujd! a[ra nou'" oujdev ti" ejpisthvmh peri;
aujtav ejsti to; ajlhqevstaton e[cousa. (“Con cern ing these things there is then no re -
flec tion, no pure sci ence, which con tains that which fully cor re sponds to the truth.”)
What Plato has in mind here is the knowl edge of “na ture” (dovxai peri; fuvsew"), the
vis i ble cos mos, which al ways in volves the ques tion of how the lat ter has come into
be ing and what changes it un der goes and brings about (59 A). All of this has no
bear ing upon the con cep tual di vi sion of phe nom ena into classes and spe cies via the
method of diairesis de vel oped in the Soph ist and the States man.

1 Ibid., 64 D: Kai; mh;n kai; xumpavsh" ge mivxew" ouj calepo;n ijdei'n th;n aijtivan di! h}n h]
panto;" ajxiva givgnetai hJtisou'n h] to; paravpan oujdenov" ... $Oti mevtrou kai; th'"
xummevtrou fuvsew" mh; tucou'sa hJtisou'n kai; oJpwsou'n xuvgkrasi" pa'sa ejx ajnavgkh" 
ajpovllusi tav te kerannuvmena kai; prwvthn eJauthvn. (“And with ev ery mix ture it is
not dif fi cult to see the cause which lends to each of them the high est value or de -
prives it of all value ... That ev ery mix ture, what ever kind it be, if it does not share
in the na ture of right mea sure and pro por tion, nec es sar ily de stroys both its in gre di -
ents, and first of all it self.”)

2 Ibid., 64 E-65 A: Oujkou'n eij mh; mia'/ dunavmeq! ijdeva/ tajgaqo;n qhreu'sai, su;n trisi;
labovnte", kavllei kai; xummetriva/ kai; ajlhqeiva/, levgwmen wJ" tou'to oi|on e}n ojrqovtat! 
a]n aijtiasaivmeqa [a]n] tw'n ejn th'/ xummivxei, kai; dia; tou'q! wJ" ajgaqo;n o]n toiauvthn
aujth;n gegonevnai. (trans la tion in text)

3 Ibid., 64 B: ejmoi; me;n ga;r kaqaperei; kovsmo" ti" ajswvmato" a[rxwn kalw'" ejmyuvcou
swvmato" oJ nu'n lovgo" ajpeirgavsqai faivnetai. (“For to me it ap pears that our ar gu -
ment has been car ried out like an in cor po real or der which rules in a fair man ner over 
a body pos sessed of a soul.”)



Re pub lic, on the one hand, and that of the Philebus, on the other hand.

b.     Cau sal ity as a Sep a rate Ge nus

We should take spe cial note of the fact that the Philebus el e vates cau sal -
ity, in the sense of ef fi cient cause, to a sep a rate ge nus that is brought
within the reach of the new, di a lec ti cal logic. The aitia, as ef fi cient cau -
sal ity,1 is herein con ceived as a ra tio nal for mal cause (con sis tent with
Soc ra tes’ thought and in con nec tion with Anaxagoras’ doc trine of nous) 
and is rec og nized ex clu sively as the cause of com pos ite be ing.

c.     Ac cord ing to the Philebus, Nei ther the Pure Eide nor Hule
       Orig i nates in the Di vine Nous as Ef fi cient Cause. The
       Scho las tic Accommodation of This Pla tonic Con cep tion
       (Later Adopted by Ar is totle) to the Chris tian
       Cre ation Mo tive

For this rea son, in the view of the Philebus, nei ther the eide, as pure
ontic forms, nor hule can be at trib uted to the di vine nous act ing as cause 
(aitia). The doc trine ex nihilo nihil fit (noth ing can arise from noth ing),
which was the fi nal out come of Greek meta phys ics in its sub jec tion to
the di a lec ti cal form-mat ter mo tive, per mits of no ex cep tion even in the
case of the di vine demiurge. In the Ar is to te lian on tol ogy as well, ontic
form and mat ter are in them selves ungenerated.

Scho las tic phi los o phy will later take over this con cep tion, even though
it is op posed to the Scrip tural mo tive of cre ation. Com bining Plato and
Ar is totle, it will at tempt to accomodate it to the cre ation mo tive by plac ing 
it within the frame work of the re li gious syn the sis mo tive of na ture and
grace.

Be cause the ef fi cient cause is sharply dis tin guished as a ge netic eidos
from the peras and the apeiron, the con cep tion of the other eide as ac tive
soul-forces, which be longed to the cri sis pe riod of the the ory of ideas, has
been ren dered su per flu ous. In so far as there is yet men tion of an e[kgonon
(off spring) that arises from the com bi na tion of peras and apeiron, these
lat ter gen era are ex pressly qual i fied as in stru ments of the aitia in its its ac -
tiv ity of bring ing into be ing [com pare the way the rel e vant Greek phrase
is trans lated in note 1, and on page 261] (to; douleu'on eij" gevnesin
aijtiva/).2 The aitia, in con trast, is called the demiurge.3 Only this caus ative
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1 The fact that the aitia here in deed con sti tutes a causa efficiens is ev i dent from 26 E:
Oujkou'n hJ tou' poiou'nto" fuvsi" oujde;n plh;n ojnovmati th'" aijtiva" diafevrei, to; de;
poiou'n kai; to; ai[tion ojrqw'" a]n ei[h legovmenon e{n_  (“Then does not the na ture of
the agent dif fer only in name from the cause, and may not the agent and that which
causes rightly be called one?)

2 Ibid., 27 A:  [Allo a[ra kai; ouj taujto;n aijtiva t! ejsti; kai; to; douleu'on eij" gevnesin
aijtiva/. (“There fore the cause and that which is sub ser vi ent to it when it brings into
be ing are dif fer ent and not the same.”)

3 Ibid., 27 A-B: Oujkou'n ta; me;n gignovmena kai; ejx w|n givgnetai pavnta ta; triva



ge nus is still con ceived as an ac tive soul-force, since it orig i nates in the di -
vine nous, which it self is borne by a di vine soul as its vi tal prin ci ple.

Is this di vine soul and the caus ative form-power of the nous iden ti cal to
the world-soul? One might mo men tarily be tempted to think so, be cause
Socrates says that the hu man body owes its or i gin to the world- body, and
the hu man soul to the world-soul.

d.     The Nous Which Reigns over the Uni verse Is Not Iden ti cal
       to the Nous in the World-Soul

The Timaeus, how ever – and its developement of this point is based
wholly on the Philebus – ex plic itly teaches that the uni verse, both in its
body and in its ra tio nal soul, be longs to the realm of what has come into 
be ing and has its or i gin in the di vine dhmiourgov", the di vine ar chi tect.
Cornford and Stenzel, and oth ers, are of the opin ion that this demiurge
is a purely myth o log i cal repesentation of the world-soul it self; but this
is clearly re futed by the Timaeus’s de scrip tion of the lat ter as some thing 
that is in fact it self mixed in na ture and which there fore, ac cord ing to
the Philebus, re quires a cause of its com ing into be ing. The for mer di a -
logue also sheds light on the pas sage in the Philebus which says that the 
body and soul of man are de rived only from the world-body and the
world-soul. In our dis cus sion of the Timaeus, we shall in ev i ta bly be
brought back to these mat ters.

e.     The Philebus and the Timaeus Both Ad mit Only One
       Cau sal ity: That Which Orig i nates in the Ra tio nal Soul

In at trib ut ing the cau sal ity that brings the cos mos into be ing ex clu sively 
to the ra tio nal soul, the Philebus has taken over, in this re gard, the po si -
tion of the Phaedrus. In so do ing, how ever, it si mul ta neously took on
the aporia that I al ready men tioned in my dis cus sion of the lat ter di a -
logue (where it re mained com pletely un solved), namely, the prob lem of
how the as crip tion of cau sal ity ex clu sively to the ra tio nal soul com ports
with the pri mor dial du al ism be tween the mo tives of form and mat ter. Is
it not nec es sary that hule (the apeiron of the of the Philebus) be granted
its own ge nus of cau sal ity if one in deed wishes to give a full ac count
within the frame work of the Greek ground-mo tive of the or i gin of the
things that have come into be ing? The Timaeus will an swer this ques -
tion in the af fir ma tive, and the sin gle idea of cau sal ity will thereby be
aban doned once more.
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parevsceto hJmi'n gevnh_ ... to; de; dh; pavnta tau'ta dhmiourgou'n levgwmen tevtarton,
th;n aijtivan, wJ" iJkanw'" e{teron ejkeivnwn dedhlwmevnon_ (“Then did not the things that 
have come to be, and that out of which ev ery thing co mes to be [viz., peras and
apeiron], fur nish our three gen era? ... Shall we there fore name the cause, that which
[as demiurge] gives form to all these, as the fourth, some thing whose dif fer ence
from the oth ers has been ad e quately clar i fied?”)



f.      Do the Philebus Gen era Cor re spond to the Five High est
       Eide in the Soph ist?

There is also a ques tion as to the re la tion ship be tween the four gene or
di a lec ti cal ideai of the Philebus and the five high est eide of the Soph ist.
Ever since an tiq uity, nu mer ous at tempts have been made to dis cover a
di rect con nec tion be tween these two groups, and re cently Léon Robin,1

the noted French Plato scholar, and C. Ritter,2 pro fes sor at Tübingen,
and oth ers, have made the same endeavor. It must be em pha sized, how -
ever, that any at tempt at this must come to terms with the new de vel op -
ment that the Philebus in tro duced into Plato's the ory of ideas. Ap par -
ently, nei ther Robin nor Ritter was cog ni zant of this.

We must ob serve at the out set that, with out ex cep tion, the four gene of
the Philebus are all di a lec ti cal ideai in the pre vi ously de lin eated sense.
Among the five su preme ideas (megista eide) of the Soph ist, in con trast,
mo tion and rest def i nitely lack this char ac ter, since they are mu tu ally ex -
clu sive op po sites. The com par i son must there fore be con fined to the
Soph ist's three di a lec ti cal ideai – in di vid ual be ing, oth er ness (to;
qavteron), and same ness (taujtovn) – and, as we have seen, all of these can
in fact be re garded as di a lec ti cal func tions of the all-em brac ing idea of be -
ing. The lat ter was de fined in a gen eral way as dunamis in both an ac tive
and a pas sive sense, that is, ac tive power and the ca pac ity to be acted
upon.3 In the Philebus, the gene or di a lec ti cal ideai of the peras and the
apeiron can like wise be re garded as di a lec ti cal func tions of mixed or gen -
er ated be ing, and they thus cor re spond re spec tively to the ideai of same -
ness and oth er ness in the Soph ist. Robin main tains that the peras is the
coun ter part of the Soph ist's ac tive func tion of be ing and that the apeiron is 
the coun ter part of the pas sive func tion. The idea of the cause as a func tion
of mixed be ing, in turn, has a spe cial cor re spon dence to the ac tive func -
tion of be ing in the Soph ist.4

This construal con tra dicts the clear text of the Philebus, how ever. In
this di a logue, the peras as such is no where called an ac tive dunamis nor
the apeiron a pas sive dunamis of mixed be ing. In Philebus, 27 A, the con -
trast that is made be tween the ac tiv ity which by na ture leads and con trols
(hJgei'tai me;n to; poiou'n ajei; kata; fuvsin) and that which is pas sively acted
upon and co mes into be ing (poiouvmenon gignovmenon) ap plies only to the
cause and that which this cause brings into be ing from the mix ture of
peras and the apeiron. Fur ther, the aitia is sharply dis tin guished from that
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1 Léon Robin, Platon (Paris: F. Alcan, 1935).
2 C. Ritter, Die Kern-gedanken der platonischen Philosophie (Mu nich, 1931), pp. 156 

ff.
3 Soph ist, 247 D-E.
4 Robin, loc.cit.



“which is sub ser vi ent to it in the ac tiv ity of bring ing into be ing” (to;
douleu'on eij" gevnesin aijtiva/).

We have al ready ob served that the Philebus rep re sents both the peras
and the apeiron in them selves merely as sub or di nate in stru ments of the
aitia and that it does not con ceive the peras as such as an ac tive power.1

Be tween the Soph ist and the Philebus came the shift in Plato's con cep tion
of the eide. In the Philebus, un like the Soph ist, the eide can no lon ger be
con ceived as ac tive soul-forces, since the aitia as an ef fi cient cause has
been sharply dis tin guished from the other gen era and iden ti fied with the
form-power (the dhmiourgei'n) of the di vine nous.

This ob ser va tion also con tra dicts Ritter's po si tion. He too places the
Soph ist's gen eral def i ni tion of be ing as dunamis at the foun da tion of the
four gen era of the Philebus and main tains that in the lat ter di a logue Plato
as cribes ac tive power to both peras and apeiron as con stit u ents of re al ity.

The Philebus, in fact, speaks of yet a fifth ge nus. When Soc ra tes has
first enu mer ated the four gen era, Protarchus asks: “Will you not in ad di -
tion need yet a fifth which has the abil ity to sep a rate (diavkrisivn tino"
dunamevnou)?” Soc ra tes an swers: “Pos si bly, but not, I think, at pres ent.
But should it ap pear nec es sary in any way, you will surely agree with me
if I go in pur suit of a fifth.”2 As the di a logue un folds, this fifth ge nus in -
deed proves nec es sary, even though it is not ex plic itly men tioned as such.
Once the need for a mix ture of plea sure and knowl edge has been es tab -
lished, Soc ra tes asks which of these two com po nents has a claim to the
higher rank within the realm of mixed be ing. Shall all feel ings of plea sure
with out ex cep tion, even the gross sen sual de sires and pas sions, be ad mit -
ted into the mixed mode of life which mer its the ti tle of the high est good
for the hu man be ing? This would be a mis take, be cause the di verse kinds
of plea sure must first be dis tin guished and in di vid u ally judged as to their
eth i cal value. The var i ous kinds of knowl edge can in deed all be ad mit ted;
but here too a diavkrisi", a dis tinc tion ac cord ing to value, is nec es sary.
This diavkrisi", the cor re la tive se lec tion of the plea sures and types of
knowl edge per mit ted in the good, mixed mode of life, thus in deed seems
to be added as a fifth ge nus of sorts to the four men tioned pre vi ously.

There is no pos si bil ity, how ever, of find ing a coun ter part for this fifth
ge nus in the Soph ist. Its in tro duc tion in the Philebus is rather the best
proof of the dis tance that sep a rates this di a logue from the Parmenides and
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1 Philebus, 27 A: SW: \Ar! ou\n hJgei'tai me;n to; poiou'n ajei; kata; fuvsin, to; de;
poiouvmenon ejpakolouqei' gignovmenon ejkeivnw/_ PRW: Pavnu ge. SW:  #Allo a[ra
kai; ouj taujto;n aijtiva t! ejsti; kai; to; douleu'on eij" gevnesin aijtiva/. (“Soc ra tes: Is not
then that which acts by na ture al ways lead ing, but that which is acted upon, as com -
ing into be ing, [pas sively] fol low ing this? Protarchus: Most cer tainly. Soc ra tes:
Then also the cause and that which sub serves the cause in bring ing into be ing are
dif fer ent and not the same.”)

2 Ibid., 23 D-E: Tavc! a[n: ouj mh;n oi\maiv g!ejn tw'/ nu'n: eja;n dev ti devh/, suggnwvsei pouv moi 
su; metadiwvkonti pevmpton.  (trans la tion in text)



the Soph ist, for it in di cates that the ef fects of the idea tou agathou are felt
within the log i cal di a lec tic it self. Over against this, dur ing the pe riod of
cri sis in the the ory of ideas, it ap peared that this idea, in its supralogical
char ac ter, could ex ert no in flu ence on the new log i cal di a lec tic it self, but
in stead re mained in un rec on ciled ten sion with the lat ter. We have seen,
how ever, that in the Philebus the idea tou agathou is di rectly man i fest
only in its di a lec ti cal ex pres sion within the ge nus of what is mixed. As a
con se quence, one ob serves on this point as well a great dif fer ence be -
tween this di a logue and the Re pub lic.

All this does not mean that the gen era es tab lished in the Soph ist have
lost their sig nif i cance for the later di a logues. On the con trary, we shall en -
coun ter the di a lec ti cal ideai of be ing, oth er ness, and same ness again in the 
Timaeus. We shall also find the eide of mo tion and rest there. These then
will have to con form, how ever, to the frame work of the ge nus of mixed
be ing de vel oped in the Philebus, in its stark dif fer ence from the pure be -
ing of the in tel li gi ble world of eide and of the di vine idea of the good and
beau ti ful, which lights this in tel li gi ble world with its rays.
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