PLATO, PHILEBUS 52c¢1-d1:
TEXT AND MEANING

At Philebus 23c ff. Plato introduces the notion that mévto té viv dvta &v T
mavti are assignable to four classes. The precise scope of the phrase is disputed, but
it is indisputaEle that Plato wants his readers to think of human life in these terms.
We have just been told, in 20c-22e, that any human life, and especially the good
life, is a mixture of both pleasure and reason (oupueryBeig 22a2, uewxtog 22d6) and
that one of these two ingredients is responsible (a{tiog 22d2.4) for the goodness of
the good life. Next we find that of the four classes that Plato postulates in 23c ff.
two are given names derived from 16cff. — ‘limit’ and ‘indeterminacy’; and the
other two are ‘the mixed’ (oupmoyduevov 23d1, pewtds 27b8) and ‘the cause’
(attio 23d7 etc., though strictly it is the cause of mixing rather than the cause of
goodness). Not surprisingly, it turns out that the good life belongs to the mixed
class (27d) and that reason is a cause (28-31). We are also told that pleasure is the
indeterminate element of human life (27e-28a)").

It has often been pointed out?) that the metaphysical doctrine of 23-31 is
strictly a digression, since the analysis of pleasure and knowledge which occupies
most of the rest of the dialogue stands or fl;lls on its own. Nevertheless, Plato does
mean us to bear it in mind. The idea that pleasure is indeterminate is mentioned at
41d, but this adds nothing to the passage: it serves merely as a reminder. Again,
pleasure’s indeterminacy underlies its devaluation at 65b-66a, since pleasure is
taken to lack, inter alia, uetoldtng and beauty, which are properties of determinate
things (24c; 26b). At one point, however, the doctrine that pleasure is indetermi-
nate appears, on the usual text, to be qualified: this is 52c1-d1. All the editors
follow Stallbaum in reading substantially as follows:

2Q. Ovxovv dte ueteimg 1Om draxexpineda ywols tdg
te xabapag Ndovag xal tag oxedov draddgtovg 60ms v
AeyOeloag, moooBouey @ AOyw taig uev ogodoais ndovaig

1) We need a formal statement of this, since it is merely assumed in e. g. 31a
and 41d. Burnet’s emendation of 28a3—4 to to¥tw (i. e. pain and pleasure) o1 oot
TOV AmEQEVTmV Ye Yévoug Eotwv is therefore preferable to that of other editors
who read totto &1 ool TV dregdvTwy Yeyovog £otw. In this latter reading tovto
should mean ‘this 1ssue’ (i. e. the issue of the indeterminacy of pleasure and pain),
rather than ‘pleasure’, which has recently been mentioned in the plural, and cannot
therefore be picked up by the singular tovto. But if it means ‘this issue’ (as, among
others, R. Hackforth, Plato’s Examination of Pleasure, Cambridge 1945, p.52,
takes it), then we explicitly have no formal statement of the indeterminacy of
pleasure and pain, which we are supposed to be aware of by 31a. However, in
preference to Burnet’s ye yévoug, which lacks an article, I suggest yeyovote.

2) e.g. by G. Striker, Peras und Apeiron, Goéttingen 1970, p.9.
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auetotav, taig 8¢ ui) tovvavtiov éupetolov' xol (Tdg) 1O

u€ya xol 10 69odov ab (dexouévag), nal ToAMEKIS Kol 5
OMLydxig yryvouévag tolaitag, [Thg] Tod dmelgov ye Exelvou

nal ATTOV 1ol WGAAOY dLd Te CHOUATOS KAl YUXTS PEQOUEVOY
[mooo]Bduey adTds eivan yévoug, Tag 88 uh TV EuuéTomy. d

c4-5 1ag . . . dexopévag add. Stallbaum ¢6 tijg secl. Stallbaum d1 mpoo-

secl. Stallbaum ~ adTdg restituit Stallbaum e Ven. 189 vég] taic B wj om.
BW

This translates as follows:

Well, we have reached the point of drawing a satisfactory line between pure
pleasures and those which may with fair justification be called impure: and
now let us add to our statement that those pleasures that are intense are
marked by immoderateness, those that are not by moderation. Pleasures
that can go to great lengths or to an intense degree, whether they actually do
so often or seldom, let us class as belonging to that ‘unlimited’ kind of which
we spoke, which penetrates body and soul alike in greater or in less degree:
but the other sort let us class amongst things moderate.

(tr. Hackforth)

I have no quarrel with Stallbaum’s square brackets, but two questions arise:
(1) Can we find a meaningful text without resorting to the excessive insertion of
T3G . .. dgyouévac®)? (2) Is the text right which involves the denial of the indeter-
minacy of some pleasures?

(1) This is easily dealt with by changing 0@odgdv to owxdv and altering
the punctuation, as follows: mgooBduev 1@ Moyw taig uév ogodoais Mdovais
apetpiav, toig 0t i tovvavtiov uuetolov, xol TO uéya xal TO ouxEOV ov.
‘We can explicitly attribute immoderation to intense pleasures, and its opposite,
moderation, to those which are not intense: that is, we can attribute greatness and
smallness respectively.” See 45c~d for the association of ogododc and péyoag; the
use of ouxEdg reappears soon after at 53b10, and see also 37¢9. This is a lesser
emendation than Staﬁbaum’s and retains a nice balance of opposites.

(2) A text which denies the indeterminacy of some pleasures could be retai-
ned if there was evidence that Plato thought that only impure, false pleasures
belonged to the indeterminate class. Not only is there no evidence for this restric-
tion, but there is evidence to the contrary.

(1) To say that pleasure is the indeterminate element in human life is not to
say that all the pleasures a person experiences are intense: the good life is explicitly
a member of the mixed class, i. e. it has the indeterminate element of pleasure in it,
but we know that the pleasures of the good life are not intense. Nevertheless, these
pleasures are its indeterminate element, which only means (as with any other
indeterminate thing) that if left to themselves they would proliferate and tend
towards intensity. Thus it is expressly stated at 31a that in itself (00t1) pleasure is
indeterminate.

(i) A second, related consideration is that the mark of any indeterminate is
the fact that such a thing can be either great or small, as opposed to being of a
determinate size (24a—25a). Thus, so far from the attribution of smallness being the

3) The fact that Ficino translates as if 8¢yeofau or something similar were in
the text only proves that the textual corruption was already present in his time and
he was trying to make sense of the text as it stood.
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denial of indeterminacy, it is precisely the fact that pleasure can be either great or
small which shows that all pleasures belong to the indeterminate class.

Both these considerations reveal that were Stallbaum’s text to be correct, we
would have to deny the coherence of Plato’s thought on the meaning of indetermi-
nacy. I conclude that Stallbaum’s text must be wrong, since it denies that some
pleasures belong to the indeterminate class, and I suggest the following text, which
salvages the coherence of the dialogue on this point.

ovxoUV &1e petoiwe Hdn daxexolueda ywols Tdg te xabapds Hdovas xal
g oxedov dnabdotovg 6pBds v hexBeloog, TEoobmduey T® AoY® TOlg
uev ogodoais Hdovoic duetolav, taig Ot ui Tovvavtiov Eupetolay, 1ol 1O
uéya xal TO ouLxEOV ol xal gokkdmg %ol OMYGAHLG YLYVOREVAS TOLOUTOG,
TOU dmelgov ye xelvou, xal NTTov kol pdhhov dud Te omuatog xal Yuyig
pegopévag, Bduey odTog elval YEVOUGS, TAG OE TOV EUUETOWYV.

I have already discussed the first part, down to opxov av. The rest would
translate: ‘And whether they occur commonly or rarely, whether they penetrate
body and soul to a greater or lesser extent, we must say that they are members of
our familiar indeterminate class, though some are moderate members.’

(a) moAMGxig and dAydxig refer, as I take the previous sentence, not to
intense pleasures alone, but moAMéxis to intense pleasures, Olydxig to small

leasures: this fits the pattern of disjunction of opposites in the paragraph, and we
Eave just been told (52b6-8) that some pure pleasures are not common but rare.

(b) The emendation of gegouévou to pegouévos becomes necessary. On
Stallbaum’s text it is the class which does the penetration, which seems rather odd.

(c) The separation of o0 &nelgov ye éxeivou ... yévoug and of the two
participial clauses yiyvouévag ... gegopévag, which is avoided in Stallbaum’s
text, is not a factor which counts against my text. Such vwTdNg ist not uncom-
mon in periodic sentences.

(d) It is easy to see how u# could have been inserted after 8¢ in d1, by
reminiscence of c4. | have merely adopted the reading of BW.
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