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TOM DIGBY, Boulder, Colorado/USA

THE DOCTRINE OF RECOLLECTION AT PHAEDO
74A-75D: COHERENCE IS NOT ENOUGH

At Phaedo T74a-75d, Plato makes a concerted effort to argue for the
Doctrine of Recollection. Recent commentators have raised several objections
to the doctrine as it is expressed there,! but I think it is possible to give the
passage an interpretation that surpasses these objections and gives coherence
to the Doctrine of Recollection. However, coherence is not enough; in the
end I find other difficulties in Plato’s argument that make it unconvincing.

The passage begins with mention of the fact that similarity is a possible
but not necessary basis for recollection, for sometimes a thing can remind
us of something else which is dissimilar. It is the possibility of similarity as
a basis for recollection that presently interests Socrates. He raises a phenomeno-
logical consideration about similarity: the experience of similarity includes a
comparative feature by virtue of which one is aware of the imperfection of
the similarity; that is, lack of similarity is part of the experience of similarity,
so that we are aware that any instance of similarity points to even greater
possible similarity than it exhibits itself.? We may disagree with Plato and
think that it is only the similarity that we notice when we appraise the similarity
of two things, but it is not necessary for us to agree with his phenomenology
in order for us to accept the only point that he really needs to make, that is,
that it 1s possible for us to reflect on any experience of similarity and
notice that it allows for an even greater degree of similarity than it itself
has. The way is thus prepared for the re-introduction of the Theory of Forms?
(which is assumed rather than argued for):

1. They are adequately summarized, when not originated, by David Gallop in Plato:
Phaedo, London, Oxford University Press 1975. I shall refer primarily to Gallop’s treatment
of them, as his book, so far as 1 am concerned, is “state of the art™.

2. Gallop, op. cit., 118-119, agreeing with Gosling, assumes that Plato takes an as-
sessment of the degree of similarity to be a necessary or common precondition for being
reminded of an object by a similar object. This is not an implausible interpretation, except
that it seems unlikely that Plato would commit himself to such a vulnerable point that is
not necessary to his argument.

3. The Theory of Forms was discussed briefly at 65c9-e5.
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é “We say, don’t we, that there is something equal
§ — 1 don’t mean a log to a log, or a stone to a stone, or
3 anything else of that sort, but some further thing beyond
3 all those, the equal itself: are we to say that there is some-
§ thing or nothing?” (74a9-13)?
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S:mmas answers Socrates affirmatively, and then Socrates asks: “And do
owe know what it is?” (74b3). Simmias gives the correct answer “Cer-
tamly“ As Gallop points out, “we know what the Form Equal is” is equi-
valent in Greek to “we know the Form Equal”, and the latter assertion seems
to be contradicted at 76b4-c3, where it is indicated that not everyone knows
the Forms. Gallop offers two ways of avoiding this contradiction, both of
which involve rather extreme interpretive measures, and both of which he
ultimately acknowledges to be unsatisfactory.® Actually, on the face of it,
there is no contradiction at all: *“we know the Form Equal” does not contradict
“not everyone knows the Forms”, nor even “not everyone knows the Form
Equal”.® Presumably, Gallop takes “we” to refer to more than just the
participants in the dialogue, which could produce a contradiction, but it
seems to me that the context provides no warrant for such an interpretation.

However, this is not to say that there are no problems connected with
knowledge of the Forms. One of these problems arises now in the dialogue,
as Socrates suggests how knowledge of the Form Equal occurs:

“Where did we get the knowledge of it? Wasn't it from
the things we were just mentioning: on seeing logs or stones
or other equal things...?” (74b4-6)

Socrates’ thesis, the Doctrine of Recollection, seems clearly to be in conflict
with the view, stated earlier in the Phaedo, that the way to gain knowledge
of the Forms is to purify the soul by living the philosophical life. The philo-
sopher, it is said there, disregards sense-perception, because it only causes
confusion. It would seem that the only way to avoid this difficulty is for Plato
to have intended two different senses of knowledge of the Forms in these two
passages. Since the contradiction occurs within a fairly short dialogue, it
seems this must have been Plato’s intention. In the earlier passage it is clear

4. All of my quotes are from the Gallop translation, op. cit.

5. Gallop, op. cit., 120,

6. It's true that Simmias goes further, implying that Socrates may be the only person
who can demonstrate a knowledge of the Forms by giving an account of them, but this
seems to be intended primarily as an expression of praise for Socrates, rather than as an
integral part of the argument.
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that “knowledge” refers to direct and immediate acquaintance by means of
intellectual vision. At 66el, Socrates says we must “‘view the Forms “with
the soul by itself”, and, at 67¢2-3, he indicates that it is the ““intellect” which
is prepared through purification for knowledge of the Forms. It is not clear
in this passage to what extent we can gain this intellectual vision before death
(which is a sort of ultimate purification for the philosopher), but it is clear
that purified intellectual vision is given exclusive rights to direct and immediate
acquaintance with the Forms: “Never will it be permissible for impure to
touch pure” (67b2). Now Plato must be talking about something different
at 74b4-6. Gallop proposes that Socrates may be asking here for the source
of our concept of equality, i.e., “how we learnt, for ordinary purposes, to
recognize things as equal, and to describe them as such?”? But, aside from the
difficulties with this view that Gallop himself mentions, this seems completely
alien to the context, which clearly indicates that the “it” in Socrates’ question
(“Where did we get the knowledge of it?”) refers to the Form Equal, not to
a mundane psychological consideration. The only alternative interpretation,
in Gallop’s view, requires us to have the contradiction.

It is easy here to overlook the obvious, which is that Plato, in the later
passage, is telling us how we are reminded of the Forms, whereas in
the earlier passage he is telling us how we gain direct and immediate acquaint-
ance with them. Perhaps we are not satisfied with his superficial explanation
of recollection, and are tempted to inquire after a more detailed explanation
of the mechanics of this process, but then we diverge from: Plato’s own concern
in making this point, which is to use the Doctrine of Recollection as a proof
for the immortality of the soul. It may be that being reminded of the Forms
does have a practical function somewhat similar to what Gallop suggests.
In fact, the discussion of the Doctrine of Recollection in the Meno makes
it clear that recollection makes it possible for one to use the Forms (but not
some separate concepts) in a practical way. But here Plato saw no need to
bring out the practical value involved in being reminded of the Forms.

The next few lines establish that the Form Equal and equal things are
“not the same” (74b8-c6). The first step of the argument consists of a suggestion
by Socrates: “Don’t equal stones and logs, the very same ones, sometimes
seem equal to one, but not to another?” (74b8-9) Gallop offers four possible
interpretations of this line:

*“_..(a) that equal stones and logs, while remaining the
same, seem equal to one observer but not to another; or

—————————— T —

7. 1bid., 120.
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(b) that they seem equal to one thing but not to another;
or (c) that they seem equal in one respect (e.g. length)
but not in another (e.g. weight): or (d) that sometimes,
while remaining the same, they seem equal at one time,
but not at another.”™®
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%Gallnp correctly rejects (c) as an inadequate translation of the Greek. His

°§ Db_]*ectiﬂﬂ to (b) requires th_at we anticipate the next_ step of the argument,

< which is that the characteristic we are presently attributing to equal things
is not a characteristic of the Form Equal. (Note that the exact meaning of
the characteristic depends on which of the four interpretations we adopt.)
Now if we were to adopt (b) as the correct interpretation, then the next step
in the argument would have to be understood as saying that the Form Equal
is not unequal to anything, which would seem to imply that it is equal to
everything, which is obviously not the case in its relation either to other Forms
or to sensible things. However, perhaps that implication is only apparent,
for it might be said that the Form Equal is not unequal to anything simply
on the basis that it does not enter into relationships of equality and inequality
at all. (This suggests the problem of self-predication, which will be considered
below.)

I must say that (d) strikes me as a bit strained, considering the context,
but there seems to be no really good reason for rejecting it in favor of either
(a) or (b). Actually any one of these three versions will allow Plato to make
the point that he needs to make, which is that sensible instances of the Form
Equal sometimes appear to be unequal, whereas this is never the case with
the Form Equal, so they “are not the same”.?

Now Socrates says that even though they are different from each other,
it is the equal things that remind us of the Form Equal, regardless of their
similarity or dissimilarity. But, he insists, the equal things are not equal “in
the same way” as the Form Equal. They “fall short... in being like” the
Form Equal. Further on, at 75al-2, he describes the equal things as “striving
to be like” the Form Equal. Taking all of these expressions together, we get
the implication that a Form can serve as some sort of standard for its sensible
instances. We also get the implication that a Form can be self-predicating,
ie., that X can be predicated of the Form X.

-

8. Ibid., 122.

9. I have assumed that the phrase “the equals themselves™ at 74c! refers to the Form
Equal. Gallop's argument for this interpretation (op. cit., 123-125) seems to me quite
sufficient, but, in any case, I think that this is the only interpretation the context will allow.
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Let us examine some of the ‘acute difficulties’ that have been thought
to be associated with the role of the Forms as standards and with self-predica-
tion of the Forms, as they are admirably summarized by Gallop.™

(1) We do not in practice use the Form Equal (for example) as a stan-
dard: instead, we measure things against each other or with a measuring de-
vice. I donot think that Plato claims that this is what we do. The Form
Equal is not a standard in the ordinary sense; it is what makes it possible for
us to know what it means to appraise the equality of things, no matter what
technique we use in doing it.

(2) “In judging that two logs are not exactly equal, we do not take our-
selves to be comparing them with a non-sensible Form”. This objection is
also beside the point. Plato’s theory does not require that we “take ourselves”
to be making a comparison with a Form. Rather, it takes the Form (as a
standard) to be a pre-condition for our being able to judge that the two logs
are not equal. It seems reasonable to suppose that our use of the Form in
apprarsmg equality is generally tacit.

(3) “It is not clear that judgments to the effect that “x is not exactly F°
require prior acquaintance with an x that is exactly F.” This is correct, but
we must have some kind of previous acquaintance with F in order to
appraise the degree of its presence in any x, and Plato can plausibly maintain
that we cannot be confident that our appraisal is full and complete unless
we have some previous acquaintance with a standard for F.

(4) The Forms are also said by Plato to function as universals, which
role would seem to conflict with their self-predication and their function
as standards. “Forms, as universals, cannot, in general, have the characters
that they are.” As examples, Gallop suggests that smallness cannot be small,
or largeness large. But the crux of the matter is somewhat different: can the
Form Small function as a universal, smallness, and yet be said to be perfectly
small itself? On the face of it, Plato is certainly involved in an absurdity
here, for the very idea of perfectly small is nonsensical. The only way out
seems to be for us to understand that predication of a Form is something
different from ordinary predication. As Plato says at 74d6, the equal things
are not equal “in the same way as” the Form Equal. The Form Small is small,
not because of its size, but simply because it is the Form Small: that is just
the way Forms are. Just so, the Form Equal is equal not because it is equal
to anything, but because it is the Form Equal; neither is it unequal to anything,
so its equality is perfect. If someone protests that he doesn’t understand this

P

10. Ibid., 127-128.
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gother kind of predication, or that it doesn’t seem that this is really predication,
-cwc can only reply that he just doesn’t understand the nature of Forms, and
Uhuw they differ from sensible things. At the very least, this approach frees
\Platu from the logical difficulties that seemed to exist.
éi (5) The predication of “equal” to the From Equal raises the problem
Zthat the Form Equal cannot be equal to everything, but if it is equal to only
_.sum: things, then it is defectively equal, just like its sensible instances. If
Uo:t is equal to nothing, or to nothing but itself, then it could not function as
xa standard. Gallop proposes that we avoid the difficulty by interpreting “the
Fnrm Equal is equal™ as an identity statement: “the Form Equal is (identical
with) Equal”. But I see no warrant for converting what is clearly some kind
of predication to an identity statement. As with (4), the only solution that I
can see is to understand that because of the peculiar nature of Forms, predi-
cation in their case is different than it is in the case of sensible things. One
consideration that may make this suggestion more plausible is that Forms
are, after all, fundamentally different from sensible things in that they are
not sensible; so, for example, it would be inappropriate to think that the self-
predication of the Form Small has something to do with size. Perhaps it would
even be defensible to suppose that the self-predication of the Forms is at
most analogous to the predication of the sensible things, and then we could
make the further point that analogies should not be pressed too hard. By
saying this, I don’t mean to imply that the self-predication of the Forms is
merely analogous, in the sense of not really predication after all, but
rather that it is predication different from, but analogous to, ordinary pre-
dication. Then how does a Form serve as a standard? First of all, the phrases
that prompted us to suppose that the Forms function as some sort of standards
are vague: equal things ‘fall short... in being like” the Form Equal, equal
things are “striving to be like” the Form Equal. There is no suggestion of a
direct comparison, which would be impossible, for, again, equal things are not
equal “in the same way as” the Form Equal. Forms must serve as standards
in a transcendental sense, such that prior acquaintance with them is necessary
in order to recognize their instantiations in experience. It should be obvious
that Forms are not examined and compared with their instantiations in the
context of experience.

Socrates’ next point is that in order for one to realize that X “falls short
of” Y, he must have had prior acquaintance with Y. If this is the case, he
proceeds, then we must have had acquaintance with the Form Equal prior
to the first time that we thought of equal things as “striving to be like” it, and
prior to their reminding us of it. Therefore, our initial acquaintance with the
Form Equal must have occurred prior to any sensory experience. Plato’s
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conclusion goes beyond his argument in two respects.’* (1) If his argument
is otherwise sound, he can legitimately conclude only that the initial acquaint-
ance with the Form Equal must have occurred prior to any experience of
sensible equals, not prior to any sensible experience at all. Of course,
presumably he could proceed to cite other cases, arguing inductively for the
conclusion that he is really after, viz., that knowledge of the Forms, as a
group, is a prerequisite for having sensory experience. (2) But further, he is
not entitled to say that the initial acquaintance with the Form Equal must
have occurred prior to any experience of sensible equals, but only that
it must have occurred prior to any experience of referring the sensible
equals to the Form Equal. For the former to be proved, he must argue that
every experience of a sensible equal includes a reference to the Form Equal,
which he does not attempt to do.

Since Plato’s argument breaks down at this point, we cannot take his
further conclusions to be established. They are (1) that sensory experience
begins at birth, so we must have got our knowledge of the Form Equal be-
fore birth, and (2) that we must have had knowledge of all the other Forms
as well before birth. (Even though (2) is presented as a conclusion, it is not
argued for; rather Socrates simply states that the argument also applies to
the other Forms.) Apart from these less profound, and arguably unnecessary,
aspects of the theory, we must acknowledge that the Doctrine of Recollection
itself is at least a coherent theory. But Plato has failed to establish it, he has

failed to convince us that it must be so; thus, it remain_s a mere possibility,
at best.

TO AOFMA THX ANAMNHIHX XTON @AIAQNA
Mepiinyn.

"Avtifeta npoc tic andyelc pepikdv vedtepwv oyoiiactdv o10 Gpbpo
avtd Omootnpiletar f| Béon, 6t 10 doOypa tfig dvapvnong, onwg npoteive-
tan and tov [Midrova otov Paidova T4a-75d, elvan cvvenég xai xabeavtd
xai pé 10 Dmérowro pépog tob drahdyov. ‘H pébodog eivan Pacika EEnynriky
xai tpoonabel va dboel 010 Do Bedpnon ywpio v xaAitepn Kai ioyvpo-
tepn duvatn EEfRynom, deiyvovrag ndg Eenepvi 6 IMAdtov tig avrippnoelg
1MV VEOQTEPOV KPITIKOV TOUL.

11. It is not clear whether Gallop explicitly realizes these. He does quote an objection
from Ackrill which would not be relevant if these mistakes were not made (ibid., 129).
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Mia and tic avuippioelg abtég eivar 611 10 Soypa tiic avapvnong
KpoveTaL P TNV droyn, moL avantiooeTal nponyovpives otov Paidava,
0TL 0 TpOTOG Y& va amokTHoEL Kaveig yvion v “I8edv sivar vi eLayvioe
TV Yyuyn tov, {dvtag 10 grlocogikd Pio. Aév mapyer @otdco oUYKpovoT,
tav yivel katavonto 6m 1o mponyoduevo ywopio Exer vt xaver ME TV Gpeon
ai xatevbeiav yvopipia pé tig "Idéeg, &vd 10 ywpio mod axolovlel st

Eavabopdpacte tig 'I8éec.

‘Avantbooovtag 1 Oewpia tdv idedv otd xopio avto o [Mhatov &Ev-

x movoel Ot oi “Idéeg ypnowpedovy d¢ adro-katnyopikd brodeiypata (self-
predicating standards). Oi kpitixoi Bpfikav dvokoliec xai HE TO pOLo TV
Toedv g Omoderypdrov (kavovev) kai pé thv avto-katnyopnon tdv I-
oedv. [lpooextikotepn avaivon deiyver dotoco, di oi vnotiBépeveg adrig
ovokorieg otnpilovrai: @) o mapavonoeic tdv Asrtdv dwakpicewv 1iic
mAat@vikii Bewpiag, B) ot chyyvon oyetikd pé kabnuepivig ouvileieg tdv
avipomvev xpiceov, xai y) omiv dromn thon va petayeipillopacte tig
‘16éeg oav va fitav aichnra avukeipeva.

Avotogdg, dv kai 10 d0ypa tiig avapvnong anodeikvieTal TEAKE oVVE-
neg, ta Emyepipata tod [Midrewvog yia v urootipiEn Tov, mod avaivovral
€60, elvanr avenapkf] yid va pig dmoypedoovy va THv arodeyBobpe. Ihaitepa
averapkf] drodeikviovtar 1@ Emyeipipata tov i@ THv oikeiwon pé tig
‘I8éeg mpiv and ™ yévvnomn pac.
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