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HOW PLATO WRITES

Plato is a philosophical writer of unusual and ingenious versatility.
His works engage in argument but are also full of allegory, imagery,
myth, paradox, and intertextuality. He astutely characterizes the
participants whom he portrays in conversation. Sometimes he com-
poses fictive dialogues in dramatic form, while at other times he does
so as narratives. In this book, world-renowned scholar Malcolm
Schofield illustrates the variety of the literary resources that Plato
deploys to achieve his philosophical purposes. He draws key passages
for discussion particularly, but not only, from Republic and the less
well-known Laws and also shows how reconstructing the original
historical context of a dialogue and of its assumed readership is
essential to understanding Plato’s approach. The book will open the
eyes of readers of all levels of expertise to Plato’s masterly ability as
a writer and how an understanding of this is crucial if we are to

appreciate his philosophy.

MALCOLM SCHOFIELD is Emeritus Professor of Ancient Philosophy
at the University of Cambridge and a fellow of St John’s College. He
is a fellow of the British Academy and an honorary international
member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He is
recognized as one of the major scholars in the world currently work-
ing on ancient Greek and Roman philosophy. His first book was An
Essay on Anaxagoras (Cambridge, 1980), he co-authored with
G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven the second edition of The Presocratic
Philosophers (Cambridge, 1983), and he has co-edited numerous other
collaborative volumes, including in 2015 with Catherine Rowett
a special Heraclitus issue of the journal Rhizomata, and with Tom
Griffith a new English edition of Plato’s Laws (Cambridge, 2016). He
now works mostly on Greek and Roman political philosophy. He was
co-editor with Christopher Rowe of The Cambridge History of Greek
and Roman Political Thought (Cambridge, 2000). The Stoic Idea of the
City (Cambridge, 1991), Saving the City (London, 1999), Plato:
Political Philosophy (Oxford, 2006), and Cicero: Political Philosophy

(Oxford, 2021) are among his major solo publications.
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Preface

A book about the way Plato writes might perhaps approach the subject
systematically, taking different key elements in his writing in turn. This
book takes a different tack. It proceeds by way of examples. The topics it
covers are chosen in the first instance because they raise problems of
interpretation, problems which either have an immediate literary dimen-
sion or turn out upon analysis to illustrate Plato’s use for philosophical
purposes of specific literary forms or devices. Indeed, the spotlight is for the
most part on passages or themes in dialogues whose philosophical import-
ance for the projects Plato was undertaking seemed to me to have been in
various ways misunderstood or under-appreciated — often because his ways
of writing had not been sufficiently pondered. The dialogues in question
are Parmenides (subject of my doctoral thesis), Cratylus (another early
preoccupation), Republic, Gorgias, and especially (a main focus over the
last quarter-century) the Laws.

All the studies included in the volume were composed as occasional
offerings. All but one date to the present millennium. All were written in
response to invitations to give lectures or to contribute to collective
volumes (often in honour of long-standing friends and colleagues) or
themed issues of learned journals. Nonetheless, I hope they mostly share
something of a common style and approach, not least because most were
designed from the outset to be accessible to relatively wide readerships.
They have been given a common format in this volume (with revisions to
content where some updating seemed particularly desirable).

I remain grateful for the stimulus of the invitations I was given to
compose the essays republished here and take this opportunity to thank
Dimitri El Murr in particular, whose initiatives prompted no fewer than
four of them. Many friends and colleagues gave me helpful critical com-
ments on earlier versions, and I benefited from the responses of audiences
of those first delivered as talks or lectures. These are detailed and acknow-
ledged with gratitude in the fairly widely scattered original publications.

vii
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viii Preface

My title will remind some readers of Danielle Allen’s 2010 title Why Plato
Wrote: it is a pleasure to acknowledge the echo.

I thank the Syndics of Cambridge University Press for accepting the
book and Michael Sharp, my publisher, for encouragement and facilitation
throughout, together with his colleagues Katie Idle and Bethany Johnson,
and at one point a crucial intervention. It has been a pleasure to work with
Reshma Xavier at Integra and my copy editor Kathleen Fearn. The original
proposal for the volume was helpfully scrutinized by three readers for the
Press. The book’s years of gestation were challenging years for most of us,
and I thank especially James Allen, Carol Atack, Rachel Barney, Kirsten
Canavan, Emily Gowers, Matthew Schofield, and Frisbee Shefhield for
support over this period. Carol, Melissa Lane, and Shaul Tor have given
much appreciated encouragement for the project itself in later stages.
Melissa kindly read to the reader’s profit two successive versions of the
Introduction.

Note on Abbreviations

Classical references are abbreviated mostly according to 7he Oxford
Classical Dictionary 4th ed. (2012) but otherwise should be readily
interpretable.
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