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ELLIPSE AND ASYNDETON
IN PLATO’S PHAEDO 62 A 1-7

‘@A mpoBupeicBon xpN’, Een ‘Téixa Yop &v Kai dxodoag. {owg pév-
101 BovpooTév ot aveitar el 10010 pévov 1dV EArwv Grdviov
SIAODY £6TLY, KO 0VBETOTE TVYYAVEL Td &vBphTw, Homep Kol TéA-
Ao, ¥oTiv 81e kol olg BEATIov TeBvévan A LRy olg 8¢ PErTiOV Te0Va -
vat, BaVPHocTov 1owg cot gaivetat, el T00TOLG 101G AvOpdTolg pUn
Bo10v ad1oVg Eavtodg £D motelv, dAAd GAAov del mepipévery ed-
gpyetny’.!

This passage is one among those most discussed in Plato’s writings. The vague-
ness and ambiguity of the syntactical structure of the lines 62 a 27 have caused
a variety of sometimes contradictory interpretations.> Among others, the one
proposed by Leonardo Taran stands out as an ori ginal approach: he attempts to
solve the textual difficulties by altering the punctuation. This has resulted in an
ellipse after t«lla and an asyndeton between t«lla and estin Ote ka” o(Ej.3 As far
as | know, none of the commentators has fully accepted this punctuation, while
it is not rejected as totaly impossible. I tend to agree with the view that there is
no need to alter the traditionally accepted punctuation; moreover, Taran’s inter-
pretation on the whole seems to me misleading. At the same time, I think that
Taran’s suggestions concerning the syntactical structure of the passage deserve
more attention. It would therefore be worthwhile to take a closer look at his
interpretation in order to evaluate its merits.

The main difficulties that tend to arise as we attempt to interpret this
text can be reduced to the following questions: 1) what is the subject to the
verb toyxéver? 2) how are the word-groups domnep ki t&Aho and €oTLy
§1e xai olc syntactically related to each other and to the other words in
the sentence? 3) what is the real meaning of the pronouns (to¥7o, 1o G-
Ao &movea, TaAAa)? 4) how to explain the use of different tenses — future

I The text is taken from C. J. Rowe’s edition: Plato, Phaedo (Cambridge 1993). Like the
majority of recent interpreters Rowe regards Heindorf’s conjecture a 4 BéLtioy <&v> as un-
necessary.

? Good summaries of the different interpretations are presented by D. Gallop, Plato’s
Phaedo (Oxford 1975) and by R. Loriaux. Le Phédon de Platon, Commentaire et traduc-
tion 1 (Namur — Gembloux 1969). See also: Kenneth Dorter, Plato’s Phaedo: An Interpreta-
tion (Toronto — Buffalo — London 1982) 12.

3 Leonardo Taran. “Plato, Phaedo, 62 A”, AJPh 87 (1966) 326-336.
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and present — in two otherwise identical phrases: iowg Borvpaotov Got eo-
velton and Bovpactov {omg ool paivetan?

First it is useful to review the context, in which this passage occurs.
In the conversation between Socrates and his friends and disciples, which
takes place in prison on the last day of Socrates’ life, there is a particular
discussion about suicide. The passage 62 a 1-7 is a part of this discus-
sion. It begins just after the introductory scene, and Socrates’ main inter-
locutors are the Thebans Simmias and Cebes, although there are other
disciples present as well. The discussion begins as if by chance. Some of
Socrates’ friends and acquaintances, the philosopher Euenos among
them (none of them present), have been surprised to learn that Socrates,
who has never written a line of poetry, now, in prison, is setting Aesop’s
fables to verse. Cebes asks Socrates what he should say to Euenos about
this matter. Socrates explains his reasons: certain dreams have advised
him to practise poetry. He concludes his answer with these, rather strange
words (61 b 7-8):

Tadta odv Evve @pdlie, kol éppdodat xai, &v coppov), ut dib-
KELV (OG TAYLOT ...

To the indignant reaction of Simmias Socrates replies (61 ¢ 6—10):

Ti 8¢; ov @1hdoopog EVmvog; ... 'EBednfoel toivov xal Ebnvog xal
nag dtw d&lng ToVTov 10D TP&YHATOG PHETESTLY. OV péEVTOoL T0WG PLi-
ceton aDTOV: 00 Yap Pact fepitov elval

Cebes is astonished at the logical contradiction implied in Socrates’
words (61 d 3-5):

[dg todt0 Aéyelg, @ Zokpoteg, TO WM Oepitov elvar Eovtdv
BialecBot, £6EXeLY & AV T® ATOBVAGKOVTL TOV PLAOGOPOV ENeGHL;

Instead of giving a definite answer, Socrates asks what Cebes and Sim-
mias have heard about this matter (nept t@v tolobtwv) from the Pytha-
gorean philosopher Philolaos, for during Philolaos’ stay at Thebes, Cebes
and Simias might have been among his listeners. Cebes says that he has
heard nothing definite. Socrates then declares that he too can speak about
this only from hearsay, but that he has no objection to communicating
what he has heard (p86vog 00deig Aéyewv, 61 d 10). Nevertheless, he
avoids answering the question put to him directly. Instead, he avows his
readiness to discuss (diaoxonetlv) and mythologize (pvBoioyeiv) about
habitation in the other world (repi tfig dmodnpiag tfig €kel), by stating
that such talk would fit the occasion best. This, however, is quite different
from what Cebes seems to be interested in at the moment, and for that rea-
son he reiterates his question (61 e 5-9):



Ellipse and asyndeton in Plato’s Phaedo 62 a 1-7 319

Katd 11 87 odv mote od gact Bepitov glvar adTdV EqvTOV dmoxTEl-
voval, ® ThOKpates; ... fikovoa ... @G od déol T0dT0 TOETV' CaPEg O
Tepl adTOV 0VdEVOG ThToTe 0VSEV axnKkoa.

Socrates’ ensuing reply is the passage under consideration: instead of
an explanation, an obscure, eni gmatically worded statement. It appears sig-
nificant, that in such a relatively short fragment one and the same state-
ment, about the illicitness of suicide, should appear three times. The first
time it is pronounced by Socrates himself, then it resurfaces twice in
Cebes’ questions. No less remarkable is Socrates’ avoiding a direct answer
to this question.

Taran proposes the following interpretation of this passage (pp. 334-
335):

It will perhaps seem surprising to you that this (prohibition of suicide) is
alone of all prohibitions simple, i. e., it never applies to man in the way
others do; sometimes and for some people death is better than life; but for
those for whom death is better, you are surprised if for these very men it is
unholy to do good to themselves, but they must wait for another benefac-
tor.

The originality of Taran’s interpretation consists in taking the part of
the sentence after T&AAc. as a new main clause and putting a colon after
r&AAa. It certainly makes the syntactical structure of the whole passage
more perspicuous and simple, so that the major difficulties seem to be
solved. Rejecting as unsatisfactory the interpretation of 62 a 3-5 as a
single clause, Taran considers the word groups domep Kol tdAAo and
¥omv 61e kad oig as each belonging to a different sentence. The two parts
of this passage, as they appear in Taran’s interpretation, thereby become
clearly distinguishable. The problem with the subject of tvyyével disap-
pears as well: it is now the pronoun 10010, the real meaning of which is
inferred from the preceding text — Tardn takes it to refer to the much re-
peated statement “it is unlawful to kill oneself”. Nonetheless, this interpre-
tation seems open to objections just from the grammatical point of view:
the weak points are the ellipse after &\ and the asyndetical bond be-
tween these two parts. Taran considers the possible objections unreason-
able, “since this interpretation makes sense in the context” (p.336).
Though I accept some aspects of Taran’s interpretation, I suggest that there
is another possible way to solve these syntactical difficulties and to under-
stand this text as a whole.

[ agree with Taran on two points: (i) that 1000 refers to the preceding
text, and (ii) that “we can not get a satisfactory meaning as long as we per-
sist in taking 008£moTE TUYYAVEL 1Y &avBphmw Homep kol TdAA0 EGTLY
$1e kal olg Bétiov 1eBvavan fi Lijv as one sentence (p. 334). But on the

8 Jakas Ne 99



320 Inara Kemere

whole his interpretation seems to me misleading because of an erroneous
interpretation of the pronoun tod7o. .

I do not agree with Taran that the real meaning of the pronoun todto is
prohibition of suicide. According to Taran’s interpretation, Cebes will be
surprised to learn that the prohibition of suicide is the only prohibition that
prevents people from doing good to themselves, whereas the other prohibi-
tions forbid bad things. “The exceptional character of suicide consists in
its being wrong in any circumstance” (p. 335), even when there are people
who consider that death is better than life. “So, todto in 62 a 2 is not the
only thing absolutely prohibited, but it is the only exception to a general
rule” (p. 335).

I suppose that the pronoun tod7o stands for £xvtév dnoktervivon or
gavtov PralecOon, i. e., that tod10 refers to suicide itself. On the other
hand, the pronouns t& &AXa &novto and téA Ao may then be considered
to be all other intentional actions taken for one’s sake. The distinctive fea-
ture of suicide is the equal worth of the action and its result. Since soul is
regarded as being immortal, one who commits suicide, in effect, does not
achieve the intended purpose. At the end of the dialogue, this idea is ex-
pressed in unequivocal terms (107 ¢ 5 —d 2):

el pev yap nv 6 8avatog 10D Tavtdg dmoddoyn, Eppaiov &v v Toig
Kaxoig &nobavodor 10D 1€ ohpatog dnnAldyfat kol Tig adTdV Kot -
xiog petd g yoyxfic vov & éredn &B&vatog goiveton odoa, ob-
depio &v ein adTfi AN &nogLYT Kaxkdv 0D ceTnpia TATHY T0D MG
BeAtionv T kOl ppovipmtéIny YEVEGOHOL.

The goodness or the harm of the achieved result does not depend upon
this action. Death itself is defined as being only the separation of the soul
from the body (anodlaym tfig yoyxfig &mod 100 cdpatog, 64 ¢ 4-5) and
£aLTOV amokTEvOVaL, “to cease living” means just this single act of the
separation. '

Thus, the exceptional character of suicide consists not “in its being
wrong in any circumstance”, as Taran claims: suicide is “simple” in the
sense that to commit suicide means nothing but to perform an action for
the sake of the action itself, because amoBavelv is not the way of obtaining
what one considers to be better to oneself. And so, the first statement of
this passage may be rendered in the following terms:

this (suicide as an intentional action) alone of all other (actions) is simple
(that is, without any additional sense and effect) and it never happens to
man as others do.

As to the pronouns 1& &AAo dmovtar and t&AAo their real sense in
which they express opposition to suicide is secured only in the course of
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the discussions throughout the whole dialogue. So, in the final part of the
dialogue Socrates, when admonishing his listeners to take care of them-
selves (0Ox apelelv avtdv, 115 b 8) assures them that it is necessary for
a man to make great efforts in order to obtain virtue and wisdom in this life
(xph mav molelv dote apethic kal gpoviceng &v 1@ Plo petacyelv),
because the prize is beautiful and the hope is great (xaAOV yép 1O GOAOV
xod M €Amic peydn, 114 ¢ 7-8). But if they neglect themselves, they will
accomplish nothing (008&v TAfov mownoere, 115 ¢ 1). There is a pictur-
esque panorama of many strange places in the other world (&modnuio M
¢xel) and an impressive description of the complicated itinerary which
souls must cover in accordance with their ethical quality. Death itself is
only the beginning of movement, like the first impact. The route of this
journey, for evil and base souls, is gloomy and sometimes excruciating. On
the other hand, wise and pious souls arrive at beautiful dwelling places in
heaven.

But real death is not regarded as the sole means whereby the separa-
tion of soul and body is accomplished. There is a special activity that
philosophers are said to practise during their lives and that is called
peAEtn Bavétov (81 a 1) “exercise or training for death”. Its attachment
to the sphere of death might seem to be paradoxical since this “exercise”,
on the contrary, provides for constant activity of the soul. However, de-
scribing the philosopher who practises philosophy in the right way and
makes great effort to detach himself from all sense perception, Socrates
speaks in the same terms: &maAlayelg 811 pbdiota SpBoAuGY TE Kal
drov kal G¢ Emog einelv mavtog 100 chpPaTog (66 a 3-5). In both
cases there is a separation, the separation of the soul from the body. The
difference between them is that in the case of real death the soul does not
belong to man any more, whereas in the other case, the philosopher
yearns to be free from all impediments and troubles that the body causes
to the soul so that he can contemplate the truth as clearly as possible.
Through this allusion Socrates points not only to the similarity but also
to the essential difference between these two “separations”. Ordinary
people, however, such as Cebes’ compatriots, regard the true philosopher
as being nearly dead.

And so, suicide itself does not provide for an effect which would jus-
tify one’s confidence that ze0vévan could be really Bédtiov i {Rv to him.
As such, suicide is incompatible with other human activities: 0VJETOTE
TuyxéveL 1@ &vBpdne domep kol t&AAa. This is the idea which, ac-
cording to Socrates, could seem surprising to Cebes when revealed in the
course of their further discussions. In saying this, Socrates already has in
mind, although only in outline form, what he is going to talk about later,
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especially concerning the real meaning of the t& #Ala &movta and
téAho. Hence the future tense of the verb — QOVETTOL.

With the words €6ty 81 xad oig ... Socrates returns to the subject of
Cebes’ question, namely, to the prohibition of suicide. At the same time,
Socrates has anticipated what actually interests Cebes concerning this
problem: it is not so much why it is forbidden to kill oneself, but rather
why it is forbidden for people to do good to themselves in this way (an al-
lusion to the statement £0¢Xelv & &v 1@ &moBVAcKOVTL TOV QLAOG0QOV
g€recBau; 61 d 4-5). Therefore, in repeating Cebes’ question at the end of
this passage Socrates modifies it accordingly:

for those for whom it is better to be dead than to live, you are surprised if
for these men it is unholy to do good to themselves, but they must wait for
another benefactor.

The undertone of irony is deliberate: Socrates speaks in the name of
Cebes, and Cebes’ agreement with this modification in his native Boeotian
dialekt ("Ittw Zebg, £, 1fi 001D @wvij eindv, 62 a 8-9) shows that
just this problem is urgent for him at that moment; hence the present tense
of the verb — paivetou.

Concerning the statement £6tiv 81e kol oig BéAtiov TeBvévon 1 LAy
(“sometimes and for some people it is better to be dead than to live”), 1
suggest that it may be a transitional phrase marking a shift from Socrates’
personal opinion about suicide and, accordingly, from what he is planning
to talk about (expressed in extremely obscure wording) to the issue at
hand, i. e., to what Cebes is actually interested in. In other words, from
thoughts about suicide Socrates now returns to the question about the pro-
hibition of suicide, or, more precisely, to the question why suicide is pro-
hibited even for those for whom death would be better. As often happens in
lively conversation, in developing one idea a speaker has the next one in
mind so that the previous and following statements merge into each other.
The words €5tiv 6te kai oig are a logical link between these two ideas
and, to some extent, belong to both, since éotiv 81e Kol olg can be
equally applied both to human activities and to their purposes, but gram-
matically they belong to the next clause. The ellipse and the asyndeton are
typical of conversational speech and thereby are justifiable in this passage,
however only on the condition that we acknowledge that Socrates’ answer
takes the conversational form.

If we are to accept Taran’s interpretation, then we must suppose there
is only one idea astonishing to Cebes — the prohibition of suicide, — yet the
point of view is different in each part. In the first part it is maintained that
the prohibition of suicide is the only exception to the general rule, whereas
the second part concerns how this exception manifests itself, namely, that
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men cannot do good to themselves. Taran’s argument for placement of the
colon after 1&AAa is based on the assumption that the second part of pas-
sage “contains the explanation of the previous one” (p. 336), or, in other
words: “el 10010 povov 1@V dAloV andviwv driodv £oTiv acquires
definite meaning only when we reach the second part of the passage, espe-
cially the lines 6-7. This is the reason for the future aveiton” (p. 334).
Hence it follows that Cebes will be astonished at the exceptional character
of the prohibition on suicide only until the second part has been pro-
nounced, where the object of astonishment is supposed to become why
people are not allowed to do good to themselves by committing suicide.
This explanation is hardly plausible. Besides, the attempt to explain the
different tense forms of the verb gaives@an within the limits of this pas-
sage is not convincing either.

As to the syntactical bond of the two last statements, | regard 3¢ (in oig
8¢ BéAtiov) as a copulative rather than adversative particle. And so, the
proposed interpretation of this passage runs as follows:

Perhaps it will seem surprising to you if this (suicide) alone of all other
(intentional actions) is simple and never happens to man as others do,
sometimes and for some people it is better to be dead than to live, and for
those for whom it is better to be dead, you are then surprised if for these
men it is unholy to do good to themselves, but they must wait for another
benefactor.

In 62 b 1 — ¢ 8 Socrates gives at last the direct answer to Cebes’ ques-
tion about the illicitness of suicide, why it is unlawful to kill oneself. Re-
ferring to the mysteries, Socrates acknowledges that, although it seems un-
reasonable to forbid doing good to oneself, there is perhaps a reason
behind it. He accepts the explanation, that human beings are regarded as
the possessions of gods (Ev t@v kIMpuétev 1oig Beolg, 62 b 8), as the
most appropriate and most understandable for him (168e pot Boker €D
AéyecOat, 62 b 6-7). Socrates declares his agreement with the prohibition
against suicide only because it is the authority of God which in such cases
is to be respected (62 ¢ 4-6). In other words, suicide requires the sanction
of God. The idea of God’s sanction is implied already in the meaning of
the words 8gptév and 8otov, which appear in our passage. It is significant
that Socrates’ answer is based on the reference to traditional and generally
accepted views. He himself had hardly ever been concerned with the actual
reason for the prohibition of suicide, least of all on the last day of his life.
Hence his persistently evasive answers to this question, coupled with the
simultaneous promise to discuss questions that truly befit the occasion.

The enigmatic wording in the passage 62 a 2-7 becomes clear if we
take into consideration both the nearby context and the dialogue as a
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whole. Socrates’ intention is evident: the best one can do for his own sake
is not to run away from gods, but to make great efforts to be as close to the
divine as possible. Instead of self-destruction, Socrates offers HEAETN
Bavéitov and constant effort to ethically improve the soul; instead of curi-
osity about the simple fact of death, which lacks any ethical evaluation,
Socrates reveals his readiness to discuss those aspects of death that are
most closely connected to the ethical virtue of the soul. In the course of the
conversation, these issues are talked about expressis verbis.
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Cpenv MHOTHX TONKOBaHHI TPYAHOIO MECTA M3 IIATOHOBCKOTO AHasora “denon”,
OTHOCAIIErocs K 3anpeTy Ha camoybuiictso (62 a 1-7), npennoxenue Jleonapno
TapaHa BblaenseTca OpUrHHANBLHBIM H3MEHEHHEM HPHHATOM NMyHKTyauuH. XoTs
NpeanaraéMas MyHKTyauus, Kak W IoHMMaHue oOLIero cmbiciia naccaxa, Henpu-
EMJIEMBL, TPaKTOBKa TapaHOM CHHTaKCH4eCKOH CTPYKTYPBI 3TOrO MECTa 3aciykH-
BacT BHUMaHUA. ABTOp CTaTbH 3alUMILAET IUNC U ACHHACTOH, KOTOPblE conep-
HKUT NIACCAX, ECIIU NPUHATH HHTeprpeTauuto TapaHa. s Toro 4yTo6b! NPOACHHUTD
cMblca cnoB Cokparta, IPHBEKAETCA HE TOABKO HENOCPEACTBEHHBIH KOHTEKCT, HO
1 TeMa PeAETn Bavatov, UrpaloLlas BaXHYH POJlk BO Beeli becelie B LeoM.,





