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For Carlin Barton, 

 from whom I have learned so much





As to jests. These are supposed to be of some service in controversy. Gor-

gias said—speaking correctly—that you should confute your opponents’ 

seriousness with jesting and their jesting with seriousness.

Aristotle, Rhetoric 1419b

Most excellent of Strangers, we ourselves, to the best of our ability, are 

the authors of a tragedy at once superlatively fair and good; at least, all 

our polity is framed as a representation of the fairest and best life, which 

is in reality, as we assert, the truest tragedy. Thus we are composers of 

the same things as yourselves, rivals of yours as artists and actors of the 

fairest drama, which, as our hope is, true law, and it alone is by nature 

competent to complete.

Plato, Laws 7.817a–b

Read Lucian! Lucian holds the keys to the Talmud.

Prof. Saul Lieberman, OBM

Rabba before he commenced [his lesson] to the scholars used to say a 

joking word [atvcydbd atlym], and the scholars were amused. After that he 

sat in dread [atmya] and began the lesson.

Shabbat 30b

How well Plato knows to satirize [ ιjαμβιvζειν]!

Attributed to Gorgias in Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 11.505d
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[ PREFACE ]

The Cheese and the Sermons:

Toward a Microhistory of Ideas

T
he rabbis think nothing of making their most profound 

comments on the nature of God in the midst of discussing 

the uses of cheese.” 1 For quite a long time (and through the in-

troductions of several books), I have been worrying, what, pre-

cisely, am I as a scholar. Whatever it is that I do has not seemed 

to fi t into any of our usual disciplinary divisions or rubrics. I 

am not quite a historian, at least not in any clearly recognizable 

sense; I tend to make too much of individual texts, which pre-

cludes the kinds of sweeping coverage of an entire fi eld of evi-

dence that most historians claim is necessary. I’m also not quite 

a literary critic, as I am much too interested in the social prac-

tices in which my texts are embedded, of which they are part 

(perhaps, sometimes, of which they are evidence—metonymic, 

not metaphoric). I’m much too literary critical to be quite a tra-

ditional Talmudist either, so my work seems not to fi t any of the 

formal disciplines in which the Talmud is studied. I’ve tried on 

for size intellectual historian, practitioner of cultural studies, 

1. Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Judaism and Christianity: Two Fourth-Century 
Religions,” Sciences Religieuses/Studies in Religion 2 (1972): 8.

“



practitioner of cultural poetics, and (new) historicist literary scholar 

of the Talmud; none of them seem quite to work for me, so like a 

bumblebee, I just keep on fl ying, bumbling, and buzzing around the 

disciplines.

Thinking, however, of the work that I most admire, learn from, and 

even enjoy, I seem always to gravitate toward scholars such as Robert 

Darnton, Natalie Zemon Davis, or Carlo Ginzburg. Hence I have, 

for the moment, decided to be a microhistorian. Like them, I like to 

take a single case and study it to death, torturing the text, interpret-

ing every detail that I can think of, and contextualizing it in as many 

ways that I know of. I like to suggest, at least, that this particular case 

is at least possibly a window into much larger phenomena, even if I 

can’t show that (this is where I come a cropper with most historians). 

The difference between my work and that of Darnton and company 

is that they usually work in some particular area of social history, 

whereas I am still, most often, thinking about texts and ideas. Hence, 

I am a microhistorian of ideas, actually perhaps more of a microintel-

lectual historian, in that, for me, the ideas are always fully planted in 

the soil of human social and political life. Hence my joking (I hope 

better than half-witty) caption for this confession: The cheese and 

the sermons (apologies to Professor Ginzburg are in order).

John Herman Randall has written, “Plato is for us moderns the 

consummate expression of Greece. But what is Greece? For us, it is 

a group of literary monuments suspended in time, together with the 

archeological remains discovered during the last century. The docu-

ments are all we really know.” 2 There are various ways in which this 

summary statement by a pre-eminent historian of ideas could be 

pressured. One, of course, would be with the methods and tools de-

veloped since that writing in 1970 to unearth the voices hidden in 

texts, the voices hidden from history, whether those of women and 

slaves or just ordinary Athenian citizens, the methods of social his-

tory and critical cultural archaeology. That is not the route that I 

will take here. Remaining essentially within the realm of intellectual 

(micro)history, I wish to contribute to a revision of our notion of the 

consummate expression of Greece and thus a reconsideration of the 

2. John Herman Randall, Plato: Dramatist of the Life of Reason (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1970), 36.

xii Preface



impact of “Greece” on Hellenism, especially in late antiquity, and 

within that rubric, especially on the Judaism of late antiquity. For this 

book too, the documents are all we really know, but I hope that we can 

look differently at those documents and the ways that they intersect 

with each other. 3 My friend and colleague Carlin Barton—to whom 

this book is dedicated—for years protested with passion contra my 

earlier work that I too had read Plato as the consummate expression 

of Greek culture (to the detriment of the latter), and that Plato was 

an atypical and even idiosyncratic fi gure in his own cultural and in-

tellectual context and perhaps for centuries afterward. 4 She fi nally 

persuaded me, and set me off on one of the trajectories that resulted 

in this book; I hope that the results of this persuasion will have been 

worth her effort.

Mikhail Bakhtin (and his great American translators and commen-

tators, especially Michael Holquist), has been my constant compan-

ions on the journey that produced this book. To quote here only one 

of the many passages of Bakhtin with which this book is studded:

The means for formulating and framing internally persuasive discourse 

may be supple and dynamic to such an extent that this discourse may 

literally be omnipresent in the context, imparting to everything its own 

specifi c tones and from time to time breaking through to become a 

completely materialized thing, as another’s word fully set off and de-

marcated. . . . Such variants on the theme of another’s discourse are 

widespread in all areas of creative ideological activity, and even in the 

narrowly scientifi c disciplines. Of such a sort is any gifted, creative 

exposition defi ning alien world views: such an exposition is always a 

free stylistic variation on another’s discourse; it expounds another’s 

thought in the style of that thought even while applying it to new ma-

terial, to another way of posing the problem; it conducts experiments 

and gets solutions in the language of another’s discourse. 5

3. See, too, Judith Lieu, Christian Identity in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 24–25, with her characteristic sense and sensibility.

4. For the marginality of Plato, as perceived by two outstanding Platonists, see Plu-
tarch, Mor 328a; and Origen, Contra Celsum 6.2.

5. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 
by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, 
University of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 347.
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While hardly willing to claim the name “gifted,” and perhaps cre-

ative to a fault (as I have been accused of being), I fi nd this descrip-

tion by Bakhtin an apt description of my own practice with respect 

to his discourse (and to a lesser extent that of others, mostly work-

ing broadly speaking out of his texts). His language permeates mine 

whether cited directly or not. I have found his analyses key to my own 

experiments with both Plato and the Talmud. In general, and follow-

ing his distinction between “authoritative” and “internally persuasive” 

languages, I do not put long citations into block indents, preferring 

not to set them off “as another’s word fully set off and demarcated.” 

When I do use block indents, it is precisely “authoritative” discourse 

that I am citing, that is, the so-called primary texts which I am seek-

ing to understand. Bakhtin’s work is precisely not “authoritative dis-

course” in t/his sense but a constant dialogical and dialogized partner 

in my conversation.

One fi nal idiosyncrasy: I do not use BCE and CE to mark the years 

before and after Christ, respectively, as these are usually glossed with 

reference to a “common era,” to which I wish not to submit myself. I 

write BC and AC for before and after Christ, in accordance with con-

tinental usage, adapted for English (of course, AD would be an even 

more uncomfortable submission).

xiv Preface
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In Praise of Indecorous Acts of Discourse: 

An Essay by Way of Introduction

C
. S. Lewis in an oft-quoted remark opined that, “this uni-

verse, which has produced the bee-orchid and the giraffe, 

has produced nothing stranger than Martianus Capella.” 1 I 

would like to claim that the dialogues of Plato and, even more, 

the Babylonian Talmud are as strange as Martianus Capella, bee-

orchids, or giraffes. The interpretative traditions, both premod-

ern and modern, have done everything in their power to reduce 

the embarrassment of such strangeness. I am delighted rather 

than embarrassed by the “monstrosity” of my “holy” books and 

fi nd in them the key to a signifi cantly different approach to the 

question of truth than what we are used to.2 Literary criticism 

1. C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (1936; repr., 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 78.

2. Note that I am not claiming “right of discovery” on this different approach 
at all, one that is, after all, deeply related to and dependent on extant philosophical 
traditions, notably, but not exclusively, pragmatism (e.g., Henry S. Levinson, San-
tayana, Pragmatism, and the Spiritual Life [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1992]: I am grateful to Sheila Delaney for this reference and other important 
comments at this juncture). What I am claiming is, rather, an ancient pedigree 
for these approaches and a particular variation on them that may contribute to 
their further development. For explicit connection between the revaluation of the 
Sophists and of American pragmatism, see Edward Schiappa, The Beginnings of Rhe-
torical Theory in Classical Greece (New Haven [Conn.]: Yale University Press, 1999), 
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with its near ubiquitous insistence on “decorum” provides—even in 

my dispute with that very term—the grounds of my engagement and 

production of the different way of reading that I propose.

The literary term, decorum, used slightly differently than in com-

mon parlance, will be a very helpful one for the analysis throughout:

Decorum [dikorŭm], a standard of appropriateness by which certain 

styles, characters, forms, and actions in literary works are deemed 

suitable to one another within a hierarchical model of culture bound 

by class distinctions. Derived from Horace’s Ars Poetica (c.20 BCE) 

and other works of classical criticism, decorum was a major principle 

of late Renaissance taste and of neoclassicism. It ranked and fi xed the 

various literary genres in high, middle, and low stations, and expected 

the style, characters, and actions in each to conform to its assigned 

level: thus a tragedy or epic should be written in a high or grand style 

about highranking characters performing grand deeds, whereas a 

comedy should treat humble characters and events in a low or col-

loquial style. The mixture of high and low levels, as in Shakespeare, 

was seen as indecorous, although it could be exploited for humorous 

effect in burlesques and mockheroic works.3

Horace’s defi nition of the opposite of decorum is very helpful here 

too: “The poetic body must avoid the monstrous conjugation of for-

eign parts.” 4 As we will see further on, human obesity is frequently 

fi gured in antiquity as a sign of the opposite of decorum and the non-

serious. This is not owing, I think, to any inherent humor in fat or 

mocking of fat people, so much as to the alleged incongruity of the 

body engendered by certain parts of it being out of proportion with 

162. Indeed, the whole point of part 4 of Schiappa’s chapter is to “locate Isocrates vis-à-vis 
the concerns and interests of contemporary pragmatism.” I probably would have done the 
same with respect to the texts I approach here, had I the Sitzfl eisch.

3. Chris Baldick, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, Oxford Paperback 
Reference (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

4. This analysis makes problematic Bakhtin’s earlier assumption in the Rabelais 
book that what seems incongruous to modern eyes was not so in antiquity; Mikhail 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1984), 108–9. Lucian, at any rate, seems exquisitely aware of the chimera 
he creates.
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others, as well as the sheer fl eshliness that it forces us to pay attention 

to. As we will see, this is a fi gure, as well, for malformed and dispro-

portionate, indecorous discourses, condemned by most authors, but 

praised—highly—in this book of mine. When the high, the middle, 

and the low, the serious and the comic, the realistic and the fantastic, 

the “classical” and the grotesque, are all conjoined in a single text, we 

have a monstrous conjugation.

One of the very emblems of the concatenation of the serious and 

the comic in Plato’s work is the incident of Aristophanes’ hiccups in 

the Symposium:

Pausanias came to a pause—this is the balanced way in which I have 

been taught by the wise to speak; and Aristodemus said that the turn 

of Aristophanes was next, but either he had eaten too much, or from 

some other cause he had the hiccough, and was obliged to change turns 

with Eryximachus the physician, who was reclining on the couch be-

low him. Eryximachus, he said, you ought either to stop my hiccough, 

or to speak in my turn until I have left off.

I will do both, said Eryximachus: I will speak in your turn, and do 

you speak in mine; and while I am speaking let me recommend you 

to hold your breath, and if after you have done so for some time the 

hiccough is no better, then gargle with a little water; and if it still con-

tinues, tickle your nose with something and sneeze; and if you sneeze 

once or twice, even the most violent hiccough is sure to go. I will do as 

you prescribe, said Aristophanes, and now get on.

This incident involves a double “lapse in tone.” First of all, a text in 

which a serious investigation of the place of Eros in human endeavor 

is being discussed is hardly the occasion, it would seem, for such low 

bodily burlesque. As adumbrated just above, Plato himself insisted on 

a criterion of seriousness as being of ultimate import. Furthermore, 

the spoudaios is precisely that at which it is wrong to laugh, as we learn 

from the Euthydemus (300e): So I remarked: “Why are you laughing, 

Cleinias, at such serious and beautiful things? [καjγω ; ειΔ̃πον: τιv γελα̨̃ς, 
ωΔ̃ Κλεινι vα, ε jπι; σπουδαι vοις ου{τω πραvγμασιν και ; καλοι̃ς].” Secondly, the 

implication of this hiccups passage is that the text itself (or at least its 

order), which one would have thought is carefully planned to make its 
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points, has, in fact, been partly generated out of the out-of-control an-

tics of the lower body. This all hardly conforms to Plato’s claim to com-

posing the fairest of all, the truest of all, the most spoudaios of all texts. 

Why are you laughing, Plato, at such serious and beautiful things?

The Serious, the Comic, and the Seriocomic

Five quotations on page vii—four from ancient sources and one from 

a modern writer—announce the theme of this book as its epigraphs 

or mottos. Since these quotations track the overall structure of the 

argument of the book, I have chosen to gloss them each briefl y as a 

way into the essay presented here. The fi rst epigraph: “As for jests, 

since they may sometimes be useful in debates, the advice of Gor-

gias was good—to confound the opponents’ seriousness with jest 

and their jest with seriousness. Περι; δε; τω̃ν γελοι vων, εjπειδηv τινα δοκει̃ 
χρη̃σιν ε [χειν εjν τοι̃ς α jγω̃σι, και; δει̃ν ε [ϕη Γοργι vας τη ;ν με ;ν σπουδη;ν 
διαϕϑει vρειν τω̃ν ε jναντι vων γε vλωτι, το;ν δε ; γεvλωτα σπουδηÊ˜ ο jρθω̃ς λε vγων” 

(Aristotle, Rhetoric 1419b).5 It is clear from this quotation that at 

least as far back as Aristotle’s time, and if we trust him in his re-

port, as far back as Gorgias himself, the categories of spoudaios and 

geloios—“serious” and “humorous”—were already active in Greek 

culture and recognized modes of discourse. An oblique witness can 

be found, perhaps, at the Gorgias 473e, where Socrates upbraids Po-

lus: “What’s this, Polus? You’re laughing? Is this still another kind 

of refutation, to laugh someone down whenever he says something, 

but not to refute him?” According to Gorgias, moreover, they stand 

somehow in opposition to each other, such that one can “confound” 

the other; either one can demolish the other (this is a key point). Ar-

istotle, perhaps surprisingly, entirely endorses Gorgias’s view on this 

issue.

We don’t quite know what Gorgias meant by spoudaios, and we can 

only guess at the cultural import of this opposition. One clue, how-

ever, is provided by the following passage from Herodotus (1.8.1):

5. For a slightly different reconstruction of Gorgias’s “original” saying, see Edward M. 
Cope, The Rhetoric of Aristotle with a Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1877), 3:215–16.
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VIII. This Candaules, then, fell in love with his own wife, so much so 

that he believed her to be by far the most beautiful woman in the world; 

and believing this, he praised her beauty beyond measure to Gyges son 

of Dascylus, who was his favorite among his bodyguard; for it was to 

Gyges that he entrusted all his most important (spoudaiestera) matters.

VIII. ΟυỖ τος δη ; ωΔ̃ ν οJ Κανδαυ vλης ηΔραvσθη τη̃ς εÔωυτου̃ γυναικο vς, εΔρασθει;ς 
δε ; εΔνοvμιζε vv οιÔ ειΔ̃ναι γυναι̃κα πολλο ;ν πασε vων καλλι vστην. ω{στε δε ; ταυ̃τα 
νομιvζων, ηΔ̃ν γα vρ οιÔ τω̃ν αιΔχμοϕο vρων Γυ vγης ο J Δασκυ vλου α jρεσκοvμενος 
μαvλιστα, του vτω Û τωÛ˜ ΓυvγηÛ και; τα; σπουδαιεvστερα τω̃ν πρηγμαvτων 
υÔπερετι vθετο.

From this eloquent passage, we can learn something of the mean-

ing of spoudaios. The most spoudaios is that with which one entrusts 

the most trusted of one’s retainers (indeed the story goes on to in-

form us that he wished to share the beauty of his wife’s nakedness 

with said Gyges).6

Derived originally from meaning “haste,” spoudaios came to mean 

“energetic,” and thus, perhaps paradoxically to our ears, “in earnest”; 

hence spoudaios as the earnest, the important, the serious, as opposed 

to the joking, the laughable, as the next citation from Aristophanes’ 

Frogs (391), makes clear:

Chorus:

and that I may say much that is funny and much that is serious

Χορο vς
και; πολλα ; με;ν γεvλοια v μ’ ει j-
πει̃ν, πολλα ; δε; σπουδαι̃α

One wonders how serious the Chorus of the Frogs is in stating that 

it will say much that is spoudaia in the course of that play, but in any 

case, we see here the contrast between spoudaios and geloios, as used by 

(Pseudo?)Gorgias.

6. Chava Boyarin, who called this story to my attention initially, compares it with the 
story of Ahasuerosh and Vashti in the book of Esther.
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One fi nal quotation, from Demosthenes (Speeches 24.4), will help 

further specify the meaning of spoudaios among Plato’s contem-

 poraries:

Now it is the common practice of those who take up any piece of pub-

lic business to inform you that the matter on which they happen to be 

making their speeches is most momentous, and worthy of your best 

attention.

ειjωvθασιν με;ν ου\ν οιJ πολλοι; τω̃ν πραvττειν τι προαιρουμεvνων τω̃ν κοινω̃ν 
λεvγειν ωJς ταυ̃θ’ υJμι̃ν σπουδαιο vτατ’ ε jστι; και ; μα vλιστ’ α[ξιον προσεvχειν 
τουvτοις, υJπε;ρ ωỖ ν α‘ν αυjτοι; τυγχαvνωσι ποιουvμενοι του ;ς λοvγους. 

This quotation adds further specifi cation to the meaning of spou-

daios by defi ning it precisely as “that which is most worthy of atten-

tion,” the implication being further that the geloios as the opposite of 

the spoudaios is not worthy of attention, or at any rate less worthy of 

attention. (Note that I am not claiming that the only antonym of spou-

daios in Greek is geloios.) This meaning will be crucial for understand-

ing Plato’s usage of these terms, which is what is central, of course, 

for this book.

Plato, in any case, expounds what he means by “serious,” and he 

shows it to be consistent with all of the above citations when he 

writes, “for we have come to see that we must not take such poetry 

seriously as a serious thing that lays hold on truth” [α Ûjσοvμεθα δ’ ουΔ̃ν 
ωJς ουj σπουδαστε vον εjπι; τηÊ˜ τοιαυ vτηÛ ποιη vσει ωJς α jληθειvας τε αJπτομεvνηÊ 
και ; σπουδαι vαÛ] (Republic 10.608a). Plato has given us here, indirectly 

at any rate, quite a precise defi nition of the spoudaios as he sees it, 

namely that which seeks to seize on Truth. Any other kind of dis-

course, from tragedy to rhetoric, any discourse that resists the notion 

of Truth, will be by defi nition not serious, but geloios. The Truth, the 

whole Truth, and nothing but the Truth is that which according to 

Plato is worthy of attention (which is not to claim that Plato thinks it 

accessible).

Andrea Nightingale has discussed this issue with respect to Pla-

to’s attitude toward tragedy. She shows that Socrates repeatedly uses 

the term “serious thing” (spoudaios) and grammatical variants to dis-

credit tragedy as not being spoudaios: “Socrates claims at [Republic] 

602b that tragedy is a ‘mimesis’ that is παιδιαvν τινα και; ουj σπουδη ;ν 
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[a child’s play and not serious].” 7 Most important for my semantic 

purposes, however, are her following remarks:

In that text [the Laws 7], after distinguishing comedy and tragedy as 

genres concerned with (respectively) γελοι̃α (816d9, e5; cf. γεvλωτα, 

e10) and σπουδαι̃α (817a2), the Athenian proceeds to contrast the 

“so-called serious” creations of the tragedians (τω̃ν δε ; σπουδαιvων, 
ω {ς ϕασι, τω̃ν περι; τραγωÛδιvαν ηJμι̃ν ποιητω̃ν, 817a2–3) with the “most 

beautiful and fi nest tragedy” that he and his interlocutors are them-

selves producing in their construction of a good code of laws (η Jμει̃ς 
ε jσμε;ν τραγωÛδιvας αυjτοι; ποιηται; κατα; δυ vναμιν ο{τι καλλιvστης α{μα 
και ; α jριvστης, 817b2–3). Here, Plato not only denies that tragedy is 

truly “serious,” but confers upon his own creations the title of serious 

tragedy.8

In contrast to and defi ance of general Athenian usage (as so fre-

quently in Plato), that which they call spoudaios, namely tragedy, is 

declared by Plato to be only “so-called.” What we learn very well and 

clearly from this passage is that, for Plato, “seriousness” is the mark 

of an important, signifi cant discourse, that which deserves the name 

“tragedy,” while the playful and mimetic—even on tragic themes—is 

not serious, not beautiful, and without virtue. The comic, it would 

seem, is even more contemptible than the tragic in poetry, as Night-

ingale elegantly argues.9 In contrast to Aristophanes, who seems to 

allow for both the spoudaios and the geloios in a comedy such as the 

Frogs, for Plato neither the comic nor the tragic is spoudaios.

Perhaps the richest, most explicit refl ection by Plato on “serious-

ness” is given in the Laws 7.803.

athenian:  [803b] And notwithstanding that human affairs are un-

worthy of serious effort [spoudes], necessity counsels us to be serious 

7. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 88. This book would not have danced had 
not Nightingale sung fi rst. For a useful discussion of παιδιαv, see Stephen Halliwell, “The 
Uses of Laughter in Greek Culture,” Classical Quarterly, n.s. 41, no. 2 (1991): 283.

8. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 88. On this passage, see too at length Richard Patter-
son, “The Platonic Art of Comedy and Tragedy,” Philosophy and Literature 6 (1982): 78–82.

9. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 88–89.
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[spoudazein]; and that is our misfortune. Yet, since we are where we 

are, it is no doubt becoming that we should show this earnestness 

in a suitable direction. But no doubt [803c] I may be faced—and 

rightly faced—with the question, “What do I mean by this?”

clinias:  Certainly.

athenian:  What I assert is this—that a man ought to be in ser-

ious earnest about serious things [spoudaion spoudazein], and not 

about trifl es [me spoudaion]; and that the object really worthy of 

all serious and blessed effort is God, while man is contrived, as we 

said above, to be a plaything of God, and the best part of him is 

really just that; and thus I say that every man and woman ought to 

pass through life in accordance with this character, playing at the 

noblest of pastimes, being otherwise minded than they now are.

[803d] clinias:  How so?

athenian:  Now they imagine that serious work should be done for 

the sake of play; for they think that it is for the sake of peace that 

the serious work of war needs to be well conducted. But as a mat-

ter of fact we, it would seem, do not fi nd in war, either as existing 

or likely to exist, either real play or education worthy of the name, 

which is what we assert to be in our eyes the most serious thing. It 

is the life of peace that everyone should live as much and as well as 

he can.10

This text is worthy of a longer analysis than I shall give it here for 

my present purposes. The subject of this text is no less than educa-

10. [803b] ε[στι δη ; τοιvνυν τα; τω̃ν αjνθρωvπων πραvγματα μεγαvλης με;ν σπουδη̃ς ουjκ α [ξια, 
α jναγκαι̃οvν γε μη ;ν σπουδα vζειν: του̃το δε ; ουjκ εjυτυχεvς. εjπειδη; δε; εjνταυ̃θαv εjσμεν, ει[ πως δια; 
προσηvκοντοvς τινος αυ jτο; πραvττοιμεν, ι [σως α‘ ν ηJμι̃ν συvμμετρον α‘ ν ει[η. λεvγω δε; δη; τιv ποτε; ι[σως 
μεντα [ν τιvς μοι του̃τ’ αυjτο; υJπολαβω;ν οjρθω̃ς υJπολαvβοι.

[803c] Κλεινι vας: πα vνυ με;ν ουj˜ν.
ΔΑθηναι̃ος: ϕημι ; χρη̃ναι το; με ;ν σπουδαι̃ον σπουδαvζειν, το; δε; μη; σπουδαι̃ον μηv, ϕυvσει δε; 

ειj˜ναι θεο;ν με;ν παvσης μακαριvου σπουδη̃ς α[ξιον, α[νθρωπον δε v, ο{περ ει [πομεν ε[μπροσθεν, θεου̃ τι 
παιvγνιον ειj˜ναι μεμηχανημε vνον, και; ο[ντως του̃το αυjτου̃ το; βε vλτιστον γεγονεvναι: τουvτωÛ δη; δει̃ν 
τωÛ˜ τροvπωÛ ξυνεποvμενον και; παιvζοντα ο{τι καλλιvστας παιδια;ς πα vντ’ α[νδρα και ; γυναι̃κα ου {τω 
διαβιω̃ναι, του jναντι vον η‘ νυ̃ν διανοηθε vντας. [803d]

Κλεινιvας: πω̃ς;
ΔΑθηναι̃ος: νυ̃ν μεvν που τα;ς σπουδα;ς οι[ονται δει̃ν ε{νεκα τω̃ν παιδιω̃ν γ ιvγνεσθαι: τα; γα;ρ περι ; 

το;ν ποvλεμον ηJγου̃νται σπουδαι̃α ο[ντα τη̃ς ειjρη vνης ε{νεκα δει̃ν ευj˜ τιvθεσθαι. το; δ’ ηj˜ν εjν πολε vμωÛ με;ν 
α[ρα ου[τ’ ουj˜ν παιδια; πεϕυκυι̃α ου[τ’ αυj˜ παιδει vα ποτε; ηJμι̃ν αjξιο vλογος, ου [τε ουj˜σα ου[τ’ εjσομεvνη, ο’ 
δηv ϕαμεν η Jμι̃ν γε ει j˜ναι σπουδαιοvτατον: δει̃ δη ; το;ν κατ’ ειjρηvνην βιvον ε{καστον πλει̃στοvν τε και; 
α[ριστον διεξελθει̃ν.
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tion, the education of the young. The speaker, if not Plato’s “mouth-

piece,” certainly one of his approved voices, asserts that human affairs 

in general are hardly worthy of serious attention (spoudaia). But given 

that we are constrained to deal with them, it becomes necessary to 

distinguish the serious (spoudaios) from the nonserious (me spoudaios).11 

Much more, of course, could be said about this passage, but here it 

is suffi cient to cite it for my philological purpose of articulating what 

the “serious” is for Attic writers.

Like Plato, albeit with nothing like the same fulsomeness, the Bab-

ylonian Talmud (or the Bavli; both terms will be used below) knows 

explicitly, it seems, of a distinction between the serious and the comic 

in discourse. In a famous passage we are informed that

Rabba before he commenced [his lesson] to the scholars used to say a 

joking word [atvcydbd atlym], and the scholars were amused. After that 

he sat in dread [atmya] and began the lesson. (Shabbat 30b)

The Bavli thus invokes the same structural opposition between 

comic (milta debdih.uta) and solemn (�ēmta = literally “fear”) with which 

Plato is working (although we are never told in the Bavli of what these 

“joking words” consisted). It is clear from the context that the “sol-

emn” words and not the joking ones are the real matter at hand. Fur-

ther consideration of the larger context of this passage will repay us. 

After observing that Kohellet (Ecclesiastes) contradicts itself several 

times on the question of the goodness (or evil) of laughing, the Tal-

mud sorts out the contradiction between two of these verses in the 

following fashion:

“And I praised happiness” [8:15]—the joy of performing a command-

ment. “And happiness what [good] is it” [2:2]—this is joy that is not 

caused by performing a commandment. This comes to teach you that 

the Indwelling of God (Shekhina) rests [on a person], neither out of 

sadness, nor out of laziness, nor out of laughing, nor from lighthead-

11. See Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1981), 157–58; Elliot R. Wolfson, “Structure, Innovation, and Diremptive 
Temporality: The Use of Models to Study Continuity and Discontinuity in Kabbalistic 
Tradition,” Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, special issue, Reading Idel’s Works 
Today 6, no. 18 (2007): 151.
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edness, nor out of [idle] conversation, nor out of useless words, but 

from the joy of performing commandments. . . . Rav Yehuda said, 

“And the same is true for a matter of halakha.”

It is certainly to the point that these contradictions are drawn 

from Kohellet, certainly one of the most palpably seriocomic texts in 

the biblical canon, explicitly thematizing, as it does, dissoi logoi. The 

way the contradiction of the verses is resolved, then, is to contrast 

two kinds of happiness, one that is praiseworthy, namely the hap-

piness of performing a commandment, and one that is not praise-

worthy, any happiness that is not produced from performing com-

mandments. An inference is then drawn to the effect that God rests 

on a person only when he or she is in a state of happiness occasioned 

by the performance of commandments. A further statement is then 

cited, to the effect that one should enter into the study of a matter of 

halakha (Torah law) only in such a lighthearted mood. But the Talmud 

immediately objects to this last position:

Is that indeed so?! But didn’t R. Giddal say in Rab’s name: “If any 

scholar sits before his teacher and his lips do not drip bitterness [from 

dread, Rashi], they shall be burnt, for it is said, ‘his lips are as lilies 

[shoshanim], dropping liquid myrrh [mor �ober]’ [Canticles 8:13]: Read 

not mor �ober [dropping myrrh], but mar �ober [dropping bitterness]; 

read not shoshanim but sheshonin [that study]?” There is no diffi culty: 

The former applies to the teacher; the latter to the disciple. Alter-

natively, both refer to the teacher, yet there is no diffi culty: the one 

means before he commences; the other, after he commences. Like the 

case of Rabba, who before he commenced [his lesson] to the schol-

ars used to say a joking word [atvcydbd atlym], and the scholars were 

amused. After that he sat in dread [atmya] and began the lesson.12

hnykw Nyaw Kdmll hvxm lw hnyaw hcmw vz hwvi hz hm hcmwlv hvxm lw hcmw hcmwh ta yna ytcbwo 12.
Myrbd Kvtm alv hcyw Kvtm alv war tvlq Kvtm alv qvcw Kvtm alv tvlxi Kvtm alv tvbxi Kvtm al hrvw

rma  ′h dy vyli yhtv Ngnmh Ngnk hyhv Ngnm yl vcq htiv ([g b Myklm] rmanw hvxm lw hcmw rbd Kvtm ala Myleb

vbr ynpl bwvyw Mkc dymlt lk br rma ldyg br rmahv ynya bve Mvlcl Nkv abr rma hklh rbdl Nkv hdvhy br

ala rbvi rvm yrqt la rbvi rvm tvpevn Mynwvw vytvtpw [h Myrywh ryw] rmanw hnyvkt rm tvpevn vytvtpw Nyav

ah aywq alv hbrb ahv ah amya tyibyav dymltb ahv hbrb ah aywq al Mynvww ala Mywvw yrqt la rbvi rm

byty Pvsl Nnbr ycdbv atvcydbd atlym rma Nnbrl vhl ctpd ymqm hbrd ah yk ctpd rtbl ah ctpld ymqm

atimwb ctpv atmyab
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Rav Gidal’s statement implies that only the most severe gravity 

must attend the study of halakhic matters and asks how would it be 

possible to say that one should enter into this pursuit in any form of 

levity. The resolution is offered that one begins with levity and passes 

quickly into a state of awe and dread. According to the Talmud’s reso-

lution, then, although there is a place for lightheartedness and even 

joking before the study of halakha, at the time of the study itself the 

student and the teacher must feel a bitterness, a dread occasioned by 

the overwhelming graveness of the enterprise. The dialectical study 

of halakha is, for the Bavli, the activity that is most “serious” of all.

For both the Babylonian Talmud and Plato, therefore, it is the 

“seriousness” of the business at hand that defi nes its importance, its 

worthiness as an enterprise to which to devote time. Both the Pla-

tonic corpus and the Bavli, however, “confound” their own avowed 

seriousness by embedding their dialogues in a narrative context en-

tirely different in tone from the dialogues in the texts themselves,13 

frequently enough, offering us hiccups, moments of grotesquerie, in 

the text, although to be sure the two corpora should not be confl ated 

with each other in their literary means or politics. Some scholars have 

positivistically gone so far as to argue that these comic narratives in 

the Bavli are precisely a record of the jokes that Rava told in the be-

ginning of his lessons. Who knows? They may be right, but we will 

never know. What we do know is that the Bavli seems to incorporate 

much material that is antithetical to its own declared solemn purpose 

of investigating the halakha in dread and dour “bitterness,” and that 

this needs to be accounted for, for the result is a peculiar kind of hy-

brid text.14 It is a major argument of this book that this particular 

form of literary hybridity or incongruity is not at all sui generis in 

the Babylonian Talmud, but, indeed, rather marks that text as part 

and parcel of its own literary and cultural world. I argue that it is this 

13. To be sure, there are important differences in the formal role of narrative in Plato’s 
dialogues and in the Bavli. In the former, the narrative is literally the framing within 
which the dialogue takes place, while in the latter the stories are more like interspersed 
interventions into the discourse. However in a larger sense, in that the stories which con-
cern me here are biographical narratives about the heroes of the halakha of the Bavli, they 
can be read too as a kind of narrative framing if only for heuristic purposes.

14. For the association of fear and the serious, see Bakhtin, Rabelais, 47.
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recognition that enables us to ask, and perhaps at least tentatively an-

swer, the question: What is the Babylonian Talmud? Not what is this 

piece or that piece, this element or that element; not what can I learn 

about something else from this or that in the Talmud, but What is the 

Talmud? I fi nd, moreover, the beginnings of the literary and cultural 

movements that produced this kind of strange literature as far back 

as Plato’s dialogues. Hence the dual textual study that comprises this 

book, Plato on the one hand, the Babylonian Talmud on the other.

Philosophy as True Tragedy

The second epigraph to the book:

Most excellent of Strangers, we ourselves, to the best of our ability, are 

the authors of a tragedy at once superlatively fair and good; at least, 

all our polity is framed as a representation of the fairest and best life, 

which is in reality, as we assert, the truest tragedy. Thus we are com-

posers of the same things as yourselves, rivals of yours as artists and 

actors of the fairest drama, which, as our hope is, true law, and it alone 

is by nature competent to complete. (Plato, Laws 7.817a–b)

It is clear from this that Plato is appropriating the term “tragedy” 

as that which Greeks themselves understand as the fairest and truest 

of uses of language, the representation on the stage of the noblest 

of men and women, the noblest of actions, and the truest of fates. 

Plato negates this (as he does much of Athenian high culture), arguing 

that drama cannot, by defi nition as poetry or fi ction, represent the 

true and noble. Only the discourse of philosophy—with lawmaking 

as its executive branch—produces the truly tragic, that is, the truly 

true and fair, the truly serious and worthy of attention. Presumably, 

at least on the face of it, and more than just the face, Plato’s own texts 

are intended to show us that truly serious, genuinely “tragic,” form 

of discourse, and laughing—on Socrates’ own account—ought to be 

banished from its presence. What shall we do, then, with Aristo-

phanes’ hiccups?

There are nearly as many strategies for reading Plato’s dialogues 

as there are readers of Plato. All of them have to be partly right and 

none of them can be all right. Richard McKeon has described what 
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I take to be almost the exact nature of the argument that I wish to 

make here:

The statement of a theory or of a history of dialectic is involved in the 

same dialectical problems as any other statement or argument; it is 

an opinion contradicted by other well-established positions, and it is 

an argument about argument dependent for its facts on assumptions 

about arguments. . . . More than one account is possible. . . . Each ac-

count, theoretical or historical, is self-instantiating and self-justifying, 

and therefore demonstrably establishable, and each is contradicted by 

other accounts, and therefore demonstrably refutable. . . . The highly 

divergent accounts of later philosophers and historians of the essence 

and infl uence of, say, Plato’s dialectic bring to attention aspects of 

Plato’s description and use of argument which might be overlooked in 

a single “true” account of Plato’s dialectic.15

Likewise for the Bavli, of course. The account in this book of both 

Plato and the Talmud is certainly an opinion contradicted by well-

established opinions which cannot simply be refuted or disregarded. 

I hope here to be contributing another turn of a kaleidoscope, each 

turn of which reveals (and conceals) aspects of both Plato and the 

Talmud.

What is characteristic of my reading of Plato’s texts (and the Bavli 

too, mutatis mutandis) in this book is a strenuous refusal to ignore the 

hiccups. I stand, of course, on the shoulders of others who have long 

paid attention to these puzzling moments in Plato. Indeed, Aristo-

phanes’ hiccups have been a classic locus for discussion of method in 

the reading of Plato. Thus A. E. Taylor observes: “The tone of this part 

of the dialogue is wholly playful and . . . it would be a mistake to regard 

it as anything more than a delightful specimen of ‘pantagruelism.’ The 

numerous persons . . . unhappily without anything of the pantagruelist 

in their own composition will continue, no doubt, to look for hidden 

meanings in this section of the Symposium as they looked for them in 

Rabelais, and with much the same kind of success.” 16 The term “Pan-

15. Richard McKeon, “Greek Dialectics: Dialectic and Dialogue, Dialectic and Rheto-
ric,” in Dialectics, ed. Chaïm Perelman (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1975), 2.

16. A. E. Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work (London: Methuen, 1960), 216, as quoted 
in Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play: Argument, Structure, 
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tagruelism” as used by Taylor here is problematic. He himself seems 

to be referring to the moment in Rabelais in which we are told: “For 

in every soldier I detect that specifi c trait and individual quality that 

our ancestors used to call Pantagruelism; which assures me that they 

will never take in bad part anything that they know to spring from a 

good, honest, and loyal heart. I have so often seen them take the will 

for the payment, and be content with it, when that was all the debtor 

had.” 17 The context in Rabelais is hardly sanguine, however, given 

as it is in the context of fear that readers will read him uncharitably, 

taking his good-natured humor negatively, and seek to kill him. But, 

of course, Rabelais’s text is anything but merely good-natured. This 

Pantagruelism ends up being more Panglossian than Rabelaisian, that 

is, as itself, an optimism that Rabelais, as much as Voltaire, mocks. I 

fi nd Taylor’s a somewhat pallid way to read Plato’s hiccups, apparently 

ascribing to him no more intent than to amuse. In his use of the term 

“Pantagruelism,” he seems to miss a major part of the term’s defi nition 

(as given in the OED): “extravagant and coarse humor with a satirical 

or serious purpose,” denying, as he does, any serious purpose to the 

hiccups. This certainly does not, paradoxically, answer to Rabelais’s 

own textual practice. I would read Rabelais too as deeply satiric in his 

very defi nition of Pantagruelism, and thus applying this Rabelaisian 

term to Plato would, for me, issue in rather a different direction of 

interpretation. Putting my thesis as concisely as possible, I want to 

argue for the notion of the seriocomical, that is, the spoudogeloion, as 

developed by the great theorist of the last century, Mikhail Bakhtin, 

as the key to open this strait gate. The genre name itself implies rather 

a yoking together of the seemingly incompatible, even antithetical, 

and that is precisely the circumstance that confronts us in both Plato 

and the Bavli, so this seems, a priori, a promising line of thought and 

research. But what is the spoudogeloion?

For Taylor, it seems to be simply a matter of delight and the en-

tirely playful. He thus splits completely the “serious” business of the 

dialogues from his understanding of the “Pantagruelism.” This is 

and Myth in the Symposium (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), 
68. For the searchers for hidden meanings and allegorical interpretations of Rabelais, see 
Bakhtin, Rabelais, 111–16.

17. Rabelais, The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel, ed. and trans. J. M. Cohen, Pen-
guin Classics, vol. 147 (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1955), 286.
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the case for other scholars as well. For the most systematic writer, 

so far, on the spoudogeloion, Lawrence Giangrande, matters are simi-

larly sweet and quite genial: “It was only later, with the spoudaiogeloioi, 

that good-natured laughter asserted a moral purpose. Now the dulce 

and the utile were combined formally, and the utile was reinforced by 

means of the dulce. Exciting laughter and giving wise advice to the 

reader or listener were, after the formulation of a defi nite theory, 

subsumed under one term: spoudaiogeloion.” 18 Giangrande completely 

evacuates any sense of tension, confl ict, or even incongruity between 

the spoudaios and the geloios. For Stephen Halliwell, even Gorgias’s talk 

of confounding one’s opponent with the geloios does not comprehend 

the deep contradiction between the spoudaios and the geloios, the lat-

ter being, for him, purely “rhetorically induced laughter not so much 

for a direct expression of animosity, as in order to win one’s audience’s 

amused approval and thus to manipulate the mood of a public gather-

ing in one’s favor.” 19 Halliwell, like Giangrande and Taylor, ignores the 

double confounding of the serious by the comic and the comic by the 

serious. Further consideration of both spoudogeloion and “pantagru-

elism” itself will suggest a much less “good-natured” and “delightful” 

reading of the Platonic text. Whatever else it is or is not, I hope to 

have shown by the end of this book that the “seriocomic” is not a 

“kindly philosophy of the comic art wherein good-natured laughter 

asserts a moral purpose,” 20 but rather the name of a form in which 

Gorgias’s edict that the serious and the comic must constantly and 

forever undercut each other comes into its own in literature.

In a remarkable and celebrated reading of Rabelais, Bakhtin 

wrote that “Rabelais’ basic goal was to destroy the offi cial picture of 

events. He strove to take a new look at them, to interpret the tragedy 

or comedy they represented from the point of view of the laughing 

chorus of the marketplace.” On this account, Pantagruelism is hardly 

so innocent and delightful a force as Taylor has made it out to be. 

The remarkable thing about both subjects of this book, Plato and 

the Talmud, is that in both, “the resources of sober popular imagery” 

are summoned “in order to break up the narrow seriousness dictated 

18. Lawrence Giangrande, The Use of Spoudaiogeloion in Greek and Roman Literature (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1972), 10.

19. Halliwell, “The Uses of Laughter,” 293.
20. Giangrande, The Use of Spoudaiogeloion, 19.



16 Chapter One

by the ruling classes,” 21 by and in the very texts in which that narrow 

seriousness is itself being promulgated.

This book, to be sure, represents a certain ripening and mellowing 

of my own take on Plato in the wake of some forty years of intermit-

tent Platonic reading. From the fi rst Platonic dialogue that I read in 

my fi rst year of college (1964), the Meno as it happens, I have felt that 

(Plato’s) Socrates’ ways of dealing with his interlocutors involve a great 

deal of bad faith, of manipulation and exercise of intellectual power, 

to mislead those who were not as clever or as quick on their feet as he 

is.22 I have found many allies in this charge, from Nietzsche to Pop-

per, from Havelock to Beversluis.23 It is important to note that this 

set of critical responses to Plato (including my own) is based essen-

tially on the same reading strategies with respect to the Platonic text 

as the classical “philosophical” approach, namely treating “Socrates” 

in the text as in some powerful sense as the “mouthpiece” for Plato,24 

with the interlocutors as Plato’s opponents. The texts are then read, 

classically, as dialogical representations of philosophical doctrine 

(including the doctrine of unknowing) and as advertisements for the 

academy as the path to true knowledge (including the knowledge that 

knowledge is impossible). The critical readings are pitted against the 

classical readings only with respect to the success or failure, the ethi-

cality or unethicality of Socrates/Plato as operator in the dialogues. 

The terms of the reading are not shifted dramatically; the hiccups are 

still unread. My reading of Plato in this book is generated in part still 

out of that deeply suspicious response to the dialogues. In the course 

of the years of concerted reading that produced this book, however, 

the bars to such a simplistic reading of Plato have increasingly im-

pinged upon my single-mindedness. Identifying Socrates as Plato, or 

even as Plato’s so-called “mouthpiece,” has proved a highly unsatis-

21. Bakhtin, Rabelais, 439.
22. I would like to remember my wonderful teacher for that course, entitled “Dialogue 

and the Self,” Prof. Thomas Whitaker (“Tom to you, son”!) who had such a profound 
impact (without either of us being quite aware of it at the time) on my intellectual 
development.

23. Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (London: Routledge & 
K. Paul, 1962); Eric Alfred Havelock, Preface to Plato (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1963); John Beversluis, Cross-Examining Socrates: A Defense of the Interlocutors in 
Plato’s Early Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

24. Debra Nails, “Mouthpiece Schmouthpiece,” in Who Speaks for Plato: Studies in Pla-
tonic Anonymity, ed. Gerald A. Press (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2000), 15–26.



 In Praise of Indecorous Acts of Discourse 17

factory intellectual procedure, not least owing to the fact that every-

thing I know about “Socrates,” I know, of course, from Plato—it’s 

Plato’s Socrates of whom I speak after all—engendering an enormous 

question about Plato’s intent (let the problematic of this construct 

be for the moment). The argument has seemed increasingly circular 

to me, as well. To put it simply, how can I criticize Plato for seeming 

to turn a blind eye to the ethical fl aws of his hero Socrates himself 

if my own clear vision of those fl aws is provided by Plato? 25 Any ad-

equate reading of Plato must, in my view, incorporate insights already 

hard won among certain Platonic scholars, such as Helen Bacon and 

Diskin Clay. As Bacon wrote, “The dramatic parts of the dialogues 

then cannot be set aside as mere interruptions of the real discussion, 

designed to give relief from the serious business of philosophy. In 

Plato’s sense they are as philosophical as the more obviously theoreti-

cal sections.” 26 More recently the tradition of Platonic reading most 

closely associated with the name of John Sallis follows Bacon’s lead 

in taking these moments seriously, but fully subordinates them to a 

philosophical reading of the dialogues.27 As I will argue below in the 

appendix to this book, these “continental” reading strategies, while 

shifting considerably the epistemological starting point for reading 

the dialogues, leave the “bad faith” discursive politics fi rmly in place. 

My approach, therefore, is somewhat different from these. Rather 

than seeing the hiccups as either “comic relief,” which I take to be 

the meaning, as well, of Taylor’s Pantagruelism, or as support for the 

25. My sense of the inadequacy of my relentlessly negative response to Plato’s texts has 
been further augmented by the critical response of Mark Jordan to the fi rst versions of 
my arguments about the Symposium. Jordan insisted that in my own single-minded pursuit 
of Plato as monologist, my own reading was as fl atly monological as could be, that it was 
I, as reader, who was occluding the hiccups in the Platonic text—as well as ignoring the 
entire Alcibiades episode, which he takes to be the very heart and center of the text. Mark 
Jordan, “Flesh in Confession: Alcibiades Beside Augustine,” in Toward a Theology of Eros: 
Transfi guring Passion at the Limits of Discipline, ed. Virginia Burrus and Catherine Keller 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 23–37. Much in this book owes, then, much 
to him.

26. Helen Bacon, “Socrates Crowned,” Virginia Quarterly Review 35 (1959): 416. Diskin 
Clay, “The Tragic and Comic Poet of the Symposium,” Arion 2 (1975): 242.

27. By which I do not mean a reading that comes up with a “Platonic philosophy,” 
almost the opposite of Sallis’s project. See John Sallis, Being and Logos: Reading the Platonic 
Dialogues (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), as well as the essays collected in 
John Russon and John Sallis, eds., Retracing the Platonic Text (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 
University Press, 2000).
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“serious business” of philosophy, I read for the deeply antagonistic, 

dialogical relations between the spoudaios and the geloios in the Pla-

tonic writing.

I have strived in this essay for a reading strategy of Plato that would 

be itself dialogical.

Mark Jordan put well the choices facing readers of Plato:

Any persistent reader of Plato has to make certain judgments on his 

rhetorical choices. . . . How comprehensive is his decision to write dia-

logues? How complete is their irony? How thorough the arrangement 

of dramatic details in them? How important is the absence of Plato 

from among the interlocutors and actors? Or do the dialogues fi nally 

betray an irrepressible dogmatism, a ferocious desire to state at last 

the truth about the highest things? 28

My own choice is not quite any of the above, but rather a combina-

tion of them, a combination that ought to be impossible: I imagine on 

Plato’s part a ferocious desire—ferocious indeed—to state the truth 

about the highest things, combined with a completely ironic stance, 

at one and the same time. Rather than abandoning my original sense 

of the deep bad faith of so much of Socrates’ intercourse with his in-

terlocutors and my protest against apologetic readings that implicitly 

or explicitly approve of this bad faith, I propose my own seriocomic 

reading of Plato’s corpus. I do continue to believe in spite of Plato’s 

apparent recognition and presentation of Socrates’ “bad faith” that 

the Platonic text is a seriously meant protreptic for the academic life 

as the only true way for a human to live best and to search for the 

Truth. Thematizing my own sense of how the text works as one of 

the originary moments of the seriocomic, I present fi rst with a near 

deadly seriousness of my own a sharply antagonistic reading of sev-

eral of the dialogues, thus allowing one voice in the Platonic text to 

surface and be perceived (and attacked). This is exactly the voice that 

authorizes traditional philosophical readings of Socrates as Plato’s 

“mouthpiece.” I reserve developing the comic side of the seriocomic 

reading for the end of the book, miming in my reading Plato’s own 

strategy of presenting in the Symposium fi rst the “tragedy” and then 

28. Jordan, “Flesh in Confession,” 24.
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the “satyr play.” Both of these reading strategies have to be presented 

earnestly and separately for the eloquent double-voicing of the Pla-

tonic corpus to emerge clearly, or so I reckon at any rate.

While the question of how to read Plato, that is as philosophical 

tract or as narrative text, has been put often in scholarly and interpre-

tive literature, for the Bavli the question has hardly even been asked. 

There are exceptions. David Kraemer in his Reading the Rabbis raises 

precisely the question of the genre of Talmud and suggests, “Reject-

ing the possibility of offering a single, limited defi nition of literature, 

we are better off positing that the Talmud is literature and asking 

what genre of literature it is. Yet, here, too, we confront immediate 

diffi culties. Genre defi nition is a matter of comparison and contrast: 

What other literature is this literature like and in what ways is it dif-

ferent?” 29 Kraemer points in the right direction in two ways: on the 

one hand, he insists that we ask the question of what the Bavli is, as 

literature, and on the other, he also perceives that the question of 

genre and the heterogeneity of genre in the Bavli present a major clas-

sifi catory dilemma.

A strict hierarchy has been established historically, that is, in the 

post-Talmudic period, between the halakhic discussions and the agga-

dic narratives in general, a hierarchy developed on notions quite simi-

lar to that of literary critical notions of decorum. Only the halakha is 

considered worthy of the serious attentions of Rabbis and scholars. 

This has been the case for as far back as we can go in a historical re-

covery of reading practices with respect to the Babylonian Talmud 

(although it must be emphasized that there is a centuries-long gap 

between the latest presumptive date for the production of the Bavli 

somewhat as we know it and the earliest commentaries on it). Begin-

ning in the Middle Ages and continuing into the early modern period, 

anthologies of the aggada have been produced that take it entirely 

out of the context of the halakhic material. Even aside from that, tra-

ditionally, commentaries have been written that completely ignore, 

skip over, the aggadic portions and especially the grotesque aggada.30 

Some giants of scholarship wrote separate commentaries on the hal-

29. David Kraemer, Reading the Rabbis: The Talmud as Literature (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 7.

30. For such strategies with respect to Rabelais, see discussion in Bakhtin, Rabelais, 
134–36.
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akha and the aggada. When these were joined in modern prints into a 

continuous text, the halakhic commentary was printed in large type, 

the aggadic in small type. In a kind of deconstructive mode, in recent 

times, in many quarters the aggada has been privileged for its “literari-

ness” and the hierarchy has been reversed. The net effect of the tra-

ditional practices has been to cordon off the halakha as both serious 

and “sacred,” leaving the aggada as either edifying or embarrassing 

by turns. Indeed, as the very distinction between these two “genres” 

is not marked in the text of the Talmud at all, of late it has been ar-

gued that the entire construction of this binary is for the purpose of 

such cordoning off and should be abandoned in scholarly usage.31 The 

older modes of reading are thus analogous to the practices of those 

readers of Plato who read him for philosophy and philosophy alone. 

In neither case can these readings be dismissed or even marginalized 

without doing violence to the text, but they aren’t the whole story 

either. In recent scholarship on the Bavli, most studies are either the-

matic or philological in nature. Studies which nevertheless engage 

questions of structure and composition do so mainly in the context 

of “higher” (source) criticism, attempting to distinguish between dif-

ferent layers in the Babylonian Talmud (for example, Shamma Fried-

man and his students),32 thus allowing for historical reconstructions 

31. Barry Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales Out of Court: Literary Ambivalence in Talmudic Legal 
Narratives, Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religions (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2009). This is not to say, of course, that there is absolutely no basis for 
this distinction at all. The Talmud in Baba Qamma 60b relates a charming story about a 
teacher with two students: one student desired halakhic traditions [shema �tata] and the 
other aggada. Neither would let the teacher teach the other genre. The teacher told them 
of a man who had two wives, one young and one old. The young one would pull out all of 
his grey hairs and the older one all of his black hairs, until he remained “bald from this 
side and that.” And these boys would have remained without Torah. The teacher cleverly 
found something to teach them that incorporated both halakha and aggada. A distinc-
tion was therefore clearly recognized. Nevertheless, Wimfpheimer is correct that there 
is no distinction between what we call halakha and what we call aggada in the body of the 
talmudic text. There is every reason to believe, moreover, that what is called aggada in the 
Talmud itself, as in this passage from Babba Qamma, means homiletical interpretations of 
the Torah and not biographical narratives, which, to the best of my knowledge, are never 
designed aggada within the classical rabbinic literature.

32. Shamma Friedman, “A Critical Study of Yevamot X with a Methodological Intro-
duction,” in Texts and Studies: Analecta Judaica I, ed. H. Z. Dimitrovsky (New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary Press, 1977), 227–441; Shamma Friedman, Talmud Arukh Perek Ha-
Sokher et Ha-Umanin: Bavli Bava Metsi’a Perek Shishi: Mahadurah al Derekh Ha-Mehkar Im 
Perush Ha-Sugyot (Jerusalem: Bet ha-midrash le-rabanim ba-Amerikah, 1990).
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of these layers.33 The composition as a whole is rarely discussed, 

and it seems that most scholars believe (without ever having spelled 

it out) that the Babylonian Talmud is indeed sui generis. This book 

seeks to highlight the scandal of a text in which sublime discussion 

of prayer and Bakhtinian “slum naturalism” are apprehended in the 

same sheets and between the same covers in fl agrante.

Readers of the dialogues of Plato and the Babylonian Talmud are 

shocked, if they let themselves experience the shock, if they don’t 

censor out or marginalize the incongruity. Why is the great and al-

most holy Socrates acting the buffoon? Why is this passage about 

God and proper behavior in synagogue next to what appears to be 

a dirty joke? Both of these textual corpora present the same (or near 

enough to be worth thinking the same) conundrum. On the one 

hand, both are highly serious texts. As Whitehead has famously put 

it, for the community of Western thinkers, all philosophy is footnotes 

to Plato. Plato represents for them no less than an exhaustive inves-

tigation (even instigation) of the basic agenda of all philosophy, on-

tology, epistemology, aesthetics, and ethics. For traditional Jews, the 

Bavli constitutes the basis for Jewish religious life, both in terms of 

thought and spirit and in terms of practice. It is easy (and has been for 

millennia) to read Plato’s dialogues as philosophy and the Babylonian 

Talmud as a Jewish legal text or a religiously uplifting text. The formal 

consistency of such readings is comforting and also offers these com-

munities of readers a sense of their own intellectual/moral/religious 

purity. What shall we do, however, with a text in which the most sub-

lime of spiritual matters is discussed alongside the matter of a certain 

rabbi’s sexual prowess (his ability, in one saying, to have intercourse 

with several virgins without drawing blood)?

I have to be careful here. Especially with the Bavli, further away 

from us culturally than even Plato in many ways, it is important not to 

impose anachronistic or otherwise culturally inappropriate catego-

ries. Much in that text that would seem to us somehow quintessen-

tially “low” in theme seems not to have been taken as such by the Baby-

lonian rabbis. In this sense, there is something of the Rabelaisian 

33. For example Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Richard Kalmin, Jewish Babylonia between Persia 
and Roman Palestine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).
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already in the ordinary, the “serious” discussions of the halakha, the 

sugya. I shall be using this term often in this book to mean the hal-

akhic dialectic for which the Talmud is famous, that which is named 

most frequently in Jewish sources the šaqla wetarya, the “give-and-

take” of the Talmud. It will not do, then, to make sharp distinctions 

between the high and low on our (Greek) cultural terms, nor between 

halakha as the enterprise of the higher parts of the human person 

and aggada as that of the lower parts. This simply will not work for 

multiple reasons that anyone with any familiarity with the Talmud at 

all can immediately identify.

I wish, however, to go beyond that insight, developed in some of 

my earlier work.34 My concern here is with a different—if surely not 

unrelated—phenomenon, one that is particularly textual or literary 

in nature and deals with the meanings of that phenomenon. This phe-

nomenon, as I am calling it, is double-faced: one face is simply the 

presence of narratives that not only celebrate the lower body but ac-

tively portray the rabbis, the very heroes of the Talmud, in grotesque, 

compromising, or ethically problematic light. The second face, which 

is even more important than the fi rst, is the literary choice to pro-

duce and have only one book in rabbinic Babylonia, the book that we 

know of as the Babylonian Talmud, in which precisely cheek by jowl 

we fi nd the same rabbis as the producers of all that is ethical, religious, 

and fi ne in the tradition and as being involved in wild aggadic narra-

tives that so sharply disturb and disrupt the picture of the rabbis as 

objects to be imitated and indeed the picture of the Torah as eternal 

and holy. This is nearly unique within the rabbinic corpus, as in Pales-

tine genres are kept much more clearly (even if not entirely) distinct 

from each other. The heterogeneity of the Bavli is well known: “Much 

more so than Palestinian rabbinic compilations, the Bavli is encyclo-

pedic in character, meaning that it contains more varieties of rabbinic 

literature than do roughly contemporary Palestinian compilations.” 35 

34. Daniel Boyarin, “The Great Fat Massacre: Sex, Death and the Grotesque Body in 
the Talmud,” in People of the Body: Jews and Judaism from an Embodied Perspective, ed. How-
ard Eilberg-Schwartz (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), 69–102.

35. Richard Kalmin, “The Formation and Character of the Babylonian Talmud,” in The 
Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4, The Late Roman-Rabbinic Period, ed. Steven T. Katz 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 841.
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What has not been noted before, I think, is how close this multi-

generic character of the Babylonian Talmud brings it to major strands 

of broadly contemporaneous literature in which such mixtures of 

genre are explicitly thematized.

Some medieval talmudic commentators grasped the profoundly 

heterogeneous nature of the Bavli (and even thus explained its name): 

“We, who busy ourselves with the Babylonian Talmud, it is suffi cient 

for us, because it is mixed up with Bible, with Mishna, and with Tal-

mud” (Tosafot A.Z. 19b).

With this statement, the great Rabbenu Tam, the leading talmudic 

commentator (northern France) of the late eleventh century, evinces 

the common sentiment that the Bavli is a very strange book indeed, a 

unicum even on the rabbinic scene, a fortiori in world literature, one 

composed of many and disparate elements, all “mixed up” with each 

other. Hence the pun “mixed up” = balul, Babylonian = bavli. The 

pun itself goes back to the Bible itself, of course, where the Tower 

of Babylon is interpreted as the Tower of the mixing up of languages 

(the Tower of Heteroglossia), best translated perhaps as the Tower 

of Babble. The Bavli is a heteroglossic Tower of Babel. In the origi-

nal talmudic text to which Rabbenu Tam is referring, the meaning 

is quite different. In that version a Palestinian rabbi condemns Bab-

ylonians (not the Talmud, but the Jewry there in general) for being 

mixed up in their Bible, their Mishna, and their Talmud. Rabbenu 

Tam turns this around into a positive statement (accurately descrip-

tive) to the effect that all these genres are mixed in the Babylonian 

Talmud and one can fulfi ll the command to learn all three of these 

parts of the Torah by studying that text alone! It is this cacophony of 

languages, likened to the situation at Babel after the mixing up of lan-

guages, that is the analogue of the grotesque sublime emblematized 

by Aristophanes’ hiccups. The question, then, has been set: how are 

we to account for what appear to be gross violations of decorum in 

Plato, on the one hand, and in the Babylonian Talmud on the other? 

An answer has been hinted at as well: these two corpora are related 

in some way, shape, or fashion to the explicitly designed genres of the 

spoudogeloion. One of the most important of ancient practitioners of 

this genre was the second century (AC) Syrian Greek satirist, Lucian 

of Samosata.
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“Read Lucian! Lucian Has the Keys”

The command of my teacher, the great Talmudist Prof. Saul Lieber-

man z″l, quoted in the third epigraph to this book, was that I must 

read Lucian, for Lucian holds the keys to the Talmud. Lieberman’s 

admonition has, indeed, proven (to me) its deep and abiding wisdom. 

Thirty years or more after hearing that command but not quite re-

membering it, I was reading Lucian for the sheer pleasure of it, when 

a synapse fi red and a light went on. I began to understand in what way 

he is the key and why we should read him to understand the Talmud 

(and Plato). Lucian, in a way that neither Plato nor the Bavli does, 

explicitly refl ects on the incongruity of his textual monsters, calling 

them fi sh-horses and goat-stags:

Dialogue and comedy [that is, Plato and Aristophanes] were not en-

tirely friendly and compatible from the beginning. Dialogue used to 

sit at home by himself and indeed spend his time in the public walks 

with a few companions; Comedy gave herself to Dionysus and joined 

him in the theatre, had fun with him, jested and joked, sometimes 

stepping in time to the pipe and generally riding on anapaests. Dia-

logue’s companions she mocked. . . . She [comedy] showed them now 

walking on air and mixing with the clouds, now measuring sandals for 

fl eas—her notion of heavenly subtleties, I suppose!36 Dialogue how-

ever took his conversations very seriously, philosophizing about na-

ture and virtue. So, in musical terms, there were two octaves between 

them from highest to lowest. Nevertheless I have dared to combine 

them as they are into a harmony, though they are not in the least doc-

ile and do not easily tolerate partnership.37

Lucian’s text has proven so productive for me in the conception of 

this text owing to the horror that he expects to be generated by his 

yoking together of disparate genres, by a total breakdown of decorum 

in the production of his text: “What is most monstrous of all, I have 

been turned into a surprising blend, for I am neither afoot nor ahorse-

36. Of course it is Aristophanes’ Clouds to which Lucian alludes.
37. Lucian of Samosata, “To One Who Said ‘You’re a Prometheus in Words,’ ” in 

Lucian VI, with an English translation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: 
W. Heinemann, 1913–67), 427.
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back, neither prose nor verse, but seem to my hearers a strange phe-

nomenon made up of different elements, like a Centaur.” 38 Dialogue 

and rhetoric, prose and poetry, the serious and the comic, all appear 

together within the covers of the same book, and this is, according to 

Lucian himself, a real shocker. The shock is not, I emphasize, in the 

presence of different elements within the literary system—a man rid-

ing a horse is not a surprising thing to see—but in their mixing into 

one monstrous thing, a centaur. How do we keep the text in front of 

us from devolving into a man riding a horse, instead of abiding in our 

perception and reading practice as a centaur? In his explicit thema-

tization of these issues, not only in his production of hybrid texts, 

and particularly in his development (invention?) of the Menippean 

dialogue, Lucian, indeed, provides the keys for a deeper, richer under-

standing of vitally important aspects of the Babylonian Talmud.

“How Well Plato Knows to Satirize [ι jαμβιαμβι vζεινζειν]!”

If not truly Gorgian in origin, nevertheless, the above citation given 

in his name by Athenaeus (fl . 2nd–3rd c. AC) suggests that already in 

antiquity there was a deep understanding of the connections between 

Plato’s dialogues and the genres of satire, such as the Iambic, and thus 

provides the fi fth epigraph for my book. This book argues, follow-

ing “Gorgias,” for a substantially new way of reading Plato and a new 

way of reading the Bavli, one—in both cases, mutatis mutandis—that 

does not split the serious from the comic (Taylor’s Pantagruelism) 

nor harmonize them (his anti-Pantagruelists) with each other in ac-

cord with present practices for reading both corpora. This reading 

seeks instead in the dialogue between these elements within the text 

a more intricate making of meaning than either of the above options 

would allow. In this reading, a set of practices, intellectual and bodily/

political, are put forward in the form of a dead-serious protreptic 

whilst their absolute validity is put into question at the same time. 

Both corpora then, read in this way, provide exempla of a way be-

38. Lucian of Samosata, “The Double Indictment,” in Lucian III, with an English 
translation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: W. Heinemann, 1913–67), 
147 (emphasis mine). On this text, see too Simon Goldhill, “Becoming Greek, with 
Lucian,” in Who Needs Greek? Contests in the Cultural History of Hellenism (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002), 72–73.
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yond absolutism and tolerance at the same time, precisely through, 

as Bakhtin puts it, “the appearance of a second accent [that] would 

inevitably be perceived as a crude contradiction within the author’s 

world view.” 39 But of course, in the dialogical work, or in all literature 

read dialogically, it is precisely this second accent for which we hunt. 

Bakhtin leaves tantalizingly ambiguous here the status of that “crude 

contradiction” itself, for if there is, anywhere, a truly dialogical text, 

it is in that crude contradiction that the dialogue will be found, in the 

textual moments, whatever they may be, in which an ideological sys-

tem can (and can’t) be challenged from within or without. I shall be 

reading my two textual bodies here as incorporating, however inor-

ganically, such second accents and crude contradictions. For Bakhtin 

the kind of text that most fl oridly allowed for, even was comprised of, 

such crude contradiction of the author’s worldview was the Menip-

pean satire. What is Menippean satire?

Menippean satire, also known as spoudogeloion, is a peculiar type of 

literature produced by and for intellectuals in which their own prac-

tices are both mocked and asserted at one and the same time. Accord-

ing to legend, it was originated by one of the earliest of the cynics, 

Menippus of Gadara, in the third century BC. Menippean satire in-

volves a kind of spoofi ng in which the heroes of an intellectual com-

munity are the spoofed heroes, at least in formal part via a yoking to-

gether of the serious and comical genres into single texts that observe 

no generic decorum, as was recognized already in antiquity. Since the 

force of this genre is to call into question the very seriousness and 

authority of the practice of the intellectuals themselves, this is also, I 

argue, an important avenue for understanding talmudic ideology. Sig-

nifi cantly, however, this calling into question or putting limits on the 

effi cacy of intellectuals’ practice does not involve an abandonment of 

the authority of those practices.

While we generally think of satire as that which makes fun of a lit-

erary tradition or sociocultural formation, this is only true of one type 

of satire. We should not confuse Menippean satire with satire as we 

usually think of it. A scholar of the last century warned, “The applica-

39. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 82.
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tion of the name satura to two such widely different literary vehicles as 

Horace’s work and that of Menippus and Varro has been, not a guide 

to the common origin of both, but a source of perennial misunder-

standing.” 40 Menippean satire is satire in the sense of satura, a mixture 

of things that don’t belong together, of things that contradict each 

other, not as a censure of immorality as in the Horatian tradition.41

Ancient traditions give “sausage” as the etymology of satura, al-

though some very learned scholars of a century ago—in their own, 

unintended Pantagruelistic moment—doubted whether it was in fact 

a sausage and not some kind of a pudding:

This has been described as a sausage, e.g., Leo, Hermes, XXIV, 70, n., 

but a consideration of the materials used shows the absurdity of such 

a defi nition. It is due to the fact that the dictionaries give this mean-

ing alone for farcimen. It is evident that this is but one of the special 

meanings of the word, and that it must have had a general meaning 

stuffi ng. Satura is not in the list of sausages mentioned by Varro L.L. 

v. 110 f. Fritzsche (Horace Serm., p. 13) curiously takes Varro’s farcimen 

to be the same as the lanz. He was evidently trusting his memory for 

Varro’s recipe. There is no reason for assuming that the recipe given 

in the Plautine Questions does not apply to the genus farciminis, as Pease 

assumes in Harper’s Dict. of Class. Lit., S.U. “satura.” 42

Whether stuffi ng, black pudding, or sausage, the Babylonian Tal-

mud can be better understood when it is considered part and parcel of 

the menippea or carnivalistic legend tradition of its world.43 Bakhtin 

has already laid out the taxa of this type of literature, citing, for exam-

40. C. W. Mendell, “Satire as Popular Philosophy,” Classical Philology 15, no. 2 (April 
1920): 138.

41. Joel C. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1993), 20. See too Bakhtin: “Medieval parody, especially before the twelfth century, 
was not concerned with the negative, the imperfections of specifi c cults, ecclesiastic 
order, or scholars which could be the object of derision and destruction. For the medieval 
parodist everything without exception was comic. Laughter was as universal as serious-
ness,” Bakhtin, Rabelais, 84.

42. B. L. Ullman, “Satura and Satire,” Classical Philology 8, no. 2 (April 1913): 176n2.
43. The term, “menippea,” as opposed to Menippean satire, is, I think, Bakhtin’s own 

coinage, referring to what is for me the most useful notion of a transgenreing or transtex-
tual collection of Menippean elements, modifi ed through time and place.
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ple, the narrative material around Socrates (both Alcibiades’ account 

and the legends about Xanthippe).44 He characterizes the genre by 

saying that “carnivalistic legends in general are profoundly different 

from traditional heroicizing epic legends: carnivalistic legends debase 

the hero and bring him down to earth, they make him familiar, bring 

him close, humanize him; ambivalent carnival laughter burns away 

all that is stilted and stiff, but in no way destroys the heroic core of 

the image.” 45 This could almost have been written as a description of 

the biographical legend that is found in rabbinic literature but most 

vividly in the Babylonian Talmud. We will fi nd our rabbinic heroes 

in all their bodily glory and mess, all of their selfi shness and mean-

ness and not infrequently in extreme and untoward situations. Not 

only the aggada but, frequently enough, the halakha of the Bavli too 

is suffused with the grotesque in the Bakhtinian, Rabelaisian sense 

discussed above. There are halakhic discussions having to do with a 

man who penetrates his body with his own penis, or describing with 

what rabbis wiped their anuses after defecation, as well as imparting 

profound statements such as “Happy is the man whose toilet is not 

far from his dinner table.”

Hybridity, even incongruity, is the very soil in which postclassical 

Hellenistic literature was nurtured. One of the most characteristic 

features of the literature of later Hellenism (second through sixth 

centuries) is its lack of decorum with respect to earlier genres and 

linguistic registers.46 As educed by Bakhtin, the period is a time of lit-

erary and cultural upheaval associated with the development of such 

literary forms as Menippean satire, the parodic dialogues of Lucian, 

and the ancient novel. It is only to Menippus that antiquity refers as 

spoudogeloios (Strabo 16.2.29), hence Bakhtin’s usage of the two appel-

lations as virtual synonyms. (Although Eunapius writes of Lucian that 

“he was a serious man at laughing” [αΔνη ;ρ σπουδαι̃ος εΔς το ; γελσθη̃ναι], 

suggesting that he too was considered spoudogeloios.)47 To be sure, it is 

44. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 132.
45. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 132–33.
46. For the general concept of late ancient Hellenism, see G. W. Bowersock, Hellenism 

in Late Antiquity, Jerome Lectures 18 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990), 
not, however, focusing on these specifi c features in particular.

47. Wilmer Cave France Wright, ed. and trans., Philostratus: The Lives of the Sophists; 
Eunapius: Lives of the Philosophers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 348 
(translation modifi ed from Loeb). C. P. Jones writes that “Eunapios may be thinking of the 



 In Praise of Indecorous Acts of Discourse 29

not certain whether or not there truly was ever (before the Renais-

sance) a single “genre” called Menippean satire. Perhaps, indeed, Me-

nippean satire is not so much a formal genre as a literary mood and 

a refl ection of habits of thought. As Relihan has written, “A mixture 

of incompatible elements will hardly do as a rigorous defi nition of a 

genre, and in fact this genre has coughed up quite a few idiosyncratic 

works that are often taken as sui generis.” 48 Whether or not the Me-

nippean satire should be identifi ed as a particular genre, however, 

Bakhtin’s evocation of it provides provocative heuristic impetus to 

renewed ways of thinking about the Talmud. From Lucian’s Icarome-

nippus on, it seems, the Menippean narrative is seen as a “proper enve-

lope for the comic presentation of scholarly wrangling and debate.” 49 

It is not entirely surprising, then, to be fi nding affi nities between the 

Talmud and what Bakhtin calls the menippea.

Every culture in some way or fashion dialogizes its own ideological 

productions; it is almost impossible, as Carlin Barton has remarked, to 

imagine a culture that does not somewhere, somehow allow for ques-

tioning, for dialogization, of its most highly charged and tightly held 

sancta, both theoretical and practical. In that sense, some version, for 

instance, of “cynics” may be found in many cultural forms, including, 

for instance, the paradoxical practices of Zen masters, carnival, cer-

tain practices of debate (such as those represented by Thucydides). 

What I wish to describe in this book is what I take to be the particu-

lar practice of a particular cultural form (Greek and then Hellenistic, 

including Jewish Hellenism, by which I mean potentially all Judaism 

after the coming of Alexander). What characterizes, grosso modo 

and inter alia, this particular cultural form is its vaunted reliance on 

rational inquiry as the way to truth. Consequently the dialogization 

of such a culture will come rather precisely from a form antithetical 

to the presentation of its heroes as fully rational beings. One of the 

ways in which this can be realized is in the form of the seriocomic in 

term σπουδογεvλοιος (‘earnest-humorous’), applied by Strabo to Menippos (16.2.29).” C. P. 
Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 22.

48. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, ix.
49. Joel C. Relihan, “Menippus in Antiquity and the Renaissance,” in The Cynics: 

The Cynic Movement in Antiquity and Its Legacy, ed. R. Bracht Branham and Marie-Odile 
Goulet-Cazé, Hellenistic Culture and Society 23 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1997), 282.
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literature, a literature that presents in one and the same text both the 

most “serious” of rational inquiries and inquirers and the most absurd 

or otherwise “low” aspects of their personalities and personal lives. 

On my hypothesis, this specifi c form, which we fi nd throughout all of 

post-Hellenistic Western literature, appears fi rst in the dialogues of 

Plato and appears also in a later form that particularly interests me in 

the Babylonian Talmud, so it is these that I shall investigate here.

According to Bakhtin, the Socratic dialogue (or perhaps it should 

be socratic dialogue) is a genre, even a subgenre, of the late ancient 

macrogenre of spoudogeloion. Socratic dialogues, of course, were writ-

ten by many authors, disciples in various ways of Socrates, and most 

are lost except for a few fragments and the ones written by Xenophon 

and by Plato, of course. Bakhtin fairly sharply distinguishes between 

the Socratic dialogue and the Platonic dialogue. Bakhtin argues that 

Socrates himself had a profound sense of the “dialogic nature of 

truth.” He did not believe that truth is in the head of a single person, 

nor that there is a truth that, once discovered, can be possessed and 

handed on from teacher to student. Socrates called himself a pander 

and a midwife, because he allegedly brought people together and set 

up a “quarrel” between them, such that truth was born: “We empha-

size that Socratic notions of the dialogic nature of truth lay at the 

folk-carnivalistic base of the genre of Socratic dialogue, determining 

its form, but they did not by any means always fi nd expression in the 

actual content of the individual dialogues.” 50 Bakhtin thus draws a 

distinction between the Socratic dialogue per se and the Platonic in-

stantiation of the genre, a distinction that will serve me in different 

ways throughout this book. I would summarize the Bakhtinian posi-

tion in my own language by suggesting that an oral folk genre (this 

is a problematic term in itself, of course) has been formalized and 

rendered a written form. To put it into terms that will be better un-

derstood later on in this book, Bakhtin argues that Plato took a poly-

phonic speech form, dialogue, and turned it into a monological writ-

ten form, dialectic. At the same time, however, once again following 

Bakhtin, we see that the comic narrative framework of the dialogues 

incorporates dialogically the more carnivalistic dialogism of the older 

form itself; the form, and Bakhtin does not make this clear enough, 

50. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 110.
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constitutes a dialogization of Plato’s own monological impulse (willy-

nilly? I think not; Plato was too wily for that).51

Plato, thus (according to this hypothesis), is at the bottom of (but 

is not necessarily the originator of) a mode of textual production that 

is manifested in the Bavli much more fl oridly and explicitly, one in 

which a highly serious, even momentous practice of dialectical rea-

soning, presented as dialogue (or better, pseudodialogue), is embed-

ded in a comic framework that puts into question, at least seemingly, 

the seriousness of the content of the dialectic itself, but does not an-

swer the question that it puts. That is to say, it interrogates but does 

not constitute a rejection, by any means, of the “seriousness” of the 

“serious.” This reading of the Bavli as a comic narrative with dead-

serious dialectic embedded within it may seem to some an unwar-

ranted exaggeration. I grant this point, but I am, nevertheless, sug-

gesting that we read the Bavli in this fashion in order to discover 

things about it otherwise hidden from sight. I would compare what 

I am doing here to one of those Gestalt perception exercises where 

you can see a rabbit or a chicken but not both at the same time, both 

switching our perception to see the seriocomic talmudic Gestalt and 

also switching back to see its d(r)ead seriousness also. Without that 

double move much is lost.

The represented dialogue itself in both Plato and the Talmud is 

anything but dialogical, incorporating rather all voices into one single 

consciousness, that of the “author.” This conundrum is generated by 

the apparent (more than seeming, but of course not absolute) com-

mitment of the “author,” Plato or the stamma (the anonymous author-

redactor(s) of the Talmud), to the seriousness of that dialectic itself. 

That is what these texts are about, convincing the reader of the right-

ness of their very undialogical view of the world. Why, then, would 

these “authors” (a textual function in both cases) seemingly put their 

own serious textual practices into such an apparently facetious con-

51. I have arrived at these conclusions independently and by different means from 
those of my colleague, Leslie Kurke, who in a brilliant essay, “Plato, Aesop, and the Begin-
nings of Mimetic Prose,” Representations 94 (Spring 2006): 6–52, argued for the growth 
of Plato’s mimetic prose specifi cally out of a reconstructed (from later sources) Aesopic 
tradition, Aesop being the very fi gure of a “low” author. Kurke’s monograph, in press as I 
pursue my fi nal revisions here, will, I reckon, considerably enhance the suggestions I have 
made here.
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text? I can’t, of course, speak for the “intentions” of textual effects, 

but I would propose that the effects of these effects can be read as a 

kind of second-order refl ection on the epistemological bases of those 

highly serious practices. It is as if the militant (philosopher, halakh-

ist) says to herself one morning (or constantly): “But what if I’m 

wrong.” This incessant self-critical voice, a voice of dialogue, contests 

with the voice of militant commitment that is the dominant “accent” 

of the text, enabling a look into the abyss at the same time as the 

practices that prevent falling into the abyss (philosophy/Torah) are 

being avowed so passionately. This is the thesis that I put forth; the 

proof of the putting, as usual, will be in the reading.
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“Confound Laughter with Seriousness”: 

The Protagoras as Monological Dialogue

O
ne of the most startling moves in Plato is his constant in-

sistence that dialogue is incompatible with, is the exact 

opposite of, rhetoric and debate. In order to understand Plato, 

then, some distinctions have to be drawn between related 

and often confl ated terms, namely, “dialogue,” “dialectic,” and 

“rhetoric/debate.” 1 “Dialogue” is the most complex of the terms, 

referring as it does to several different conceptual and discur-

sive entities which themselves need to be distinguished in order 

for this investigation to be successful.

It is always good to commence with philology.2 As shown 

recently by Edward Schiappa and David Timmerman, the verb 

dialegesthai and its related forms seem only to have meant to 

have a conversation until some time late in the fi fth century 

BC.3 Marking their suggestion as “speculative,” they propose that 

at about that time or slightly later, the term began to take on 

1. Richard McKeon, “Greek Dialectics: Dialectic and Dialogue, Dialectic and 
Rhetoric,” in Dialectics, ed. Chaïm Perelman (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1975), 1–25.

2. For all of this section I am grateful for the aid and comfort of Edward 
Schiappa both in his written work and especially in e-mail conversations in the 
summer of 2008.

3. Edward Schiappa and David M. Timmerman, “Dialegesthai as a Term of Art: 
Plato and the Disciplining of Dialectic,” in The Disciplining of Discourse: Terms of 
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a more specialized meaning as a term of art among the group of intel-

lectuals who were only later dubbed Sophists, including Protagoras, 

Hippias, and Socrates. Plato is one of their major sources. As they 

remark, “Eventually Protagoras is shamed into participating in ‘the 

dialogue’ (to dialegesthai) and asked to have questions put to him as he 

was ready to answer (348c). The passage is signifi cant because the use 

of the articular infi nitive form (to dialegesthai) is the sort of lexical con-

struction that can facilitate the refi nement of a term of art. Though 

anyone can converse, not just anyone can participate in a competi-

tive, rule-governed Dialogue. As to dialegesthai, ‘Dialogue’ has become 

a substantive capable of new sorts of conceptualization and descrip-

tion (cf. Snell 1953, ch. 10).” 4 Appropriately concerned that perhaps 

Plato is a less-than-reliable witness for philological events that took 

place before he was born, Schiappa and Timmerman support this con-

clusion with analysis of citations from Aristophanes, the Dissoi logoi 

(c. 400 BC), and Xenophon as well. It is Plato himself, however, who 

transforms sophistic dialegesthai into the full and specifi c terminus 

technicus, dialektikē tekhnē:

Plato redescribes dialegesthai in such a way as to claim it as a legitimate 

philosophical practice and distance it from “sophistic” practices he 

names eristic and antilogic. Second, by emphasizing the skill or art as-

sociated with dialogue, Plato is able to “locate” that skill, so to speak, 

within the properly trained person, the dialectician. Third, by disci-

plining the practice of dialegesthai into an increasingly rule-governed 

event (to dialegesthai) in which the dialectician participates, he is able 

to transform the sophistic practice of dialogue into an Art—hē dialek-

tikē technē.

Plato’s dialogues (that is, the dialogical part of Plato’s dialogues) 

are not at all dialogical, if “dialogical” may be understood as con-

versations with different voices and languages represented by the 

different speakers. They are rather examples of hē dialektikē tekhnē, 

which Bakhtin has realized is a far cry from dialogue: “Dialogue and 

Art in Rhetorical Theory in Classical Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
forthcoming).

4. Schiappa and Timmerman, “Dialegesthai.”
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dialectics. Take a dialogue and remove the voices . . . remove the intona-

tions . . . carve out abstract concepts and judgments from living words 

and responses, cram everything into one abstract consciousness—

and that’s how you get dialectics.” 5 To put it in Schiappa’s terms, if 

Plato’s to dialegesthai is “competitive rule-governed Dialogue,” it is, I 

warrant, entirely nondialogical, even antidialogical.

Andrew Ford has made this point well: “There is also something 

ahistorical in the tendency of such analyses to contrast dialogue with 

allegedly more dogmatic forms of exposition dear to Sophists: trea-

tises are doubtlessly less polyvocal than dialogues, but no one was 

publishing lectures at this time (Aristotle, for example, ‘published’ his 

dialogues and kept his lecture notes in his school), and the literature of 

‘treatises’ was likely to be far more limited than philosophers imagine; 

as for epideixis, we will see that dialogue was hardly averse to incorpo-

rating epideictic passages.” 6 I concur entirely with the main point of 

this sentence, namely that the notion that Plato’s dialogues are non-

dogmatic and somehow polyvocal is ahistorical (not to mention down-

right apologetic). I demur, however, from his statement that “treatises 

are doubtlessly less polyvocal than dialogues.” Indeed, it is exactly the 

point of this book to challenge this view. The Platonic dialogue is all 

the more monological insofar as it is to dialegesthai or hē dialektikē.

“Socrates” himself alludes precisely to the depersonalization and 

dedialogization of dialectic in the Symposium, when Agathon aban-

dons his claim:

“I cannot refute you, Socrates,” said Agathon:—“Let us assume that 

what you say is true.” “Say rather, beloved Agathon, that you cannot 

refute the truth; for Socrates is easily refuted.”

The transmutation of dialogue into dialectic that takes place even 

in the most Socratic of Platonic dialogues is part of the project of 

Plato’s displacement of what he has named rhētorikē by what he calls 

5. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 
xxxii, citing Bakhtin’s Jottings of 1971.

6. Andrew Ford, “The Beginnings of Dialogue: Socratic Discourses and Fourth-Cen-
tury Prose,” in The End of Ancient Dialogue, ed. Simon Goldhill (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), 33.
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philosophia, the displacement, that is, of valid sides of a debate with 

absolute truth and falsity.

Andrea Nightingale has been a central fi gure in studying Plato’s 

academic politics: “In order to create the specialized discipline of 

philosophy, Plato had to distinguish what he was doing from all other 

discursive practices that laid claim to wisdom. It is for this reason 

that, in dialogue after dialogue, Plato deliberately set out to defi ne 

and defend a new and quite peculiar mode of living and of thinking. 

This alone, he claimed, deserved the title of ‘philosophy.’ It should be 

emphasized that gestures of opposition and exclusion play a crucial 

role in Plato’s many attempts to mark the boundaries of ‘philosophy.’ 

Indeed, it is precisely by designating certain modes of discourse and 

spheres of activity as ‘anti-philosophical’ that Plato was able to cre-

ate a separate identity for ‘philosophy.’ ” 7 His main antecedent in this 

project seems to be Parmenides. Looking at Parmenides and at his 

encounter with his (and Plato’s) bête noir, the great Sophist Gorgias, 

will help us articulate what was at stake for Plato in his unrelenting 

attack on rhetoric and debate, as opposed to dialogue/dialectic. It 

has to do with the very notion of knowledge (epistēmē) which it was 

Plato’s work to promulgate.

For Parmenides, knowledge is defi ned as that for which no persua-

sion is needed, at all. “The truth is that which once perceived cannot 

be denied.” Gorgias seriously (if not solemnly) opposed this episte-

mology; for him, as for Protagoras, truth, falsehood, wisdom are al-

ways context-bound and always bound inextricably with compulsion 

and discourse. Perhaps as opposed to Socrates himself, it seems that 

for Plato—the intellectual descendent of Parmenides—the search 

for this kind of Parmenidean knowledge, for that kind of truth, is the 

only worthy intellectual enterprise. Anything short of this he would 

call “sophistry.” The handmaiden of sophistry is rhetoric, just as the 

handmaiden of philosophy is dialectic. Prior to this Platonic inter-

vention, such thinkers as Gorgias and Protagoras did not see them-

selves as inhabiting a different disciplinary space than that of Heracli-

tus and Parmenides, although they did have very different positions 

on fundamental questions of epistemology and language theory from 

7. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 10–11.
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the latter. Plato, in order to construct the absolute hegemony of his 

own philosophical program, needed to create an opposition between 

what he did and what they did. The name philosophia, obviously, is re-

served for his particular doctrinal formation and practices; the names 

rhētorikē and Sophismos are assigned to his opponents.

Both dialektikē and rhētorikē are Platonic coinages, to mark through 

this newly minted binary opposition the equally newly minted op-

position between his own practice, philosophy, and that of others, 

sophistry.8 As Richard Robinson remarks, “The more detailed con-

notation of ‘eristic’ and ‘antilogic’ tends to be whatever Plato hap-

pens to think of as bad method at the moment, just as ‘dialectic’ is 

to him at every stage of his thought whatever he then considered 

the best method.” 9 Accepting this point, Schiappa and Timmer-

man have, however, recently shown that Plato most often uses di-

alegesthai to refer to Socrates’ special art and distinguish it from the 

arts—which he even denies as such—of the Sophists.10 It is accord-

ingly that term which is the marker of good method for Plato and 

thus coterminous with philosophia throughout antiquity. Dialectic 

(or even dialegesthai) becomes simply a nickname for philosophy in 

later Greek usage, as we shall see in reading Lucian presently. Rich-

ard McKeon puts it, “[Dialectic] is, fi nally, the only science that does 

away with hypotheses, in order to establish principles in eternal 

forms and transcendental ideas.” 11 Plato’s project in establishing this 

unique science is a twofold one: discrediting the teachers known as 

Sophists and rescuing his own teacher, Socrates of course, from that 

category.

This is not the place to actually work out even the artifi cial distinc-

tions that Plato makes between good Socratic practice, dialegesthai, 

and bad sophistic practice, but the distinction between dialectic and 

debate is crucial for this inquiry. Erik Krabbe has introduced us to 

one of the most important distinctions between the two, explain-

ing that each situation involves different forms of participation and 

spectatorship:

8. Edward Schiappa, “Did Plato Coin Rhētorikē?,” American Journal of Philology 111 
(1990): 457–70; Schiappa and Timmerman, “Dialegesthai.”

9. Richard Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), 85.
10. Schiappa and Timmerman, “Dialegesthai.”
11. McKeon, “Greek Dialectics,” 4.
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In the practice of dialectic one deals with two participants, or adver-

saries: the Questioner and the Answerer, and perhaps with a limited 

company of bystanders. Typically, both participants as well as the by-

standers belong to some company of discussants, where a company of 

discussants may be defi ned as a group of people who explicitly or im-

plicitly accept a common dialogical procedure, a profi le of rationality. 

Typically the members of a company are on equal footing in that each 

of them in turn could act as a Questioner or an Answerer. When by-

standers from outside the company become an infl uence, the dialogue 

shifts towards a debate, and hence to a more rhetorical situation, where 

the bystanders constitute an audience. In the fully rhetorical situation, 

there is a heterogeneous crowd listening to a speech. Even though the 

rhetor and his audience must, of course, still share some rules of com-

munication, the idea of belonging to one company may be lost.12

The difference, then, between dialogue (in the Platonic sense) and 

debate involves the basic speech situation: in dialogue, in this mean-

ing, there are only two participants and any judgment of success or 

failure will be made only by these two, while in debate third parties 

are the arbiters and judges of success and failure. It will be seen from 

this that only the latter is appropriate for democratic discourse, while 

the former excludes it ipso facto. Krabbe makes a highly signifi cant 

point here, one that will carry through the entire discussion in this 

book, including especially its talmudic parts. Dialectic and hence 

monologism is the very practice of a two-person question/answer 

structure in which the two persons are part of a closed system that 

effectively brooks no challenge from another “profi le of rationality.” 

It is precisely the “profi le of rationality,” accepted by all in the dia-

logical situation which constitutes its monologism, for, as we know, 

such profi les of rationality are themselves historically and culturally 

shifting regimes.

Plato’s dialogues are—at least on fi rst reading—what Bakhtin 

has called “monological dialogue,” but not, as I will begin to show in 

chapter 3, only that.13 The very relationship between speakers in the 

12. Erik C. W. Krabbe, “Meeting in the House of Callias: Rhetoric and Dialectic,” 
Argumentation 14, no. 3 (2000): 210.

13. As Bakhtin writes: “The idealism of Plato is not purely monologic. It becomes 
purely monologic only in a neo-Kantian interpretation. Nor is Platonic dialogue of the 
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dialogue is precisely that of an un/offi cial monologism. My argument 

is not that Plato’s monologism involves a particular set of truths but 

rather it is a monologism of Truth itself, of the nature of truth and of 

the procedure for discovery of that alone which Plato is willing to call 

Truth, whether successfully discovered or not.14 For Plato, as for Par-

menides, “Knowledge is immovable by persuasion, while true belief 

can be changed by persuasion” (Ti. 51e4).

Dialogue and Dialogicality

It is thus highly important to distinguish between dialogue as a liter-

ary form and dialogicality as the mode of a text. Various texts are pre-

sented in their literary form as dialogues, from the dialogues of Plato, 

through the Bavli, and into the novel (to provide a very incomplete 

and idiosyncratic list), but the text of represented dialogue is not nec-

essarily (and frequently simply is not) a dialogical text. In his book on 

Dostoevsky, Bakhtin presents the novel, especially the Dostoevskian 

novel (but as Bakhtin explains at length, this has ancient predeces-

sors as well), as the very model of a dialogical text. As we can see from 

the following quotation, the dialogue is not primarily to be found in 

the represented dialogues in the novel:

The essential dialogicality of Dostoevsky is in no way exhausted by 

the external, compositionally expressed dialogues carried on by the 

characters. The polyphonic novel is dialogic through and through. Dialogic 

relationships exist among all elements of novelistic structure; that is, 

pedagogical type, although there is a strong element of monologism in it”; Bakhtin, Prob-
lems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 100n1.

14. In this my approach is quite like that of Charles H. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic 
Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), xiii: “For Plato is the only major philosopher who is also a supreme literary artist. 
There is no writer more complex, and there is no other philosopher whose work calls for 
so many levels of interpretation. Plato was the fi rst author to offer a systematic defi nition 
of the goals and methods of philosophy. But he was also a social reformer and an educa-
tor, whose conception of philosophy entailed a radical transformation of the moral and 
intellectual culture of his own time and place. Much of his writing is designed to serve 
this larger cause.” I too think that the major force of Plato’s writing is protreptic for a new 
social practice, although I think our evaluation of this project is quite different. Where he 
sees successful pedagogy, I discern a much more tricky sort of manipulation, but more of 
this below.
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they are juxtaposed contrapuntally. And this is so because dialogic re-

lationships are a much broader phenomenon than mere rejoinders in 

a dialogue, laid out compositionally in the text; they are an almost uni-

versal phenomenon, permeating all human speech, and all relation-

ships and manifestations of human life—in general, everything that 

has meaning and signifi cance.15

Bakhtin goes even further: not only is dialogism not exhausted by 

the dialogue in the text, but frequently the represented dialogue is 

the least dialogical moment in the text.16 This is owing, as Bakhtin 

teaches us in another place, to the fact that in represented dialogue, 

the dialogue is an object. Among Bakhtin’s achievements is the ar-

ticulation of the notion of the monologic dialogue, that is, the repre-

sented dialogue in a text that, when analyzed, can be shown to encode 

in any case only the point of view of the “author.” Alien languages are 

not allowed to enter the language of the author, which remains (at 

least at these moments) monologically in control of the objects of 

representation. The dialogue “appears, in essence, as a thing, it does 

not lie on the same plane with the real language of the work: it is the 

depicted gesture of one of the characters and does not appear as an 

aspect of the word doing the depicting.” 17 Julia Jarcho has captured 

this well with respect to Plato:

15. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 40.
16. As Bakhtin points out, this point has been made in nuce by Viktor Shklovsky as 

well: “It is not only the heroes who quarrel in Dostoevsky, but separate elements in the 
development of the plot seem to contradict one another: facts are decoded in different 
ways, the psychology of the characters is self-contradictory; the form is the result of the 
essence.” Cited Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 40.

17. Both quotations from Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by 
Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist; trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, Uni-
versity of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 287. Such dia-
logism as will be produced by the language used by characters, and their own quarrels will 
be between these languages and the language of the author, not between the languages of 
the characters, whose explicit disagreements are all within the language of the author as a 
represented thing and not as language-use by the characters. “The area occupied by an im-
portant character’s voice must in any event be broader than his direct and ‘actual’ words. 
This zone surrounding the important characters of the novel is stylistically profoundly 
idiosyncratic: the most varied hybrid constructions hold sway in it, and it is always, to one 
degree or another, dialogized; inside this area a dialogue is played out between the author and his 
characters—not a dramatic dialogue broken up into statement-and-response, but that special type of 
novelistic dialogue that realizes itself within the boundaries of constructions that externally resemble 
monologues” (320, emphasis added). Note again that Bakhtin hardly ever comprehends 
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Melancholy, as internalized intercourse with a lost object, leaves 

traces throughout the Apology. We see it in Socrates’ characteriza-

tion of how he will deal with the old accusers: “I cannot even have 

them called forward for cross-examination. My defense will have to 

be a kind of shadowboxing, with me cross-examining and no one re-

sponding. . . . What have my slanderers said about me? I shall read it 

to you as though it were a sworn indictment: ‘Socrates is guilty . . . ’  ” 

(18d–19b). This “shadowboxing” could be a fi gure for Plato’s dialogical 

writing itself, wherein the other is only ever a manifestation of the 

same (this accounts for the feeling of a “fi xed fi ght” that the dialogues 

often give). The dialogue is predicated on “no one responding”—from 

outside. Opposition to Socrates, in the form of the interlocutor, is 

always summoned from within Plato’s writing. From the point of view 

of Plato’s composition, Socrates’ voicing on his enemies’ behalf the 

claim that “Socrates is guilty” is only this same principle brought into 

the open. On Socrates’ own “plane,” however, this situation consti-

tutes a point of crisis.18

Bakhtin’s perception of the double plane of the language of the 

text enables distinctions that are unavailable without such depth of 

fi eld. Bakhtin has explained eloquently the logical relation between 

represented dialogue and monologism, writing that “in the charac-

ters, individuality kills the signifying power of their ideas, or, if these 

ideas retain their power to mean, then they are detached from the 

individuality of the character and are merged with that of the author. 

Hence the single ideational accent of the work; the appearance of a sec-

ond accent would inevitably be perceived as a crude contradiction 

within the author’s world view.” 19 A dialogue represented in an au-

dialogue between characters as dialogism, but insofar as they are the represented language 
of others, they are in dialogism in artistic prose with the language of the author. There 
are not separate consciousnesses produced for the different characters, but a dialogism 
within the consciousness of the author is. In this sense, the language of characters has the 
same stylistic status as the voice of a narrator or of cited genres—letters, diaries, travel 
notes, etc.—within the novel. At the same time, Bakhtin remarks a kind of continuum in 
which different novelists may use “languages introduced into a novel” either in a way that 
refracts intentions of the author or in a way that treats them entirely as objects, “not as a 
word that has been spoken, but as a word to be displayed, like a thing” (321).

18. Julia Jarcho, “The Birth of Death: A Reading of Plato’s Apology” (typescript, De-
partment of Rhetoric, University of California, Berkeley, 2007).

19. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 82.
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thor’s work can be seen, thus, to be a monological dialogue, a dialogue 

in which all the speakers add up to the author’s “single ideational ac-

cent.” 20 Plato’s dialogues (that is the dialogues within the dialogues) 

are in some ways, I will propose, a textbook illustration of monologi-

cal dialogue.

The opposition between rhetoric and dialogue provides one of 

the fundamental explanatory bases of Western thought. Rhetoric, 

in the form of the democratic debate in the Assembly, is fi gured by 

Plato as the antithesis of dialogue. In Platonic dialogues the speaker 

is constrained only to answer questions or to ask them. Harold Bar-

rett takes us further along the road to an elaboration and refi nement 

of an explanation for this Platonic preoccupation. As Barrett argues, 

the difference is that in the rhetorical debate the two sides are pre-

sented with a certain equality of opportunity, and it is up to another 

group, the Assembly or the jury, to render a decision of what is right 

or wrong in the case, while the dialogue allows for the decision, as it 

were, to be entirely internal to the discussants: “No other agency is 

needed, as Plato would structure the process. . . . Fundamental to the 

points of difference, then, are two profoundly confl icting mentalities: 

democratic and authoritarian—one needing and trusting popular will 

and the other denying it. . . . The Platonic-Socratic way demands obe-

dience to form and leadership.” 21 Plato’s “dialogue”—confl ated with 

dialectic—is almost as far from a Bakhtinian notion of a dialogical 

text as can be imagined. It comes closest, within Bakhtin’s typolo-

gies, to authoritative discourse, as I shall hope to show.22

This argument, I believe, leads defensibly to the conclusion that it 

is precisely the “authoritative” nature of dialogue, as opposed to the 

democracy of rhetoric, that renders it so appealing for Plato. These 

are politics that are founded on epistemology. As Cynthia Farrar puts 

it, “In a democracy, and indeed in response to democracy, epistemol-

ogy and political ethics coincide.” 23

20. This is not, of course, always the case according to Bakhtin. See, for instance, 
Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 333, where conditions for a character’s speech to intro-
duce heteroglossia are laid out.

21. Harold Barrett, The Sophists: Rhetoric, Democracy, and Plato’s Idea of Sophistry (No-
vato, Calif.: Chandler & Sharp, 1987), 60–62.

22. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 344.
23. Cynthia Farrar, The Origins of Democratic Thinking: The Invention of Politics in Classical 

Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 76.
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Protagoras, Epistemology, Political Ethics

One of the most compelling of recent treatments of (the “real”) Pro-

tagoras is that of Cynthia Farrar.24 She contributes one of the clear-

est statements of fundamental difference between Parmenides and 

hence Plato, on the one hand, and Protagoras (and Gorgias) on the 

other: “Plato’s language also suggests that there is no question of the 

perceiving subject becoming wiser; for Plato, becoming wise means 

moving from absolutely false judgments to absolutely true ones. Pro-

tagoras’ vision of wisdom, by contrast, is continuous with (though 

not identical to) the process of becoming a measure [that is, become 

wiser and wiser incrementally through experience and teaching].” 25 

Wisdom is, after all, for Plato the very opposite of folly (Protag. 332a), 

and the middle is forever excluded. Although I will discuss below the 

interpretation of a human becoming a measure, there is enough here 

already to perceive what different political directions a Protagoras 

will take from a Plato. If, as for Plato, we deal only in coin that is abso-

lutely counterfeit or absolutely genuine and only certain special peo-

ple can learn to tell the difference, then the way to a Kingdom of Phi-

losophers is clearly paved. For Protagoras, alternately, it is surely the 

province of the democratic educator to help individuals to become 

more effective interpreters of their own experience (to become mea-

sures), in order to provide better analyses of situations and decision 

making. It is most relevant and important to cite Farrar’s own (pro-

leptic) conclusion: “To anticipate: what Plato seeks to represent here 

[in the Protagoras] and in the Theaetetus as an incoherent confl ation of 

claims about competence and excellence [on the part of Protagoras] 

is in fact a coherent account of the existence and function of both 

levels of ability and the relationship between them.” 26 The question 

of competence and excellence was a crucial aspect of thinking about 

democracy already in the fi fth century, as we learn from Thucydides.27 

Both Pericles in his Funeral Oration and Diodotus in the Mytilenian 

Debate insist that the populace are capable of hearing persuasive ar-

24. Farrar, Origins, 77.
25. Farrar, Origins, 72.
26. Farrar, Origins, 81.
27. I hope to expand on this discussion of Protagoras and Thucydides in another place, 

Deo volente.
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guments by men of excellence and deciding which of them is more 

persuasive, based on their own experience. This assumption is the 

very cornerstone of the democracy, and Protagoras’s assertion (as 

read convincingly by Farrar) that experience can be educated, not to 

produce absolute truth but to improve judgment, becomes the very 

foundation of a democratic educational regime. Plato’s insistence on 

absolute Truth or absolute falsity renders this regime mere chicanery. 

As we look at Plato’s own work, we will fi nd this theme of the confl ict 

of fundamental notions of what knowledge is thematized over and 

over again and, more than once, where we least expect it.

Plato and Aristotle systematically—wittingly or unwittingly—dis-

torted the thought of Protagoras by reading him through the lenses 

of their own epistemologies (mutatis mutandis), and, as pointed out 

by Farrar more than once, we need to work hard ourselves to take 

those lenses off our own eyes. A classic and scandalous example is Ar-

istotle’s treatment of the sophistic topos “making the weaker cause 

the stronger.” Invented by Protagoras, “making the weaker cause the 

stronger” has generally been interpreted as making the worse deci-

sion or course of action seem the better for reasons of gain or other 

cynical motive. So fraught with the fraudulent had this term become 

that it is Aristophanes’ charge against Socrates in The Clouds (and, of 

course, in that play Socrates is himself a Sophist par excellence). There 

is also more than a hint of a suggestion that this charge, derived from 

Aristophanes, was a major cause of the execution of Socrates some 

two decades after the production of the play (Apology 18b).28

According to Aristotle this topos is almost a synecdoche of the en-

tire rhetorical/sophistic enterprise:

The Art of Corax is made up of this topic; for example, if a weak man 

were charged with assault, he should be acquitted as not being a likely 

suspect for the charge; for it is not probable [that a weak man would 

attack another]. And if he is a likely suspect, for example, if he is 

strong, [he should also be acquitted]; for it is not likely [that he would 

start the fi ght] for the very reason that it was going to seem probable. 

28. See comment in William Arrowsmith, “Introduction to ‘The Clouds’ by Aristo-
phanes,” trans. and introduction by William Arrowsmith, in Four Plays by Aristophanes 
(New York: Meridian, 1994), 17–18.
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And similarly in other cases; for necessarily, a person is either a likely 

suspect or not a likely suspect for a charge. Both alternatives seem 

probable, but one really is probable, the other so not generally, only in 

the circumstances mentioned. And this is to “make the weaker seem 

the better cause.” Thus, people were rightly angry at the declaration 

of Protagoras; for it is a lie and not true but a fallacious probability 

and a part of no art except rhetoric and eristic. (1402a)29

It is worthwhile, I think, to spend a little time glossing this passage, 

for through it we can arrive, against Aristotle’s grain, at a more sym-

pathetic reading of the topos. For Aristotle, at least in this passage, as 

for philosophical (and authoritarian) thinkers before him, rendering 

the weaker the stronger is only a matter of lying. Different as he is in 

important respects from his teacher Plato, with regard to the funda-

mental question of absolute truth, Aristotle’s epistemology is in the 

same tradition as that of Parmenides and Plato, one in which truth 

and falsehood are absolute binary opposites. For Aristotle it seems 

that we can know in advance which is the “better” cause; the Soph-

ist/rhetor himself knows that too. As he writes, “The true and the 

just are by nature stronger than their opposites” (Rhetoric 1355a15). It 

would follow, therefore, that the activity of rhetors (as synecdochized 

by Corax) consists merely of slyly overturning the truth with a lie, 

making the weaker cause seem the better.30 It is this understanding of 

sophistical rhetoric that motivates philosophical disdain for sophism 

from Plato to the present.

There is, however, a bit of an interpretative puzzle in Aristotle’s 

statement. In the beginning of it, he discusses a certain topos or en-

thymeme, allegedly invented by Corax, and names it “making the 

weaker cause the better.” Then, however, he speaks of the people as 

being rightly angry at the declaration of Protagoras, an apparent ref-

erence to an incident that later (in Diogenes Laertius) is narrated as 

a deportation of Protagoras that resulted in his death. However, it 

seems highly unlikely that it is the making of the weaker cause the 

29. George A. Kennedy, trans., On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse by Aristotle (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 210.

30. Cf. discussion of epistemological confi dence in Mark Douglas Given, Paul’s True 
Rhetoric: Ambiguity, Cunning, and Deception in Greece and Rome, Emory Studies in Early 
Christianity (Harrisburg, Pa: Trinity Press International, 2001), 34.
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better that caused the Athenian ire, for that is no declaration (το; 
Πρωταγο vρου ε jπαvγγελμα) but a practice, and moreover, seemingly at-

tributed by Aristotle to Corax and not Protagoras. It seems that Ar-

istotle refers then to another declaration of Protagoras that is associ-

ated with the practice of making the weaker cause the stronger.

As George Kennedy points out, there are two candidates for 

the declaration of Protagoras that might have aroused the ire of the 

Athenian demos.31 Not choosing between them, but reading both of 

them together as pieces of a certain theoretical whole will further my 

investigation here. The fi rst is the (in)famous utterance at the open-

ing sentence of Protagoras’s lost treatise, On the Gods, as reported by 

Diogenes Laertius and a host of ancient witnesses (Plato being the 

earliest but only affording a partial quotation or even allusion [The-

aetetus 162d]). The fullest version of the statement as extant in Dio-

genes reads: “Concerning the gods I cannot know either that they ex-

ist or that they do not exist, or what form they might have, for there 

is much to prevent one’s knowing: the obscurity of the subject 32 and 

the shortness of man’s life.” 33 According to Diogenes (and Philostra-

tus),34 it was owing precisely to this statement that Protagoras was 

exiled from Athens.35 Edward Schiappa shows, however, that there is 

very little reason to credit this story, and, moreover, following Wer-

ner Jaeger, demonstrates that this fragment is not a statement of ag-

nosticism—or worse, atheism—as it is frequently taken to be, but 

rather a statement of a human-centered (or anthropological) origin 

for order, denying only that theology provides knowledge useful for 

deciding philosophical and political matters.36 To cite Farrar: “As the 

31. Kennedy, On Rhetoric, 210n254.
32. On this phrase, Schiappa writes: “What Protagoras had in mind as ‘the obscurity 

of the subject’ is diffi cult to say. Adêlotês, translated above as ‘obscurity,’ can also imply 
uncertainty, to be in the dark about, or not evident to sense. One can imagine a number 
of reasons why the gods are a ‘subject’ too obscure to reason about confi dently.” Edward 
Schiappa, Protagoras and Logos: A Study in Greek Philosophy and Rhetoric (Columbia: Univer-
sity of South Carolina Press, 1991), 143.

33. Hermann Diels and Rosamond Kent Sprague, The Older Sophists, ed. Rosamond 
Kent Sprague (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1972), 20. On this last 
phrase, Schiappa has compared Empedocles’ claim that life is too short to acquire knowl-
edge of ‘the whole.’ Schiappa, Protagoras, 143.

34. Diels and Sprague, Older Sophists, 6.
35. Diels and Sprague, Older Sophists, 4.
36. Schiappa, Protagoras, 144–48.
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conception of order and autonomy shifted from acquiescence in di-

vine determinations to active participation in an order mediated even 

in its divine aspect by civic institutions, tyrants and irresponsible ar-

istocracies were replaced by the communal law-governed interaction 

of elite and demos characteristic of the developed polis, particularly 

in its democratic form. These two transformations were matched by 

a third, in the realm of cosmology, which gradually leached divinity 

from the cosmos.” 37 It is not, then, that Protagoras was an atheist, far 

from it as far as we can know, but that he insisted on a political pro-

cess that was based on what the eye could see, the hand could touch, 

and the ear could hear.

This brings us neatly to the next prospect for a Protagorean state-

ment that might have been what really made the Athenians angry 

according to Aristotle, namely Protagoras’s notorious “the human is 

the measure” fragment: “Of all things, the human is the measure; of 

that which is, that it is, and of that which is not, that it is not” (και; 
ο J Π. δε; βουvλεται πα vντων χρημαvτων ειΔ̃ναι μεvτρον το;ν α[νθρωπον τω̃ν 
με;ν ο [ντων ω Jς ε[στιν, τω̃ν δε; ου jκ ο [ντων ωJς ου jκ ε[στιν).38 Although this 

is not the place to go into the myriad philological and philosophical 

issues involved in the interpretation of this passage, what is crucial 

for my argument here is to note the close relation between the denial 

of human knowledge of gods and the insistence that actual human 

perception and experience is the only criterion that there is. What 

is fi nally to the point (and to my point) is Jaap Mansfi eld’s insight 

that “as soon as an important thinker says that the notion of ‘gods’ is 

epistemologically irrelevant as far as he is concerned, this cannot but 

have far-reaching consequences for his notion of ‘man.’ ” 39 As Man-

sfi eld makes clear, the proposition is epistemological, not ontologi-

cal. The “is” here is veridical and not existential: human experience is 

the measurer of that which is the case, that it is the case, and of that 

which is not the case, that it is not the case. If we take the two state-

ments together (which they seem rarely to be), we can see an episte-

37. Farrar, Origins, 38.
38. Hermann Diels and Walther Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, Griechisch und 

Deutsch (Zürich: Weidmann, 1966), 258, in Sextus’s formulation. Once again, we have an 
earlier Platonic citation of the principle as well.

39. Jaap Mansfi eld, “Protagoras on Epistemological Obstacles and Persons,” in The 
Sophists and Their Legacy, ed. G. B. Kerferd (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1981), 43.
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mological theory begin to emerge at least inchoately. Since the gods 

are epistemologically irrelevant (i.e., there may very well be gods, but 

we don’t know anything about them),40 therefore there is no criterion 

by which judgments can be made other than human experience.41 In 

other words, as Farrar emphasizes, far from making an ontological 

statement (as Plato construes it), Protagoras is claiming only that the 

sole basis for human knowledge is human experience and perception, 

and, as a result, there may be, indeed there necessarily are, different 

and even directly opposing opinions about things. It is not, then, 

that there really are different universes, but rather that there is no 

universe that can be known in any way other than through human 

measurings. As Farrar points out, exactly what disturbs Protagoras 

about Parmenides is the latter’s dismissal of human beliefs and expe-

riences, that which, according to Protagoras, it is precisely the task 

of thinking and teaching to account for and ameliorate.42 As she has 

so well put it, “He [Protagoras] can argue that the beliefs of others 

are defective; he appeals to what they can and do know, what they 

have experienced or are capable of experiencing, and invites them to 

criticize their own beliefs.” 43

In other words, not only is the major focus of each of Protagoras’s 

two most famous “declarations” entirely epistemological, not onto-

logical, as Plato had misread them, but they also move in the direction 

of an indeterminacy principle. It follows that in any given forensic 

contest or in any given metaphysical inquiry, since we know nothing 

of the gods and since human experience is the measure of truth, there 

can be no determination of absolute truth through logic alone. Com-

bining our analyses of these two famous Protagorean utterances, we 

can easily understand why “[Protagoras] was the fi rst to say that on ev-

ery issue there are two arguments opposed to each other” (Και; πρω̃τος 
ΔεVφη δυvο λοvγους εΔι̃ναι περι; παντο;ς πραvγματος α jντικειμεvνους αλληvλοις 

40. When this is combined with Protagoras’s evident continued practice of worship 
of the gods and other observances, one might dream up an early version of Pascal’s wager, 
but a highly sophisticated one.

41. On perception as knowledge and its relation to the Protagorean dictum according 
to Plato, see Theaetetus 152a–160d. Incidentally, it might be noted that, as shown by Farrar, 
this account of Pythagoras’s epistemology seems to reduce the force of Plato’s objections 
to it considerably (Theaetetus 160a–163a).

42. Farrar, Origins, 46.
43. Farrar, Origins, 51–52.
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[DL 9.51]).44 As a recent critical legal scholar, Michael Dzialo, has de-

fi ned it, this comes startlingly close to the modern doctrine of legal 

indeterminacy: “Legal doctrine can never determine a legal outcome 

because every argument in favor of a particular outcome can be met 

with an equally valid counterargument.” 45

Now, however, we must return to Aristotle, for according to the 

passage, there is a direct entailment between these snippets of Pro-

tagoras’s epistemology and the practice of the so-called Sophists 

of making the weaker cause the stronger. What is that entailment? 

Reading directly against the grain of Aristotle’s text, I would answer 

this question in a way that credits the sophistic practices. In any 

given situation, one side or the other may appear stronger at the out-

set. Rather than glossing the weaker and stronger argument phrase as 

Aristotle does, then, as making the weaker cause appear the stronger, 

one could easily gloss it as making the apparently weaker cause the 

stronger.46

An excellent example of this practice would be, then, Gorgias’s 

defense of Helen, which, “by introducing some reasoning into the de-

bate” (λογισμοvν τινα τωÛ˜ λοvγω/ δου;ς) overturns the “single-voiced, sin-

44. Diels and Kranz, Die Fragmente, 2.266; Diels and Sprague, Older Sophists, 21 (for 
English). Schiappa discusses at length diffi culties with this translation (a traditional one, 
to be sure) in that it reduces “all sophistic teaching to rhetoric” (Schiappa, Protagoras, 90), 
by which he means rhetoric in its least elevated acceptation (or as Kennedy would have it 
as sort of a founding charter for debating societies, that is, simply, it is possible to orga-
nize a debate on any topic). I cannot make short work of Schiappa’s compelling discussion 
but suffi ce it to say that by the end Protagoras’s statement makes a profound philosophi-
cal point (Schiappa, Protagoras, 91–100), in which again we fi nd Protagoras on the side of 
Heraclitus against Parmenides (Schiappa, Protagoras, 92). This is a discussion for another 
venue, however, and I hope to come back to it in a forthcoming essay on Protagoras and 
Thucydides.

45. Michael G. Dzialo, “Legal and Philosophical Fictions: At the Line Where the Two 
Become One,” Argumentation 12 (1998): 217. There is surely a certain hyperbolic element 
in this statement which is similar, in this respect, to Protagoras’s own declaration that for 
every matter there are two logoi which contradict each other.

46. I thus directly disagree with John Poulakos, who writes, “Thus the familiar 
depiction of the Sophists as teachers of poeticized prose and performative skill seems 
warranted. Indeed, they did not claim that the weaker argument is the stronger argument; 
only that they could make the weaker argument appear stronger. That they should have 
done so is not a sign of questionable designs on unsuspecting audiences, but a mark of 
the well-defi ned motivation to deceive—a motivation tied to the pleasure of speaking,” 
John Poulakos, Sophistical Rhetoric in Classical Greece, Studies in Rhetoric/Communica-
tion (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1995), 45. Supporting my view, Farrar, 
Origins, 63.
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gle-minded conviction that has arisen about this woman.” This, then, 

ascribes great ethical and political force to the Protagorean practice 

and training, for it involves the systematic critical overturning of what 

appears to people to be the truth, not, however as in Platonic terms, 

where the real truth, the “really real,” epistēmē (knowledge, the Truth), 

will be revealed, but rather in the interest of an educated doxa, of an 

educated decision regarding probability within a particular situation. 

As Johan Vos has shown, the practice “says nothing about the true or 

intrinsic values of the arguments. An argument can be weaker simply 

because the majority do not accept it or because the opponent has 

better argumentative skills.” 47 Following this reasoning, there is no 

reason to suppose that the “weaker cause” is the ethically, theologi-

cally, or politically less worthy one; in a situation of epistemological 

uncertainty the weaker cause, for instance, of the liberation of the 

poor might very well demand rhetoric to make it the stronger one. 

Rhetoric, like any other practice of speech, is as good, as ethical, as the 

person who mobilizes it and her causes, no better or worse.48 Clearly 

a case can be made for reading Protagoras’s theory and his practice as 

an invitation to change the weaker cause and render it the stronger.49 

On this reading, the interpretation from Aristophanes forward, that 

sophism consists of making the ethically worse or philosophically 

weaker argument defeat the better one through fancy rhetoric and 

fallacies, is nothing but a parodic slander on the genuine practice of 

the Sophists.

Plato’s opposition to the Sophists is also philosophical (in the ex-

panded sense of the word, whereby that which Plato calls “philos-

ophy” and that which he calls “rhetoric” are both comprehended). 

Thus George Kerferd writes that Plato takes issue with the Sophists 

on only one fundamental point, “their failure to understand that the 

fl ux of phenomena is not the end of the story—one must look else-

where for the truth which is the object of the true knowledge, and 

47. Johan S. Vos, “ ‘To Make the Weaker Argument Defeat the Stronger’: Sophistical 
Argumentation in Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical 
Texts, ed. Anders Eriksson, Thomas H. Olbricht, and Walter Übelacker (Harrisburg, Pa.: 
Trinity Press International, 2002), 217–18.

48. As Simon Goldhill points out to me, however, for Quintillian only the vir bonus 
could be a truly successful orator.

49. John Poulakos, “Rhetoric, the Sophists, and the Possible,” Communications Mono-
graphs 51 (1984): 215–25.
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even for the understanding of the fl ux and its causes we have to go 

to more permanent, secure and reliable entities, the famous Platonic 

forms. . . . Indeed, when elsewhere Plato suggests, as he does repeat-

edly, that the Sophists were not concerned with the truth, we may 

begin to suppose that this was because they were not concerned with 

what he regarded as the truth, rather than because they were not con-

cerned with the truth as they saw it. For Plato, though he does not like 

to say so, antilogic is the fi rst step on the path that leads to dialec-

tic.” 50 Both Gorgias and Protagoras insist that it is precisely the hu-

man experience of change that has to be accounted for theoretically, 

while Parmenides/Plato insist that this experience is mere illusion. 

Protagoras and Gorgias can be said to be on the Heraclitean side of 

an older debate between that thinker and Parmenides. Since this is 

precisely a philosophical controversy, Plato’s accusations that the 

Sophists are mere impostors suggests a kind of bad faith on Plato’s 

part.51 Knowing full well that his opponents were not charlatans, he 

nevertheless portrayed them thus owing to his absolute conviction 

that only his way of seeking truth was legitimate.52 Rather than im-

pugning their results, he chooses to impugn their persons.

Plato’s Academic Politics

A key sequence within the eponymous Protagoras will provide my fi rst 

point. I am speaking of Protagoras’s so-called “Great Speech.” As 

shown by Farrar, Plato’s “argument” against Protagoras, or “Socrates’ ” 

elenchus of Platagoras (Farrar’s delightful coinage), turns entirely on 

a misconstrual of a fundamental Protagorean doctrine. As she has 

further demonstrated, the outlines of Protagoras’s own view can be 

descried within the thicket of Plato’s obfuscations.53 Socrates begins 

by asking Protagoras if he teaches excellence, and Protagoras is made 

to answer yes. Indeed, he suggests that a student who comes to him 

50. G. B. Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1981), 67. Compare Farrar, Origins, 49.

51. See, however, the very interesting discussion of this point by Rosemarie Kent 
Sprague in her review of Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement, Journal of Hellenic Studies 103 
(1983): 189–90.

52. This argument cannot be refuted by appealing to Plato’s character and integrity, 
which would be, precisely, begging the question. Compare Farrar, Origins, 54.

53. The following paragraphs are inspired by Farrar, Origins, 76–87.
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will become better every day, incrementally (318a6–9). Protagoras, all 

the more, promises to make his pupils “good citizens” by teaching 

them the “political art” (πολιτικη;ν τε vκνην). Socrates challenges this 

claim of Protagoras on two grounds: the fi rst one is that while in mat-

ters of carpentry or practical skills, the Athenians will accept advice 

only from masters of those arts, in politics every man (sic) is listened 

to in the Assembly. The second argument is that there are many excel-

lent men who fail to produce excellent progeny, and if such excellence 

were teachable, then certainly they would have taught their own chil-

dren. Protagoras responds with a myth of the origins of humanity and 

human society, which, incidentally, many scholars consider to be a 

likely genuine Protagorean quotation (320d–322d).54 The bottom line 

of the myth is, for our purposes, the assertion that after producing 

the polis, Zeus sent Hermes with respect and justice (aidos and dikē) 

to humans, for otherwise he feared they would wipe each other out 

entirely. Upon being asked to whom to give these, Zeus answered that 

they should be given to all. In spite of this universal gift of respect 

and justice, Protagoras is made to assert, as well, that excellence in 

civic virtue is teachable and shows this by arguing that humans hold 

each other accountable for their behavior, which they would do only 

if there were a measure of control over it. They moreover punish each 

other in order to teach them to be better. Protagoras defends against 

the apparent contradiction by a brilliant analogy, arguing that if fl ute 

playing were vital to the life of the polis, everyone would teach their 

children and everyone else to play the fl ute and, while some would 

be brilliant fl ute players and others middling, everyone would know 

something of playing the fl ute. Similarly in the polis, where civic vir-

tue is vital, all are taught by everyone. Some are fi rst-rate and others 

middling, but no one incompetent. Just as the children of great fl ute 

players might not be brilliant, and brilliant fl ute players might be the 

children of only fair ones, so also civic virtue in the polis. As Farrar 

puts it: “The Great Speech in the Protagoras expresses the Sophist’s 

belief, refl ected in the Theaetetus, in the benefi cent socializing effect 

of polis life and democratic political action. The man-measure doc-

54. Michael Gagarin and Paul Woodruff, Early Greek Political Thought from Homer to 
the Sophists, ed. and trans. Michael Gagarin, Cambridge Texts in the History of Political 
Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 178.
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trine conceives of the experience and understanding attained by or-

dinary men as the touchstone of social values. Protagoras’ measure 

is a man who notices his neighbor and who moves through life and 

interacts with others as a human being, with all that implies about 

basic needs, responses and capacities.” The notion of the individual 

human being as the measure, on the one hand, gives credence to the 

experience and judgment of each individual human and, on the other, 

makes possible the “collective, critical appraisal of human belief.” 55

As Farrar points out at length and compellingly, Protagoras (the 

real one) does not oppose excellence to incompetence or Truth to 

falsehood as Plato wants Platagoras to do, forces him to do, thus 

rendering his views incoherent and self-contradictory. Nor does Pro-

tagoras produce an essential opposition between civic virtue and 

other skills, as demonstrated by his own example of the fl ute-playing 

polis.56 For Protagoras, the opposition is between competence and 

incompetence, and there is excellence as well. People are trainable to 

competence in many areas, but not all can be excellent. All have some 

measure of civic competence by virtue of Zeus’s “gift,” but there is 

training that will make them better, incrementally, and perhaps, if 

they have the talent, excellent in the political art as well. “Although 

Platagoras defends at length both the practices of the Athenians and 

the possibility of transmitting excellence, his argument is condemned 

to incoherence by Plato’s formulation of the issue.” 57 This is so by a 

determined confusion of political excellence (that which Protagoras 

claims to teach) with being a good citizen (which Protagoras claims 

is the province of all), such that universal competence and individual 

excellence are made to contradict each other. Plato is, in part, ex-

ploiting the kind of equivocation in Greek that he so loves to exploit, 

for αΔρετηV connotes both excellence and also something more akin 

to our virtue. Protagoras’s claim that he can teach virtue and make 

people better people does not constitute a claim that all humans can 

be taught to be champions of the good life. The human’s being as the 

55. Farrar, Origins, 76 both cites.
56. Farrar, Origins, 82. Farrar argues throughout that we can see something of the real 

Protagoras behind Platagoras, particularly in the moments of incoherence in the Platonic 
text (what she calls the “crookedness of the seams”), which is precisely the way I am argu-
ing in this book.

57. Farrar, Origins, 79.
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only measure and Protagoras’s claim to be able to teach excellence 

in politics, as Plato misrepresents him, are confl ated in such a way 

that “Platagoras” does indeed end up incoherent. The real difference 

between Plato and Protagoras lies in their understanding of knowl-

edge and the political implications of that understanding, for Plato 

(356d–357b) maintains that only absolute Truth is the key to human 

survival, while Protagoras insists on a gradual amelioration of human 

social existence through the human as measure. For the latter, the 

citizen teaches and is taught in the polis and by teachers such as Pro-

tagoras to examine his (sic) convictions and see how they contradict 

each other or otherwise can be criticized, which leads to a better un-

derstanding and thus better life in the city.

Protagoras does not distinguish between skill in political life and 

all other skills as Platagoras is made to do. For him, all learn the ba-

sic competences that make it possible for life in the polis to exist, 

and they learn these in the same way that children learn Greek well 

enough to speak and understand it. But there are different levels of 

talent and ability (and even industriousness) that will make it pos-

sible for some to be taught to be better and even excellent in these 

matters. Just as one who knows Greek can be taught to be a better or 

even a great rhetor, so one who knows the basics of civic virtue can be 

taught to be an excellent leader in the democratic polis. Plato cannot 

abide the notion of competence and degrees of same.

Since I have learned so much from Farrar here, let me sum up this 

section with a further quotation from her excellent book:

Unlike Protagoras, Plato, repelled by the politics of democratic Ath-

ens, is anxious to show that people are not as and what they think they 

are (176d). The socialization characteristic of the polis is now seen as a 

destructive infl uence, and politics as a struggle for power rather than a 

realization of order. Plato’s language is designed to evoke the teachings 

of the man who legitimized “appearances” and thereby, in Plato’s view, 

fortifi ed the subversive, pernicious beliefs of the masses (176d).58

In other words, Plato’s absolute distinction between excellence 

and incompetence is driven by the same absolutism that drives his 

58. Farrar, Origins, 77.
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distinction between Truth and appearance with no possibilities in be-

tween in either case. This is imbricated by his politics of discourse as 

well, on the constructed opposition between rhetoric and philosophy 

or debate and dialectic.

In the conclusion to his discussion of dialogue versus debate, Bar-

rett has put his fi nger on the matter:

Thus form and substance unite. The absolutist position . . . fi nds con-

sonance and agency in the dialogical short form of oral address. To 

the end of maintaining control, leadership is invested with dominant 

authority. Regulating all of its functions, the system rigidly restricts 

discussion, insists upon brief statement, denies refutation, arbitrarily 

acknowledges only the judgments it produces, and remains idealisti-

cally detached in seeking after the value it names as permanent.

The democratic idea enjoys congruity with the long speech—with 

form more obviously rhetorical. It accommodates free expression, ex-

tended argument, choice and management of thought—subject only 

to social regulation, necessary cooperation and consensus, refutation, 

fl exibility of behavior, popular judgment, and a practical adaptable 

episteme for particular ends.59

Not only, then, are different and contrasting views of authority at 

stake, but dialectic and debate imply different and contrasting epis-

temologies as well. Josiah Ober, more than any other writer that I 

have encountered, has clearly articulated the ways in which democ-

racy is an epistemology. Ober makes clear that democracy is a form 

of knowledge, an epistēmē, in Foucault’s terms, one that he designs 

precisely “democratic knowledge.” 60 This is a regime remarkably 

“postmodern” in its assumptions that mass opinion (as opposed to 

scientifi c “knowledge”) is a signifi cant basis for the making of valid 

decisions, and that all claims to knowledge and truth are political, 

that is, power-laden.61 Now the production of these common knowl-

59. Barrett, Sophists, 62.
60. Josiah Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens: Intellectual Critics of Popular Rule 

(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998), 34–35.
61. “In democratic Athens there was no very meaningful separation between the 

realms of politics, political society (citizenry), and government. In the Athenian democ-
racy, major government decision making (by council, Assembly, lawcourts, and boards 
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edges upon which democracy was both theoretically and pragmati-

cally maintained was in large part effectuated through the debating 

process as carried out in Assembly and law court. Although Ober 

does not remark it in these terms, it comes out that rhetoric is the 

foundation for the reproduction of democratic knowledges, as well 

as for their modifi cations.

Socratic dialectic (as given by Plato) is not only an attack on doxa, 

on that which appears to be true to the Athenian citizenry, the foun-

dation of their legal and political decisions, but also an attack on the 

speech-institution, the debate, in which doxa is both maintained and 

modifi ed for the purpose of democratic deliberation. Plato’s near-

obsessive disdain for rhetoric and his near-obsessive insistence on di-

alogue as the means of exposure of doxa as false, on this reading, con-

stitute a sustained attack on democracy. Dialogue, in this Platonic 

sense, as often as not confounded with dialectic (both by Plato and by 

his interpreters), constitutes the least dialogical of speech forms. In 

early fourth-century Athens, not only was rhetoric an art of politics, 

but rhetorical theories and practices were of the very stuff of politics, 

and well understood by Aristotle, among others, who closely associ-

ates his Rhetoric with his Politics. Insofar as rhetoric (as in debate) was 

the epistemology of democracy, then Plato (in his spoudaios voice) ar-

gued obsessively for dialogue (as in dialectic). In the eponymous dia-

logues assigned to the two great Sophists, he proceeds to do just that 

by hook or by crook, as I shall try to show in what remains of this 

chapter and the next one. Plato’s dialogues can be taken then as a re-

joinder in an already existing debate between Parmenides, on the one 

hand, and Protagoras and Gorgias on the other. If Gorgias and Pro-

tagoras threw the question of truth wide open, and especially if they 

of nomothetai, or ‘lawgivers’) was legitimate specifi cally because it was political, and thus 
there was no meaningful separation between supposedly objective and scientifi c truths 
of the sort used (so we are told) by modern political rulers when making ‘serious’ deci-
sions, and the subjective political truths of the sort modern politicians fi nd it expedient 
to present to the citizenry during elections and occasional plebiscites. In Athens, the 
general understanding held by the citizenry regarding the nature of society was the same 
understanding employed by decision-making bodies in formulating government policy for 
deployment in the real world. For most Athenians, the shocking ‘postmodern’ conclu-
sion that ‘all knowledge is political’ (i.e. implicated in relations of power) was simply a 
truism; neither the possibility nor the normative desirability of genuinely apolitical forms 
of knowledge about society or its members ever entered the ordinary Athenian’s head” 
(Ober, Political Dissent, 34).
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denied the privileged access to Truth on the part of certain human 

beings; if they insisted that what you see is what you get, either by 

denying existents or asserting that human experience is the criterion, 

then they had to be challenged and discredited by any means avail-

able. This urgency was compounded by the way that such an episte-

mological theory that credited every human’s everyday experience as 

the only source of knowledge about reality itself was so deeply en-

twined with democratic theory. And so Plato rolled up his sleeves and 

went to work elaborating an alternate theory of discourse in which 

knowledge was not to be found in experience but in something be-

yond experience and counter to experience, and in which the only 

philosophical use for speech was in dialectic. This is Plato at his most 

spoudaios, although, to be sure, something of a surprise awaits us in the 

Gorgias as well. In this chapter I wish to present Plato at perhaps his 

most monological and forbiddingly spoudaios, in the dialogue named 

after the great Sophist Protagoras. Some close reading of the dialogue 

will be necessary for my argument to have any real purchase.

The Protagoras as Monological Dialogue

Whatever else is going on in them, the dialogues of Plato are in es-

sence one long protreptic discourse for the philosophical (in the 

Platonic sense, as opposed to the sophistic or public/political) way 

of speech and of life:62 “Follow me then, as one persuaded, to where 

when you arrive you will be happy both in living and dying” (527c).63 As 

a recent commentator has put it, “It is not even clear if the dialogue is 

a genuine dialogue in these contexts. The philosopher’s interlocutor 

often seems just to be going along with the fl ow, with a very lengthy 

and unrelieved series of affi rmatives like ‘yes,’ ‘of course,’ ‘certainly.’ 

The prominently foregrounded social and individual context, then, 

is presented just as prominently as external to the philosophical con-

62. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 11; Debra Nails, Agora, Academy, and the Conduct of 
Philosophy, Philosophical Studies Series 63 (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 1995), 217. Nails, however, limits this protreptic to only certain dialogues, no-
tably the Protagoras and the Gorgias, while I hope to show in my reading of the Symposium 
that the same is true there.

63. See discussion in Plato, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Meno, Gorgias, Menexenus, vol. 1 
of The Dialogues of Plato, trans. Reginald E. Allen (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1984), 216.
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tent.” 64 That is precisely the point, to render philosophy as the realm 

of absolute antihistoricist truth, to show the Sophists and their rhet-

oric as hopelessly mired in the mud of the particular and the circum-

stantial. A modern Platonist, Alain Badiou, makes this perfectly clear: 

“The crucible in which what will become a work of art and thought 

burns is brimful with nameless impurities; it comprises obsessions, 

beliefs, infantile puzzles, various perversions, undivulgeable memo-

ries, haphazard reading, and quite a few idiosyncrasies and chimeras. 

Analyzing this alchemy is of little use.” 65 The Protagoras provides one 

of the clearest and most blatant examples of the politics of dialogue 

in Plato’s protreptic. As a commentator more sympathetic to Plato 

than I describes the dialogue, “Its primary fi nding, now implicit in 

the very name, is that the Sophist is a specious intellectual more in-

terested in the reputation for wisdom than in wisdom itself. Protago-

ras is heralded as the wisest man in all of Greece, and it is fairly clear 

that he makes fame, and the wealth it may bring, the central focus 

of his endeavors.” 66 Well, yes, that’s what Plato would have us be-

lieve. In terms of substance, Socrates’ whole point in the discussion 

is to convince Protagoras (or actually the hearers/readers of their dia-

logue) that all virtue is reducible to one, exact knowledge (epistēmē), 

for which read philosophy, arguably knowledge of the forms (357b).67 

64. Jeremy Barris, The Crane’s Walk (New York: Fordham University Press, forthcom-
ing), 2.1. Barris himself glosses this as philosophy questioning itself, as it were, anticipat-
ing the thesis of this book.

65. Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism, trans. Ray Brassier, Cultural 
Memory in the Present (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003), 2.

66. Patrick Coby, Socrates and the Sophistic Enlightenment: A Commentary on Plato’s Pro-
tagoras (Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell University Press, 1987), 13. I must say that I fi nd Coby’s 
description of Protagoras fantastic, not allowing at all for any distance between a “real” 
Protagoras and Plato’s representation of him, but going beyond even Plato’s own vitriolic 
presentation (13–17). Coby’s absolute assent to Plato’s view of Protagoras is stunning. 
Thus, “What Socrates pretends has taken place is the transformation of Protagoras from 
an honor-loving Achilles (before the analysis) to a crafty, knowledge-loving Odysseus (after 
the analysis). While the hope is unfounded and will not be entertained for long, Socrates 
begins on the assumption that his interlocutor is a partner in a joint investigation whose 
object is knowledge” (131). In contrast to this, see the trenchant words on the bad faith of 
“Socrates” in Harry Berger, “Facing Sophists: Socrates’ Charismatic Bondage in Protago-
ras,” in Situated Utterances: Texts, Bodies, and Cultural Representations (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2005), 391–93.

67. Socrates is somewhat cagey here on the last point, proposing that the precise 
nature of the exact knowledge can be determined on a later occasion. See also discussion 
in Coby, Socrates, 158–60.
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However, it is the form of discourse itself that most embodies the 

Platonic idea here, and more particularly, the explicit thematization 

of the form of discourse.

As Harold Barrett has put it, “It is apparent that Plato’s Socrates 

must dominate, which of course he does in all dialogues. He is never 

bested. In the dialogue under discussion, Protagoras, presented as a 

learned and self-confi dent teacher, holds his own in the fi rst phases 

of the encounter. But when the audience cheers one of Protagoras’s 

longer and appealing statements—when the audience fi nds itself in a 

rhetorical mode and behaves accordingly—Socrates feels constrained 

to ask for short answers. Knowing that his goal can be reached in no 

other way, he insists that Protagoras adopt the ‘more compendious 

method.’ ” 68 As Barrett points out, when Socrates is in danger of los-

ing the encounter, he insists that only his favorite mode of discourse 

may be employed. Protagoras feels group pressure and defers, and all 

this because “it had to be settled in Socrates’ favor. Socrates’ purpose 

and advantage depended on dialogue—not to mention his manage-

ment of it.” 69 Barrett goes on to insightfully point out that when, “as 

agreed, Protagoras takes the lead in the questioning, the power soon 

comes to reside with Socrates—with Plato. That, too, is inevitable. 

Unrestrained Platonic strategy overrides more subtle Socratic dif-

fi dence; Socrates tells more than he asks. The reader senses an insis-

tence and force, much as in the pressing peroration of a speech that 

follows from more moderately styled thought.” 70 By this mode, we 

can perceive Plato making use of the monological dialogue as the only 

(?) discursive mode that can produce such insistence and force reli-

ably. Hence the repeated requirement within the Platonic text that 

only dialogue will do, a demand that indeed ends up in later antiquity 

making dialogue/dialectic the very synonym of philosophy.

In reading the Protagoras we can see that the question of debate ver-

sus dialogue virtually obsessed Plato. There is one moment in particu-

lar in the Protagoras, alluded to above by Barrett, where this issue is the-

matized by Plato. Protagoras has just given a nuanced and convincing 

speech in which he articulates his reasons for not assenting to Socrates’ 

68. Barrett, Sophists, 59.
69. Barrett, Sophists, 59.
70. Barrett, Sophists, 60.
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insistence that the virtues are one by indicating the ways that certain 

things are benefi cial to certain people in certain circumstances and 

distinctly harmful to them in others (I oversimplify) (334a–c). At that 

point, “the audience shouted their approval of his speech.” Socrates 

with his usual ironic self-deprecation announces that he has a defec-

tive memory and cannot follow a long speech, anticipating as well his 

ironic and deceptive self-deprecatory reaction at a similar moment in 

the Symposium. He therefore insists that Protagoras confi ne himself 

to giving short answers to questions addressed to him by Socrates. 

After some byplay as to whether Protagoras or Socrates will decide 

what the proper length is, it becomes clear that it is Socrates who will 

determine this. At this point, Protagoras protests: “ ‘Socrates,’ he said, 

‘I’ve had verbal contests with a great many people, and if I had done 

what you tell me to do, and spoken according to the instructions of my 

antagonist, I should never have got the better of anyone, nor would 

the name of Protagoras have become known in Greece’ ” (335a). Plato’s 

rhetoric here is anything but innocent. By having Protagoras formu-

late his preference for long speech in this fashion, he is having the 

Sophist “confess” that his goals are victory in speech contests and the 

consequent fame (and presumably wealth) that such victories portend. 

At the same time, Plato completely disables any conceivable thought 

that what is at stake for Protagoras is the possibility that one might 

have a better chance of explaining one’s true views in an autonomous 

speech than as the antagonist in a conversation in which someone else 

entirely controls the discourse and allows one only short answers to 

set questions.71 And, of course, Plato thus further occludes the point 

that Socrates’ “purpose and advantage” are entirely served by his insis-

tence on dialogue and the management of such dialogue.

At this point, Socrates pretends to give up: “I knew that he was dis-

satisfi ed with his previous replies, and that he wasn’t willing to take 

the role of answerer in the dialectic [dialegesthai], so I felt that there 

was no point in my continuing the conversation [sounousias]” (335a–b). 

Socrates is about to take his football and go home, and indeed gets 

up with intent to do so. Predictably others intervene and insist that 

71. It needs to be noted that in the Assembly at the pnyx, speakers chose their own 
length of time to speak, as opposed to the dikasteria with its water clock. Mogens Herman 
Hansen, The Athenian Assembly in the Age of Demosthenes (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 91–92.
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he remain, upon which, after some further expressions of false mod-

esty 72 (explicitly marked as a joke by Alcibiades just a bit further on), 

Socrates stipulates, “If you want to listen to Protagoras and me, ask 

him to answer now the way he did at fi rst, briefl y, and sticking to the 

question. If not, what sort of discussion [dialogōn] will we have? I 

thought that a discussion [suneînai . . . dialegomenous] was something 

quite different from a speech in the assembly [dēmēgoreîn]” (336a–b).73 

Of course in the two previous exchanges in which Protagoras had 

kept to Socrates’ “rules,” Socrates had managed to twist him up in 

thoroughly sophistical knots, which is presumably what Socrates de-

sires to continue to be able to do.74

Then a further very arresting development takes place. Socrates 

is asked to choose a referee for the discussion, that is, someone who 

will determine who has successfully defeated the arguments of his op-

ponent and defended his own point of view. Socrates, of course, re-

fuses this option, arguing that if the referee be inferior to the speak-

ers, then his opinion is obviously useless; if he is equal to them, he 

will simply “do the same as we should, so it will be a waste of time to 

choose him”; and, of course, it is impossible to choose one superior 

to Protagoras, so why bother? What has not been noticed, I think, 

by commentators is that what Plato is doing here is parodying and 

dismissing precisely the ethos of the democratic speech situation, in 

72. For a brilliant account of the role of this false modesty in Socratic discourse, see 
Ramona Naddaff, Exiling the Poets: The Production of Censorship in Plato’s Republic (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), 55–56. As Melissa Lane has compellingly shown, this 
has nothing to do, however, with the term eirōneia, as used in Plato’s own texts. “The Evo-
lution of Eirōneia in Classical Greek Texts: Why Socratic Eirōneia Is Not Socratic Irony,” 
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 31 (2006): 49–83.

73. [336b] ει j δε; μηv, τιvς οJ τροvπος ε[σται τω̃ν διαλοvγων; χωρι;ς γα;ρ ε[γωγ’ ωÊ[μην εΔι̃ναι το; συνει̃ναιv 
τε αjλληvλοις διαλεγομε vνους και; το; δημηγορει̃ν.

74. Socrates’ “generous” offer to let Protagoras be the questioner in the fi rst round 
hardly changes this point: “Everyone agreed that that was what we should do. Protagoras 
was altogether unwilling, but none the less he was obliged to agree to put the questions, 
and when he had asked suffi cient, to submit to questioning in his turn and give short 
replies” (338c–e). Protagoras may do anything, that is, but that which he wants to do: 
present his ideas in a reasoned and well-formed speech! It is remarkable the way in which 
some interpreters gloss over this compulsion of Protagoras: “It is agreed to proceed by 
question and answer, with Protagoras questioning fi rst”; Plato, Protagoras, rev. ed., trans. 
with notes by C. C. W. Taylor, Clarendon Plato Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991), 135. Even more telling, in my humble opinion, is the fact that Taylor in his expansive 
commentary has almost nothing more to say on the topic of this clearly highly fraught 
contestation between speeches and dialectic.
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which opposing speakers make their best arguments and others (their 

“inferiors”) decide who was right, or more right, at any rate.

Socrates’ refusal to appoint an arbiter to decide whether he or 

Protagoras is correct constitutes, then, an attack on the fundamental 

discursive structures of democratic speech, the formal debate carried 

out in antithetical speeches (amply exemplifi ed at nearly every turn 

in Thucydides).75 Now, since that form of discourse—the debate of 

antithetical speeches—was, at least arguably, invented by Protago-

ras, or at any rate “made familiar in Athens by him,” 76 the argument 

comes full circle.

Even as sympathetic a reader of Socrates as Patrick Coby here re-

marks that via his manipulation of “democratic nostrums,” Socrates is 

left “free to arbitrate himself.” The “natural ruler” will be the judge.77 

Coby’s summation is powerful:

75. It is here that Barrett’s point, as cited above, of “no other agency” being required in 
the antidemocratic “philosophic” speech situation, is justifi ed. I am not unaware that my 
interpretation is somewhat contentious. Taylor, for instance, regards the suggestion of a 
referee as evidence for sophistic contests of dialectic, decided by a judge (Plato, Protagoras 
135), remarking, moreover, that this kind of contest is deemed to have been invented 
by none other than Protagoras himself. This interpretation is, however, given the lie by 
Protagoras’s extreme reluctance here to engage in any such disputation, with or without 
a referee. Other scholars have, however, noted the powerful analogy between epistemol-
ogy and politics in Plato. See T. H. Irwin, “Coercion and Objectivity in Plato’s Dialectic,” 
Révue Internationale de Philosophie 40 (1986): 57 and especially n. 11 and literature cited 
there. See also Jonathan Cohen, “Philosophy Is Education Is Politics: A Somewhat Ag-
gressive Reading of Protagoras 334d–338e,” conference presentation: Twentieth World 
Congress of Philosophy, in Boston, Mass. (1998), Http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Anci/
AnciCohe.htm. I, therefore, stick with my interpretation that the proposed “judging” of 
this rhetorical contest, like the similar issue in the Symposium, is a symbol writ small, as it 
were, of the kind of judging of rhetors that would take place in Athens in Assembly and 
courtroom. It is not insignifi cant that, as O’Regan points out, the viewing and judging of 
drama were in the same room and with the same people “seated in similar order as that 
which elsewhere voted the political and legal decisions of the city.” Daphne Elizabeth 
O’Regan, Rhetoric, Comedy, and the Violence of Language in Aristophanes’ Clouds (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 3. Cf. also François Jullien, “Did Philosophers Have to 
Become Fixated on Truth?” trans. Janet Lloyd, Critical Inquiry 28, no. 4 (2002): 813, who 
claims that what distinguishes “dialogue” from eristic is that in the former, “truth was sub-
mitted to the judgement of an interlocutor and the latter’s assent to it was required.” The 
interlocutor, however, was always the subordinated partner of the philosopher, Protagoras 
to Socrates, for instance. Jullien, for my taste, does not quite distinguish carefully enough 
between the situation of rhetoric, in which truth is recognized by winning over a third 
party, and the situation of philosophy (“dialogue”), in which “one’s opponent’s ratifi cation 
is both necessary and suffi cient” (814).

76. John H. Finley, Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1942), 15.
77. Coby, Socrates, 97. Cf. Josiah Ober on the “old oligarch”: “Democracy is thus marked 
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Because the standard of dialectical brevity remains in force, Socrates 

can be thought to have emerged victorious. His victory and Protago-

ras’s defeat are indicative of the relative dependence of each speaker 

on the audience. Socrates can endure the public’s scorn; but Protago-

ras depends on its applause. Insofar as this procedural dispute exposes 

Protagoras to be a creature of public opinion, it calls into question the 

sophist’s central claim that by sophistry he is made secure.78

If, however, we recast these sentences only slightly, we can see them 

quite differently. Socrates can endure the public’s scorn, indeed, and 

as tyrant (philosopher-king) would not have to depend on the pub-

lic at all. Protagoras is a creature of public opinion; in a democracy 

he would have to prevail with his rhetoric over opposing rhetors and 

convince the Assembly or the jury of the justice of his cause, just as 

Pericles had to continue to persuade of his excellence in governing in 

order to continue being chosen to do so.

Plato against Pericles

There is a moment in the Protagoras that appears there almost as a 

tossed-off remark but that serves for me as an important contextual 

clue. At one point, upon beginning to narrate his response to the 

Sophist and orator, Socrates relates:

So Protagoras concluded this lengthy exhibition of his skill as a speaker. 

I stayed gazing at him, quite spellbound, for a long time, thinking that 

he was going to say something more, and anxious to hear it; but when I 

saw that he had really fi nished, I collected myself with an effort, so to 

speak and looked at Hippocrates. “Son of Apollodorus,” I said, “I am 

most grateful to you for suggesting that I should come here; for what 

I’ve learnt from Protagoras is something of great importance. Previ-

ously I used to think that there was no technique available to men 

for making people good; but now I am persuaded that there is. I’ve 

just one small diffi culty, and it’s obvious that Protagoras will explain 

for Ps.-Xenophon by the hegemonic political authority of those who are necessarily infe-
rior, both morally and culturally, over their betters” (Political Dissent, 17).

78. Coby, Socrates, 97.
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it too without any trouble, since he has explained so much already. 

Now if you went to any of the orators about this question, you would 

perhaps get a similar speech from Pericles, or from some other able 

speaker; but if you ask them any question, they are no more capable 

of answering or asking anything themselves than a book is. Ask them 

anything about what they’ve said, no matter how small a point, and 

just as bronze, once struck, goes on sounding for a long time until you 

take hold of it, so these orators spin out an answer a mile long to any 

little question.” (328d5–329a4).

Socrates does his best Peter-Falk-as-Colombo (“Everything you say 

makes perfect sense, Protagoras,” and then, turning to leave and over 

his shoulder: “I’ve just got one little question, Mr. P.”).79 Plato is out 

here to skewer both Protagoras and Pericles, but why Pericles? This 

is not a random thrust. Pericles, in addition to being Thucydides’ 

champion, is the best of the democrats, and is also the leader most 

closely associated with Protagoras. At least in legend, Pericles chose 

that Sophist to prepare a constitution for the new Athenian colony 

at Thurii in Italy. Hippocrates, furthermore, wishes to be trained for 

the life of the democratic polis, so attacking Pericles is very much 

to the point of Plato’s protreptic discourse, indeed. If he hopes to 

win Hippocrates from the life of the democracy to the secluded, 

alienated life of the philosopher-prince, then discrediting both Pro-

tagoras and Pericles could not be more apposite. The terms under 

which the attack on Pericles (and, by implication, notwithstanding 

Socrates’ ironic praise of him, on Protagoras) is carried out are pre-

cisely those favoring the use of lengthy speeches or dialogues in dis-

cursive practice.

Pericles’ famous Funeral Oration in Thucydides is an eloquent de-

fense of rhetoric and persuasion as the praiseworthy form and goal of 

public speech, and with this a defense of democratic speech in which 

experts debate and the citizenry decide:

Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighboring states; we are 

rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves. Its administration 

favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy. 

79. For another example of this rhetorical technique in Socrates, see Theaetetus 145d1.
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If we look to the laws, they afford equal justice to all in their private 

differences; if to social standing, advancement in public falls to repu-

tation for capacity, class considerations not being allowed to interfere 

with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way; if a man is able to serve 

the state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. (2.37)80

Although some readers have taken the statement that “its admin-

istration favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a 

democracy” (και ; ο[νομα με;ν δια; το; μη; ε jς οjλιvγους αjλλ j εjς πλει vονας οι jκει̃ν 
δημοκρατιvα κεvκληται) to mean that democracy serves the interests of 

one group, “the many,” and oppresses another group, “the few,” it is 

more naturally read in my view as meaning that in a democracy deci-

sion making is in the hands of the majority and not in the hands of a 

small and powerful subgroup, the oligarchy. A far better translation, 

then, is Edward M. Harris’s: “The Athenian political system ‘is called 

a democracy because the management of affairs is not in the hands of 

a few but in the hands of the majority.” 81 Harris has, moreover, cited 

and successfully refuted a group of scholars who take the passage not 

as praise for democracy, but as the promotion, rather, of an aristoc-

racy of talent. Through close analysis of the syntax and structure of 

the Greek, Harris convincingly argues that, there being three parts to 

the democracy, Thucydides is enumerating for us the democratic as-

pect of all three: in deliberation in the council and Assembly the will 

of the majority of all citizens prevails; in the law courts, in private dis-

putes, all are equal before the law; and in magistracies all are equally 

eligible without regard to class or economic status but based only on 

merit.82 In my opinion, then, there can be little doubt that Harris 

is correct in asserting that “a proper understanding of the structure 

of thought in the passage reveals that Pericles is not contrasting the 

80. Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian 
War, ed. Robert B. Strassler, introd. by Victor Davis Hanson, trans. Richard Crawley (New 
York: Free Press, 1996), 112.

81. Edward M. Harris, “Pericles’ Praise of Athenian Democracy: Thucydides 2.37.1,” 
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 94 (1992): 161. See discussion of (and philological 
rejection of) alternatives at 163–64. Harris is by no means alone in his interpretation. As 
he points out on the following page, he is supported by Kurt Raafl aub and Jacqueline de 
Romilly, among others.

82. Harris, “Pericles’ Praise,” 162. Harris’s argument directly contravenes Ober, Political 
Dissent, 86–87, whose interpretation is in this instance simply not convincing to me.
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democratic facade of Athenian government with its aristocratic real-

ity, nor introducing a modifi cation to the general principle of equality 

by pointing to the importance of merit in election to offi ce. On the 

contrary, Pericles is drawing a sharp distinction between Athenian 

democracy and Spartan oligarchy.” 83 Indeed, the merit that assures 

that all citizens have the possibility of being elected to a magistracy 

is much more democratic than the Spartan one in which magistrates 

are chosen only from a single group.84

Harris’s argument can be supported from another direction. Peri-

cles rather precisely delineates the role of expertise and merit in a 

democratic system and explicitly marks the function of nonexpert 

voters in decision making. Thucydides writes: “Our public men have, 

besides politics, their private affairs to attend to, and our ordinary 

citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair 

judges of public matters; for, unlike any other nation, we regard the 

citizen who takes no part in these duties not as unambitious [aprag-

mona] but as useless, and we are able to judge proposals even if we 

cannot originate them; instead of looking at debate/speeches [logoi] 

as a stumbling-block in the way of action, we think it an indispens-

able preliminary to any wise action at all” (2.40).85 John Finley has 

argued “that when Pericles states his fi rm confi dence in debate and in 

the capacity of all citizens both to interest themselves in the city and 

to think clearly of its affairs (2.40.2), he is answering exactly the argu-

ments which the Theban Herald in the Suppliants (409–425) makes 

against democracy. The latter says that the oratory of the politicians 

leads the masses astray and that the poor in any case lack the time 

and ability for politics. . . . Clearly then the question was crucial in the 

contemporary debate on democracy, and when Pericles defends the 

fi tness of the masses for government, one must see in his words not 

merely the faith of a convinced democrat but the line of argument ac-

tually pursued in the Periclean Age by the advocates of a democratic 

system.” 86 Plato in his sharp contrast between dialectic and speech 

83. Harris, “Pericles’ Praise,” 162.
84. On Sparta’s government, see G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian 

War (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1972), 125–51.
85. Thucydides, Landmark, 113.
86. John H. Finley, Three Essays on Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 1967), 22. Note that I am not taking any position at all on Thucydides’ own ideology.
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making, to the detriment of course of the latter, decisively rejects 

Pericles’ precise description of democratic speech in the Funeral 

Oration that we have just read, one in which experts debate and well-

informed nonexperts judge. We see here how Socrates’ conversation 

with Protagoras, seemingly on the near-private level of the search for 

Truth, can be read as well, nay ought to be read as well, as a strong 

comment on political theory and as a rejection of the very premise of 

Athenian democracy.

The term α jπραvγμονα (literally, “free from business”) is charged. 

Hobbes wittily translated this phrase as “for we only think one that is 

utterly ignorant therein, to be a man not that meddles with nothing, 

but that is good for nothing.” 87 The point, in any translation, is that 

what in other places is a compliment, to be αjπραvγμων, is not so at 

Athens, where to be uninvolved in political life is to be deemed use-

less. Perhaps better would be to say that the adjective is still a com-

pliment, even at Athens, but would not be applied there to one who 

is ignorant and uninvolved in public affairs.88 Considering that this 

term is precisely that which philosophers used of themselves in praise 

of their life without striving for power, prestige, and money, it is, at 

least arguably, a highly marked criticism of those good-for-nothing 

men that Thucydides is remarking. For instance, in Xenophon’s Mem-

orabilia 3.11.16, we fi nd Socrates describing himself as precisely that:

“Ah!” said Socrates, making fun of his own leisurely habits, “it’s not 

so easy for me to fi nd time. For I have much business to occupy me, 

private and public; and I have the dear girls, who won’t leave me day or 

night; they are studying potions with me and spells.”

The rhetoric here is a bit tricky: Socrates is speaking ironically, 

making fun (episkôptôn) of his own leisurely habits (tên hautou apragmo-

sunên), yet it seems nevertheless quite clear that that is the way that 

he (and others) would have praised his life, similar to the way that 

“scholar” comes from skhole and scholars are, in Hebrew, praised as 

Mynleb, idle (usually useless) people. The point can be made stronger: 

87. Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War: The Complete Hobbes Translation, with notes and a 
new introduction by David Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 111.

88. For further discussion of this point, see Simon Hornblower, A Commentary on 
Thucydides, vol. 1, Books I–III (1991; repr., Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 305.
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for Socrates to be ironic about his apragmosunên, it would normally 

have to be a term of praise. For Thucydides’ Pericles, on the other 

hand, such praise of elite uninvolvement in the life of the polis is 

anathema; it is the moral responsibility of every citizen to engage 

with the democracy and its decision making.

Although Pericles’ statement “we are able to judge proposals even 

if we cannot originate them” is textually uncertain and can be trans-

lated in various ways,89 it seems clear to me that its general import is 

the same in all versions: there is at Athens, as at other cities and even 

oligarchies, a distinction between men who primarily pursue the city’s 

affairs and those who primarily engage in other activities. The former 

become more expert and are thus best at formulating and presenting 

policy, but the latter are, nonetheless, capable, entirely so, of judg-

ing correctly between well formulated and presented policies.90 This 

utterance cannot, in my humble opinion, be taken on any stretch to 

mean that “Thucydides [is] making Pericles claim that the democracy 

is actually not fully participatory at all, but run by an élite.” 91 Rather, 

Thucydides reveals here his (or at any rate Pericles’) clear approba-

tion of the free discussion of all citizens, in the form of their listening 

to speeches by “experts” who make proposals and counterproposals 

and then deciding on the merits of those proposals.92

89. Hornblower, Commentary, 305.
90. See too for this interpretation Gregory Vlastos, “The Individual as Object of Love 

in Plato,” in Platonic Studies (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), 16n43.
91. Hornblower, Commentary, 305. Here is not the place for technical textual discus-

sion, but the other possible translation leads to an even stronger approbation of participa-
tory democracy. Hence it is enough for my argument to show that even the version that 
suggests a distinction between those who formulate and present policies for discussion 
and those who competently judge between them is not at all an attack on (or even quali-
fi cation of) participatory democracy. Yunis too thinks that Hornblower is wrong here 
(Harvey Yunis, Taming Democracy: Models of Political Rhetoric in Classical Athens [Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1996], 76n40).

92. This is exactly the process that Thucydides shows as “working” in the Mytilenian 
Debate. (I will discuss this point elsewhere; for the moment let suffi ce my caution that 
I am not claiming that Thucydides was a supporter of the democracy, but he was not an 
opponent of the democracy. Of that I am certain.) This seems, moreover, to have been 
a commonly held account of democracy, namely that what citizens do best is “judging.” 
See on this point Maurice Pope, “Thucydides on Democracy,” Historia 37 (1988): 285: “a 
glimpse here into a fi fth century democrat’s handbook.” Note how sharply Plato attacks 
this notion. Aristotle, on the other hand, fully approbates it. Cf. Politics III. xi. 1–2 (1281b). 
For a sense of how widespread this topos is, note that it comes up again in the famous 
speech of Athenagoras in Thucydides vi. 39.1; and see discussion in A. H. M. Jones, Athe-
nian Democracy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), 54–55.
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Aspasia’s Funeral Oration, the Menexenus

There seems to be a dual political motivation for Plato’s propaganda. 

The fi rst and lower aspect of this is academic rivalry and competition 

with other teachers, notably Isocrates. The other motive that we can 

ascribe to Plato is both more serious (less venal) and more danger-

ous, for it goes beyond the question of academic prestige and success 

and involves the very foundations of the Athenian polity. The arts of 

speaking were most signifi cant in the Assembly and law courts, both 

public institutions of the democracy, and Plato was an implacable 

opponent of democracy and supporter of oligarchy, in part owing to 

the experiences of his family at the time of the restoration of the de-

mocracy. For Plato, philosophy could not be so teachable, for then 

it could not be restricted to a tiny elite of philosopher-kings. Hence 

philosophy has to be absolutely split off from that other known as 

sophistic or rhetoric. There is little reason, however, to imagine that 

the preponderance of Athenian thinkers accepted Plato’s odd and 

antidemocratic notions that ran counter to the traditions of Athens. 

The Protagoras, more than anything else, can be read (I propose) as a 

move in the great Athenian controversy about democracy. From this 

point of view, the attack on Pericles is anything but unmotivated, but 

rather a key to the whole project of the dialogue. In order to under-

stand in a more nuanced way what it is that drives Socrates’ seemingly 

almost gratuitous jibe at Pericles, we need to attend to one of Plato’s 

strangest of texts, the dialogue Menexenus, which parodies the Thucy-

didean funeral oration.

It is by now almost a commonplace that Thucydides in writing 

Pericles’ Funeral Oration was highly infl uenced by rhetors and espe-

cially Gorgias. Thucydides’ closeness and indeed indebtedness to the 

Sophists has been argued by H. D. Rankin.93 Proctor has further com-

mented on these sophistic connections:

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a perceptive critic, complained that 

not a few of what he called the theatrical fi gures of speech affected 

93. H. D. Rankin, “Thucydides: Sophistic Method and Historical Research,” in Soph-
ists, Socratics, and Cynics (London: Croom Helm, 1983), 98–121. I would suggest that this 
point weakens considerably Ober’s case for Thucydides as sharp critic of democratic 
knowledge and of rhetoric, cf. Ober, Political Dissent, 77–79.
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by Gorgias—his matching clauses, assonances, plays on words and 

antitheses—were to be found in Thucydides. . . .“Puerile,” μειρακιωvδη, 

was his word for both of these [Pericles’ last speech and Hermocrates’ 

speech in VI]. He also took exception to the style of the famous chap-

ters on revolution (III.82–83), with which most modern readers are 

well content, saying that Thucydides here “began to dramatise”—

αjρξαvμενος εjπιτραγωδει̃ν.

That the craze for ornamentation was no mere fl ash in the pan is 

shown by the fact that Plato thought it worth while to parody it—

in the Epitaphios attributed by Socrates to Aspasia in the Menexenus 

and in the peroration of Agathon’s speech in the Symposium, which 

Socrates is made to pick on as peculiarly “Gorgiastic.” . . . That Thucy-

dides certainly did not escape its infl uence in the three years before 

he left Athens is attested by Marcellinus and the anonymous writer 

whose biography of Thucydides has come down to us with his; and it 

has indeed left unmistakable traces in his style.94

Given indeed Plato’s disdain for Gorgias as expressed in his epony-

mous dialogue as well as in the two moments mentioned by Proctor, 

it is not surprising that Plato, too, expresses views that are the exact 

opposite of Thucydides’ Periclean peroration in the Funeral Oration. 

Plato, in this most unusual of dialogues, the Menexenus, gives us a fu-

neral oration, presented as having been written by Aspasia, Pericles’ 

lover and the mother of his children. Although it is not an uncontro-

versial point in interpretation, many scholars have seen this piece as a 

parody of Pericles’ own Funeral Oration, among them such notables 

as E. R. Dodds and Nicole Loraux.95 Since the text being parodied in 

this dialogue is the Thucydidean Funeral Oration of Pericles, and this 

parody of Pericles is put in the mouth of none other than his beloved 

94. Dennis Proctor, The Experience of Thucydides (Warminster, Wilts., England: Aris & 
Phillips, 1980), 39.

95. E. R. Dodds, introduction to Gorgias: A Revised Text, by Plato (1959; repr., Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 23–24; Proctor, Experience, 6; Nicole Loraux, The Invention 
of Athens: The Funeral Oration in the Classical City (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1986), 311–27; M. Pohlenz, Aus Platos Werdezeit (Berlin: Weidmann, 1913), 264–92; 
A. E. Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work (London: Methuen, 1960), 42. Incidentally, it 
is not beside the point to remark that if Pericles’ Funeral Oration were already a sort of 
self-parody in Thucydides as Ober holds, Plato ought to have been less moved to parody it 
himself. This is, of course, not in any sense a knockout punch to Ober’s reading, but it is, I 
think, suggestive.

j
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Aspasia, this would seem to be a crucial text for my purposes of ar-

guing that Plato’s invention of philosophia/dialectic is as much about 

politics as it is about metaphysics.

One key to the interpretation of the Menexenus is in the character 

of Aspasia, lover/wife of Pericles and a brilliantly educated woman. 

We have records of a Socratic dialogue by Aeschines in which Aspasia 

is Socrates’ teacher in matters erotic. In the Menexenus, Socrates is 

clearly made to treat us to his view of funeral orations in general:

Actually, Menexenus, in many ways it’s a fi ne thing to die in battle. A 

man gets a magnifi cent funeral even if he dies poor, and people praise 

him even if he was worthless. Wise men lavish praise on him, and not 

at random but in speeches prepared long in advance, and the praise is 

so beautiful that although they speak things both true and untrue of 

each man, the extreme beauty and diversity of their words bewitches 

our souls. For in every way, they eulogize the city and those who died 

in battle and all our forebears, and even us who are still alive, until 

fi nally, Menexenus, I feel myself ennobled by them. I every time stand 

and listen, charmed, believing I have become bigger, better-born, and 

better-looking on the spot. (234c)96

The contrast between seductive, fl attering, beautiful language that 

is untrue, and spontaneous, unbeautiful language that carries truth is 

very well known to us from the Symposium, another work in which 

Gorgias’s rhetoric and encomia in general are explicitly thematized 

and attacked. Menexenus gets the joke, of course, and remonstrates 

with Socrates for always making fun of rhetors. In the Menexenus, As-

pasia is charged with having written Pericles’ own Funeral Oration 

and then with having composed one of her own out of the “leftovers” 

from that one (236b). Reginald E. Allen, following a couple of hints in 

Aristotle, which he takes to represent the view of the Academy, sug-

gests that “rhetorical fl attery is the theme of the Menexenus.” 97 I agree 

with Allen, as well, that there is no question at all but that “the speech 

96. Plato, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Meno, Gorgias, Menexenus, trans. Reginald E. Allen, 
The Dialogues of Plato (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 329.

97. Reginald E. Allen, “Comment, Menexenus,” in Plato, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, 
Meno, Gorgias, Menexenus, trans. Reginald E. Allen, The Dialogues of Plato (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1984), 320.
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of Aspasia is base rhetoric,” a parody of that which is delightedly to 

be mocked.98 For E. R. Dodds the Menexenus is a (parodic) example 

of the practice that the Gorgias excoriates in theory: “Both of them 

convey the same criticisms of Athenian democracy and Athenian for-

eign policy, though the expression is direct in one case, ironical in the 

other.” 99 And for Loraux, the Menexenus “is the only work of the clas-

sical period devoted explicitly to exorcizing the offi cial oration.” 100

After mocking the whole enterprise and genre, Socrates proceeds 

to deliver to his young friend that very oration of Aspasia’s, compar-

ing the performance to taking his clothes off and dancing naked for 

Menexenus. “Aspasia’s” Funeral Oration is a reductio ad absurdum of 

Pericles’ own. The falsehoods of “hers” are so ridiculous in order to 

point up the slyer falsehood of his. Now insofar as Pericles’ oration 

is the very zenith of Athenian democracy for Thucydides, nothing 

could be more marked with respect to political theory than Plato’s 

contempt for this speech.101 Once again, citing the precise formula-

tion of Nicole Loraux: “In attacking the funeral oration Plato is again 

attacking Athenian democracy, and in one of its most solemn prac-

tices. Democratic is the rule that gives the poor man a magnifi cent 

tomb and accords a fi ne speech to the commonplace man redeemed 

by a fi ne death (Menexenus 234c2–4). Democracy is also the collective 

character of the epitaphioi: for all the same destiny, for all, the same 

oration; and against this egalitarianism the advocate of geometrical 

98. Allen, “Comment, Menexenus,” 320. Allen proceeds to dismantle any claim to 
the contrary that would “affi rm its excellence as a specimen of Greek oratory.” As Allen 
puts it, “The speech is no doubt good of its kind, but its kind is not good: it is base 
rhetoric. Rhetoric which aims at the good of the soul must aim also at truth, or so the 
Gorgias claims, and if the Menexenus conforms to the accepted structure of a funeral ora-
tion, that structure is itself the product merely of knack and experience in achieving a 
desired effect” (321). Loraux makes the same point, commenting that it is not so much 
the content “which is that of the traditional funeral oration but the presence of such 
terms as dokein or phainesthai, which undermine the statement that follows them, expos-
ing the oration as a parody. . . . It would be pointless to try to see the Platonic epitaphios 
as a ‘reasonable funeral oration’; I would therefore oppose all the serious readings of the 
Menexenus, although they are based on a tradition going back to antiquity.” Loraux, Inven-
tion, 325.

99. Dodds, Gorgias, 24.
100. Loraux, Invention, 312.
101. It is fascinating to learn that a much later tyrant of Greece, Metaxas in the 

twentieth century, forbad the study of Pericles’ Funeral Oration in schools, as I learn from 
Loraux, Invention, 5. I think he well understood something about Thucydides that some 
scholars miss.
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equality protests.” 102 We see already how politically fraught the oppo-

sition of debates to dialectic is for Plato, and in his taking of the exact 

opposite stance to Thucydides in his evaluation of Pericles, Plato is 

signifying his posture on the democratic question, as well, thus fully 

clarifying his seemingly unmotivated jibe at Pericles with which I be-

gan this piece of the text.103 For Plato, as the Menexenus makes clear, 

the corruption of the Sophists and of sophistic rhetoric is bound up 

hand and foot with his disdain for democracy and cannot be sepa-

rated from it. The Protagoras, I hope to have shown, in its seemingly 

unmotivated attack on Pericles articulates clearly the interface be-

tween epistemology and political theory.

The Politics of Protagoras

A bit more close reading of the Protagoras will enhance this point fur-

ther. After interrupting Protagoras’s attempt to make his arguments 

via an analysis of a poem by Simonides (an attempt, in which, by the 

way, Protagoras was trying to keep to the question-and-answer form 

dictated by Socrates) (342a), Socrates (with the help of the ever-faith-

ful Alcibiades) once again bullies Protagoras into assuming the posi-

tion of answerer in the dialectic (348c). Just before entering into the 

passage, Socrates bamboozles Protagoras into agreeing that “measur-

ing” of pleasure and pain is an exact science, a tekhnē that has within it 

epistēmē.104 It is here that the element of coercion enters into the Pla-

tonic speech situation, for as T. H. Irwin has pointed out, following 

Richard Rorty, it is precisely the claim for absolutely objective “truth” 

that introduces the element of coercion into philosophical discourse. 

102. Loraux, Invention, 314–15.
103. This line of thinking about the connection between the Menexenus and the 

Symposium will be further expounded in chapter 7 below. On the opposition of dialogue to 
rhetoric, see also Lucian, Twice Accused, 28, in which Rhetoric insists that “the Syrian” not 
be allowed to make a speech in his defense, since he has abandoned her for Dialogue. The 
possibility of a defense in dialogue is, of course, quite absurd. Lucian of Samosata, “The 
Double Indictment,” in Lucian III, with an English translation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., 
Loeb Classics (London: W. Heinemann, 1913–67), 141.

104. I think my language is not too strong (although it is, to be sure, aggressive). At 
several occasions in the dialogues, Socrates’ enemies (again, not too strong) compare him 
to some sort of creature who stuns or poisons his victims. Most memorably, there is the 
image of the torpedo fi sh in the Meno 75c8ff. Socrates himself, à la Plato, is more likely to 
compare himself to a gadfl y who wakes Athenians up!
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“The misguided philosopher wants anyone who claims knowledge to 

come to him for a certifi cate of legitimacy, because he can tell them 

when a claim will be justifi ed. He can tell them this because he knows 

what conditions a claim or method must satisfy if it is to reveal to us 

the way the world is. The way the world is is the way it objectively 

is, in logical independence of our beliefs and desires about how it is. 

The principles of misguided philosophy satisfy Nozick’s conditions 

for being coercive, since they tell rational people what they have to 

believe, like it or not.” 105 This misguided philosopher could very well 

be, then, a character sketch of Socrates, and Protagoras the very type 

of the “anyone who claims knowledge.” On this reading, what so irks 

Plato about Protagoras is precisely his powerful unsettling of the 

epistemological conditions for such coercion in his famous “The hu-

man being is the measure” dictum.106

Socrates begins his fi nal attack by returning to what is, after all, the 

theme of the whole conversation by asking Protagoras once again, 

as in the beginning, whether he holds that “wisdom, soundness of 

mind, courage, justice, and holiness” are fi ve separate things that are 

all parts of excellence (arete) or whether they are fi ve names for what 

is essentially the same thing.107 Protagoras concedes that he has be-

come convinced that four of these parts of virtue are similar to each 

other (and presumably entail one another) but that courage is quite 

independent of the rest, for there are “men who are totally irreligious, 

unjust, wanton, and ignorant, but very courageous” (359b). The rest of 

the dialogue consists of questions and answers in which Protagoras is 

completely defeated by Socrates on this last point (359c–360d).

Socrates leads off by recalling Protagoras’s distinction between 

courage and the other parts of virtue and remarks at how surprised 

he was by it.108 Socrates “proves” that whatever the actions of men at 

105. Irwin, “Coercion,” 51. See also Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980), 177; and Irwin’s discussion there.

106. For further discussion on this, see Schiappa, Protagoras, 117–33, and a host of other 
scholars cited there.

107. I am not entering here into the excellent philosophical discussions about what 
Plato might have meant by sameness and difference here, which are beside my point and 
can be easily followed in the commentaries on the Protagoras.

108. I shall be partly following Coby’s lucid paraphrase of the argument here (Coby, 
Socrates, 166–72), in spite of drawing nearly directly opposing conclusions from it.
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war, for instance, whether bold or fearful, they are always caused by 

knowledge or lack of same. Socrates reaches the conclusion by asking 

Protagoras whether cowards go toward things that inspire confi dence 

and the courageous toward things that inspire dread.

Socrates then builds on his above-discussed (admittedly fallacious 

and perhaps deliberately so) conclusion that akrasia (moral weakness) 

is equivalent to mere ignorance.109 If people do not “give into them-

selves” out of moral weakness but always calculate their best interests, 

some wisely and some foolishly, then no one goes toward that which 

is truly fearful in the long run. Since he has manipulated Protagoras 

previously into assenting to these propositions, the latter cannot but 

agree to that which is now derived from them as premises. It could 

be said that Socrates preserves some degree of intellectual integrity 

with his proviso “if that demonstration was correct,” knowing full 

well that it wasn’t, but that very qualifi cation is calculated to go by 

Protagoras very quickly and lightly here.

Socrates’ conclusion seems, then, ineluctable: “But now everyone, 

coward and courageous alike, goes for what he is confi dent about, 

and in this way, at any rate, cowards and courageous go for the same 

things.” Protagoras cannot tolerate this violation of common sense: 

“ ‘But, Socrates,’ he said, ‘the things that cowards go for are exactly 

the opposite of those that the courageous go for. For instance, cou-

rageous men are willing to go to war, but cowards aren’t.’ ” In order 

to refute this palpably correct observation, Socrates now mobilizes 

another of his tricky conclusions from the previous discussion, to 

wit, the equally fallacious claim that “the noble, the good, and the 

pleasant are three terms designating the same thing, namely maxi-

mum pleasure and minimum pain.” If that be the case, then the next 

conclusions follow as night follows day:

“Is it praiseworthy to go,” I said, “or disgraceful?”

“Praiseworthy.”

“So if it’s praiseworthy, we agreed previously that it is good; for we 

agreed that all praiseworthy actions are good.”

109. Coby, Socrates, 167. See also G. R. F. Ferrari, “Akrasia as Neurosis in Plato’s Protago-
ras,” Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 6 (1990): 115–39.
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“That’s true; I remain of that opinion.”

“You are right,” I said. “But which of them is it you say are not will-

ing to go to war, though that is something praiseworthy and good?”

“Cowards,” he said.

“Well, now,” I said, “if it’s praiseworthy and good, is it also 

pleasant?”

“Well, that’s what was agreed,” he said.

“So cowards are unwilling, in full knowledge of the facts, to go for 

what is more praiseworthy and better and pleasanter?”

“But if we agree to that,” he said, “we shall contradict our previ-

ously agreed conclusions.”

“And what about the courageous man? Does he not go for what is 

more praiseworthy and better and pleasanter?”

“I have to agree,” he said.

Protagoras here has reluctantly agreed to a proposition that seems 

to him contrary to good sense and experience, namely that going to 

war, since it is good and noble, must also be pleasant.110 Since the 

practice of courageous men who go to war has been predicated as 

everything positive—goodness, nobility, and even pleasantness—the 

courageous could not possibly be frightened by shameful fears nor 

made brave by foolish and shameful boldness:

“Now in general, when a courageous man is afraid, his fear is not some-

thing disgraceful, nor his confi dence when he is confi dent?”

“That’s right,” he said.

“And if not disgraceful, are they not praiseworthy?”

He agreed.

“And if praiseworthy, good as well?”

“Yes.”

“Now by contrast the fear and the confi dence of cowards, madmen, 

and the foolhardy are disgraceful?”

110. I rather think that Protagoras would almost have grounds for a suit of slander 
against Coby, who writes here, “Of the nobility and goodness of courage, he replied, ‘You 
speak truly, and always it seems so to me.’ This was the Protagoras of old speaking, urging 
self-sacrifi ce on others while reserving pleasure for himself; it was the ‘safe’ reply (351d)” 
(Coby, Socrates, 167).
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He agreed.

“And is their confi dence disgraceful and bad for any other reason 

than ignorance and error?”

“It’s as you say,” he said.

Protagoras, it seems, is now so confused by Socrates’ rapid argu-

ment that he cannot even see how he is being manipulated. He is 

dispirited, not, on my reading, because he sees that he is about to lose 

a contest, but because he senses that Socrates is maneuvering him 

toward a conclusion that profoundly violates his sense of how things 

are. For Socrates, of course, that is a consummation devoutly to be 

wished. Plato’s entire epistemology is based on the assumption that 

what people believe is at best only appearance and false conscious-

ness. He is the very ideal type of Rorty’s “misguided philosopher.” 

But Protagoras has no such elitist presuppositions.

The relentless juggernaut proceeds:

“Well, now, do you call what makes a man a coward, cowardice or 

courage?”

“I call it cowardice,” he said.

“And didn’t it turn out that they are cowards as a result of their er-

ror about what is to be feared?”

“Certainly,” he said.

“So it’s in consequence of that error that they are cowards?”

He agreed.

Even Coby, the most blatant apologist for Socrates that I have 

found in modern writing, elegantly skewers Socrates’ conclusion here, 

showing, for instance, that it might very well lead to the conclusion 

that “it follows that what is courageous behavior for the general (a 

rational determination that warfare is more pleasurable than painful) 

may well prove cowardly behavior for his troops—which leaves one 

with the comic possibility of a general courageously leading a charge 

and his troops courageously running for cover.” 111

But the logic is inexorable:

111. Coby, Socrates, 169.
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“And you agree that what makes them cowards is cowardice?”

He assented.

“So cowardice proves to be error about what is to be feared and 

what isn’t?”

He nodded.

If it is cowardice that makes men cowardly, and it is error that 

makes men cowardly, then it follows that cowardice is error. Socrates 

goes on:

“But now,” I said, “the opposite of cowardice is courage.”

“Yes.”

“Now wisdom about what is to be feared and what isn’t is the op-

posite of error about that.”

At that he nodded once again.

“And error about that is cowardice?”

With great reluctance he nodded at that.

“So wisdom about what is to be feared and what isn’t is courage, 

since it is the opposite of error about that?”

At this he wasn’t even willing to nod agreement, but remained si-

lent. And I said, “What’s this, Protagoras? Won’t you even answer yes 

or no?”

“Carry on yourself,” he said.

“I’ve only one more question to ask you,” I said. “Do you still think, 

as you did at the beginning, that some men are altogether ignorant, 

but very courageous?”

“I see that you insist, Socrates,” he said, “that I must answer. So I’ll 

oblige you; I declare that from what we have agreed it seems to me 

impossible.” (359c–360d)

It’s all over but the crowing. I fi nd that this dénouement quite 

bears out Barrett’s verdict that “Plato gives Protagoras the attitude 

of a rehabilitated rebel who has learned the right way and the right 

words to say.” 112 With this bon mot, Barrett helps me nail down the 

112. Barrett, Sophists, 60. It should be stated that Irwin, “Coercion,” is largely an at-
tempt to show that in the Gorgias Plato partly corrects for defects in the earlier elenctic 
method that render it coercive, but even Irwin (72–73) is not entirely sure of his success in 
this enterprise. Whatever Irwin’s conclusions about the possibility of a noncoercive dia-
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point of this chapter, alluding, as he does, to the Melian Dialogue. 

Plato at his most spoudaios, as I believe he is in the Protagoras, is deeply 

committed to an attack on a mode of speech, on a speech genre, if 

you will—the debate or speech in the Assembly. This objection car-

ries with it an entire epistemology which is, at the same time, a politi-

cal theory. On the one hand, Plato holds that there is absolute Truth 

somewhere out there in the Formosphere, and even though it is ex-

tremely diffi cult, nigh impossible, to discover, it is there beyond the 

fl ux of phenomena and experiences. Since only that Truth can give 

a meaningful basis to ethical action, only those who have access to 

it (or, at any rate, who seek it), shall have power in the polis, and de-

mocracy, as well, falls victim to oligarchy. If Protagoras is, as Farrar 

claimed compellingly, “the fi rst democratic theorist,” then Plato is, 

if not the fi rst—surely not the fi rst—an antidemocratic theorist, not 

least, or perhaps even most, in his slanderous attack on the Sophists 

Protagoras and Gorgias.

The essence of Athenian democracy hangs on the ability of the 

Athenian citizens who are not experts and not even adepts in po-

litical tekhnē to nevertheless hear and understand opposing speeches 

about justice (dissoi logoi) and to make just decisions on that basis. We 

see better now why this issue will be such a fraught one for Plato, 

appearing as it does in the Protagoras in the discussion of taking on a 

referee between Protagoras and Socrates and in the Gorgias and the 

Symposium in the fi gures of the theatrical competition and the rhe-

torical competition (to be discussed below).

The Gorgias is a similar dialogue to the Protagoras in that in it a virtual 

caricature of one of the most important Sophists is set up as a straw 

man and shot down in the service of the promulgation of (monologi-

cal) dialogue over rhetoric and debate. Oddly enough, however, it is in 

this dialogue that Plato shows us (on my reading) his self-perception 

of the cracks in his own epistemological foundationalism as well.

lectic might be, it seems clear that in practice Socratic speech was coercive and criticized 
as such by democrats (Callicles!), and that is what is crucial for my argument here.
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“Confound Seriousness with Laughter”: 

On Monological and Dialogical Reading—

the Gorgias

I
n an essay professing to advise students on how to get the 

most out of college, the conservative pundit David Brooks 

wrote recently:

Read Plato’s “Gorgias.” As Robert George of Princeton ob-

serves, “The explicit point of the dialogue is to demonstrate 

the superiority of philosophy (the quest for wisdom and truth) 

to rhetoric (the art of persuasion in the cause of victory). At a 

deeper level, it teaches that the worldly honors that one may 

win by being a good speaker . . . can all too easily erode one’s 

devotion to truth—a devotion that is critical to our integrity 

as persons. So rhetorical skills are dangerous, potentially soul-

imperiling gifts.” Explains everything you need to know about 

politics and punditry.1

Despite a century of research fi ndings and explication to 

the contrary (since Nietzsche), this way of thinking about the 

place of Gorgias (and of sophism generally) in our culture is still 

1. David Brooks, editorial, “Harvard-Bound? Chin Up,” New York Times, 2 
March 2006.
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dominant. (I, of course, giving similar advice to students would sug-

gest: read Gorgias.) Accepting the caricature drawn by Plato, George 

and Brooks seem able to understand Gorgias only as a charlatan who 

was cynically aware that what he taught was nothing but a means to 

achieve victory in debate, without regard for truth (and in service of 

the adept’s own power and pleasure).2 In this chapter, I wish then 

to explore two ways of reading Plato, one that takes fully seriously 

and at (highly critical) face value his attack on Gorgias and the other 

Sophists, and one that attends to an at least incipient, if not more, 

voice of internal critique within Plato himself, the vaunted “second 

accent” of the heteroglossic or dialogical text. The point is precisely 

that neither reading is the correct one, but rather that Plato’s texts 

manifest an intention to be read with such dead seriousness in one 

moment but to be heard as qualifying themselves at another. With 

this chapter, then, I begin to develop a dialogical reading of Plato’s 

corpus.

In the Gorgias, one of Plato’s main objectives is the very invention 

of rhētorikē in order to set it up as the other of philosophia. A distin-

guished historian of philosophy has written: “It was the widening 

gulf between rhetoric and reality which led Plato in the Gorgias to 

contrast rhetoric and philosophy, and to condemn the practice of the 

fi rst, and then later in the Phaedrus to argue in favour of a reformed 

rhetoric based on dialectic and psychology as a possible servant of 

philosophy.” 3 Was it indeed? To my way of reading (learned from 

other and better scholars than I, notably Nightingale and Schiappa), 

Plato actually “invented” rhetoric as a way of establishing the dis-

tinctiveness and sole value of his notion of thinking, so there could 

have been no widening gulf between a “rhetoric” that had not yet 

been invented and a putative reality. In other words, rhetoric as a 

discipline separate from philosophy did not exist until Plato drew 

the distinction and created the binary opposition.4 In order to get 

2. For a good summary of what we know about Gorgias, see Scott Porter Consigny, 
Gorgias: Sophist and Artist, Studies in Rhetoric/Communication (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 2001).

3. G. B. Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1981), 78.

4. Edward Schiappa, “Did Plato Coin Rhētorikē?” American Journal of Philology 111 
(1990): 457–70.
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a better sense of what it is that I am pushing against, let me cite the 

formulation of one of the more infl uential of traditional historians 

of rhetoric, George Kennedy, who writes, “The most important and 

most infl uential of the critics of rhetoric was Plato, especially in the 

dialogue Gorgias.” 5 Thus for Kennedy there was an existing entity 

called “rhetoric” already in place for Plato to criticize. Kennedy, who 

simply takes Plato’s dialogues as somehow a true story (and not the 

literary fi ctions that they almost patently are), argues that since the 

dialogue is set in the late fi fth century and Gorgias and Polus both 

accept the term rhētorikē, therefore it must have existed earlier than 

Plato. The fallaciousness of this inference hardly needs to be argued.6 

The invention of the word and the concept of “rhetoric” is, I believe, 

intimately bound up in the reinvention of the word and the concept 

of “philosophy” by Plato, for whom the defi nition of that term in-

dicates a willingness to “challenge the hold of the concrete over our 

consciousness, and to substitute the abstract.” 7 We can see, then, that 

the very defi nition of rhetoric and philosophy as each other’s others 

(much like the later terms “heresy” and “orthodoxy”) is bound up in 

what we would call a philosophical question itself, namely the insis-

tence on a realm of abstract or ideal existence, that which is consti-

tuted by the Platonic “ideas” or “forms,” exactly that which Gorgias 

had denied. “Plato,” remarks Nightingale, “was born into a culture 

which had no distinct concept of ‘philosophy,’ in spite of the fact 

that various kinds of abstract and analytic thinking had been and 

were being developed by the Presocratics, the mathematicians, dif-

5. George A. Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from 
Ancient to Modern Times (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 7.

6. Cf. Charles H. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary 
Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2, who gets this just right, stating 
the intention “to situate Plato in his own time and place, and thus to overcome what one 
might describe as the optical illusion of the dialogues. By this I mean Plato’s extraordi-
nary success in recreating the dramatic atmosphere of the previous age, the intellectual 
milieu of the late fi fth century in which Socrates confronts the Sophists and their pupils. 
It is diffi cult but necessary to bear in mind the gap between this art world, created by 
Plato, and the actual world in which Plato worked out his own philosophy.” See his 
harsher words on p. 3 for scholars who mistake the dramatist for a historian.

7. Eric Alfred Havelock, Preface to Plato (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1963), 281. Or see Charles Kahn’s formulation: “My interpretation is to this extent unitar-
ian, in that I contend that behind the literary fl uctuations of Plato’s work stands the 
stable world view defi ned by his commitment to an otherwordly metaphysics and to the 
strict Socratic moral ideal.” Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, xv–xvi.
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ferent kinds of scientists, and the Sophists. Previous to Plato, these 

intellectuals, together with poets, lawgivers, and other men of skill 

or wisdom, were grouped together under the headings of ‘sophoi’ and 

‘sophistai.’ ” 8

As I have suggested, there are two kinds of political moves em-

bedded in Plato’s monological dialogues. In addition to the politics 

of Athens, we can also discern a more conventional kind of politics, 

namely academic rivalry. (When Henry Kissinger was asked why he 

was leaving Harvard for the State Department, he is reported to have 

answered that he was tired of politics.) As Charles Kahn has put it, 

“The intellectual world to which Plato’s own work belongs is defi ned 

not by the characters in his dialogues but by the thought and writing 

of his contemporaries and rivals, such as the rhetorician Isocrates and 

the various followers of Socrates.” 9 It is on this view quite plausible to 

read the Gorgias as primarily a covert attack not so much on Gorgias 

the teacher, as on Isocrates the (alleged) pupil of Gorgias and true 

8. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 10.

9. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 2; and Schiappa similarly remarks:

There were good reasons for Plato to invent the term rhētorikē. The Gorgias was 
written at about the same time as the Menexenus, a piece in which Plato also attacked 
rhetorike—despite providing what came to be regarded by the Athenians as a good 
example of a funeral oration. The combined target of the Gorgias and the Menexenus 
was nothing less than the most important public speaking practices in Athens: defense 
in the law courts, speaking in the assembly, and the important political act of eulogiz-
ing the war dead. If Plato could identify the “product” of his rival Isocrates’ training 
as something unnecessary or undesirable, so much the better for the reputation of 
Plato’s school. Gorgias, it should be remembered, was the teacher of Isocrates, hence 
a dialogue on public discourse titled Gorgias that included thinly veiled references 
to Isocrates would easily have been recognized in the fourth century as an attack on 
the training afforded by Isocrates. It is signifi cant, I think, that the portion of the 
dialogue devoted to “What is rhetoric?” begins with an exchange between the students 
of Gorgias and Socrates (Polus and Chaerephon), perhaps symbolically paralleling 
the confl ict between Isocrates and Plato. The portions of the dialogue concerned 
explicitly with the nature of rhētorikē involve Gorgias; afterward his character fades 
from the dialogue. If, as I have conjectured, rhētoreia was a novel term associated with 
the training offered by Isocrates, then Gorgias’ explicit declaration at 449a5 that he 
teaches the art of oratory (rhētorikē) would have been a clear signal to fourth-century 
readers that the target of the passage was Isocrates.

Edward Schiappa, Protagoras and Logos: A Study in Greek Philosophy and Rhetoric (Co-
lumbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1991), 45. See also discussion in Samuel 
IJsseling, Rhetoric and Philosophy in Confl ict: An Historical Survey (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 
1976), 9–10.



 “Confound Seriousness with Laughter” 85

rival of Plato. We get something of what was at stake for these two 

rivals in reading Isocrates’ own words on the subject:

Since it is not in the nature of man to attain a scientifi c knowledge 

(εjπιστη vμην) by which, once we possess it, we would know what to 

do or say, I consider those men wise who are able by means of con-

jecture/opinion (ται̃ς δοvξαις) to hit upon, for the most part, what is 

best; and I call those men “philosophers” who are engaged in the stud-

ies from which they will most quickly achieve this kind of wisdom. 

(Antidosis 271)10

Now, of course, the oppositions between epistēmē, Truth, and 

doxa, opinion, are precisely the fundamental opposition that consti-

tutes Plato’s entire invention of philosophy as opposed to rhetoric.11 

Isocrates’ direct target here is his rival teacher Plato.

Thus, at least one of Plato’s motives was his rivalry, for prestige, 

for power, with Isocrates. This comes out as well at the end of the 

Phaedrus in which Isocrates is directly addressed.12

The work of Nightingale has been an important guide to me in the 

formulation of the hypotheses which I will be exploring in this chap-

ter as throughout. As Nightingale has written, “In addition to looking 

at Plato’s dialogues in the context of intellectual history, we need to 

interpret them in the context of social history.” 13 What precisely is the 

social history that is so relevant here? Plato was deeply and person-

ally implicated in the enormous and enormously painful changes that 

took place within his lifetime in the social, political, and economic 

structures of democratic Athens. The dénouement of the Pelopon-

nesian wars occasioned a devastation in morality and morale that en-

gendered enormous emotions. In part, I would suggest, Plato’s entire 

lifework is dedicated to overturning the Athenian worldview that is 

exemplifi ed best (however critically and painfully) by Thucydides,14 

10. Translation as given in Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 28, and see her discussion 
there as well.

11. This is the major thrust of Nightingale’s argument.
12. James A. Coulter, “Phaedrus 279a: The Praise of Isocrates,” GRBS 8 (1967): 225–36.
13. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 9.
14. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, xv.
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clearly an important and explicit nemesis for Plato.15 One of the most 

important steps in that overturn of traditional Athens was the dis-

crediting of Gorgias which he set out to perform in the eponymous 

dialogue. In order to set up this point, I will fi rst perform a reading 

of the remains that we have of some of Gorgias’s actual texts to bet-

ter see both what Plato was opposing and how he was caricaturing or 

satirizing a serious intellectual opponent.

Will the Real Gorgias Please Stand Up?

Plato’s discipline was not born like Athena full-grown out of Zeus’s 

head, but had a normal gestation and birth. It grew out of debates 

at least a generation earlier than Plato and even than his teacher 

Socrates. As the highly distinguished scholar of Plato Gregory Vlas-

tos has written:

The antecedents of this view can be discerned a generation or more 

before Socrates, in the dawn of metaphysics in Greece, when epis-

temology, still in its infancy, is not yet a fully articulated discipline 

and its doctrines are set forth in oracular prose (as in Heraclitus) or 

in poetic form (as in Empedocles and Parmenides). To illustrate from 

Parmenides: his implicit acceptance of indubitable certainty as the 

prerogative of the philosopher’s knowledge shows up in the fi ctional 

guise of divine revelation in which he presents his metaphysical (and 

even his physical) system. . . . The appeal is throughout to critical rea-

son, not to faith; the goddess does not say “Close your eyes and be-

lieve,” but “Open your mind and attend to the ‘strife-encompassed 

refutation’ I offer.” But the hierophantic trappings of the argument 

attest the certainty its author attaches to its conclusion.16

Parmenides, in the fragments that we have remaining of his work, 

seems to make a distinction between that which is true or real (ale-

theis), which persuades automatically, as it were, and our perceptions 

or received opinion, which do not persuade but virtually force us to 

15. I hope to develop this argument elsewhere.
16. Gregory Vlastos, Socratic Studies, ed. Myles Burnyeat (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994), 54–55.
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believe things that are wrong. He is thus making a clear distinction 

between persuasion and force or compulsion.

As Mi-Kyoung Lee has put it:

In his poem, Parmenides lays claim to a kind of knowledge not at-

tained by ordinary mortals, the way to which is revealed to him by a 

goddess who presents him with a choice between the way of persua-

sion and the way of δοvξα or ordinary human opinion (DK 28 B1.28–30, 

B.2 4–8); the latter she says is deceptive and should be avoided. Par-

menides’ special twist on the theme is that truth must be attained by 

the active use of reason.17

In other words, Parmenides is the fi rst promulgator of the notion 

of rational compulsion, which is persuasion and not truly compul-

sion, as analysis of his poem will bring out.

Parmenides’ little work On Nature is divided into two parts. The 

fi rst discusses the world of “truth” or “reality,” the world of logos, while 

the second concerns itself with the world of illusion, kosmos, the world 

of the senses, and the erroneous opinions of humankind founded 

upon them:

The one—that [it] is, and that [it] cannot not be,

Is the path of Persuasion (for it attends upon truth):

The other–that [it] is not and that [it] needs must not be,

That I point out to you to be a path wholly unlearnable,

For you could not know what-is-not (for that is not feasible),

Nor could you point it out.18

Now the foundation of what will be called later on (after Plato) phi-

losophy comes as well from Parmenides, who further writes, “because 

the same thing is there for thinking and for being” 19 and then “the same 

thing is for thinking and [is] that there is thought; For not without 

17. Mi-Kyoung Lee, Epistemology after Protagoras: Responses to Relativism in Plato, Aristo-
tle, and Democritus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 39.

18. David Gallop, Parmenides of Elea: Fragments, a Text and Translation with an Introduc-
tion, Phoenix: Journal of the Classical Association of Canada suppl. vol. l (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1984), 55.

19. Gallop, Parmenides of Elea, 57.
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what-is, on which [it] depends, having been declared, Will you fi nd 

thinking . . . ” 20 There should be a perfect correspondence, it would 

seem, between rational thought and the real, “objective,” aletheis struc-

ture of Being, of the universe. As François Jullien has recently put it, “As 

is well known, philosophy turned to that which is stable and unchange-

able in its quest for truth; that which is true only became absolute 

truth when it became linked with being (in other words, philosophy 

only emerged by becoming ontological). It is even possible to identify 

the point at which it did so. In lines 3–4 of the second fragment of Par-

menides, philosophy emerges from its religious context and declares 

itself to be the understanding of being qua being; and the path accord-

ing to which ‘[it] is, and [it] cannot not be’ is the path that ‘attends upon 

truth.’ ” 21 The goddess (Athena) in speaking to Parmenides recognizes, 

however, that rational persuasion of what is true or real, which ought to 

persuade simply and completely, does not always do so (or perhaps does 

not do so very often or maybe even ever). She distinguishes between lo-

gos and kosmos. Logos here means the reasoning, the exclusively logical, 

rational character of truth in contrast to the kosmos of the words. The 

Greek word kosmos means that which is ordered or harmonious and by 

extension anything that is adorned. Hence develops easily the meaning 

of illusion (cf. our word “cosmetics”). The goddess says: “Here I stop my 

trustworthy speech [Logos] to you and thought about Objective Truth. 

From here on, learn the subjective beliefs of mortals; listen to the de-

ceptive ordering of my words [Kosmos].” Robert Wardy explains, “Just 

as a painted face deceives the onlooker, so the goddess’s phrase sug-

gests the disturbing possibility that a kosmos of words . . . might mislead 

precisely in that these words wear an attractive appearance of super-

fi cial order masking essential incoherence.” 22 The goddess goes on to 

describe such a kosmos, namely a construction very similar to the philo-

sophical positions held by Parmenides’ contemporaries, the position 

that was considered “orthodox” at the time of Parmenides’ activity, 

one that is “stunningly complex and complete,” but a fabrication, a 

kosmos of words, as any account of the world other than the goddess’s 

20. Gallop, Parmenides of Elea, 71.
21. François Jullien, “Did Philosophers Have to Become Fixated on Truth?” trans. Janet 

Lloyd, Critical Inquiry 28, no. 4 (2002): 810.
22. Robert Wardy, The Birth of Rhetoric: Gorgias, Plato, and Their Successors, Issues in 

Ancient Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1996), 13.
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own (i.e., Parmenides’) logos must be. The reasons, according to the 

goddess, for uttering such falsehoods, for constructing such kosmos, is 

“so that no one will outstrip you in judgment, / so that no mortal be-

lief will outdo you.” There seems to be a striking contradiction, then, 

within Parmenides’ own position. On the one hand, he speaks of an 

absolute truth which everyone would immediately recognize as such 

when its logos is laid out by rational argument; but, on the other hand, 

he seems to speak of an equally persuasive falsehood which persuades 

by the same means and without a criterion to tell the difference. First 

of all, while Parmenides is insisting that the power of logos as truth is so 

transparent that it needs, in fact, no force, no authority to make it so, 

he puts his own discourse into the mouth of a goddess, thereby bely-

ing his own claims.23 Secondly, truth/reality is defi ned as that which is 

persuasive, but the kosmos is also deceptive, therefore likely to deceive, 

to persuade, so then what criterion has been offered for telling the dif-

ference between one persuasive argument and another? Parmenides 

through his opposition of persuasion to compulsion, problematic as it 

is, was setting the stage for Plato’s opposition of philosophy to rheto-

ric. He found a worthy opponent in the Sophist Gorgias, who per-

ceiving this contradiction, chose to live within it rather than seek to 

escape it.

On Nature; or What Is Not 24

The title of one of Gorgias’s works extant (at least in epitome): On 

What Is Not or On Nature is already parodic of Parmenides’ title On 

23. See also Jullien, “Did Philosophers,” 808, on this relation. The same paradox can 
be found at the end of the Gorgias (see Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 87), which will be 
further discussed below.

24. For the Greek texts of Gorgias and Protagoras, I cite Hermann Diels and Walther 
Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, Griechisch und Deutsch (Zürich: Weidmann, 1966). 
For translation, I am citing the excellent work of Michael Gagarin and Paul Woodruff, 
Early Greek Political Thought from Homer to the Sophists, ed. and trans. Michael Gagarin, 
Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1995), having closely consulted as well Hermann Diels and Rosamond Kent 
Sprague, The Older Sophists, ed. Rosamond Kent Sprague (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1972); and for the Encomium to Helen also Douglas M. MacDowell, ed. 
and trans., Encomium of Helen by Gorgias (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982). Finally 
for Sextus, I cite Sextus, Against the Logicians, ed. and trans. Richard Arnot Home Bett, 
Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005).
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Nature.25 Nature was generally considered that which is, as is evident 

in the title of a book written by Parmenides’ pupil Melissus called 

On Nature or On What Is. Gorgias sets out, it seems, to overturn Par-

menides. And he does so on the grounds of something that we might 

call common sense. Gorgias’s tenets in this text are traditionally de-

scribed as threefold. Here is Sextus Empiricus’s summary:

Gorgias of Leontini belonged to the same troop as those who did away 

with the criterion, but not by way of the same approach as Protagoras. 

For in the work entitled On What Is Not or On Nature he sets up three 

main points one after the other: fi rst, that there is nothing; second, 

that even if there is [something], it is not apprehensible by a human 

being; third, that even if it is apprehensible, it is still not expressible 

or explainable to the next person.26

The interpretation of these sentences has been much contested,27 

but historian of rhetoric Richard Enos has provided a compelling in-

terpretation of these seemingly nonsensical statements.28 It would 

seem, at fi rst glance, that Gorgias is denying the existence of the em-

pirical, physical world, but not only would this be an absurd position, 

it would contradict everything else we know about his thought. In 

fact, however, it seems that Gorgias is, through this statement, assert-

ing that there is nothing but the physical world. In this he is the dis-

ciple, as it were, of no less than Heraclitus, who, according to Cynthia 

Farrar, “chose fi re, transition, paradox, confl ict, as the essence of the 

universal order, . . . because they are characteristics of the world men 

25. MacDowell cleverly suggests a modern analogue in the form of a text entitled Thir-
teenth Night; or, What You Won’t. MacDowell, Encomium of Helen by Gorgias, 11.

26. Sextus, Against the Logicians, 15. There are many problems with the text of the 
testimonia to this work, which is known from two ancient paraphrastic sources: Against 
the Logicians of Sextus Empiricus as cited here and from pseudo-Aristotle’s Melissus, Xen-
ophanes, and Gorgias 979a11–980b21. For the general, broad interpretation being advanced 
here, these textual issues do not matter. For excellent discussion, see Edward Schiappa, 
The Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory in Classical Greece (New Haven [Conn.]: Yale University 
Press, 1999), 134–36.

27. Sextus, Against the Logicians, 15n35.
28. Until quite recently, taken as nonsensical or “sophistry” by most historians of 

philosophy (such as E. R. Dodds, ed., Gorgias: A Revised Text by Plato [1959; repr., Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002], 7–8).
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[sic] actually experience.” 29 Gorgias is, therefore, intellectually most 

comparable to Protagoras, as we have seen him in the previous chap-

ter. According to Enos’s account, what Gorgias is denying is precisely 

existents in the philosophical (that is Parmenidean, hence Platonic) 

sense, essences, ideas or forms, that enable speech of essences.30 This 

interpretation is strongly supported by Kahn’s classic demonstration 

that einai is not a semantic match for English “to be.” Where, in Eng-

lish, as Schiappa explains Kahn, I can say “I exist,” while knowing that 

I have been born and will die, in ancient Greek, or at any rate, in the 

Greek of Parmenides, such a statement cannot be made, since to ex-

ist is neither to come into being nor to end. Greek gignesthai, glossed 

usually as “to become,” but most frequently used in Greek where we 

would use forms of “to be,” exhibits this semantic nuance well.31 Gor-

gias claims that no essences exist, but only the physical reality that 

we see and touch. As Enos puts it, “Platonic notions of ontological 

‘essences’ . . . were absurdities to Gorgias. He viewed humans as func-

tioning in an ever changing world and manufacturing ideas that lose 

their ‘existence’ the instant they pass from the mind of the thinker. 

Accordingly, ideals attain existence only through the extrapolations of 

the mind and are dependent upon the referential perceptions of their 

creator. As such, they cannot exist without a manufactured antithesis 

or anti-model. By their very nature, they can form no ideal at all since 

each individual predicated ideals based on personal experiences.” 32

The latter two of Gorgias’s three points are closely related to the 

29. Cynthia Farrar, The Origins of Democratic Thinking: The Invention of Politics in Classi-
cal Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 39.

30. This interpretation seems certainly supported by the other extant ancient para-
phrase of Gorgias’s text, in which the fi rst clause is ουjκ ειj˜ναιv ϕησιν ουjδεvν, which translates 
best as “there is no ‘to be’ ”; he says that it is nothing, or, perhaps, as Schiappa would 
have it, “there is no be-ing,” Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory, 133. This version 
of Gorgias’s fragment is found in pseudo-Aristotle’s On Melissus, Xenophanes, and Gorgias 
979a12–13.

31. Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory, 145.
32. Richard Leo Enos, Greek Rhetoric before Aristotle (Prospect Heights, Ill.: Waveland 

Press, 1993), 81–82; pace Consigny, Gorgias, 35. I don’t think that this position commits 
Enos to identify in Gorgias an “empiricist” epistemology according to which “we may per-
ceive [the world] empirically through our sensory ‘pores’ and describe [it] accurately with 
a scientifi c discourse.” Enos may or may not hold such a view elsewhere, but taken on its 
own, his account of Gorgias could as easily lead to an antifoundationalist as an empiricist 
position.
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fi rst. Based on his fundamental sensibility or understanding that the 

only objects of human cognition are sense perceptions, Gorgias sim-

ply argues that even if there were some essence or idealities, there is 

no way that humans could perceive and understand them. In other 

words, we have here a statement of the limitations of human knowing 

because of the “human media of understanding—sense perceptions.” 33 

Beyond the positive experience of humans lie only the extrapolations 

of the mind, once again a system of representation or signifi cation 

in which nothing exists except by virtue of that which it is not (Sau-

ssure before Saussure). Gorgias’s third tenet is, then, simply a further 

statement about the inability of human language to communicate 

even sense perceptions, let alone whatever truths about reality that 

it might have been able (again contrary to plausibility) to divine. As 

must be obvious, Gorgias’s rhetorical, or sophistic, thought leads us 

in very different directions from the thought of philosophy, as Plato 

had defi ned it. Plato desired to discover, and believed he could, truths 

that would be always true without reference to speakers, hearers, or 

situations. Gorgias’s thought leads us to understand that we must al-

low “for the contingencies of interpretation and human nature that 

are inherent in any social circumstances, which inherently lack ‘ideal’ 

or universally affi rmed premises.” 34 Gorgias’s views clearly refl ect a 

strong theoretical opposition to Platonic philosophy, as a discipline 

per se. Since all of Western philosophy has been read as “footnotes 

to Plato,” à la Whitehead, this very opposition has been marked, fol-

lowing Plato, as mere charlatanism, searching for success rather than 

truth. But there is no reason not to imagine an expanded sense for 

philosophy in which the very critique of Truth (rhetoric/sophism) is 

internal to the enterprise of thought and not a discarded externality. 

A philosophy that would be, rather, footnotes to Gorgias. Read this 

way, Gorgias anticipates no less than Nietzsche!

I think that it has not been emphasized enough how precisely Gor-

gias’s three points dog the steps of Parmenides,35 who had written, as 

we saw above: “The one: that it is and it is impossible for it not to be. 

33. Enos, Greek Rhetoric, 82, emphasis original.
34. Enos, Greek Rhetoric, 73.
35. For an exception, Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory, 143.
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This is the path of persuasion, for it accompanies Objective Truth 

[Aletheia]. The other [Doxa]: that it is not and it necessarily must not 

be. That, I point out to you, is a path wholly unthinkable, for nei-

ther could you know what-is-not (for that is impossible), nor could 

you point it out.” Gorgias’s denials are precisely denials or reversals 

of each one of Parmenides’ points. There is nothing; you don’t know 

it; and, indeed, you can’t point it out. Gorgias’s views, thus, clearly 

refl ect a strong theoretical opposition to Parmenidianism.

The Encomium to Helen

Gorgias’s most famous text, The Encomium to Helen (D-K 3)36 stands 

at a crux in the development of Greek and thus Western discourse 

and textuality.37 It also occupies the border between poetry and prose 

and between magical language and tekhnē.38 In its latter guise, it is 

in the control, so to speak, of its employers and thus subject to self-

 refl exivity. An important point to be emphasized, and one that Susan 

Jarratt articulates eloquently, is that seeing the discourse of the Soph-

ists and especially Gorgias’s great text as liminal in this way does not 

mean that it is a stepping-stone from one state to another, nor that it 

represents progress with respect to what came before nor a primitiv-

ity with respect to what would come after. It is foundational, I would 

argue, in its raising of a set of philosophical dilemmas from which we 

have not yet escaped or found solutions to, problems having to do 

with agency, persuasion, seduction, and force. As tekhnē, it is required 

to refl ect on the conditions of its operations and especially their 

moral effects: “In order for Gorgias’s rhetoric to escape the accusa-

tion of amoral manipulation, it would need to bring the conditions 

under which persuasion was effected before the audience itself as a 

subject for consideration. In the Encomium of Helen, Gorgias engages 

in just such a public exploration of the power of logos—a force com-

36. MacDowell, Encomium of Helen by Gorgias.
37. To the best of my knowledge, it is both the fi rst prose encomium (which disturbed 

Isocrates, who claimed that it was not “truly” an encomium) and the fi rst encomium to a 
woman.

38. Jacqueline de Romilly, Magic and Rhetoric in Ancient Greece, The Carl Newell Jackson 
Lectures (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1975), 16.
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ing to be seen in the mid-fi fth century Greek polis as rivaling the fate 

of the gods or even physical violence in its power.” 39 Jarratt provides 

a compelling account of Gorgias’s project in his Encomium to Helen. 

In brief, her reading is that for Gorgias logos, in this case, persuasive 

speech—that which will later be called rhetoric—is a drug, indeed, 

and like drugs can bring either death and disease or life and health. 

If, as we have seen in his On Nothing, Gorgias radically denies the pos-

sibility of discovery and communication of Truth, he nevertheless 

believes that we do communicate with each other: “Gorgias, in other 

words, recognizes and inquires into the psychological conditions of 

assent for the individual who participates in the rhetorical scene of 

democracy. In choosing Helen to exonerate from blame, he suggests 

that the private, internal process of granting assent to the deceptions 

of language can have a public impact.” 40 Jarratt continues to make 

her most signifi cant point, arguing that according to Gorgias, “this 

process is not guided by the ‘rational’ intellect. In his story of Helen’s 

abduction, language is parallel with forces of violence, love, and fate, 

all of which exceed the bounds of rational containment. Gorgias calls 

that emotional experience in the space between reality and language 

‘deception’ (apate). Though once again a Platonic concept of commensura-

bility between word and thing will interpret this term pejoratively, Gorgias 

empties it of its moral charge, like Nietzsche in his redefi nition of ‘lies.’ ” 41

I would like to build on Jarrat’s suggestive comments on the Enco-

mium and move toward a deeper appreciation of its import by read-

ing it, like On Nature, as a kind of parodic response to Parmenides 

and especially a critique (almost a precisely formal deconstruction in 

the full Derridean sense) of the binary opposition of persuasion to 

compulsion on the one hand and of the notion of rational compul-

sion through logismos, logic, on the other. On my reading, the ques-

tion that Gorgias sets, the dilemma that he raises, is whether or not 

there is truly something called persuasion that is different from force, 

whether or not, that is, there can be a rhetoric that nonetheless leaves 

39. Susan C. Jarratt, Rereading the Sophists: Classical Rhetoric Refi gured (Carbondale, Ill.: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1991), 57. See Romilly, Magic and Rhetoric, 3–22.

40. Jarratt, Rereading, 55. There is, indeed, something very Santayanan in this descrip-
tion, or so it seems to these untutored ears.

41. Jarratt, Rereading, 55, emphasis added. See also Thomas G. Rosenmeyer, “Gorgias, 
Aeschylus, and Apate,” American Journal of Philology 76 (1955): 225–60.
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its recipient free to choose between different positions and thus sub-

ject to moral and criminal judgment. At the same time that Gorgias 

will argue that the beauty (kosmos) of speech is truth, he denies that 

anyone knows or can know truth (as we have seen above in the discus-

sion of his On Nothing), and there follows from this a deeply dialogical 

text, produced by an elegant paradox, which we can follow through a 

closer reading.

The Helen in question is, of course, Helen of Troy; she whose beau-

tiful face allegedly “launched a thousand ships and burnt the topless 

towers of Illyrium,” a classical case, it would seem, of blaming the (fe-

male) victim, and this is precisely Gorgias’s theme. In the beginning 

of the Iliad, we fi nd Helen already in Troy, opening up the obvious 

question of how she got there, and whether she is culpable or not. As 

Gorgias himself, says, “Who it was or why or how he took Helen and 

fulfi lled his love, I shall not say. For to tell those who know something 

they know carries conviction, but it does not bring pleasure.” What 

is important for Gorgias is rather to investigate Helen’s motivations 

for journeying to Troy. It is characteristic, of course, that such funda-

mental questions of will and culpability are debated in antiquity on 

the bodies of women (and especially raped women; cf. Lucretia). This 

may be the earliest attestation indeed of the topos by which women 

are being read entirely out of the realm of thinking subjects by being 

made “good for thinking with.” 42

Gorgias wishes to exonerate Helen of any blame that has been at-

tached to her person and name by pejoratively marking it “as single-

voiced, single-minded conviction [ο Jμοvφωνος και ; ο Jμοvψυχος] [that has] 

arisen about this woman” (2). He is, moreover, to do this by introduc-

ing “reasoning” (λογισμοvν) into the debate. The term logismos is not, 

it seems, a common word in the fi fth century, and where it occurs 

(Democritus, Aristophanes, Thucydides), it means reasoned logical 

thought but not necessarily the truth. As Vessela Valiavitcharska (fol-

lowing Schiappa) has put it, “The word λογισμοvς is not unequivocally 

42. Cf. Susan Biesecker, “Feminist Criticism of Classical Rhetorical Texts: A Case 
Study of Gorgias’ Helen,” in Realms of Rhetoric: Phonic, Graphic, Electronic, ed. Victor J. 
Vitanza and Michele Ballif (Arlington, Tex.: Rhetoric Society of America, 1990), 67–82; 
Andy Crockett, “Gorgias’s Encomium of Helen: Violent Rhetoric or Radical Feminism?” 
Rhetoric Review 13, no. 1 (Autumn 1994): 71–90. See also Ann Bergren, “Language and the 
Female in Early Greek Thought,” Arethusa 16 (1983): 69–95.
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connected with truth, although it may be used to refl ect logical rea-

soning or careful analysis. But if a logos combined with λογισμοvς is not 

necessarily a truthful logos—yet Gorgias explicitly purports to reveal 

the truth—what kind of logos is a true logos?” 43 In the fi rst paragraph 

of his text, Gorgias twice mentions “truth.” In the very fi rst sentence, 

in a list of that which is “ornament” (κοvσμος) to various entities, such 

as wisdom as the ornament of a mind and excellence (α jρετηv) as the 

ornament of an action, “truth” (αΔληvθεια) is listed as the ornament of 

a speech. In order, then, for Gorgias’s own speech, this very text, to 

be a good one it must be adorned with truth. Note that Gorgias’s 

use of the term kosmos is deliberately provocative with respect to 

Parmenides, who had used it to delineate the false or merely decora-

tive (cf. cosmetic) aspect of rhetoric,44 while Gorgias uses it precisely 

to refer to the truthfulness of a logos. We certainly cannot interpret 

Gorgias’s own use of kosmos as evincing this negative sense, given the 

other examples of kosmos that he lists, which are all manifestly posi-

tive. The text becomes quickly more complicated by the end of the 

fi rst paragraph, for one is enjoined to praise a speech that has the kos-

mos of truth, and, claims Gorgias, a speech blaming Helen would be 

an untrue, lying speech (του;ς δε; μεμφομεvνους ψευδομεvνους ). Gorgias 

wishes, then, to produce a speech that has the kosmos of truth by free-

ing the slandered woman from blame.

To accomplish this purpose, he adduces four possible causes for 

her actions: (1) being forced by gods and their desires; (2) being forced 

(raped) by a man; (3) being persuaded by speeches (λοvγοις πεισθει̃σα); 

and (4) being captivated by desire (ε [ρωτι αJλου̃σα). In the fi rst two 

43. Vessela Valiavitcharska, “Correct Logos and Truth in Gorgias’ Enconomium of Helen,” 
Rhetorica 24, no. 2 (2006): 153.

44. I am using the term “rhetoric” here to refer to persuasive speech and not a theory 
of discipline of rhetoric, which certainly, as Schiappa has eloquently proven, did not yet 
exist in the fi fth century; Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory. This distinction will an-
swer, as well, Schiappa’s objections to the notion that the Helen is about rhetoric (119–20). 
Once again, to be clear, I suggest that the Helen is a discourse on the practice of speech 
making, not on rhetoric as a discipline. For fi fth-century attacks on that practice, we need 
look no further than Thucydides’ Mytilenian Debate, in which rhetores, not rhetoric, are 
attacked and defended. Schiappa’s own discussion of the Helen adds much to understand-
ing of the place of that text in the history of thinking, arguing that “From the standpoint 
of intellectual history, it is arguably the case that Gorgias’ questioning of a taken-for-
granted dichotomy [between persuasion and force] is a more important step in develop-
ing new modes of inquiry than any particular claim that Gorgias makes about logos, pethō, 
or biā.” Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory, 128–29.
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cases, we have Compulsion (’Aναvγκη), which even on Parmenides’ 

view would certainly free a person from responsibility. The question 

that will really interest Gorgias in this text about speech is whether 

having been persuaded by speech is the same as compulsion, in which 

case Helen is blameless on this account as well, or whether it is differ-

ent from compulsion, in which case her free choice would condemn 

her. Gorgias, of course, wishes to argue the former possibility. He 

beautifully writes of the power of speech:

If speech [logos] persuaded and deluded her mind, even against this it 

is not hard to defend her or free her from blame, as follows: speech is 

a powerful master and achieves the most divine feats with the small-

est and least evident body. It can stop fear, relieve pain, create joy, and 

increase pity. How this is so, I shall show; and I must demonstrate this 

to my audience to change their opinion. (Encomium 8–9)

The last sentence, usually glossed over by commentators, is both 

exceedingly puzzling and exceedingly important. The Greek reads: 

ταυ̃τα δε ; ω Jς ου {τως ε[χει δειvξω, δει̃ δε; και; δοvξηÊ δει̃ξαι τοι̃ς αΔκουvουσι. 
Although Gagarin and Woodruff take the last clause to mean “change 

their opinion,” this is something of a smoothed-over paraphrase of 

an ambiguous phrase. Sprague gives, “It is necessary to offer proof 

to the opinion of my hearers,” thus translating more literally but still 

yielding the sense of Gagarin and Woodruff ’s translation. Instead, 

however, of taking the dative in which the word “opinion” is cast as 

indirect object, MacDowell translates the dative instrumentally: “I 

must prove it by opinion to my hearers.” This seems to me at least a 

highly attractive option, and it is the one that I am going with here, 

recognizing full well that it is not ineluctable. Gorgias seems to be 

saying, at fi rst glance, that he will need to do two separate things, 

prove the matter through logismos (logically), on the one hand, and on 

the other prove it via opinion for his listeners. This seems to be the 

way that Segal, for instance, reads the text, thus justifying his posi-

tion that Gorgias knows that there is absolute truth but knows that 

he must deceive to persuade the hoi polloi.45 His version then would 

45. Charles Segal, “Gorgias and the Psychology of the Logos,” Harvard Studies in Classi-
cal Philology 66 (1962): 99–155.
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have Gorgias accept Parmenides’ and Plato’s terms but reverse them 

cynically (as Plato portrays him in the eponymous dialogue). This 

interpretation of Gorgias’s words would lend support to those who 

accuse him of insincerity, of knowing that there is truth but recogniz-

ing that he must lie to persuade his listeners (something like a “noble 

lie” perhaps [to be read with heavy irony]). I would like to suggest a 

different interpretation of the relationship of the two clauses to each 

other, namely that the second clause explicates the fi rst clause: I must 

prove this, and, moreover, do so via the opinion of my listeners, that 

is, by using what they already believe (more literally “through opinion 

to my listeners”).46 This latter interpretation, which does, after all, 

make much more sense of the text, is important—if not absolutely 

crucial—for my argument, for according to this reading, Gorgias re-

fuses to make a distinction between “the Truth” and opinion.

Gorgias goes on to construct his proof, which seems to follow best 

on this interpretation. He argues that since human beings do not and 

cannot possess memory of the past and understanding of the pres-

ent and foreknowledge of the future, they must depend on opinion. 

He argues, then, that belief being slippery and unreliable  (ηJ δε; δοvξα 

σφαλερα; και ; αjβεvβαιος ου j˜σα),47 those who employ it have slippery and 

unreliable success. Therefore, Helen is blameless, since “persuasion 

expelled sense; and indeed persuasion, though not having an appear-

ance of compulsion, has the same power” (12). This is, I would suggest, 

a direct challenge to Parmenides’ distinction between persuasion and 

compulsion. Persuasion, and thus Parmenides’ “rational compulsion,” 

is merely compulsion by other means. Helen is, therefore, exonerated 

of having been seduced on the same grounds as those who would have 

exonerated her had she been raped. Gorgias declares at this point (af-

ter fi rst going through the argument for her own sexual desire as com-

pulsion, as well) that he has succeeded in his original aim, to exoner-

ate the blameless Helen: “to dispel injustice of blame and ignorance 

of belief.” He has, moreover, produced a speech (λοvγος).

But at the same time, there is a deep paradox in Gorgias’s dem-

onstration, as, I suppose, he himself realizes. The paradox is formed 

46. This construal of the syntax is accepted by both Sprague and Gagarin/Woodruff in 
their translations, even though they interpret the sentence differently in other respects.

47. For this translation of the two terms, see MacDowell, Encomium of Helen by 
Gorgias, 25.
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through the following moves. In order to exonerate Helen he per-

suaded us, his listeners, that rhetoric is something that removes the 

power of decision as completely as physical force, and that, to put it 

sharply, every seduction is a rape, including the seduction of Helen. 

But, if he successfully persuades us that that is the case, he has un-

dermined any moral force that his own art of persuasion has claimed 

and thus its very power to exonerate, to be an encomium at all. For he 

has indicated that he also must prove his point using belief or opin-

ion, just as the seducer does. Let me put this another way to make it 

clearer. Segal argues that the text is an encomium of Helen and also 

an encomium of logos (rhetoric avant le lettre), and so it would seem to 

be, as Segal puts it, a “kind of advertisement of his skills.” 48 However, 

insofar as the text succeeds as a defense of Helen, it fails as a defense 

of or advertisement for the (moral) value of logos—and this is Gor-

gias’s stated goal: to display the κοvσμος of speech, its truthfulness—

having argued that logos is a drug the use of which constitutes coer-

cion and not persuasiveness, whether for good or ill.

The simplest way, perhaps, of articulating this self-contradiction is 

to say that Gorgias intends that his speech will demonstrate the power 

of speech, by convincing us either of Helen’s innocence or of speech’s 

potency, a potency akin to divine power, physical force, and seduction. 

If Helen is innocent owing to the power of speech, then we are duped 

into believing in her innocence by the power of the same speech that 

exonerates her. If Helen’s seduction is rape owing to the inexorable 

power of her seducer’s words, then our seduction is as well.

If we are not simply to take Gorgias as a kind of moral nihilist and 

cynic, in the modern sense (as many, to be sure, do), we almost must 

read this text in this paradoxical fashion, for he tells us four things 

that seem mutually incompatible: (1) that the excellence of speech is 

truth and that he intends to tell truth and dispel falsehood; (2) that 

he must prove his argument by using doxa; (3) that doxa is not reliable 

(and this is why Helen was compelled and should be blameless); and 

(4) that he has succeeded in his task. If he is not simply conceding that 

he is a deceiver, that his fi rst statement of intent was a lie, and that all 

speech is deceit, as many interpreters and most notably Segal would 

have it, then the paradox, even the aporia of the relation of speech to 

48. Segal, “Gorgias,” 102.
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“truth” comes to the fore in the text. If Gorgias’s text persuades us 

that Helen is innocent, it does so by convincing us that persuasion is 

the same as compulsion. But our having been persuaded that this is 

the case is equally a matter of compulsion and equally based on opin-

ion or belief. Ergo, our having been persuaded is equally unreliable, 

and perhaps, then, Helen is guilty. We can’t know truth—nothing is—

and even if we did, we could not communicate it to others. Inter alia, 

this reading has the benefi cial effect of making the Helen compatible 

with the On Nature. Not only through parody 49 but through paradox 

(the paradox is the therapy—not the antidote—of the orthodox), 

Gorgias’s text makes a brilliant case for undecidability. In calling his 

own text a plaything (παι vγνιον), he is, I suggest, employing his own 

principle that “one should demolish one’s opponents’ seriousness by 

humor, and their humor by seriousness,” 50 but he is both protagonist 

and antagonist in this dialectic! I think that this interpretation is sup-

ported at least somewhat by the very form of Gorgias’s fi nal sentence 

in the Helen, in which, to be exact, he writes in a nice example of asyn-

detic antithesis: “I wished to write an account that would be, on the 

one hand, Helen’s encomium, on the other, my own plaything.” 51 At 

one and the same time, a genuine vindication for Helen and a play-

thing for him. The text is thus a self-consuming artifact, as it were, one 

that he calls a “plaything,” not because he is not dead serious in this 

enterprise—it is one of the greatest of ethical and political inquiries 

that there could be—but because the way that he chooses to lay bare 

this issue, to enter the aporia (blind canyon), is via a paradox that eats 

its own tale (sic). George Kennedy captures this meaning precisely, I 

reckon, when he writes that “Gorgias plays at undercutting a serious 

purpose in the speech.” 52 Gorgias is only playing at undercutting his 

seriousness with play; he is also undercutting his plaything with se-

riousness. He thus shows the way, in this text, toward a dialogism in 

which a thesis and an antithesis are not in a dialectical relation that 

leads toward a synthesis, but in a relation of calling each other into 

question and leaving each other forever in place, as well; neither pole 

49. See Consigny, Gorgias, 30.
50. Gorgias as cited in Aristotle, Rhetoric 1419b4–5.
51. εjβουληvθην γραvψαι το;ν λοvγον  ΕÔ λεvνης με;ν εjγκωvμιον εjμο;ν δε; παιvγνιον.

52. George A. Kennedy, trans., On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse by Aristotle (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 288n, emphasis added.
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taking precedence over the other. Self-refutation, here, is raised to an 

epistemological principle.

From one generic point of view, then, Gorgias’s text seems most 

closely related to Zeno’s paradoxes or the paradox of the Liar,53 and 

Gorgias was, of course, a familiar of Zeno. An even stronger compari-

son would be to the famous paradoxical law case attributed to Pro-

tagoras by Aulus Gellius.54 According to that story, Protagoras took a 

pupil in rhetoric, Euathlus by name, who promised to pay the teacher 

after winning his fi rst court case. Since the student seemed not will-

ing to pursue his career, thus leaving Protagoras bereft, Protagoras 

sued him, claiming that either way he would collect. If Euathlus lost 

the case, he would pay by law, and if he won, he would have fulfi lled 

the terms of the contract and be required to pay on that account. 

Euathlus, according to the tale, countered that in either case, he 

would not have to pay, for if he won, the court would have absolved 

him of payment, while if he lost, the contractual terms would release 

him from payment. The court, according to some reports, went home 

and didn’t return for a hundred years. According to at least one inter-

pretation, Protagoras’s goal in this wily scheme was not to win the 

case and collect his fees but something much more important than 

that, namely, to demonstrate his holding that, as paraphrased by 

Seneca, “one can take either side on any question and debate it with 

equal success—even on this very question, whether every subject can 

be debated from either point of view.” 55 This brings us close to my 

interpretation of the paradoxical play of the contemporary Gorgias, 

namely that through his paignion, his toy, he is demonstrating to us, as 

well, the deep paradoxicality involved in the distinction, so crucial to 

Parmenides, between force and persuasion.56 Some support for this 

conjecture about the meaning of paignion may be found in the report 

53. For one example of the use of paradox in philosophical argument, see Jon Moline, 
“Aristotle, Eubulides and the Sorites,” Mind 78, no. 2 (July 1969): 393–407.

54. Aulus Gellius, The Attic Nights of Aulus Gellius, trans. John Carew Rolfe, Loeb Classi-
cal Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), i:405–9. Interestingly, there 
is a version of this story in which the protagonists are the apocryphal Corax and Tisias, 
alleged founders of rhetoric theory in Sicily. Schiappa, Beginnings of Rhetorical Theory, 5–6.

55. Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales, ed. and trans. Richard M. 
Gummere, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1961), 
ii:375.

56. John Poulakos has already noted that by calling the speech a paignion, Gorgias would 
have been undermining its possibility of service simply as an advertisement for himself and 
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that Monimus of Syracuse, one of the early Cynics, wrote “trifl es 

[paignia] blended with covert seriousness,” and that these paignia were 

“early examples of the ‘seriocomic’ style [spoudogeloion].” 57 Demetrius, 

moreover, reports the existence of a seriocomic style a century or so 

later than Gorgias’s time;58 and on the evidence of the Encomium of 

Helen, we might well say that Gorgias had anticipated it brilliantly.

Andrea Nightingale provides further insight that will be helpful 

in arguing this point. She locates Gorgias’s Encomium among a genre 

of paradoxical encomia that is fairly well attested at the time, argu-

ing that this form of encomium originated in the late fi fth century 

and was particularly popular in the fourth. In addition to the Gorgias 

text, she sees as examples of this genre Isocrates’ Busiris and his own 

Helen as well as the praise of the lover who does not love in the fi rst 

speech of the Phaedrus (attributed, of course, to Lysias). Nightingale 

cites, as well, many other examples of this genre in which eulogies 

are composed for salt, bumblebees, “pots, pebbles, and mice.” 59 Now 

what is most important for my purposes here is the explanation she 

gives for the production of such texts, namely that they serve to rela-

tivize values. She cites Rosalie Colie on the signifi cance of paradox in 

general in discourse:

One element common to all these kinds of paradox is their exploita-

tion of the fact of relative, or competing, value systems. The paradox 

is always somehow involved in dialectic: challenging some orthodoxy, 

the paradox is an oblique criticism of absolute judgment or absolute 

convention.60

rhetorical training. John Poulakos, “Gorgias’ Encomium to Helen and the Defense of Rheto-
ric,” Rhetorica 1 (1983): 3. Cf. in a somewhat different vein, Consigny, Gorgias, 30.

57. R. Bracht Branham and Marie-Odile Goulet-Cazé, eds., The Cynics: The Cynic Move-
ment in Antiquity and Its Legacy, Hellenistic Culture and Society 23 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997), 10–11.

58. Demetrius, Demetrius on Style: The Greek Text of Demetrius, De Elocutione, ed. W. Rhys 
Roberts (Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1969), 151, referring to Crates and the Cynics. On Crates, 
see Anthony A. Long, “The Socratic Tradition: Diogenes, Crates, and Hellenistic Eth-
ics,” in The Cynics: The Cynic Movement in Antiquity and Its Legacy, ed. R. Bracht Branham, 
Marie-Odile Goulet-Cazé, Hellenistic Culture and Society 23 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1997), 28–46.

59. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 100–101.
60. Rosalie L. Colie, Paradoxia Epidemica: The Renaissance Tradition of Paradox (Prince-

ton: Princeton University Press, 1966), 10.
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Nightingale has completely comprehended the importance of 

this insight for understanding the paradoxical encomium of ancient 

Greece as well. The point is not only, as hostile witnesses would have 

it, to advertise the skills of a teacher of rhetoric who can turn dross 

into gold and make the weaker case appear the stronger, but to con-

vey the relativity of all claims to truth, including his or her own. If 

I am not mistaken, Gorgias’s Helen is the oldest example that she 

cites of “the ‘paradoxical’ encomium,” which was “a eulogy for a 

person or thing that was generally held to be unpraiseworthy if not 

despicable.” 61 In Gorgias’s text, as I hope to have shown, the para-

dox and its meaning are carried out on several levels—most overtly 

in the choice of topic, the invention of (or entry into) the genre of 

the paradoxical encomium itself—but are reproduced in the very lo-

gismos of the piece at several levels, as I have tried to expose in my 

reading. In his antiphilosophical discourse, his parodic and paradoxi-

cal campaign against Parmenides (as I read him), Gorgias is suggest-

ing that Truth is itself a coercion, for if it persuades automatically, 

as Parmenides had claimed, then there is no distinction between 

persuasion and force. In contrast, Gorgias implies, I think, a much 

more relativist notion of “true logos” as being the product of a weigh-

ing of alternatives and a choosing of what seems the best one under 

the current circumstances. As we saw in the last chapter, Protagoras 

also, in his insistence that knowledge is only through human percep-

tion, and thus necessarily mutable, strongly counters Parmenides’ 

notions of absolute and unchanging Truth.62 To this image of Gor-

gias as serious thinker, we must now oppose Plato’s caricature of 

him in the “iambic”—not formally so, of course—dialogue called the 

Gorgias.

“How well Plato knows to satirize [ιjαμβιαμβι vζεινζειν]!”—Gorgias

What is striking about Plato’s dialogues and, while it hardly goes un-

remarked, not suffi ciently noted, is how often Socrates’ arguments 

are simply (and fairly obviously) fallacious. Since this point is going to 

function in this book not so much as a stick with which to beat Plato 

61. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 100.
62. For Protagoras as also responding to Parmenides, see Farrar, Origins, 46.
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but as a key to a novel reading of his work as satire, this section will 

commence by documenting this claim.

Socrates’ Sophistical Refutations

I will begin by exposing what I take to be a fairly transparent ex-

ample of fallacious and brow-beating argumentation on the part 

of “Socrates” in dialectic with “Gorgias.” 63 Socrates has compelled 

Gorgias—as he repeatedly does with this and other interlocutors—to 

answer only yes or no to his questions.64 The subject is the defi nition 

of rhetoric:

socrates:  Come, then. You say you have knowledge of the rhetori-

cal craft, and that you can make someone else a rhetor. Which of 

the things that are is rhetoric really about? For instance, weaving 

is about the production of clothes, isn’t it?

gorgias:  Yes.

socrates:  And isn’t music about the production of melodies?

gorgias:  Yes.

socrates:  By Hera, Gorgias, I do admire your answers; you answer 

as briefl y as anyone could.

gorgias:  Yes, Socrates; I think I do it reasonably well.

socrates:  You’re right. Come, then, answer me in the same way 

about rhetoric too. It is knowledge about which of the things 

that are?

gorgias:  About speech [logos].

socrates:  What kind of speech, Gorgias? The kind that explains 

the treatment to make sick people well?

gorgias:  No.

socrates:  Then rhetoric is not about all speech.

gorgias:  No, true enough.

63. The scare quotes are to remind us once more that we are talking about characters 
in a Platonic novel, not the historical fi gures on which they are more or less loosely based. 
I shall abandon them with their potential for annoyance of the reader after this one 
reminder.

64. This technique of control became a virtual tradition in Western life in the practice 
of the courtroom, where witnesses are forced to answer only yes or no to questions that 
they wish to nuance or complicate.
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socrates:  But still it makes men powerful [dunatos] at speaking.

gorgias:  Yes.

socrates:  And at understanding the things they speak about?

gorgias:  Certainly.

socrates:  Now does the medical craft we’ve just mentioned make 

people powerful at understanding and speaking about the sick?

gorgias:  Necessarily.65

socrates:  Then apparently medicine as well is about speech.

gorgias:  Yes.

socrates:  Speech about diseases, that is.

gorgias:  Certainly.

socrates:  And isn’t gymnastics too about speech, about the good 

and bad condition of bodies?

gorgias:  Yes, quite.

socrates:  And indeed the other crafts too are this way, Gorgias; 

each then is about the speech which is about the thing which each 

craft is the craft of.

gorgias:  Apparently.

socrates:  Then why ever don’t you call the other crafts rhetorical, 

when they are about speech, since you call whatever craft is about 

speech rhetorical? (449d–450b)66

Socrates’ argument is fallacious on the very face of it. The confusion 

seems to be about two different senses of logos: (1) speech, in the sense 

of parole and (2) discourse or even doctrine. Medical science is not de-

signed, of course, to increase the ability of its practitioners to produce 

effective speech, not at all; it is designed to make them think better 

about the conditions of bodies and how to ameliorate them. From this 

confusion, assented to by Gorgias, endless self-refutations result. Gor-

gias is made to distinguish between that which is mostly craft of the 

hands and that which is entirely logos, such that only the latter qualifi es 

as rhētorikē tekhnē, only to be tripped up on arithmetic and other such 

theoretical arts of thinking. There is not the slightest recognition here 

65. Modifi ed from Irwin’s “It must.” The Greek is ΑΔ ναvγκη.

66. Terence Irwin, translated with notes by, Gorgias by Plato (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1979), 16. I have modifi ed Irwin’s presentation (with each speech on a separate 
line), following rather the way that Dodds presents the Greek, to give a better sense of 
the rapidity of brachyologia.
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of the possibility of metalanguage, of rhetoric being speech about lan-

guage itself. Plato, I would assume (charitably and realistically) was 

certainly aware of the fallaciousness of Socrates’ elenchus of Gorgias 

here. (I’d even bet that, unlike Plato’s caricature, the “real” Gorgias 

could have sorted this out.) It is, in a sense, the very palpability of the 

fallacy that produces one of the great dilemmas of Platonic writing.67 

I’ll proceed by asking a rhetorical question of my own.

Is Socrates ever refuted in the dialogues of Plato? Analysis of an 

important interchange in the Gorgias between Socrates and Gorgias’s 

disciple, the rhetor (and teacher of rhetoric) Polus, will help to answer 

this rhetorical question in the negative. Although I can’t prove this 

deductively (I don’t know the entire Platonic corpus well enough), an 

exemplary instance of mock refutation, when Socrates becomes the 

questioned and not the questioner, will go some way inductively to-

ward making my point.68 We are at a moment in the Gorgias in which 

that fi gure, having been thoroughly twisted in knots by Socrates, is 

“rescued” by his pupil Polus:

polus:  Really, Socrates? Is what you’re now saying about rhetoric 

what you actually think of it? Or do you really think, just because 

Gorgias was too ashamed not to concede your further claim that 

the rhetor also knows what’s just, what’s admirable, and what’s 

good, and that if he came to him without already having this 

knowledge to begin with, he said that he would teach him himself, 

and then from this admission maybe some inconsistency crept 

into his statements—just the thing that gives you delight, you’re 

the one who leads him on to face such questions—who do you 

67. See Kenneth James Dover, ed., Symposium by Plato (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980), 145, speaking of Socrates’ speech in the Symposium: “Throughout 
this section (204c7–206a13) Plato uses the art of rhetoric more subtly than when he is 
caricaturing the verbal sophistries of others (e.g., 196c3–d4; Euthyd. 276a–b) but no more 
honestly.” Cf. too Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play: 
Argument, Structure, and Myth in the Symposium (University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity Press, 2004), 104–5. I don’t fi nd Dover’s judgment “extreme,” but exactly to the 
point. This, of course, only sharpens the Platonic dilemmas.

68. I can also rely on such an authority as Richard Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), 7, who writes, “[The Socratic elenchus] is so common in 
the early dialogues that we may almost say that Socrates never talks to anyone without 
refuting him.” And this, of course, despite Socrates’ declarations in Gorgias 458a that he 
prefers being refuted to refuting!
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think would deny that he himself knows what’s just and would 

teach others? To lead your arguments to such an outcome is a sign 

of great rudeness. (461b)69

We can be even more perspicacious than Polus in identifying the 

problem here. Polus, of course, doesn’t entirely “get it,” for so Plato 

wishes to portray him, but Plato has indeed also let us see the great 

fallacy in Socrates’ argument analyzed just above.

It is not just that Gorgias was “ashamed” to admit that his practice 

doesn’t make people better; he is actually tricked into the contradic-

tion. Let us see how:

gorgias:  Well, Socrates, I think that if someone in fact doesn’t 

know these things, he will learn them also from me.

socrates:  Hold it there—you’re speaking well. If you make anyone 

a rhetor, he must either know in advance the just and unjust 

things, or later, having been taught them by you.70

gorgias:  Quite.

socrates:  Well now; is someone who has learnt carpenter’s things 

a carpenter, or isn’t he?

gorgias:  Yes, he is.

socrates:  And isn’t someone who has learnt musical things a 

musician?

gorgias:  Yes.

socrates:  And isn’t someone who has learned medical things a 

doctor? And in other cases, analogously, isn’t a man who has learnt 

each of these things such as his knowledge makes him?

gorgias:  Quite.

socrates:  Then according to this account isn’t also the man who 

has learned just things just? (460a–c)

69. Donald J. Zeyl, trans., “The Gorgias by Plato,” in Plato on Rhetoric and Language: 
Four Key Dialogues, introduction by Jean Nienkamp (Mahwah, N.J.: Hermagoras Press, 
1999), 98. My only modifi cation of this translation is to change Zeyl’s “orator” and “ora-
tory” to “rhetor” and “rhetoric,” which I will do throughout when citing his translation. 
On this passage and the diffi culties of the Greek and their signifi cance, see Dodds, 
Gorgias, 221: “This sentence caused the older editors much perplexity. But most of the 
diffi culties disappear once it is realized that Polus ‘is sputtering with indignation and 
anacolutha,’ as Shorey put it.”

70. Translation slightly modifi ed from Irwin.
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And a just man will only do the just, etc. From here Gorgias’s self-

contradiction inevitably follows, as before he had argued that the 

teacher is not responsible for the misuse the pupil makes of his tech-

nical training. But, of course, Socrates’ argument is totally fallacious—

“sophistical” as one writer would have it. First of all, it is dependent 

on a category error; indeed, the honest rhetor can desire and aim to 

teach the student ethics, but the primary matter of the teaching is a 

tekhnē. Builders, musicians, and certain doctors can use their tech-

nical knowledge for bad ends, whatever efforts have been made by 

their teachers to teach them ethics (justice), as well. Why not insist 

that the professors of medicine be held responsible for their fail-

ure in training doctors, since some of them participate in torture of 

prisoners or executions? Secondly, Socrates has tacitly, even surrepti-

tiously, introduced a new premise here, namely that knowing what 

is just automatically produces a just person. I have no doubt that 

Socrates really held this to be true, but it is not simply a given that 

must be accepted for all philosophical conversation, unless, of course 

you want to talk to this man, Socrates. As a well-known ethicist, upon 

being caught in some seemingly unethical private behavior is re-

ported to have said: you wouldn’t expect a professor of mathematics 

to become a triangle! All the more so, when the professor is a profes-

sor of rhetoric, not ethics, however much he might, and not just out 

of shame, seek to teach ethics to his pupils as well. By forcing this 

concession, which, in fact, is a proposition that needs proving in the 

argument, indeed is the question itself, Socrates is begging the ques-

tion in the full technical sense of that fallacy, namely requiring (or 

even requesting) his opponent to concede the very question at hand.

This passage is emblematic of the sort of intellectual problems 

that Plato proposes to us, of what it is that makes his texts endlessly 

interpretable. Socrates seems (always) to be Plato’s hero but fre-

quently engages in conduct that is unheroic indeed, using false logic 

and manipulation to twist his opponents into knots and force them 

to concede that which they fi rmly, clearly, hold to be false. (This is 

the very defi nition, according to Parmenides and others, of what 

false compulsion [αΔναvγκη] accomplishes as opposed to persuasion 

[πειθωv].) The most die-hard of Platonic apologists argue that Socrates 

is allowed to use these methods of falsehood in order to discredit his 

opponents because they are, indeed, the charlatans that Socrates 
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(Plato) claims them to be, and all is fair in the war on the intellectual 

terrorism of the Sophists.71 Here’s an egregious example: Plochmann 

and Robinson write of Polus’s excited and angry response, “The en-

tire colloquy starts when Polus, breathless and a little uncoordinated 

in his utterances, interrupts to ask whether Socrates has just expressed his 

real opinion of rhetoric, without saying exactly which one of the many 

hints that Socrates has supplied he, Polus, is concerned about.” 72 

But Socrates has just, one sentence above, declared, “But now, as we 

subsequently examine the question, you see for yourself too that it’s 

agreed that, quite to the contrary, the rhetor is incapable of using 

rhetoric unjustly and of being willing to do what’s unjust.” 73 To me, it 

is obvious that it is to this declaration of Socrates’—that the rhetor 

cannot be unjust—that Polus is skeptically responding. This seems to 

me so obvious that I would venture to say, somewhat impertinently, 

that it is only Plochmann and Robinson’s overly “friendly” reading of 

the Gorgias that prevents them from seeing it.

Polus knows full well that Socrates does not, in fact, mean it. 

Socrates, of course, will not allow his opponents to say other than 

that which they truly believe to be true, but he himself constantly 

manipulates by speaking insincerely, and Polus knows this. Writers 

of Plochmann and Robinson’s ilk refer over and over to Polus’s (and 

Gorgias’s) ineptitude in dialectic as both questioners and answerers 

without realizing (or pretending not to realize) that Socrates’ prac-

tice is arbitrary and coercive per se. Obviously, I, at any rate, fi nd this 

a highly suspect form of special pleading. If we don’t allow Socrates 

such a privileged position, a genuine paradox results: Plato seems to 

be giving us a portrait of the philosopher as a young (and even older) 

man in which he either in good faith or in bad faith presents false 

and manipulative arguments solely for the purpose of defeating the 

Sophists. If Socrates’ arguments are intended in good faith, then he 

is stupid; if they are in bad faith, then he becomes, as it were, that 

71. Notably Patrick Coby, Socrates and the Sophistic Enlightenment: A Commentary on 
Plato’s Protagoras (Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell University Press, 1987). See Gene Fendt and 
David Rozema, “Have We Been Nobly Lied To?” in Platonic Errors: Plato, a Kind of Poet 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1998).

72. George Kimball Plochmann and Franklin E. Robinson, A Friendly Companion to Pla-
to’s Gorgias (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1988), 54, emphasis original.

73. Zeyl, “The Georgias,” 98.
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which he claims his opponents are. The paradox is heightened even 

more when the very accusation of this is put fi rmly (and accurately) in 

the mouth of such a Sophist. Polus may be reduced to barely articu-

late sputtering, but the point he makes is spot-on.74 Gorgias had been 

asked to refl ect on the possibility of a trained rhetor using rhetoric 

for ill, and he had allowed that this was possible. Later he had been 

asked if rhetoric were an “unjust thing,” to which he answered that 

it is used for speeches about justice. Finally, he was asked, if a pupil 

came to him and knew nothing of justice, would he teach it, and he, 

of course, agreed he would, thus allegedly refuting his own premise 

that rhetoric could be used for injustice. (Is there, indeed, any form 

of wisdom that while striving for the good cannot be turned to evil? 

Had Socrates not heard of Darth Vader—whose activities, we know, 

were in the distant past?) Every force has a dark side. Gorgias has 

been trapped in a contradiction owing to a concession that he really 

needn’t have made (and, moreover, one that could be applied just as 

easily to Socrates’ own teaching, as well. See the case of Alcibiades!). 

Although Dodds in the name of the great Wilamowitz suggests that 

the notion of a barely articulate professor of rhetoric is what is being 

pilloried here, it is at least as strongly the case that the professor of 

Truth is being shown up as a duplicitous dialectician as well. We will 

need to carry this thought all the way until the end of the book, when 

an attempt to read this paradox will be essayed. Until then I will play 

it as it lays, as it were, reading Plato’s Socrates as the power broker, 

the (en)forcer that he seems to be.

After some discussion about the necessity, in Socrates’ view, that 

Polus not engage in makrologia (long speech) but only in dialectic, Po-

lus chooses to be the questioner, to get a chance, so to speak, to refute 

Socrates (an opportunity at which, of course, he will fail). Here’s how 

the text goes:

socrates:  So now please do whichever of these you like: either ask 

questions or answer them.

polus:  Very well, I shall. Tell me, Socrates, since you think Gorgias 

is confused about rhetoric, what do you say it is?

socrates:  Are you asking me what craft [tekhnē] I say it is?

74. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 27; but see too Dodds, Gorgias, 220.
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polus:  Yes, I am.

socrates:  To tell you the truth, Polus, I don’t think it’s a craft at all.

polus:  Well then, what do you think rhetoric is?

socrates:  Something of which you claim to have made a craft in 

your treatise that I have just read.75

polus:  What do you mean?

socrates:  I mean a skill picked up by experience [empirical 

skill].76

polus:  So you think rhetoric is an empirical skill?

socrates:  Yes, I do, unless you say it’s something else.

polus:  A skill for what?

socrates:  For producing certain gratifi cation and pleasure.

polus:  Don’t you think rhetoric’s an admirable thing, then, to be 

able to give gratifi cation to the people?

socrates:  Really, Polus! Have you already discovered from me 

what I say it is, so that you go on to ask me next whether I don’t 

think it’s admirable?

polus:  Haven’t I already discovered that you say it’s a skill?

socrates:  Since you value gratifi cation, would you like to gratify 

me on a small matter?

polus:  Certainly! (462b–e)77

Now, of course, the Platonic apologists, including the best of 

them, such as Dodds, gloss this exchange as Plato mocking the “rhet-

orician’s ineptitude at the philosopher’s game of dialectic,” 78 but, of 

course, Polus didn’t volunteer to play that game at all. He wanted to 

play his own game, which Socrates refused. Moreover, it is hardly the 

case that Socrates plays here according to his own rules, which only 

allow yes or no answers. Why, after all, does not “admirable” follow 

from “gratifi cation and pleasure”? Finally, Socrates, when asked what 

he takes rhetoric to be, doesn’t even answer that in a short manner, 

75. Translation modifi ed from Zeyl following Dodds’s analysis; Dodds, Gorgias, 99.
76. This is my own translation of empeiria, capturing the nuance of the untheorized, 

and perhaps untheorizable. The usual translation “knack” doesn’t work, insofar as a knack 
in English refers not to something learned but something innate: “He’s got a knack for 
cooking” is not the same thing as “He learned cooking by watching his mother and trial 
and error” (which is what empeiria means).

77. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 99–100 (modifi ed as noted).
78. Dodds, Gorgias, 223.
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as he and his “method” would demand, but discursively goes some-

where else entirely in his disingenuous and mocking request that Po-

lus gratify him.

A Dialogue in One Voice

In the next section then of the colloquy, Socrates hilariously “in-

structs” his young interlocutor in the art of dialectic:

socrates:  Ask me now what craft I think cookery is.

polus:  All right, I will. What craft is cookery?

socrates:  It isn’t one at all, Polus. Now say, “What is it then?”

polus:  All right.

socrates:  It’s a skill. Say, “a skill for what?”

polus:  All right.

socrates:  For producing gratifi cation and pleasure, Polus. 

(462d–e)79

Without going any further in detail in this colloquy, let alone in the 

dialogue as a whole, this sequence alone seems to me to establish (and 

never mind for the nonce that all I know I know from Plato here) 

precisely the undialogical nature of Socrates’ dialectic. Both sides are 

scripted: when Socrates is the questioner he leads his interlocutors in 

such way that they must answer in a certain way; when, perchance he 

is the “answerer,” he tells them precisely what to ask him in order to 

get his way.

Socrates, moreover, continues in this vein for a while, browbeat-

ing Polus for not knowing in advance what questions he is supposed 

79. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 100. Zeyl translates οjψοποιι vα as “pastry baking,” while our 
“friendly” readers of Plato translate “catering” (Plochmann and Robinson, Friendly 
Companion, 58) to indicate that it is a useless form of gratifying with no nutritional value, 
as they say explicitly. The word is rare, but basing myself on a fairly explicit context in 
Xenophon’s Memoirs (3.14.5), I would say that it means the preparation of all the things 
eaten with bread at an Athenian meal: meat, fi sh, cheese, sauces, everything but the bread 
itself. In Xenophon, Socrates is reacting to a certain member of the company who eats 
only the other food and doesn’t take bread with it. Liddell and Scott translate οVjψον as 
“properly, cooked meat, or, generally, meat, opp. to bread and other provisions,” noting as 
well that it signifi ed anything eaten with the bread, and, at Athens, frequently referred to 
fi sh. Accordingly “pastry baking” is possibly the worst translation possible and “cookery” 
(which appears in many translations), the best.



 “Confound Seriousness with Laughter” 113

to ask Socrates in order to elicit the answers that Socrates wishes to 

give. Soon enough we fi nd Socrates dictating to Polus: after having 

declared that rhetoric belongs to the genus of “fl attery,” Socrates de-

mands of Polus that he ask (in order to fi nd out what rhetoric is) “what 

part of fl attery I say rhetoric is.” If this is not an instance of “begging 

the question,” I hardly know what is, and, moreover, it involves deceit 

and manipulation of the weaker party. Polus could hardly know that 

Socrates means to produce a category called fl attery (κολακειvα)—

which, indeed, Dodds describes as more discreditable than fl attery, 

being more on the order of brown-nosing—and to place rhetoric as 

well as cookery in this category.80 This category or practice called 

fl attery, we are then generously informed by Socrates, has four parts: 

rhetoric, cookery, cosmetics, and sophistry. The arbitrariness of this 

procedure, its coerciveness emblematized by Socrates now dictating 

not only the answers, but the questions that Polus must ask, fully ex-

emplifi es, in my opinion, the fatally nondialogical nature of Platonic 

dialogues or Socratic dialectics (or best put, I think, the Socratic dia-

lectics within the Platonic dialogues).

I can go even further in this demonstration. After having stated 

arbitrarily that rhetoric is a species of fl attery or pandering, Socrates 

invites Polus to refute him. Polus, quite reasonably, asks him then 

whether the reason that rhetors are held in low esteem in their cities 

is because they are fl atterers. Socrates, as usual, defl ects the question 

and answers the one he would have wanted to be asked, claiming that 

rhetors are held in no regard at all in their cites (466a–b). Polus re-

sponds by saying, “What do you mean, they’re not held in any regard? 

Don’t they have the greatest power in their cities?” Socrates says, no 

they don’t have any power, because power is something good for the 

person who has power, and since, after all, there is no guarantee that 

rhetors or tyrants will know what is best for them, they truly have no 

power at all. The ensuing sequence is, once again, remarkable:

socrates:  I say, Polus, that both rhetors and tyrants have the least 

power in their cities, as I was saying just now. For they do just 

about nothing they want to, though they certainly do whatever 

they see most fi t to do.

80. Dodds, Gorgias, 225.
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polus:  Well, isn’t this having great power?

socrates:  No; at least Polus says it isn’t.

polus:  I say it isn’t? I certainly say it is!

socrates:  By Zeus, you certainly don’t!, since you say that having 

great power is good for the one who has it.

polus:  Yes I do say that.

socrates:  Do you think it’s good, then, if a person does whatever 

he sees most fi t to do when he lacks intelligence? Do you call this 

“having great power” too?

polus:  No, I do not.

socrates:  Will you refute me, then, and prove that rhetors do 

have intelligence, and that rhetoric is a craft, and not fl attery? If 

you leave me unrefuted, then the rhetors who do what they see 

fi t in their cities, and the tyrants, too, won’t have gained any good 

by this. Power is a good thing, you say, but you agree with me that 

doing what one sees fi t without intelligence is bad. Or don’t you. 

(466d–467a)81

I could go on citing this passage, but I will stop. Socrates is unre-

futable because he simply never allows his basic assumptions to be 

challenged. If rhetoric is defi ned as being part of the same genus as 

cookery; if exercising power without full epistemic knowledge of es-

sences (as Socrates demands just a bit later on) is necessarily injus-

tice, necessarily miserable; and if Socratean knowledge is possible, 

if only to a very few, then, well of course, there is only one possible 

conclusion: rhetoric is bad, as Socrates has already told us, and the 

only possible just rulers, those who would truly have power, would 

be an oligarchy of philosopher-kings. The yellow brick road to Kal-

lipolis is fully paved here. Whether one agrees with Socrates philo-

sophically or no, there is, I think, no defense for the position that 

there is genuine dialogue here in which different views are given a 

hearing. Socrates will always win when playing by his rules. The rea-

son that Socrates is irrefutable is because he assumes and demands 

assent to the propositions that there is something called Truth, that 

it is discoverable only through dialectic, and that a search for justice 

is possible only via knowledge of the Truth; these are precisely the 

81. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 103.



 “Confound Seriousness with Laughter” 115

propositions that rhetoric, as I have shown in my discussions of the 

“real” Gorgias and Protagoras above, would contest.

The Dialogue as Covert Critique of Socrates

The most astonishing thing, however, to observe in the entire Gor-

gias is that it is Plato who exposes openly the fallacy (deliberately, 

I would think) of Socrates’ “dialogues,” or “discussions,” and, after 

having shown us Polus realizing this, puts the insight again into the 

mouth of the least attractive of all the characters in the dialogue, one 

Callicles:

Socrates, I think you’re grandstanding in these speeches, acting like a 

true crowd pleaser. Here you are, playing to the crowd now that Po-

lus has had the same thing happen to him that he accused Gorgias of 

letting you do to him. For he said, didn’t he, that when Gorgias was 

asked by you whether he would teach anyone who came to him want-

ing to learn rhetoric but without expertise in what’s just, Gorgias was 

ashamed, and out of deference to human custom, since people would 

take it ill if a person refused, said that he’d teach him. And because 

Gorgias agreed on this point, he said, he was forced to contradict him-

self, just the thing you like. He ridiculed you at the time, and rightly 

so, as I think anyhow. And now the very same thing has happened to 

him. And for this same reason I don’t approve of Polus: he agreed with 

you that doing what’s unjust is more shameful than suffering it. As a 

result of this admission he was bound and gagged by you in the discus-

sion, too ashamed to say what he thought. (482c–e)82

Callicles is on to something here. His words, I suggest, are not be-

ing presented in order to expose him (although, as I have hinted, it 

is hard to approve of his moral positions, but that is not the point). 

Rather, Callicles reveals here the force by which Socrates compels his 

interlocutors to misstep. As Callicles suggests, over and over again in 

these dialogues, Socrates simply asserts a position, rather browbeat-

ing his opponent to assent to it. He then catches this opponent in 

a contradiction between the opponent’s truly held position and the 

82. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 120.
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consequences of the premise that Socrates has shamed him into as-

senting to, without there being any logical reason to force that assent. 

This is what Socrates calls Polus refuting Polus. However, since these 

premises are only asserted and not demonstrated in any way, and since 

they contradict the premises of the other’s very arguments, the fact 

that Socrates can confuse or compel his opponents into assenting to 

the opposite of the positions they truly believe in is as unreliable a 

form of proof as the general consensus to which they appeal at fi rst. 

There is no dialogism in the dialectic or discussions of Socrates; if 

there be dialogism in Plato, it is precisely in the straightforward pre-

sentation of these accusations from outside the system as it were. We 

shall have to fi gure out what to make of that, and fi guring it out will be 

one of the main burdens of the rest of this book.

Callicles goes on to analyze the fallacy of Socrates’ argument even 

more sharply:

Although you claim to be pursuing the truth, you’re in fact bringing 

the discussion around to the sort of crowd-pleasing vulgarities that 

are admirable only by law and not by nature. (482e)83

Callicles has really, in my view, drawn a bead on Socrates here. 

Socrates treats aspects of conventional Athenian morality as well as 

the law itself as if they were natural kinds. The point does not neces-

sarily lead to the conclusions of Callicles,84 horrifying ones, in their 

way as terrible as the arguments of the Athenians in the Melian Di-

alogue, but it does point up once again how Socrates is constantly, 

almost ubiquitously, begging the question. Plato, it might be said, 

couches the horrifi c doctrine of nature raw in tooth and claw as a norm 

in the mouth of the rhetor Callicles, while Thucydides puts it into the 

form of philosophical dialogue. Plato is thus critiquing rhetoric while 

Thucydides is critiquing dialogue, but, in turn, Callicles’ critique of 

Socrates’ methods (putting aside the content of Callicles’ thought) is 

83. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 120: ωΔ̃  Σωvκρατες, ειΔς τοιαυ̃τα α[γεις φορτικα; και; δημηγορικαv, 

φαvσκων τη;ν αjληvθειαν διω vκειν, α} φυ vσει με ;ν ουΔ κ ε[στι καλα v, νοvμωÊ δεv. Perhaps better is Jowett: 
“For the truth is, Socrates, that you, who pretend to be engaged in the pursuit of truth, 
are appealing now to the popular and vulgar notions of right, which are not natural but 
only conventional.”

84. Dodds, Gorgias, 264–65.
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telling. Socrates may not have any dialogue in his dialectics, but Plato 

does in his texts when he allows such an eloquent and persuasive cri-

tique of the whole process of dialectic, indicting its tricky and dema-

gogic ways. As Jonathan D. Pratt has recently put it to me: “It seems 

to me that Plato’s non-coercive treatment of the reader depends pre-

cisely on his willingness to show us how coercive Socratic method can 

be, for otherwise we would have nothing more to go by than Socrates’ 

egalitarian mystifi cations. The pornographic glimpse of Socrates’ 

work on his interlocutors is oddly liberating when experienced at the 

textual level.” 85 We do not need to accept Callicles’ notion that the 

law of nature is “might makes right” and that everything is permitted 

to the strong, but we do need to realize that the laws/customs of a 

community may not be just, and that, in any case, they are the product 

of convention and not a natural fact and cannot, therefore, produce 

the epistemic knowledge vaunted by Socrates. The critique or coun-

terposition that Callicles proposes requires answering and refutation 

by Socrates but, predictably, it won’t get that either.

After some ironic praise designed to set Callicles up for a fall, 

Socrates proceeds with the following piece of dialectic. Since the text 

is long and full of logical non sequiturs and fallacies, I will cite it bro-

ken up with brief comments as I go (citation at end of sequence):

socrates:  . . . Please restate your position for me from the begin-

ning. What is it that you and Pindar hold to be true of what’s just 

by nature? That the superior should take by force what belongs to 

the inferior, that the better should rule the worse and the more 

worthy have a greater share than the less worthy? You’re not say-

ing anything else, are you? I do remember correctly?

callicles:  Yes, that’s what I was saying then, and I still say so now, 

too.

socrates:  Is it the same man you call both “better” and “superior”? 

[Ποvτερον δε; το;ν αυjτο;ν βελτι vω καλει̃ς συ; και ; κρειvττω;] I wasn’t 

able then, either, to fi gure out what you meant. Is it the stronger 

[ιjσχυροτεvρους] ones you call superior, and should those who are 

weaker take orders from the one who’s stronger? That’s what I 

think you were trying to show then also, when you said that large 

85. Jonathan D. Pratt, personal communication, September 2008.
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cities attack small ones according to what’s just by nature, because 

they’re superior and stronger, assuming that superior, stronger, and 

better are the same. Or is it possible for one to be better and also 

inferior and weaker, or greater and more wretched? Or do “bet-

ter” and “superior” have the same defi nition? Please defi ne this 

for me clearly. Are superior, better, and stronger the same or are they 

different?

callicles:  Very well, I’m telling you clearly that they’re the same.

Socrates is catching Callicles here in an ambiguity of Greek that 

Callicles is simply not acute enough to spot. There are three partially 

overlapping Greek terms here: Beltiō means “generally better” in the 

moral sense (but can also mean “aristocratic” as in our usage of “the 

best people”); kreittō is ambivalent; it can mean “better” in the moral 

sense but it can also mean “stronger,” while isxuros unambiguously 

means “stronger.” So beltiō means kreittō and kreittō means isxuros, but 

beltiō does not mean isxuros, and Callicles is not smart enough to see 

how he is being manipulated (he will see it and cry havoc when he per-

ceives the results later). On this initial fallacy, Socrates will continue 

to build with great élan.

socrates:  Now aren’t the many superior by nature to the one? 

They’re the ones who in fact impose the laws upon the one, as you 

were saying yourself a moment ago.

callicles:  Of course.

socrates:  So the rules of the many are the rules of the superior.

callicles:  Yes, they are.

socrates:  Aren’t they the rules of the better? For by your reason-

ing, I take it, the superior are the better.

callicles:  Yes.

Since, as Socrates has compelled Callicles to agree that the more 

powerful are ipso facto the better and, since the many do, in fact (in 

the democracy) make the rules and are therefore the powerful, then 

the many must, indeed, be the best. If so, then, of course, their rules 

must be the rules of the better, as well, and therefore it follows as the 

night follows the day that
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socrates:  And aren’t the rules of these people admirable by na-

ture, seeing that they’re the superior ones?

callicles:  That’s my view.

socrates:  Now, isn’t it a rule of the many that it’s just to have an 

equal share and that doing what’s unjust is more shameful than 

suffering it, as you yourself were saying just now? Is this so or not? 

Be careful that you in your turn don’t get caught being ashamed 

now. Do the many observe or do they not observe the rule that 

it’s just to have an equal and not a greater share, and that doing 

what’s unjust is more shameful than suffering it? Don’t grudge me 

your answer to this, Callicles, so that if you agree with me I have 

my confi rmation from you, seeing that it’s the agreement of a man 

competent to pass judgment.

callicles:  All right, the many do have that rule.

Perhaps, indeed, the many have such a rule in Athens at a certain 

moment, but since Callicles has been bamboozled into agreeing that 

the many, being the most powerful, are therefore the superior, and 

their laws are superior as well (and this, by nature, since it is by nature 

that the best rule, and the best, we have already established, are the 

most powerful by nature), then

socrates:  It’s not only by law, then, that doing what’s unjust is 

more shameful than suffering it, or that it’s just to have an equal 

share, but it’s so by nature, too. So it looks as though you weren’t 

saying what’s true earlier and weren’t right to accuse me when 

you said that nature and law were opposed to each other and 

that I, well aware of this, am making mischief in my statements, 

taking any statement someone makes meant in terms of nature, in 

terms of law, and any statement meant in terms of law, in terms of 

nature.

It is not at all surprising to me that Callicles at this moment bursts 

out with “This man will not stop talking nonsense!” since, as I hope 

to have shown, this refutation is fully sophistical in the Aristotelian 

sense of sophistai elenchoi (sophistical refutations), and hardly a move 

in it is valid.
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If anything, Socrates’ practice of argument proves precisely that 

might makes right—that the superior man deserves to rule by any 

means necessary (and this is, after all, Plato’s—no rule of the many for 

him—political theory). As Callicles so well puts it:

tell me, Socrates, aren’t you ashamed, at your age, of trying to 

catch people’s words and of making hay out of someone’s tripping 

on a phrase? Do you take me to mean by people being superior 

anything else than their being better? Haven’t I been telling you 

all along that by “better” and “superior” I mean the same thing? 

Or do you suppose that I’m saying that if a rubbish heap of slaves 

and motley men, worthless except perhaps in physical strength, 

gets together and makes statements, then these are the rules? 

(488b–489c)86

Indeed! A sophistical refutation at its best. No rhetorical trickster 

could have done better. Now, of course, Socrates himself admits to 

Callicles that he didn’t really mean what he said here, but was just 

trying to reduce his position that the better are the stronger to absur-

dity. It needs to be remembered that this position was one that was 

put into Callicles’ mouth by Socrates. Moreover, it is necessary at the 

same time to realize that Callicles’ critique of Socrates’ own fallacy of 

equating the cultural with the natural for the purposes of defeating 

Polus has never been answered and indeed was merely swept aside 

in a fl urry of misdirection. But it’s not quite over yet. A bit later in 

the conversation, we receive one more hint that Socrates’ discourse is 

not quite what it’s cracked up to be (by Plato, by Socrates). Callicles 

has been arguing that it is not the lack of desire that constitutes hap-

piness (that is, according to him, being dead or a stone) but the sat-

isfaction of desire, thus even one who has an itch and scratches it (a 

lewd suggestion put forward by Socrates) also is happy. At this point, 

Socrates interjects:

socrates:  What if he scratches only his head—or what am I to 

ask you further? See what you’ll answer if somebody asked you 

one after the other every question that comes next. And isn’t the 

86. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 124–25.
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climax of this sort of thing, the life of the kinaidos, a frightfully 

shameful and miserable one?87 Or will you have the nerve to say 

that they are happy as long as they have what they need to their 

hearts’ content?

callicles:  Aren’t you ashamed, Socrates, to bring our discussion 

to such matters?

socrates:  Is it I who bring them there, my splendid fellow, or 

is it the man who claims, just like that, that those who enjoy 

themselves, however they may be doing it, are happy, and doesn’t 

discriminate between good kinds of pleasures and bad? Tell me 

now too whether you say that the pleasant and the good are the 

same or whether there is some pleasure that isn’t good.

87. All translations including Zeyl give here “catamite,” which is wrong. In order to 
make his case that the disciplined ascetic life is happier than that of the man who has 
desires and can fulfi ll them, Socrates invokes the example of the kinaidos, the pathic male, 
the adult male who desires anal penetration (494e). Socrates here surely displays some 
characteristic kinaidophobia (see Amy Richlin, “Not Before Homophobia: The Materiality 
of the Cinaedus and the Roman Law Against Love Between Men,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 3, no. 4 [April 1993]: 523–73) of his own (and his own culture), but all of the trans-
lators and commentators that I have seen get this wrong and in their own homophobic 
ways. The correct Latin translation for kinaidos is not “catamite” but cinaedus, as illustrated 
in the title of Amy Richlin’s essay, while “catamite” derives from Latin catamitus, appar-
ently a borrowing of Etruscan catmit as a corrupted form of the name Ganymede. The 
catamite is indeed the boy in a pederastic relationship, a far cry from the pathetic male 
Socrates invokes. Having mistranslated the word, the commentators then go on a fi eld 
day of further misinterpretation: “Back to the catamite, whose body is not a stone, yet 
may be quite passive with no special desires. The only advantage for him would be money, 
not his own satisfaction. So long as money is paid, the satisfaction he provides another 
man’s body is unlimited”; Plochmann and Robinson, Friendly Companion, 149–50. These 
friendly companions go on, moreover, to write about “the catamite, a sad little boy whose 
succession of patrons resembles the life of the insatiate bird,” contradicting themselves 
and everything we know about Greek culture as well (146–47), for, of course, as we know 
well from the Symposium, if nowhere else, the boy is indeed not supposed to receive physi-
cal gratifi cation, which would be shameful, but he is not doing what he is doing for money 
either, which would be even more shameful, but rather to provide gratifi cation for some-
one who is teaching, guiding, mentoring him. Secondly, reading it this way completely 
distorts the metaphor, since the metaphor refers to one who is never satisfi ed but always 
experiencing pleasure, which is hardly the case of the boy catamite. Plochmann and Rob-
inson have to do some fancy footwork to get out of that one. Zeyl gets this wrong as well, 
if not quite so egregiously, when he glosses kinaidos as the “passive partner (especially boy) 
in homosexual practices,” which may or may not be an adequate defi nition of “catamite” 
in English usage (he cites an English dictionary) but hardly defi nes the kinaidos, who is 
an adult male who precisely does get pleasure from being penetrated and is portrayed as 
insatiable and shamefully dishonored by Socrates, in accord with the common negative 
prejudices about such men. For these distinctions, see David M. Halperin, How to Do the 
History of Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).



122 Chapter Three

callicles:  Well, to keep my argument from being inconsistent if I 

say that they’re different, I say they’re the same.

socrates:  You’re wrecking your earlier statements, Callicles, and 

you’d no longer be adequately inquiring into the truth of the mat-

ter with me if you speak contrary to what you think.

callicles:  You do it too, Socrates. (494c–495b)88

Socrates, indeed, does do it, as I hope by now to have shown. The 

terms of the critique that I would develop against Socrates’ practice 

are right there, then, in the text, and despite Socrates’ immediate 

protestation that he speaks insincerely only by mistake and should be 

called on it, speaking so “ironically” is the very hallmark of Socratean 

discourse.

But again, I emphasize, we know all this only owing to one thing: 

Plato has let us know it. He has given us Socrates’ fallaciousness (and 

cannot not have known that he was purveying fallacies);89 he has even 

given us the key to unlock these fallacies in the critiques of Socrates’ 

practices on the part of both Polus and Callicles. There is a double-

voicing in Plato’s texts that demands interpretation in some way or 

another, that has to be read. I propose, therefore, a dialogical reading 

of Plato’s apparently monological dialogues, a reading for the tension 

and the heterogeneity and not for harmonizing.

Monological or Dialogical Reading

As we have seen, monological readers of Plato, philosophical scholars 

for the most part, see these fallacies as well but explain them away 

as something that Socrates is permitted to do, since his opponents 

are almost by defi nition morally inferior men, and all is fair in the 

love of wisdom and war against sophistry. If we are not prepared to 

admit such arguments, then what can we make of Plato’s—to my 

mind—blatant inclusion and thematization of Socrates’ fallacies? My 

tentative answer lies precisely in the distinction between Socrates 

and Plato, but not the conventional one that draws a distinction be-

tween the “real” Socrates, represented or not in Plato’s dialogues (or 

88. Zeyl, “The Gorgias,” 130–31.
89. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 21–34.
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his early ones at any rate) and the real Plato, with the Socrates of the 

later dialogues being Plato’s “mouthpiece.” Rather I propose drawing 

a distinction between Socrates as Plato’s hero and the author Plato 

throughout the corpus. The reason that this distinction is not fre-

quently made is that Plato seems (and is) so invested in Socrates as 

hero of his new intellectual program that it is diffi cult to imagine him 

presenting Socrates critically,90 even mockingly—such that the views 

of “Socrates” in each dialogue are taken by very respectable scholars 

to be a transparent refl ection of Plato’s at the time of writing. This 

is surely a correct perception, but what, then, do we do with all of 

this seemingly critical material on Socrates (again if we do not assume 

that Socrates is permitted everything as he is the superior man, à la 

Callicles)? In the end, I will try to interpret Plato within this paradox, 

to argue that in some sense the paradox itself is the meaning of Plato, 

the insistence both on the ultimate value of philosophy, as well as the 

allowing of a totally incongruous voice of critique.

To recapitulate, one version of an answer to the Platonic question 

would indict (or praise) all of Plato’s writing as a massive, noble lie 

and a kind of spiritual test. One who sees the explicit voice of critique 

of Socrates that is presented in such interventions as those of Polus 

and Callicles and assents to these critiques is only demonstrating that 

he or she is in the same category of misguided intellects as these fi g-

ures themselves who cannot see the greater and higher purpose of 

Socrates’ paradoxical fallaciousness. One elegant statement of this 

interpretation is that of Fendt and Rozema, who write:

Consider a mimesis that does to the audience or reader something like what 

the thing itself would do: a bust of Socrates with piercing ironic gaze 

that makes the viewer ask himself what he is doing staring so intently 

into a block of stone; a dialogue constructed so that the effect of the 

dialogue on the reader is the effect Socrates had on his fellow citizens 

in life: stunning their overactive mouths to silence, their brains to ac-

knowledgment of ignorance or stupidity, and then self-examination; 

similarly, a tragedy that raises the emotions of pity and fear that events 

90. Cf. Mark Jordan, “Flesh in Confession: Alcibiades beside Augustine,” in Toward 
a Theology of Eros: Transfi guring Passion at the Limits of Discipline, ed. Virginia Burrus and 
Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 23–37, a landmark paper 
to which I shall return.
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like those in the tragedy would raise in life. If the dialogue, when it 

comes into contact with a reader, performs a mimesis of Socrates 

coming into contact with a Greek in the agora, it may well be that the 

Socrates in the dialogue is not necessarily saying what Socrates (much 

less Plato) believed or said, for what is required in order accomplish the 

effect of Socrates may be something entirely different from and indif-

ferent to a record of the beliefs or dialogues—generic or specifi c—of 

either Socrates or Plato.91

The point of it all is to expose them/me by any means necessary: 

“The dialogue raises questions, places us in puzzles, vexes and pum-

mels with good and bad logic—not necessarily or always in the same 

way to us as to Hippias. How readers respond to these puzzles and 

vexations—indeed what they consider the puzzles and vexations to 

be—reveals something about the reader, just as what may well have 

been pesky about Socrates was that he made his interlocutors reveal 

things about themselves.” 92 Once again we fi nd here an interpreta-

tive practice according to which Socrates cannot lose, for all opposi-

tion only reveals the reader (like the dialogue partners in “Greece”) 

as stupid or ignorant. Thus, thinking as I do that Polus and Callicles 

are somehow right in their refusal to be pummeled by bad logic only 

reveals me to be Polus, or worse, Callicles. I prefer not to accept this 

interpretation, either in its negative acceptation, namely as an in-

dictment of Plato’s undemocratic temper,93 or in its positive reading, 

namely as a defense of elite truth against the great unwashed.

From my perspective, we are led rather to think about a systematic 

double-voicing in the Platonic writing, a level of self-contradiction 

as remarkable, I hope to show by the end of this book, as anything 

in ancient literature. This double-voicing of Plato’s writing will help 

us understand this literature in another way entirely from conven-

tional readings. This point can be put even more starkly. Plato’s hero, 

Socrates, on these readings, is the teacher furthest from dialogical 

91. Gene Fendt and David Rozema, Platonic Errors: Plato, a Kind of Poet (Westport, 
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1998), 4, emphasis original.

92. Fendt and Rozema, Platonic Errors, 5.
93. Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (London: Routledge & 

K. Paul, 1962).
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thinking and dialogical practice that almost could be imagined. His 

practice is arbitrary in many ways, dependent systematically on fal-

lacy and particularly on begging the question and confusing and 

browbeating his opponents, who are frequently presented as not as 

intelligent or clever (δεινοvς) as he is. Now come the two contradic-

tory propositions I have adumbrated above: Plato seems thoroughly 

aware of these antidialogic characteristics of Socratean discourse 

and Plato seems to approve of Socrates throughout the corpus too. 

Monological readers of Plato, assuming that Plato fully approves of 

Socrates’ practice, produce apologies, sometimes fairly gross ones, 

for the practice. But they capture an important, indeed necessary, 

insight as well: Plato is certainly aware of the fallacies and lets us see 

them, but surely his project as a whole is dependent on a strong af-

fi rmation of Socrates and his difference from the Sophists. The dia-

logism that I fi nd in the dialogues is not where it is usually sought, 

in the interactions between speaking characters, between Socrates 

and his interlocutors. Rather there is an ongoing dialogue between 

Plato the “author” and the speech of his hero, Socrates, throughout 

the corpus. This dialogical relation between Plato and Socrates takes 

different forms at different stages, but it is dubious and highly im-

plausible to imagine (as so many do) that in some set of the dialogues, 

for instance, the alleged “early” dialogues, Protagoras and Gorgias, we 

have something like the “real” Socrates, while later, he is reduced to 

Plato’s “mouthpiece.” As Debra Nails has memorably put it, “Mouth-

piece Schmouthpiece.” 94 Please note that I am totally reversing the 

usual topos that “Socrates”—some “real” Socrates—was a truly dia-

logical thinker, speaker, interlocutor, while Plato has undermined this 

dialogicality. I fi nd it diffi cult to read any of Plato’s Socratic texts in 

this way, certainly not, as I hope to have shown, the Protagoras or the 

Gorgias. This reading of the Gorgias, then, opens up the possibility of 

another way of interpreting the Platonic corpus, one much more at-

tentive to the elements of the spoudogeloion in his writings, long be-

fore that form was supposed to appear on the scene.

94. Debra Nails, “Mouthpiece Schmouthpiece,” in Who Speaks for Plato: Studies in 
Platonic Anonymity, ed. Gerald A. Press (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2000), 
15–26.
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Crude Contradiction: Plato’s “Second Accent”

socrates:  Are you asking a question or beginning to declaim some 

speech?

polus:  I’m asking; I’m asking. (466b) 

The systematic fallaciousness of Socratic argument has been laid 

out eloquently by Richard Robinson in a nearly seventy-year-old book 

that is justly regarded as a classic. As Robinson writes, “The state-

ments [of Socrates] that he is ‘seeing whether the answer is true’ are 

insincere.” 95 Robinson demonstrates—in a very different way than 

mine but reaching nearly identical results—that “the picture we have 

so far obtained of the Socratic elenchus is by no means a favorable 

one.” He elaborates on the point: “This elenchus involved persistent 

hypocrisy; it showed a negative and destructive spirit; it caused pain 

to its victims; it thereby made them enemies of Socrates,” and then, 

asks the question that demands to be asked: “The question thus arises 

what Plato conceived to be the justifi cation of the elenchus. For what 

end was it worth while to be so destructive and insincere, and to incur 

so much enmity?” 96

Denying, as I think we must, that Plato seeks to discredit Socrates, 

Robinson attempts to answer this great question, or rather these great 

questions, via explicit citations from the Platonic corpus in which the 

elenchus is described as having a therapeutic function of demonstrat-

ing to the supposed (or self-supposed) knower that he or she knows 

nothing, in order to prepare the way for the attainment of knowl-

edge, on the assumption that false knowledge is an impossible barrier 

to the acquiring of true knowledge.97 Robinson, himself, however, 

points out that Socrates rarely actually convinces his interlocutor that 

he is wrong, but rather that he has merely been outfoxed, outmaneu-

vered, stung by a stingray (Meno), or bound and gagged (Gorgias).98 

Robinson, nevertheless, is persuasive in his judgment that “the aim 

of the elenchus is to wake men out of their dogmatic slumbers into 

genuine intellectual curiosity. The conviction of one’s own ignorance 

95. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 9.
96. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 10.
97. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 12–13.
98. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 17.
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involves and includes some dim realization of the difference between 

knowledge and all opinions whether false or true. In other words, the 

notion of the elenchus contains a germ of the Platonic conception 

of knowledge as absolutely distinct from opinion. The elenchus does 

not directly give a man any positive knowledge; but it gives him for 

the fi rst time the idea of real knowledge, without which he can never 

have any positive knowledge even if he has all the propositions that 

express it.” 99 This might, indeed, provide some kind of answer to the 

question of why Socrates is willing to be unpleasant and to anger his 

discussants, but in my opinion, in no way, shape, or fashion does it jus-

tify the use of fallacy, insincerity, and misdirection in the procedure.

We can make one of two choices now in a sort of diaeresis:100 either 

Plato recognized the fallaciousness of much of Socrates’ argument or 

he did not. Robinson clearly asserts the second of these alternatives. 

Utilizing a strict methodology (and not an impertinent one by any 

means) to avoid anachronism in the history of philosophy, he argues 

that many things that seem to follow from Socrates’ statements and 

arguments as articulated by Plato may not have so followed to Plato 

himself, not, of course, because Plato was incapable of seeing the 

point, but because human thought had not yet progressed to the point 

where it was possible to see it even for a Plato: “But both Goodrich 

and the expungers [nineteenth-century commentators on Plato who 

attempted to explain what appears to us a ‘logical monstrosity’] as-

sumed that Plato’s logical views were like ours in a point in which they 

are not. Even in mathematics, even in logic, the human race changes 

its opinions from age to age.” 101 The assumption, however, that Plato 

just did not see what seem to us—even to the very untrained of us, 

namely me—as gross inadequacies in the argument may make good 

history, but it surely makes for a much weaker text. It is, moreover, 

I think, contradicted by Plato’s placement of explicit remarks on 

Socrates’ fallaciousness in the mouths of his defeated opponents. 

If they could sense it, even if not quite able to precisely articulate 

what was wrong, surely Plato could see it too. Or better put, if Plato 

could put it in their mouths then necessarily he had seen the point.

99. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 18.
100. I. M. Bochenski, A History of Formal Logic, trans. and ed. Ivo Thomas (Notre 

Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970), pp. 35–39.
101. Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 32.
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This question comes up explicitly in the commentatorial tradition 

in the Gorgias. There is an obvious “sophism” in Socrates’ argument 

against Polus at 474–476, in the sense of a “refutation” that is con-

ducted by an unthematized double meaning in a word. Socrates gets 

Polus to concede that something which is less “useful” (ωΔϕεvλιμος ) is 

less good and, therefore, seems to catch him in a contradiction by 

papering over the distinction between useful and thus good for the 

polis, and useful and thus good for the individual. Polus had claimed 

that it is better to be unpunished than to be punished, but since pun-

ishing wrongdoers is more “useful” and thus “better” than leaving 

them unpunished, and since the more useful is better, then how can 

it be better to be unpunished than to be punished? By eliding this dis-

tinction, and confusing Polus in doing so, Socrates drives Polus to a 

self-contradiction by which he declares the same thing good and not 

good. There has been much discussion in the literature as to whether 

Plato was aware of this contradiction, with, once again, many scholars 

coming down on the side of logical form simply being undeveloped in 

Plato’s time and thus a Plato unable to see the fallacy. I am inclined 

to agree, however, with Dodds, who writes that “it is not easy to be-

lieve with T. Gomperz and others that Plato was wholly unconscious 

of the equivocation. . . .  It looks rather as if he was content at this 

stage to let Socrates repay the Sophists in their own coin, as no doubt 

Socrates often did.” 102 As Leslie Kurke has recently shown, this coin 

is of a very Aesopian sort of minting, one in which, as in the Aeso-

pian narratives, any kind of trickery is permitted in order to force the 

opponent to confess that he is wrong.103 This alleged Platonic “con-

tentedness,” which I have pointed out as a feature of the Protagoras 

as well, seems to me a devastating indictment of Socratic practice. 

“Paying in their own coin,” if indeed it is that and not Socrates him-

self simply behaving as the sort of Sophist that he condemns, debases 

entirely the coinage of Socrates’ sincerity and “say what you mean” 

demands on others. Only special pleading will gainsay this point.104 

In other words, Plato is either a fool, a knave, or a critic of Socrates. 

102. Dodds, Gorgias, 249.
103. Leslie Kurke, “Plato, Aesop, and the Beginnings of Mimetic Prose,” Representations 

94 (Spring 2006): 26. See also her excellent discussion of this matter on p. 31.
104. A point of view that I do not accept is that Socrates is portrayed as simply trying, 

by any means necessary, to break down the self-confi dence of his interlocutors with a view 
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Whatever Plato was, he was not a fool, so our only two options are 

knave or critic.

Let us assume, then, that Plato knew, more or less, what he was do-

ing. This gives us another forking path: either he was doing something 

fundamentally dishonest (for good or bad reasons), or he was not. Ac-

cording to the fi rst path (the knave), the Platonic corpus performs a 

gigantic “noble lie,” according to which, the end of getting Athenian 

intellectuals to abandon the moral premises on which Athenian soci-

ety was built was so vital (for good or bad reasons from our point of 

view) that it justifi ed the means, even when the means were very far 

from an approach to truth at all. I will make Patrick Coby a synecdo-

che for this line of interpretation. For Coby, who provides a strong 

reading of the Protagoras as a whole, this consequence represents the 

exposure of the falsity and hypocrisy of Protagoras’s sophistic posi-

tion, even while mobilizing some very knowingly fallacious argu-

mentation on Socrates’ part. Plato, in other words, is intentionally 

rendering Socrates’ arguments fallacious in order to model how the 

philosopher ought to deal with those who oppose him, some version 

of a noble lie. It is remarkable to me that even the sharpest apologists 

for Socrates, those who love him almost as Alcibiades did, see this 

too; they just think Socrates is justifi ed in these “noble lies,” because 

to then rebuilding them in another direction (rather like Luther’s theology of the function 
of the law). Thus, as Krabbe, for instance, would have it:

To what types of conversation (or: dialogue) did dialectic originally refer? On the 
practical side, one may take the Socratic dialogues as instances of dialectic exchanges. 
On the face of it, a Socratic dialogue most often aims at getting at the truth of some 
matter by answering a question like “Is X Y?” or “What is X?” (Richard Robinson, 
1970, p. 49). Thus the dialogue would be a type of cooperative inquiry aiming at (philo-
sophical) knowledge. However, the practice of these “inquiries” displays many features 
of persuasion dialogues and even of eristic quibbling. Moreover, the Questioner (most 
often Socrates) displays a technique of refutation of a defi nitely more personal charac-
ter than needed for a disinterested use of reductio ad absurdum arguments in objective 
proof. In Socratic elenchus, it is the Answerer himself who is refuted, not just his 
thesis. Elenchus, though painful, is supposed to have benefi cial effects on the soul of 
its victim. According to Richard Robinson (1970, p. 15): “In order to make men virtu-
ous, you must make them know what virtue is. And in order to make them know what 
virtue is, you must remove their false opinion that they already know. And in order 
to remove this false opinion, you must subject them to elenchus.” Thus the ultimate 
purpose of these dialogues seems to be educational. (Erik C. W. Krabbe, “Meeting in 
the House of Callias: Rhetoric and Dialectic,” Argumentation 14, no. 3 [2000]: 207.)

I think it hardly would be “educational” to use precisely the techniques alleged of the 
opponents, the Sophists, in order to convince folks to abandon sophism!
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in some sense, he is absolutely right.105 Plato has shown his hand here 

quite dramatically: to allow a true debate, in which each side gets to 

present its point of view in a planned and expansive manner, and in 

which the decision between them is made by third parties observing 

the debate, is to allow for the possibility that Socrates might lose; this 

is, of course, precisely the risk of democracy. Note that on this read-

ing, on this version of Plato, the success of the enterprise is predi-

cated on one of two results: either we do not see the fallacies and are 

taken in by the noble lie for its allegedly noble purposes, or, we do and 

thus collaborate with the noble liar because we too share his political 

and moral convictions.

Certain “continental” philosophical readings of Plato offer a much 

more sophisticated and attractive version of this line of reasoning. 

Although, in truth, I came to John Sallis very late in the process of 

writing my book, and, moreover, am not in deep intellectual sympa-

thy with his mode of reading (and am fairly antipathetic to some of 

his epigones’ work), I fi nd his writing empowering for describing my 

own project of reading. Sallis makes the most excellent point that 

when we read Plato, “to read carefully includes also taking care to 

ask about the reading itself and not just plunging precipitously into 

what is to be read, losing ourselves, as it were, in it as though it were 

obvious what is required on the part of a reading in order for it to 

be adequate to the dialogues. The refl ective question must not be 

suppressed, least of all at the beginning. Thus, even to begin reading 

carefully includes being prepared to learn, in the wake of such ques-

tioning, that simply reading the dialogues is no simple affair at all.” 106 

It is the purpose of this entire book in some nontrivial way to address 

that complexity of the affair of reading Plato and the Talmud, indeed 

to engage the refl ective question and the self-refl exive question of 

105. Thus, for instance, Coby shows brilliantly that the moment the chairs are 
reversed and Protagoras is the questioner and Socrates the questioned, “Socrates 
promptly entangles himself in his own answers, and like Protagoras, seeks refuge in a 
long, confounding speech—a preposterous epideixis of poetry criticism,” and, therefore, 
“the present offer to instruct Protagoras on the proper way of answering appears like 
comic braggadoccio.” Coby is, of course, right, then to seek what advantage this exchange 
might have brought for Socrates (and certainly for Plato), but the answer, in my view, only 
further exposes Socrates’ “sophistical” manipulation (Coby, Socrates, 94–95).

106. John Sallis, Being and Logos: Reading the Platonic Dialogues (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1996), 1–2.
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the two texts. The differences between our intellectual/reading strat-

egies emerge in what I take to be (modestly I hope) my attempt to 

read the dialogues both from within their project and from outside 

it (an outside that I conceive of Plato himself inscribing). If Sallis can 

claim—sharply, very sharply—“It is not a matter of seeking Plato’s 

opinions at all, for philosophy is what is fundamentally at issue in the 

dialogues, and philosophy is never a matter of someone’s opinions; it 

is rather that decisive transcending of opinion through which man is 

subordinated to a higher measure in such a way that, thereby, it is es-

tablished that man is not the measure of what is,” then I wish to query 

precisely that very claim about philosophy and opinion, to raise the 

question, heretically, of whether, indeed, the human is not the mea-

sure. I wish, as it were, to give voice to Protagoras in a dialogue with 

Plato, a dialogue that raises the question of both the transcendence 

of opinion and the “higher measure”; indeed, by the end of the book, 

I will claim that Plato himself sanctions such a dialogue. Such a dia-

logue is a dialogue with philosophy, not a dialogue within philosophy. 

Plato himself, I think, bids us to dismiss Protagoras as totally as Sallis 

does (not to mention Francisco Gonzalez),107 but at the same time 

Plato fi nds a way to call us to attend to Protagoras as well, to allow for 

the possibility that the human is, indeed, the measure. He does so, 

I will argue in the last chapter, through the comic, occasionally gro-

tesquely comic, narratives in which the dialogues of high seriousness 

are set. My own heuristic model (and perhaps not only heuristic) for 

this alternative mode of reading Plato—one that, inter alia, does not 

leave out the politics of it all—is the Talmud, in which as I shall argue 

we fi nd a dialogue between the Torah (the Rabbis’ name for their phi-

losophia) and a sharp and unanswered voice of critique from without/

within, as well, that is “the arena of almost every utterance [in which] 

an intense interaction and struggle between one’s own and another’s 

word is being waged.” 108

In the rest of this book, I purpose, therefore, to pursue the third 

107. Francisco J. Gonzalez, “Giving Thought to the Good Together: Virtue in Plato’s 
Protagoras,” in Retracing the Platonic Text, ed. John Russon and John Sallis (Evanston, Ill.: 
Northwestern University Press, 2000), 113–54.

108. Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. 
Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, University of Texas Press 
Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 348.
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option, one in which Plato both knew what he was doing and ex-

pected us to see it as well. This reading sees in the Platonic corpus not 

a noble lie, indeed no lie at all, but fi nally something much more cred-

itable, a Platonic critique of his own most deeply held convictions, 

a deep dialogicality that subsists under the powerful monologism 

represented in the dialogues themselves, qua dialogues. As much as 

I agree that he is an unqualifi ed supporter of “Socrates” and the pro-

gram of philosophy; as much, indeed, as it is Plato’s own program, I 

propose a partially new strategy for reading Plato, namely one also al-

lowing “the appearance of a second accent [that] would inevitably be 

perceived as a crude contradiction within the author’s world view.” 109 

In a move that will be repeated several times in the rest of this book, 

indeed becoming the central argument of the book, I suggest reading 

Plato as advancing with dead seriousness, absolute commitment, and 

by any means necessary his program of epistēmē, dialectic, and Athens-

Become-Kallipolis. At the same time, he is allowing us to hear that sec-

ond accent, that crude contradiction, a voice that throws the whole 

system into doubt but is not allowed, nevertheless, to undermine it. 

This, I shall propose, is where dialogue may be found in the Platonic 

writing. So neither fool nor knave, Plato in my reading is a critic, a 

self-critical critic of his own most intensely held convictions.

I will suspend my reading of Plato now for three chapters, for in 

order to more fully open a way through the aporia I have reached 

in these Platonic readings, I am going to go a strange route through 

a text a thousand years later than Plato and from another country, 

the Babylonian Talmud, which is, of course, the single great literary 

product of the Rabbis of the late-ancient Sasanian Jewry and the 

single most important document for all of later rabbinic Judaism as 

well. Through the mediating fi gure of Lucian, a second-century Syr-

ian writing in Greek, I hope to excavate and illuminate the perhaps 

clearer and rougher double-voicing of the Talmud and then bring that 

refl ected light back to bear on a reading of what I take to be perhaps 

Plato’s most crucial text, the Symposium, in which the principle of 

spoudogeloion is most richly and directly explored within the Platonic 

corpus.

109. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 82.
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Jesting Words and Dreadful Lessons: 

The Two Voices of the Babylonian Talmud

Introduction: Hellenism in Jewish Babylonia; or, What Are Plato 

and the Babylonian Talmud Doing in the Same Book?

T
his book imagines, hypothesizes, a cultural relation-

ship, not merely a typological parallelism, between Plato 

and the Babylonian Talmud. This is a controversial point. It is 

commonly held among scholars and learned lay folk alike that 

while the Palestinian Rabbis were in dialogue (and dispute) 

with Christians and other Hellenists, the Rabbis of Babylonia 

were in cultural contact with them only secondarily through 

the medium of their interaction with Palestinian Rabbis and 

their literature and traditions.1 I am proposing, however, that 

1. For instance, even the very savvy Joshua Levinson considers only the ques-
tion of the depth and intensity of the Hellenism in Jewish Palestine. “The Tragedy 
of Romance: A Case of Literary Exile,” Harvard Theological Review 89, no. 3 (July 
1996): 227. See, however, Abraham Wasserstein, “Greek Language and Philosophy 
in the Early Rabbinic Academies,” in Jewish Education and Learning Published in 
Honour of Dr. David Patterson on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Glenda 
Abramson (Chur, Switzerland: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1994), 221–31. A 
very recent exception is Richard Kalmin, who treats other aspects of Western 
connections for Babylonian rabbinism (Jewish Babylonia between Persia and Roman 
Palestine [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006]). For a more extensive form of 
my argument here, see Daniel Boyarin, “Hellenism in Rabbinic Babylonia,” in The 
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the Babylonian Rabbis had a Hellenism of their own. At this point 

a caveat must be entered, lest I be misunderstood. By asserting that 

Babylonian rabbinic culture was a Hellenistic culture, I am not in the 

least denying profound Iranian impact on the culture as well. Recent 

work in this fi eld, primarily by Yaakov Elman and under his aegis, is 

exploring and exposing the richness of reading the Bavli (as I shall 

call the Babylonian Talmud, following tradition) through Iranologi-

cal lenses as well.2 Insofar as a Hellenism is by defi nition a “mixed” 

culture, there is, however, not the slightest contradiction in reading 

the Bavli as one articulation of Hellenism. Nor would Elman think so 

either. As he has noted, following James R. Russell, “infl uences” from 

one culture do not preclude in any sense “promiscuous intermingling 

with material from another tradition.” 3 Sasanian Babylonia was a Ba-

bel of cultures, including the Persian, Eastern Christian, Mandaean, 

and Jewish, as well as Manichean cultures and religions. The argu-

ment for a Babylonian rabbinic Hellenism is especially compelling 

with respect to matters not known from Palestinian rabbinic tradi-

tions. These, at least arguably, only enter the rabbinic textual world at 

a period and in a stratum of the Babylonian Talmud in which impact 

from Palestine is considerably less likely than interaction with the lo-

cal milieu of trans-Euphratian Christian Hellenism.

In a very important discussion, Shaye Cohen has pointed to the 

Hellenism in Jewish Babylonia, noting that the very structuration of 

the rabbinic academies there, resembling the Hellenistic philosophi-

cal schools with their successions of “heads,” is not to be found in 

rabbinic Palestine, and, therefore, “perhaps then the parallels be-

tween patriarchs and scholarchs tell us more about the Hellenization 

of Babylonian Jewry in the fourth and fi fth centuries than about the 

Cambridge Companion to Rabbinic Literature, ed. Charlotte Fonrobert and Martin Jaffee 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 336–63.

2. Yaakov Elman, “Acculturation to Elite Persian Norms,” in Neti�ot Ledavid: Jubilee 
Volume for David Weiss Halivni, ed. Yaakov Elman, Ephraim Bezalel Halivni, and Zvi Arie 
Steinfeld (Jerusalem: Orhot Press, 2004), 31–56; Yaakov Elman, “Middle Persian Culture 
and Babylonian Sages: Accommodation and Resistance in the Shaping of Rabbinic Legal 
Traditions,” in Cambridge Companion to Rabbinic Literature, ed. Charlotte Fonrobert and 
Martin Jaffee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). See too Kalmin, Jewish 
Babylonia.

3. Elman, “Acculturation to Elite Persian Norms,” 32.
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Hellenization of Palestinian Jewry in the second.” 4 My arguments 

tend to support the position of Shaye Cohen fairly vigorously, albeit 

not in terms of Hellenistic “infl uence,” nor even yet in terms of “Hel-

lenization”; rather, I suggest we consider Babylonian Jewish culture 

as itself a Hellenism, or more nuancedly, as a vibrant participant in 

Richard Kalmin’s “rudiments of a partly shared elite culture [which] 

may have been emerging in Syria and Mesopotamia, perhaps a refi ne-

ment of a rudimentary shared non-elite culture which had existed 

earlier.” 5 This emergence involves the development of a shared intel-

lectual culture that fl ows through the Roman East and the Sasanian 

West, an international style, if you will.6

The ways that I imagine such cultural exchange, namely between 

Christian or “pagan” Greek-writing intellectuals and Babylonian Jew-

ish intellectuals, are drawn from the models and methods of folklor-

istic research.7 Diffusion among cultures of motifs, stories, sayings, 

proverbs, legends is, of course, a very well-known phenomenon, 

intensively studied since the nineteenth century. I certainly do not 

imagine Babylonian Rabbis reading Platonic dialogues—there just 

4. Shaye J. D. Cohen, “Patriarchs and Scholarchs,” Proceedings of the American Academy 
of Jewish Research 48 (1981): 85. See now too Adam H. Becker, The Fear of God and the 
Beginning of Wisdom: The School of Nisibis and Christian Scholastic Culture in Late Antique 
Mesopotamia, Divinations (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 14–15. 
Further, Abraham Wasserstein has adumbrated such a result, arguing, “The Jews were as 
susceptible to the lure and infl uence of Hellenism as their gentile neighbours. This is no 
less true of the Aramaic-speaking Jews in Palestine and Babylonia than of those of their 
co-religionists who, living in Asia Minor or in Egypt, or in Greek-speaking cities in Pal-
estine and Syria, had either adopted Greek speech or inherited it from their forebears.” 
I thank Shamma Boyarin for bringing this essay to my attention. It is important to point 
out that Wasserstein emphasizes as well the common Hellenistic world of the rabbis and 
of Syriac-writing Christians; “Greek,” 223.

5. Kalmin, Jewish Babylonia, 174.
6. For a recent and very effective challenge to the notion of “infl uence” in the study 

of late-ancient Jewish cultures, see Michael L. Satlow, “Beyond Infl uence: Towards a 
New Historiographic Paradigm,” in Jewish Literatures and Cultures: Context and Intertext, 
ed. Anita Norich and Yaron Z. Eliav, Brown Judaic Studies 349 (Providence, R.I.: Brown 
Judaic Studies, 2008), 37–53.

7. For such models in their richest application to rabbinic texts, see Galit Hasan-
Rokem, The Web of Life—Folklore in Rabbinic Literature: The Palestinian Aggadic Midrash 
Eikha Rabba, trans. Batya Stein, Contraversions: Jews and Other Differences (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2000); and Dina Stein, Memrah, Magyah, Mitos: Pirke de-Rabi 
Eliezer le-or Mehkar Ha-Sifrut Ha-Amamit (Jerusalem: Hotsaat sefarim a. sh. Y. L. Magnes, 
ha-Unversitah ha-Ivrit, 2004).
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isn’t evidence for that for the seventh century, even though a century 

or two later they certainly were—but rather that literary modes and 

religious ideas reached them via the modes of diffusion of the kinds of 

literatures that we design as folklore. This does not mean, of course, 

that they were not elite products. Recent folkloristic scholarship 

assumes that “folkloristic” modes of production and dissemination 

occur at all levels of society and culture capital. This would provide 

a model to explain at least partially Kalmin’s “shared elite culture.” 

Such disseminated products are then subject to another well- studied 

process known as ecotypifi cation, in which they undergo transi-

tion and are modifi ed to fi t better the cultural situation of their new 

environment.8

Finally, it is important to realize that written culture becomes 

transmuted into oral culture and then back again by such means over 

and over and over again. Some recent work on early Islam will help to 

demonstrate this point. In a lucid and compelling account, Uwe Vagel-

pohl has discussed the problems attending “the philological outlook,” 

defi ned by him as “a tendency to look at the translation movement as 

a philological phenomenon in isolation from its political and intellec-

tual contexts,” 9 or, in other words, exclusive attention to written texts. 

As Vagelpohl makes clear, “one consequence of the ‘philological out-

look’ is the centrality accorded to the textual transmission of Greek 

thought.” 10 Vagelpohl goes on to explain that in addition to actual texts 

translated from Greek into Syriac and into Arabic, there are other 

means by which Greek wisdom was transmitted to the East. Arguing 

that “we cannot explain every Grecism and every instance of terms 

and ideas apparently inspired by a Greek source, whether directly or 

indirectly,” he claims that we must postulate “a certain amount of oral 

communication across linguistic boundaries and ‘para-translational’ 

phenomena which leave less conspicuous traces in a literary tradition 

than the outright translation of texts.” 11 Since the particular historical, 

8. Daniel Boyarin, “Virgins in Brothels: Gender and Religious Ecotypifi cation,” Estu-
dios de literatura oral 5 (1999): 195–217.

9. Uwe Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric in the East: The Syriac and Arabic Translation and 
Commentary Tradition, Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science, vol. 76 (Boston: Brill, 
2008), 1–2.

10. Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 3.
11. Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 5.
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linguistic, and cultural system of which Vagelpohl writes is substantially 

the same one as that of the Babylonian Talmud (with Greek materials 

diffusing eastward via Syriac-speaking Christians),12 albeit a couple of 

centuries later, the phenomena of which he speaks, are, in my view, 

very plausibly postulated for the later layers of the textual/cultural pro-

cesses that gave rise to the Bavli. As Louise Marlow has stated, “The 

assimilation of Hellenism into the culture of the eastern Mediterra-

nean in the course of the sixth and seventh centuries foreshadowed the 

permeation of Islamic thought by Classical Greek and NeoPlatonic 

social ideas.” 13

Dimitri Gutas points out that it is extremely diffi cult to prove 

oral transmission, since, almost necessarily, it has not left a written 

record.14 Gutas also makes the excellent point that what would be 

transmitted by such posited or hypothesized oral means is not full 

philosophical doctrines but rather short and poignant sayings and 

anecdotes, precisely the sort of material I see as revealing the Bavli’s 

Hellenism.15 Some scholars wish to deny any explanatory value to that 

12. As Vagelpohl explains, “In pre-Islamic Palestine, Syria and Iraq, Greek learning 
was mainly transmitted through the various Christian churches of the area. Many of the 
Christian scholars trained in the convents and churches that were part of the local educa-
tional system(s) were familiar enough with Greek to read Greek literature in the original 
but their native language was Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic that had become the dominant 
language of scholars and merchants in the ‘Fertile Crescent’ in the wake of the spread of 
Christianity.” Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 15. Given, for instance, that the Targum to the 
Proverbs is simply the Peshitto transliterated into Hebrew characters, can we doubt that 
Jewish “scholars and merchants” found Syriac culture accessible? Further: “At the time 
of the Islamic conquest, the centers of Greek scholarship in the eastern part of the Ro-
man Empire and western Persia were Edessa, Nisibis, Seleucia (near Ctesiphon) and 
Gundīšāpūr (all of them dominated by Nestorian denomination)” (16).

13. Louise Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in Islamic Thought, Cambridge Studies 
in Islamic Civilization (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 44. Vagelpohl’s 
book has been invaluable to me both for his own insights and for sending me to this refer-
ence and several others cited in these paragraphs as well.

14. Dimitri Gutas, “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy in Arabic (Other Than Platonism and 
Aristotelianism): A Review of the Sources,” in Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt: 
Geschichte und Kultur Roms im Spiegel der neueren Forschung Teil 2, Bd.36, Tbd.7, Principat 
Philosophie, Wissenschaften, Technik Philosophie (systematische Themen; indirekte Überlieferungen; 
Allgemeines; Nachträge), von Wolfgang Haase/herausgegeben von Wolfgang Haase und 
Hildegard Temporini (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1994), 4947.

15. I am, accordingly, not claiming anything like the “maximalist” version of a “hidden 
tradition,” as anatomized by Gutas, “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy,” 4945–46. But neither am 
I convinced that the “minimalist” position that Gutas dismisses is as trivial as he would 
have it be. Why indeed are “borrowed adages and similarities in outlook not among the 
constitutive elements of a high civilization” (4945)?
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which cannot be demonstrated positively16 (in this camp among Jew-

ish scholars would E. E. Urbach),17 assuming always internal cultural 

development until proven otherwise. For my taste, in contrast, it is 

quite enough that we have parallels to such transmission avenues to 

make the explanatory value of hypothesizing them rich and telling 

when particular puzzling textual phenomena in the Bavli are illumi-

nated thereby.18

An example that seems quite compelling to me is the idea of anam-

nesis. For Plato, famously, the fetus knows all truth but forgets it upon 

birth, so learning is remembering (Meno 86b). For the Rabbis, equally 

famously (if in more limited circles), an angel teaches the fetus the 

whole Torah and then makes him/her forget it on birth, so all learn-

ing of Torah is remembering (Nidda 30b). For another example of the 

same consonance, witness the Seventh Letter, in which Plato writes: 

“I do not . . . think the attempt to tell mankind of these matters a good 

thing, except in the case of some few who are capable of discovering 

the truth for themselves with a little guidance” (341b). One should 

compare this to the famous clause in the Mishna that one teaches 

esoterica only to “one who is wise and understands of himself,” on 

which the Bavli remarks that “we give into his hands the chapter 

headings alone” (H. agiga 13a). These parallels are too specifi c to be 

mere chance, and they bespeak some cultural channels, by no means 

necessarily written, by which Platonic stories and maxims reached the 

Rabbis of Babylonia. Thus, it is not implausible to imagine by this 

means that even Platonic motifs, let alone Lucianic or Petronian 

ones, became part of oral culture, were transmitted to the Babylonian 

Rabbis through the medium of oral transcultural transmission, and 

then reappeared in writing within the Bavli itself, having undergone a 

sort of sea-change (or perhaps desert-change) en route.19

Another signifi cant factor in the increased “Hellenizing” of the 

Babylonian Rabbis may very well be the increased movement of Syr-

iac Christian sages after 489 AC after the bishop of Edessa was given 

16. In this category falls Gutas himself; “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy,” 4944–49.
17. Ephraim E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs, trans. Israel Abrahams 

(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1975), 246–48.
18. See Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 5n13.
19. Cf. Michael G. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, Princeton Studies on the 

Near East (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 7–11.
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permission to close down the theologically suspect “School of the 

Persians” in that city. Its adherents, thereupon, fl ed over the Persian 

border and founded their school at Nisibis.20 Isaiah Gafni has argued 

that the founding of this East Syrian (formerly known as “Nestorian”) 

school in Nisibis had a big impact on the formation of the rabbinic 

schools in that area.21 This perspective has the potential to lead to 

revolutionary new ways of conceiving the history of Babylonian rab-

binic Judaism,22 insofar as one of the outstanding features of these 

Syriac-speaking and writing Christian scholars and teachers was their 

concern with Greek (and especially Neoplatonic) philosophy. It is im-

portant to note that in areas very close to the centers of production 

of late-ancient Babylonian rabbinic culture, an Aramaic-speaking 

and writing Christian community was increasingly articulating its re-

ligious thought on the basis of Greek philosophy, just as Christian 

writers had been doing, if somewhat earlier, in the Greek-speaking 

West. The geographical center of authority for the Babylonian Jews 

is in Mah. oza (Syriac Mah. oze, a section of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the 

Sasanian capital), the site of the Catholicos of the East Syrian church. 

As Becker has put the point, “Jews and Christians in Mesopotamia 

spoke the same language, lived under the same rulers, practiced the 

same magic, engaged in mystical and eschatological speculation, and 

shared scriptures as well as a similar fi xation on the ongoing and eter-

nal relevance of those scriptures. They developed similar institutions 

aimed at inculcating an identity in young males that defi ned each of 

them as essentially a homo discens, a learning human, or rather, a res 

discens, a learning entity, since learning was understood as an essen-

tial characteristic of their humanity.” 23 Given these considerations, 

20. Becker, Fear of God, 2.
21. Isaiah Gafni, “Nestorian Literature as a Source for the History of the Babylon-

ian Yeshivot,” Tarbiz 51 (1981–82): 567–76 (in Hebrew). For the signifi cance of Nisibis 
(trans-Euphratian Antioch) as a center of Jewish learning, see Aharon Oppenheimer, 
Benjamin H. Isaac, and Michael Lecker, Babylonia Judaica in the Talmudic Period, Beihefte 
zum Tübinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients (Wiesbaden: L. Reichert, 1983), 328–31.

22. See Becker’s remarks relating how changing legends of origin in Mesopotamia 
about Syrian monasticism were homologous with the institutional changes also taking 
place. So as the East Syrian monastic practices became Egyptianized, “the memories of 
early Syriac monasticism and its indigenous origins were completely erased. The culmina-
tion of this may be seen in the Mār Awgēn tradition, which held that monasticism was 
brought to Mesopotamia by Eugenius the Egyptian.” Becker, Fear of God, 175.

23. Becker, Fear of God, 5.
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Becker adumbrates—but in concert with the scope of his project 

does not develop the particulars of—the importance of this shared 

culture for the formation and content of the Babylonian Talmud. 

Vagelpohl, moreover, has identifi ed Seleucia-Ctesiphon and Nisibis 

as being “at the time of the Islamic conquest” two of “the centers 

of Greek scholarship in the eastern part of the Roman Empire and 

western Persia.” 24

My considerations above of the plausibility of a joint cultural mi-

lieu, or at least of the possibility of cultural contact between the au-

thors of the Bavli and late Hellenistic literary and thought forms, are 

meant to be just that, an argument for the inherent plausibility of 

such a milieu, not a proof for its existence. Given this inherent plausi-

bility of such a cultural environment, my question is: does positing it 

help me produce a hypothesis to account for previously unexplained 

anomalies in particular texts or in the entire corpus? If I can account 

for anomalies in a text, small or large, by relating them to a particular 

historical-literary context, and if there does not seem to be an alter-

native explanation that can explain such anomalies, I will offer this 

reading as a hypothesis. Should someone fi nd another way of reading 

the text that accounts for more of the text on fewer assumptions, 

that interpretation would be preferable to the one I offer here. Fail-

ing that, my readings should provide evidence for the hypothesis of 

extensive cultural contact and interaction between the Rabbis of late 

Babylonia and the Greco-Christian cultural world. The “method” is 

to imagine a different place, a hypothesized Republic of Letters, in 

which a series of textual readings can be imagined to lodge. It is vital, 

of course, that this new metanarrative not violate the more or less 

assured results of historians to date, but it surely can go beyond the 

hypotheses and conclusions that they draw upon these fi ndings.

The Talmud’s Monological Dialogues

It is at least arguable that the second most vauntedly dialogical of 

texts from antiquity—after Plato—is the Babylonian Talmud. The 

Bavli has become almost a poster child for the dialogical text. Coun-

tering perhaps an earlier (nineteenth-century) representation of 

24. Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 16.
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the Talmud as severe and repressive, many twentieth-century crit-

ics (including the writer of these lines) saw in the apparent open-

endedness of the talmudic dialectic a version of pluralism or some 

kind of near-deconstructive undecidability. Certainly, as I have ar-

gued above, and as many have argued before me, the Bavli bespeaks 

numerous individual voices. But I have changed my mind that such a 

plethora of voices necessarily constitutes a dialogical text.

Bakhtin has most clearly described the monologism inherent in 

represented dialogue in his essay “Discourse in the Novel.” In this 

essay, he argues that a “rhetorical double-voicedness” may sometimes 

be “unfolded into an individual dialogue, into individual argument 

and conversation between two persons,” but since the exchanges 

belong to a “single unitary language,” they are not diverse in speech 

or language even when the parties are arguing with each other. As 

he comments, “Such double-voicing, remaining within the bound-

aries of a single hermetic and unitary language system, without any 

underlying fundamental sociolinguistic orchestration, may be only a 

stylistically secondary accompaniment to the dialogue and forms of 

polemic. The internal bifurcation (double-voicing) of discourse, suffi -

cient to a single and unitary language and to a consistently monologic 

style, can never be a fundamental form of discourse: it is merely a 

game, a tempest in a teapot.” 25 I maintain in this book that the Bavli 

is indeed a dialogical text but that the dialogue in the text is not to 

be found where it has been sought, between the voices of the differ-

ent speakers, “not from individual dissonances, misunderstandings or 

contradictions.” 26 Rather, it arises in the “internal dialogism of au-

thentic prose discourse, which grows organically out of a stratifi ed 

and heteroglot language,” that “cannot ultimately be fi tted into the 

frame of any manifest dialogue, into the frame of a mere conversa-

tion between persons.” 27 In this chapter, I will be making an argu-

ment about the Babylonian Talmud similar to the one I have made 

with respect to Plato, namely that in its dialectic, the Bavli is anything 

but dialogical.

25. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 
by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, 
University of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 325.

26. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 325.
27. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 326. See too p. 330.
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In a forthcoming book, Barry Wimpfheimer has treated the Tal-

mud from a Bakhtinian perspective.28 In my own reading of the Tal-

mud, I shall be both building on Wimpfheimer’s account and ulti-

mately modifying it in a certain direction as well. Wimpfheimer notes 

the drive for coherence that motivates the talmudic text: “While the 

Bavli takes the structural form of a multi-vocal debate, the drive for 

coherence is the true energy behind Talmudic conversations. In fact, 

the words ‘Talmud’ and ‘gemara’—words that would later become 

synonyms for the Bavli—refer in the rabbinic lexicon to the practice 

of juxtaposing contradictory assertions and dialectically resolving 

their contradictions.” 29 The effect, in terms of the “Talmud” in this 

sense of dialectical resolutions of contradictions, is to produce, al-

beit by very different means, a form of dialogue as ultimately mono-

logical (on Wimpfheimer’s reading) as that of Plato himself (on my 

reading).30 Indeed, the famous refusal of the Babylonian Talmud to 

allow any resolution to its dialectic (similar to the aporetic dialogues 

of Plato) does not constitute openness or pluralism as I see it now, 

but a similarly monological protreptic that maintains that all Truth—

in this case fi gured as the revelation at and from Sinai of the oral 

Torah—can be found only via the truth procedures, oral Torah, and 

in the institution which is the sole possessor of the oral Torah and its 

methods, the rabbinic House of Study. Thus while the detailed and in-

ternally directed questions of halakhic practice are endlessly debated 

with the utmost of seriousness, no possible challenge to the system 

itself may be brooked. In this sense, the dialectic of the Talmud (the 

sugya) is not dialogical; it is monolingual. The talmudic dialectic is no 

more dialogical than the Platonic and for largely the same reason: in 

28. Barry Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales out of Court: Literary Ambivalence in Talmudic Legal 
Narratives, Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religions (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, forthcoming). I am grateful for the privilege of reading this book prior 
to its publication. It needs to be said that the extent to which this chapter is in conversa-
tion with Wimpfheimer is greater than can be marked in specifi c footnotes.

29. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales, introduction.
30. In reading Wimpfheimer’s work, I noticed at one point that he referred to previ-

ous scholars who have claimed that the Midrash and Talmud are themselves, ipso facto, 
dialogical works in the Bakhtinian sense, and looking to see who that scholar was and to 
cite him or her as a ground to my own claims about the monologicity of these texts in 
their represented dialogues, I discovered, of course, myself. So I am my own fall guy. The 
present work represents a virtual volte-face from my earlier, and as I now think, naively 
celebratory positions.
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both there is one abstract consciousness, one “profi le of rationality,” 

by which all opposition is nulled.31 For Plato, of course, that is philoso-

phia, as we have seen, while for the Talmud it is that rabbinic profi le of 

rationality named oral Torah, together with its midrashic and other 

modes of reasoning. I am not claiming that Platonic philosophy is 

translatable into talmudic Torah, but rather that they function in two 

very different cultural environments in analogous ways.

A few introductory words about the composition of the Talmud 

may prove helpful here. The bulk of the Babylonian Talmud consists 

of a particular kind of dialectic in which two opposing views on a 

given topic in halakha are presented and then an argument is pursued 

in which each of the two amora�im (named post-Mishnaic speakers) 

tries to topple the view of the other by contradicting it with authori-

tative texts which are explained away in turn. More often than not, 

the “conversation” ends with neither side defeating the other, but all 

contradictions to either side neatly explained away in more or less 

convincing fashion. Although the “fi ction” of the Talmud is that these 

are the records of living conversations that actually took place, it is 

clear, rather, that they are the product of artfully constructed rhe-

torical composition practices that make use of existing halakhic say-

ings in order to construct the dialectic, which is glued together with 

connective materials, questions that various sayings are made as if to 

answer, and contradictions made up out of originally independent 

sayings. This is the specifi c authorial “hand” that has taken the ut-

terances (tvrmm) of the amora�im and turned them into conversations 

and especially dialectics, in large part by juxtaposing them one to 

the other (even if the speakers were continents and centuries apart). 

These anonymous authors have also frequently added questions to 

which the utterances were allegedly an answer, objections that they 

allegedly refute. All of this connective material that builds the dialec-

tic of the sugya out of the memrot is called (traditionally and by schol-

ars) the stam or stamma.

Among Bakhtin’s achievements is the articulation of the notion 

of the monologic dialogue, that is, the represented dialogue in a text, 

31. For an almost directly opposite account of the Talmud, see Sergei Dolgopolsky, 
What Is Talmud? The Art of Disagreement (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009); he is 
surely at least as “right” as I am.
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that when analyzed can be shown to encode only the point of view of 

the “author.” I hope to show here that the talmudic dialectic produced 

by the stamma works to produce such monological dialogue, in which, 

“even when one is dealing with a collective, with a multiplicity of cre-

ating forces, unity is nevertheless illustrated through the image of a 

single consciousness: the spirit of a nation, the spirit of a people, the 

spirit of history, and so forth.” 32 In the case of the Talmud, of course, 

this single consciousness can best be seen as the “spirit” of Torah, that 

is, of a particular practice of devotional study that organizes the whole 

world of value and meaning from alpha to omega around the determi-

nation of correct practice, halakha, allowing no other consciousness, 

neither Jewish nor gentile, to have independent existence. As Bakhtin 

characterizes such monologism, “Everything capable of meaning can 

be gathered together in one consciousness and subordinated to a uni-

fi ed accent; whatever does not submit to such a reduction is acciden-

tal and unessential.” 33 This would undoubtedly be an extreme way of 

describing the talmudic dialectic; in some senses it is too chaotic and 

not clearly under anyone’s control (even the limited control that an au-

thor exercises) to quite produce a unifi ed accent, but in a strong sense, 

this is, nevertheless, an important descriptive tool for understanding 

the talmudic dialectic in the sense that the Bavli is a protreptic (in this 

sense exactly analogous to Plato’s dialogues) for a way of life, the life 

of the House of Study. It is, moreover, a useful way of thinking about 

the fate of those intractable stories in the Talmud which are a major 

part of my topic in this book; they are for the Talmud “whatever does 

not submit to such a reduction,” and has, therefore, been treated by 

the tradition as “accidental and unessential.”

The Babylonian Talmud, even more than the Palestinian,34 is a 

scholastic document produced largely to convince folks that the way 

of life of the oral Torah, the way of the Rabbis, is the only way toward 

appropriate behavior toward God and humankind (equivalent only in 

this functional sense to Platonic philosophy). This is, moreover, the 

32. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 82.

33. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 82.
34. On this point, see Richard Kalmin, “The Formation and Character of the Babylo-

nian Talmud,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4, The Late Roman-Rabbinic Period, 
ed. Steven T. Katz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 840–77.
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way that the Talmud has been read and used for a millennium and a 

half. Rather than suggesting that this is the way the Talmud invites 

itself to be read exclusively, I offer the idea that there is a strongly 

monologizing voice within the Talmud that serves as the impetus of 

such a reading, a reading that turns ultimately all that is authoritative 

into halakha. I will refer to the ideology of this voice as “legism.” 35 

Concomitantly, as I will argue below, there is a second voice in the 

Talmud, one scarcely attended to, that resists not only legism but no-

mism altogether (or better put, the rabbinic program tout court). My 

representation of the ways that the Talmud inhibits and closes off dis-

sent from that program is thus to be taken less as a description of the 

Talmud than as a move against monological reading practices with 

respect to the Talmud and a move toward a dialogically holistic read-

ing. In other words, pulling the dialectic out of its context is intended 

as a heuristic way of isolating a language, a prominent, dominant lan-

guage in the Talmud that illuminates and is, in turn, illuminated by a 

deeply discordant other language that is there too.

While perhaps in the earliest stages of his thinking, Bakhtin had 

identifi ed dialogue between characters in the novel as an instance 

of dialogism, it quickly became clear to him that not only does dia-

logism not rest exclusively in the dialogues of characters, it is most 

often resisted in such dialogue, which is, after all, entirely under the 

control and within the plane of the discourse of the author. With-

out being more absolutist than Bakhtin—there is some measure of 

dialogism perhaps in the dialectic—I, nonetheless, propose that such 

nondialogical represented dialogue (or dialectic) is as characteristic of 

the talmudic sugya as it is of Plato’s dialogues. I offer, therefore, that 

in the sugya, at least as much as in the Platonic dialogue, the author, 

the stamma, “cram[s] everything into one abstract consciousness,” as 

Bakhtin puts it.

The monologism of the talmudic sugya does not generally consist 

of the kind of power play that we fi nd, for instance, in the Protago-

ras, being rather something more like the Symposium in its strategies. 

That is, it is not so much that one voice in the dialogue is crushed as 

35. The term “legism” is drawn from the literature of Confucianism in precisely this 
sense as one of the schools of Confucianist thought. As Borges remarked (I don’t remem-
ber where), the Chinese and the Jews are the only peoples on earth who tried to legislate 
for every moment of life.
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Protagoras’s is, but rather that the voices in the represented dialogue 

are brought under the full control of the stamma, author of the sugya, 

at every moment. (No one is allowed to introduce any dangerous sub-

stances into the valise of the sugya.) This kind of monological dialogue 

is rather closer to Bakhtin’s account of nondialogical dialogue, in 

which “the unconfi rmed ideas are distributed among the heroes, no 

longer as signifying ideas, but rather as socially typical or individually 

characteristic manifestations of thought. The one who knows, under-

stands, and sees is in the fi rst instance the author himself. He alone is 

an ideologist.” 36 The role of the author of the rabbinic dialectic thus 

provides a perfect fi t for the Bakhtinian notion of the monological 

dialogue. Indeed, the Rabbis themselves imagine God as the author 

of all of their words.

A Divine Conversation: The Single Shepherd 

and the Consolidation of Rabbinic Hegemony

It was David Stern among modern critics who fi rst showed how 

deeply antithetical to dialogue in the Bakhtinian sense is the al-

leged plurality of voices in rabbinic literature in general, including 

in the Talmud. Stern demonstrated as well the explicit effort of the 

stamma to harmonize away any possibility of genuine dissent: “The 

conclusion of such a discourse is, of course, a powerful and tenden-

tious support for rabbinic hegemony. . . .  [T]he citation of multiple 

interpretations in midrash is an attempt to represent in textual terms 

an idealized academy of rabbinic tradition where all the opinions of 

the sages are recorded equally as part of a single divine conversation. 

Opinions that in human discourse may appear as contradictory or 

mutually exclusive are raised to the state of paradox once traced to 

their common source in the speech of the divine author.” 37 Stern dis-

cusses at length a talmudic passage in which it is explicitly claimed 

that all of the opinions of all of the Rabbis are all equally sanctioned 

by God, as it were:

36. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 82.
37. David Stern, Midrash and Theory: Ancient Jewish Exegesis and Contemporary Literary 

Studies, Rethinking Theory (Evanston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1996), 37.
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Should a man say: Since some pronounce unclean and others pro-

nounce clean, some prohibit and others permit, some declare unfi t 

and others declare fi t—how then shall I learn Torah? Therefore Scrip-

ture says: All of them “were given by one shepherd.” One God gave 

them, one leader (i.e., Moses) proclaimed them from the mouth of the 

Lord of all creation, blessed be He, as it is written, “And God spoke 

all these words” [Exodus 20:1; my emphasis]. Therefore make your 

ear like the hopper and acquire a perceptive heart to understand the 

words of those who pronounce unclean and the words of those who 

pronounce clean, the words of those who prohibit and the words of 

those who permit, the words of those who declare unfi t and the words 

of those who declare fi t. (TB H. agiga 3a–b)

The Bavli is actually quite outspoken here about its ambitions. By 

insisting that all sides in the debate are correct, it completely vitiates 

the power of genuine debate and dissent. That is, a true challenge 

to these practices from outside the rabbinic community is impos-

sible, given the Bavli’s claim that all are the words of the Living God, 

all were given by one Shepherd. Everyone must incline his/her ears 

like hoppers and accept the Rabbis’ words as divine. Thus are the 

Talmud’s opposing rabbinic opinions brought clearly under Bakhtin’s 

dictum that in a monological dialogue “unity is nevertheless illus-

trated through the image of a single consciousness,” the spirit of the 

rabbinic oral Torah. This is, as I am arguing, the actual practice of the 

halakhic dialectic of the Talmud. Anything but dialogical, the Bavli’s 

sugya is a classic instance of a Bakhtinian monological dialectic, of 

which as we have seen, he writes: “Dialogue and dialectics. Take a dia-

logue and remove the voices . . . remove the intonations . . . carve out 

abstract concepts and judgments from living words and responses, 

cram everything into one abstract consciousness—and that’s how 

you get dialectics.” 38

That to this day it is nearly impossible to imagine a world of com-

mitted Jewish practice in late antiquity that was not rabbinic, or even 

not fully rabbinic, is a measure of the success of these rhetorical and 

literary practices in convincing readers that there is no authentic Jew-

38. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, xxxii, citing Bakhtin’s Jottings of 1971.
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ish voice outside the House of Study. And yet historical scholarship 

does force us to consider this as at least a possible reality. In another 

literary context, Tim Whitmarsh has reminded us that “the various 

constituent voices that are to be found in dialogue with each other in 

the novel can be, on their own terms, authoritarian; that there is no 

ultimate closure or resolution does not necessarily detract from their 

forcefulness.” 39 Indeed, as suggested by Stern, we could go even a step 

further and propose that it is the ultimate nonclosure of the talmudic 

sugya that guarantees the forcefulness of the ideological authority of 

the ultimately single-voiced dialectic.

When considered from another point of view, this is simply the 

character of dialectic per se. The halakhic (legal) dialectic of the 

Babylonian Talmud by itself is as profoundly monological as Plato’s in 

that it brooks no real challenge to its possession of the oral Torah, the 

guaranteed, if admittedly only partly comprehended, defi nitive God’s 

truth. This is, indeed, a given of its very use of dialectic, and, more-

over, this is the primary defi nition and telos of dialectic itself. As Erik 

Krabbe has written, “The primary purpose of dialectic (in the nar-

rower sense), as being mostly concerned with inquiry, is to attain at a 

truth of some sort, whereas that of rhetoric, as being concerned with 

persuasion, is to arrive at a shared opinion.” 40 Still less is the purpose 

of dialectic the airing of and exposure of difference. To be sure, what 

is crucial is the “truth of some sort” toward which dialectic drives. I 

will repeat and repeat again that I am, of course, not claiming that 

the epistemology of the Bavli is in any direct way comparable to that 

Plato. But it is the case, in my view, that the function of the talmu-

dic dialectic is very similar to that of Plato in that both are inquiries 

based on a single and singular concept of rationality (different in each 

case). Like Plato’s Academy, the Rabbis’ House of Study is vaunted as 

the only possible venue for the discovery of truth.

I have found three general methods through which the stamma mo-

nologizes or reduces the potentially dialogical to the monological. The 

fi rst is by constructing dialectical encounters out of different state-

39. Tim Whitmarsh, “Dialogues in Love: Bakhtin and His Critics on the Ancient Novel,” 
in The Bakhtin Circle and Ancient Narrative, vol. 3, ed. R. Bracht Branham, Ancient Narrative 
(Groningen: Barkhuis Publishing and the University Library of Groningen, 2005), 109.

40. Erik C. W. Krabbe, “Meeting in the House of Callias: Rhetoric and Dialectic,” 
Argumentation 14, no. 3 (2000): 211.
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ments made in different contexts, thus turning what might have been 

dialogue into dialectic; the second is by harmonizing different opin-

ions in such wise that their power to be distinct is bleached out of them; 

and the third is via a mode of appropriation through which voices that 

potentially challenge the entire halakhic system of authority and nor-

mativity are defanged, their potential to challenge having been staved 

off by being assimilated into the halakhic system. I will exemplify each 

of these quite prevalent talmudic strategies with one example.

Dialogue into Dialectic: Monologizing the Sugya

In the fi rst Mishna of the second chapter of Ketubbot, we are told 

of a situation in which there is contention between a woman and her 

divorcing husband or between a widow and her deceased husband’s 

heirs as to her status at the time of the marriage. If the marriage was a 

fi rst marriage, she is entitled to a payment of two hundred zuz at the 

time of dissolution of the marriage for either cause, while if it was a re-

marriage she may only collect one hundred. The Mishna informs us:

If there were witnesses that she went out [to the wedding procession] 

in a hinuma with her hair uncovered, she may collect two hundred [in 

accordance with a fi rst marriage]. Rabbi Yoh. anan ben Beroqa: Even 

the distribution of toasted grains is a proof.

The Mishna adduces two customs that were practiced only at a 

fi rst wedding (neither of which was understood even by the time of 

the Bavli), so if the divorcée or widow can produce witnesses who 

remember that one of these practices was engaged in at the wedding, 

she is entitled to the reimbursement suitable for the dissolution of a 

fi rst marriage.

To this the Talmud objects:

Shouldn’t he [the author of the Mishna] be concerned that she will 

produce witnesses in this court and collect and then again produce 

her ketubba in another court and collect again?

If we allow a widow to collect on the basis of the testimony of wit-

nesses to the marriage, objects the stamma, then she could pull out 
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her marriage contract in another court and successfully sue for the 

payment on dissolution of marriage there as well.

To respond to this question, the stamma cites a Palestinian 

authority:

Said Rabbi Abbahu: This demonstrates that we write a quitclaim [and 

give it to the husband or his heirs].

The question of the quitclaim is a contested one at other sites in the 

Talmud. The controversy turns on whether or not in cases of a debt 

being paid the court should provide the former debtor with a docu-

ment which proves that he has paid the debt, lest he be sued again for 

the same obligation. Rabbi Abbahu is made to answer the question, 

arguing that since our Mishna seems to create an impossibly unjust 

situation if we don’t assume that a quitclaim is afforded the paid-off 

debtor, it is clear that the court must provide such a document.

But of course, this being the Talmud, his argument is not allowed 

to stand:

Said Rav Pappa: We are speaking of a place where no ketubba is 

written.

Rashi (the great eleventh-century commentator on the Talmud) 

explains that Rav Pappa’s view is that the court should not ever give a 

quitclaim document to a paid-up debtor, for then the burden of proof 

would shift to him, and if suit is brought for an unpaid debt, it will be 

his obligation to prove that he paid it. This seems to Rav Pappa inher-

ently unfair, given the general rabbinic presumption that the one who 

is seeking to receive money must prove his or her claim. Rav Pappa, 

accordingly, opines that the Mishna in which the woman collects by 

adducing witnesses refers to a situation in which the local custom is 

not to actually write a ketubba document but to rely on the prevailing 

conditions for marriages set by the court, and accordingly she would 

not be able to produce her ketubba in another court to collect again 

(since she does not have one).

Although the sugya goes on, this is enough for me to make my point 

here. What is important to realize is that despite this sugya’s fi ction 

of being a conversation—a question asked, one answer given, an an-
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tithetical answer given—this sugya is, in fact, like most, an artifi cial 

literary construction. For one thing, the participants in this apparent 

controversy lived a century and thousands of miles apart (Abbahu in 

Palestine in the third century; Pappa in Babylonia in the fi fth). For 

another thing, it is not at all clear, Rashi’s commentary notwithstand-

ing, that Rav Pappa is, in fact, answering the question. He could, just 

as well, have simply been interpreting the Mishna as applying in a 

situation where there is no documentary ketubba, thus explaining the 

need for witnesses altogether. He is not, on that assumption, making 

a comment, then, on the question of quitclaims. Furthermore, since it 

is the author of the dialectic who constructed this entire controversy, 

we don’t even really know to what Rabbi Abbahu’s comment was orig-

inally attached, or whether, indeed, it even referred to the situation 

of the Mishna. In fact, the stamma itself bruits this possibility imme-

diately afterward, thus showing how constructed and hypothetical 

was the fi rst contextualization of Rav Pappa’s statement. My point 

is not, of course, that there is in this case any deep ideological stake 

involved; in fact, almost the opposite: the point is stronger because 

there isn’t anything at stake, but rather the sugya shows precisely how 

the living voices of rabbinic (amoraic) commentators were made in 

particular times and places in response to particular conditions, and 

texts are transformed to become examples of Bakhtin’s “dialectic,” 

wherein the author “carve[s] out abstract concepts and judgments 

from living words and responses.” The point is not that there is no 

difference between Rabbi Abbahu’s and Rav Pappa’s views; the point 

is rather that there is no difference between Rabbi Abbahu and Rav 

Pappa (the sugya would suffer nothing if they were exchanged), and, 

moreover, precisely that there is hardly anything of moment at stake 

in this disagreement.

This dialectic remains lively and compelling to be sure (myriads of 

people even today—including me—fi nd endless delight in following 

the logic and resolving the logical diffi culties of this incredible text, 

the Babylonian Talmud), but I insist on the point that it is not and 

cannot be cited as an example of some kind of pluralism or dialogue 

in the weak sense of people listening to each other or being tolerant. 

Something other than a vaunted pluralism is at stake and at hand in 

the famous production of the endless and endlessly unresolved con-

versation across time and space of the Talmud, namely the consolida-
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tion of rabbinic power. By confronting rabbinic disagreement and do-

mesticating it such that it becomes a series of distinctions that make 

no difference, the Talmud reaffi rms and re-enforces the point that all 

the rabbinic words add up to the will of the one Divine Shepherd. The 

point is not so much that no one is ever right (and that, therefore, 

a genuine pluralism of opinion is imagined), but that no one is ever 

wrong, as long as he (sic) is in the right institution. (I am not ascrib-

ing malevolent intent or evil results to this consolidation of power 

to which I happily submit myself; I am more concerned not to see 

it watered down into something that is intellectually jejune and plays 

false to the historical meanings of the texts in their socioreligious 

contexts.)

Rescuing Apostates: Much Ado about Nothing

Another way in which the talmudic sugya reduces any real dissent is 

by construing arguments in a sense in which there turns out to be no 

real difference between the positions. The following text illustrates 

the means through which the author of the dialectic turns what has 

the potential to be real (and signifi cant) disagreement into an argu-

ment about virtually nothing:41

Rabbi Abbahu taught before Rabbi Yoh. anan: Gentiles and shepherds, 

one does not help them out nor throw them in, but the minim [Jewish 

heretics] and the delatores [informers] and apostates [to paganism],42 

they would throw them in and not help them out.

He said to him, but I teach: “all of the losses of your brother” [Deu-

teronomy 22:3] to add the apostate, and you have said: they would 

throw them in.

Delete from here “the apostates!”

41. I discuss the same text elsewhere to somewhat different ends. Daniel Boyarin, 
Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity, Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient 
Religions (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 197–200.

42. dmvwm, following the mss. According to the brilliant interpretation of Shlomo Pines 
that a dmvwm is one who has become a “pagan,” it follows that minim, Jewish-Christians, are 
in a much worse category than Jews who have become “pagans.” This is an excellent exam-
ple of how muddying the categories is the greatest threat of all. See Shlomo Pines, “Notes 
on the Parallelism between Syriac Terminology and Mishnaic Hebrew,” in Yaakov Fried-
man Memorial Volume (Jerusalem: Institute for Jewish Studies, 1974), 209–11 (in Hebrew).
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The text begins with Rabbi Abbahu citing a tannaitic teaching to 

the effect that if idol worshipers and shepherds (considered thieves) 

should fall into a hole, while we should not push them in, neither 

should we rescue them; the second category of minim, delatores (Judas 

Iscariots), and apostates ought to be pushed into a hole without res-

cue. To this Rabbi Yoh. anan objects that the verse that enjoins saving 

the lost objects of one’s brother includes even brothers who are apos-

tates,43 so how is it possible that Jews are commanded to endanger 

the apostates’ lives? The answer is that apostates are to be entirely 

removed from the list of those to be thrown into pits. Notice that at 

this point in the talmudic text—which may indeed refl ect the earlier 

text on which the stamma of the dialectic is performing “his” mono-

logizing operations—we have a sharp point of disagreement. Are the 

apostates included in the category of the worst deviants who are to 

be put to death, or are they in the category of “brothers,” to whom 

one returns a lost object? Effectively, moreover, by citing the authori-

tative Rabbi Yoh. anan and emending Rabbi Abbahu’s tradition, the 

hypothetical earlier Talmud has decided the question in favor of the 

latter option: apostates are indeed “brothers.”

We see here, accordingly, the clear difference of the layers of the tal-

mudic text and of talmudic textual practice, for the stamma cannot leave 

this conclusion alone.44 This stamma cannot, it seems, tolerate such a 

situation of rational resolution of a question. The text continues:

But he could have said to him: This is talking about an apostate who 

eats non-kosher meats out of appetite, and that refers to an apostate 

who eats non-kosher meats out of spite.

For it is said: the apostate Rav Ah. a and Ravina disagree about him. 

One said, an apostate out of appetite is an apostate, and for spite is 

a min, while the other said, even for spite he is still an apostate, and 

what is a min? Someone who worships an idol [i.e., a Jew who worships 

an idol]. He thought that one who eats non-kosher meats out of spite 

is a min. (TB Avoda Zara 26b)

43. By virtue of the addition of the word “all.”
44. This example would seem then to support the notion of a more continuous 

process (or at any rate historically layered one) of the production of the sugya than the 
single-event model promulgated by Halivni in recent works. David Halivni, “Aspects of 
the Formation of the Talmud,” Sidra 20 (2005): 68–116 (in Hebrew).
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The Talmud asks: why did Rabbi Abbahu so readily accede to the 

emendation of his text in response to Rabbi Yoh. anan’s objection? He 

had a better way out. He could have said that there are two kinds of 

apostates. In the case of the one who eats nonkosher meats out of ap-

petite, we still consider him a “brother” and we rescue his lost object, 

and a fortiori his person, but an apostate who eats nonkosher meats 

demonstratively, to “spite,” to make a religious point, that is the one 

whom we not only do not redeem but indeed are enjoined to endan-

ger. To this the answer is that Rabbi Yoh. anan was of the opinion that 

such a one who eats nonkosher meats in order to spite the Jewish 

Torah is not an apostate but a min. The Talmud, that is, the stamma of 

the dialectic sugya, backs this point up by citing an amoraic (later rab-

binic, in this case very late Babylonian) argument as to the defi nition 

of the apostate and the min. Note how the meaning of the term min is 

transformed as well from the earlier to the later stratum of the sugya.

The tannaitic (early rabbinic) text projects a clear hierarchy of 

“evil-doers.” Gentiles and shepherds are obviously of a higher status 

than the minim, the apostates, and the delatores. In the course of Rabbi 

Yoh. anan’s intervention, apostates, whatever they are, are raised not 

only into a higher category than the minim and the informers but even 

into a higher category than the gentiles, for the latter are neither res-

cued nor endangered, while the former are rescued as well. However, 

the most important aspect of the talmudic discussion (the sugya) is its 

production of a new and seemingly important category distinction 

not known from the earlier amoraic text, a distinction between two 

types of apostates. This distinction is between apostates for appetite, 

the typical case being one who is desirous and sees nonkosher meat 

and eats it, and apostates “for spite,” those who choose to disobey 

the laws of the Torah out of religious conviction (someone like Saul of 

Tarsus, for instance). At this point, the stamma of the dialectic sugya 

says these latter are to be considered minim. Min is thus a category 

that is constructed ideologically, even when that ideological differ-

ence manifests itself behaviorally; it is the ideological difference that 

constitutes the min. Finally, according to one of the views of the two 

amora�im, it is an even stronger ideological difference that consti-

tutes minut (the category of being a min), namely an improper belief 

in God. According to the fi rst view, a Christian would be considered 

a min even if she had no defects in her theological doctrine, except for 
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the very fact of her ideological refusal to keep the commandments, which is, 

itself, a theological statement, and the case remains undecided.

At fi rst glance, it would seem that the lack of resolution of such a 

signifi cant question does indeed project an agreement to disagree, 

a form of epistemological pluralism. I note, however, that in either 

view, a person who refuses to keep the commandments for ideologi-

cal reasons (such as Paul), whether called an apostate or a min, fi ts 

into the category of the worst deviants, who are subject to righteous 

murder. Any distinction in their nomenclature, which in the end is all 

the sugya claims, makes no difference whatsoever. On one view they 

are killed as apostates, on the other as minim. We are told that Rabbi 

Yoh. anan, who places apostates in a very high category indeed, means 

only the apostates for appetite, so we take them out of the category of 

those to be executed, because apostates for ideology have been trans-

ferred into the category of minim, anyway. The other position leaves 

the apostates, meaning the apostates for ideology, in the category of 

those to be executed; it just does not call them minim. Surely to the 

potentially (or rather theoretically) to-be-executed ones the precise 

rubric under which they are being executed hardly makes a differ-

ence. Thus, while our reconstructed early (pre-stamma) sugya resolves 

the question of the status of the apostate, it does so while keeping the 

actual original controversy alive as a distinction that would make a 

difference. The Babylonian Talmud keeps a simulacrum of distinction 

alive, while completely defanging it. Total harmony is thus achieved, 

in effect, with only the appearance of dialogue preserved.

Turning the Tables

It is, however, in the direct representation of conversation between 

the rabbinic cultural system and its others (similar in this sense to the 

dialogues that we fi nd in a novel between different characters with 

different ideological viewpoints) that we fi nd the more directly op-

pressive moves that are similar to the Socratic ones of the Platonic 

corpus. In these representations of others, the Talmud almost ex-

plicitly acts like Socrates does in Plato’s dialogues with respect to 

the Sophists. Here we will fi nd the Talmud conjuring up its others 

precisely to shore up the center of its hegemonic truth, just as Plato 

produces sophistry in order to reinforce philosophia.
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Not infrequently, the “others” are represented in encounters with 

the rabbis in which a challenge to the rabbinic system is offered and 

summarily dismissed by one of the rabbis. A complex instance of this 

neutralization of voices from outside the rabbinic system in the Bavli 

is one in which the voice from outside the system is named and trans-

formed into a voice from inside. In other words, even more important 

than defeating the content of the voice from outside is to obviate its 

externality, to domesticate it and bring it under the purview of the 

real rabbinic project, the subsumption of all power and knowledge 

for Jews under the regime of their oral Torah. Consider the following 

passage from tractate Nedarim:

Rabbi Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai said, The ministering angels told me, 

Why are there lame children? Because they [their fathers] turn over 

the tables [have intercourse with their wives on top]. Why are there 

dumb children? Because they kiss that place. Why are there deaf chil-

dren? Because they talk during intercourse. Why are there blind chil-

dren? Because they look at that place.

Rabbi Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai’s utterance is not couched in the 

language of the forbidden and the permitted; that is, it is not hal-

akhic language, but rather the language of some other regime of 

power/knowledge, signifi ed by its origin in the angelic realms. Rabbi 

Yoh. anan—not the same as R. Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai—later transforms 

the words of that earlier Rabbi Yoh. anan by dissenting from his words 

as if from a halakha that the angels communicated through him:

Rabbi Yoh. anan said, These are the words of Rabbi Yoh. anan ben-

Dahavai, but the sages say, Anything that a man wishes to do [to-

gether] with his wife, he may do. A [halakhic] parable is to meat that 

comes from the shop. If he wishes to eat it with salt, he may; roasted, 

he may; boiled, he may; braised, he may. And similarly fi sh from the 

store of the fi sherman.

And then:

Amemar said, Who are the ministering angels? The rabbis, for if you 

say literally, ministering angels, then how did R. Yoh. anan say that the 
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law is not like R. Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai? After all, angels certainly 

know embryology!

Through his reinterpretation of the “angels” as a metaphorical rep-

resentation of “our rabbis,” Amemar dramatizes the transformation 

of the confl ict in this text from a contest over power between dif-

ferent forms of authority, different modes of power/knowledge, into 

a normal rabbinic controversy within the same kind of epistēmē, the 

realm of Torah, the realm of the Rabbis themselves. This brings what 

might have otherwise been an issue outside the purview of halakha 

under the controlling consciousness of the Rabbis and their Torah. 

Amemar does this by converting the “angels” of the earlier text into 

ordinary rabbis. The use of “the sages” (h.ak. amim) and “the rabbis” 

(rabbanan) here marks this subtle shift, since both designate the same 

group. It should be emphasized, thus, that Amemar only renders ex-

plicit what was implicit in R. Yoh. anan’s dissent, wherein the latter 

transforms the angelic knowledge into an ordinary rabbinic opinion 

of Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai.

The narrative continues with “actual cases,” precedents, legal nar-

ratives that both illustrate and buttress the point made in the preced-

ing section:

A certain woman came before Rabbi [R. Yehudah Hanasi], and said to 

him, Rabbi: I set him a table, and he turned it over. He said to her, My 

daughter, the Torah has permitted you; and I, what can I do for you?

A certain woman came before Rav. She said to him, Rabbi, I set 

him a table, and he turned it over. He said, How is the case different 

from fi sh? (Nedarim 20a–b; emphasis mine)

Quite understandably, this passage has usually been read by schol-

ars as a sort of rudimentary rabbinic scientia sexualis, or at least as an 

ars erotica, one, moreover, that is particularly obnoxious in its disre-

gard for women’s sexual rights over their own bodies. The fi sh meta-

phor is particularly complex. The point of the statement is that just 

as fi sh, if it is kosher, can be cooked and eaten in any way one desires, 

so too sex; that is, there are in the Torah no restrictions on sexual acts 

between legitimate couples. At the same time, however, there is no 

denying the undertone in the text as well; it is certainly the case that 
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the body of the woman, as it were, is being spoken of in an objectify-

ing and potentially degrading fashion. This is particularly brought to 

the fore if we compare it with a passage in Plutarch’s Amatoria: “Aris-

tippus . . . replied to the man who denounced Laïs to him for not lov-

ing him: He didn’t imagine, he said, that wine or fi sh loved him either, 

yet he partook of both with pleasure.” 45 I shall not be downplaying 

this potentially degrading element if, at the same time, I suggest that 

there are even more compelling political forces at work here, that the 

text represents part of a talmudic project of takeover and disenfran-

chisement of all sources of traditional and competing religious au-

thority among Jews, including the authority of women’s traditions. It 

is not an accident that so many of these crucial narratives of struggles 

over power and authority are connected with sexuality, because they 

are implicated in struggles against sites of women’s traditional power/

knowledge. The struggle for rabbinic authority is, in part, a campaign 

for control of women’s bodies and sexuality. Or perhaps (especially 

given the paucity of evidence for actual women’s power in the pre-

rabbinic period), we should reverse this narrative of cause and effect 

and suggest, instead, that the opposite vector is more tenable: the 

campaign for control of sexuality was an instrument in the struggle 

for rabbinic authority, and the narrative here of female agency now 

being superseded by rabbinic control is an instrument in that strug-

gle, which is, of course, against other men. This would make this nar-

rative a rabbinic analogue to the great Athenian narratives of former 

female control displaced by men.46 A related point has been made 

by Ishay Rosen-Zvi: “The [talmudic] text creates a fi gure of the Evil 

Instinct as omnipotent and omnipresent, and stories that describe a 

totalitarian Instinct lead to a totalitarian regime [regimen].” 47

45. Plutarch, “Amatorius,” in Moralia IX, trans. Edwin L. Minar (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1961), 317. I am grateful to Simon Goldhill for bringing this pas-
sage to my attention. It should not be thought that this is Plutarch’s own view.

46. See Froma Zeitlin, Playing the Other: Gender and Society in Classical Greek Literature, 
Women in Culture and Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). I have been 
stimulated to think this way in the light of a very pointed question asked of me by my 
colleague Sharon Marcus, on the occasion of presentation of a version of this work at UC 
Berkeley’s Center for the Study of Sexual Culture.

47. Ishay Rosen-Zvi, “The Evil Instinct, Sexuality, and Forbidden Cohabitations: A 
Chapter in Talmudic Anthropology,” Theory and Criticism: An Israeli Journal 14 (Summer 
1999): 70–71 (in Hebrew). This is a very important article about which I intend to say 
more in future work.
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The term “turning the tables” can most likely be identifi ed as vagi-

nal intercourse with the woman on top.48 Most interpretations of the 

narratives of the two women who come to the rabbis complaining 

of having “set the table,” which the husband then overturned, and 

the rabbis’ refusal to intervene, understand this as rabbinically sanc-

tioned marital sexual abuse. The full context, however, suggests an-

other interpretation. This is, I suggest, a text primarily about the ac-

quisition of rabbinic power and the rabbis’ struggle with other forms 

of Jewish authority, and not principally “about” sex or sexual abuse at 

all. According to Rabbi Yoh. anan ben-Dahavai, one of the sexual prac-

tices proscribed by the “angels” is precisely the activity that the two 

women claim their husbands desired. Moreover, according to this “an-

gelic” eugenics, intercourse in this position produces damaged chil-

dren. Although this is the only evidence I have for this claim, I would 

suggest that this nascent embryology represents a form of popular 

Jewish pietistic practice of sexual hygiene, one that would have been 

the province of men (not, however, of the rabbinic party), as well as 

of women. The complaint of these wives is not that their husbands 

wished to engage in a painful or distasteful form of sex, but that they 

wished to engage in intercourse that the old mores of the Jews consid-

ered improper and dangerous to the fetus.49 The responses of Rabbi 

and Rav do not, therefore, counsel submission to abuse, which would 

indeed indicate that the wife is either the husband’s sexual property 

or a “consumable,” 50 but rather assert the sole authority of “Torah” 

over any other kind of religious leadership, whether angelic or tradi-

tional, including the traditional power/knowledge of women. If the 

Torah does not prohibit an activity, no other source of authority has 

any jurisdiction over Jewish behavior, according to the rabbis; neither 

angelic nor popular, including women’s culture. Moreover, in the re-

48. If for no other reason than if it be interpreted as anal intercourse, it is hard to 
imagine where the allegedly deformed babies would come from.

49. Typical, if judicious in his formulation, is Satlow, who writes: “From this passage, it 
is again not clear what activity is being performed. Clearly, though, these women do not 
like it.” Michael L. Satlow, “ ‘They Abused Him Like a Woman’: Homoeroticism, Gender 
Blurring, and the Rabbis in Late Antiquity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, no. 1 (1994): 
24. I am suggesting here that their “not liking it” might very well be read as the product of 
a normative regime, stricter than that of the rabbis, rather than individual taste.

50. The alimentary metaphors are perhaps less unsavory when they are read against 
the semantic fi eld of the Song of Songs.
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sponse of the rabbis to the women, the exclusion of women from the 

“Torah” is enacted and made explicit. The Torah, the rabbinic House 

of Study, disciplines and protects (or not, as it chooses) the religious 

lives of women and their �Am Ha�ares. husbands to boot.

One could read Amemar’s later intervention (interpreting the an-

gels as Rabbis) as a further step in the same process of denial of all 

power/knowledge outside of the rabbinic collective. The ultimate is-

sue is not what kind of sex Jews will engage in, but who gets to decide: 

angelic (that is, mantic) authorities, women’s tradition, or the “To-

rah” (the Rabbis). This seems to me a plausible construal of the text 

in that it renders the actual “cases” into illustrations of the principle 

articulated by Rabbi Yoh. anan. Rabbi Yoh. anan, together with Rabbi 

and Rav, are surely central fi gures in the narrative of the rabbinic rise 

to domination. Deploying in this text precisely these three crucial 

culture heroes in the struggle against alternative sources of authority 

indicates the centrality of the encoded narrative in telling the story of 

the rise of the rabbinic epistēmē. Once again, I reiterate that nothing 

that I am arguing here, of course, diminishes the salience of the fact 

that here, as so often, the battle between men for power is being car-

ried out across the discursive bodies of women.51

Through such discursive means, as we can see, the authors of the 

Talmud disarm (if not as thoroughly as they would have liked) the 

forces within normative Jewish culture that resist the patterns of rab-

binic legism, of Torah as legal rules. There are other ways of talking 

about normative behaviors and expectations other than rules, but the 

later Rabbis, or better, the stamma of the dialectic sugya, seek to trans-

form all those other manners of normative speaking into a language 

of halakha and halakha alone. As Wimpfheimer has written, “Within 

the normative world, the discourse of legal rules is a language spoken 

and understood by adherents and interpreters. But it is not the only 

such language nor the only one capable of justifying or mandating be-

havior. If only for this reason, rules of law are always connected to the 

51. For just two clear examples of this cultural phenomenon, see Virginia Burrus, “The 
Heretical Woman as Symbol in Alexander, Athanasius, Epiphanius, and Jerome,” Harvard 
Theological Review 84 (1991): 229–48; Kate Cooper, “Insinuations of Womanly Infl uence: 
An Aspect of the Christianization of the Roman Aristocracy,” Journal of Roman Studies 82 
(1992): 150–64.
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exercises of power that authorize and enforce them. Those exercises 

of power are negotiations among cultural languages within which le-

gal meaning is broadly constructed.” 52 Going beyond the explicit con-

fl ict of different sources of authority as demonstrated in the presum-

ably earlier narratives about Rav and Rabbi, the stamma’s insistence 

that these “angels” are not an alternative, competing source of norms 

but only other rabbis—rabbis who can be declared wrong—manifests 

the legism that characterizes the tendency of the stamma according 

to Wimpfheimer. Moreover, as demonstrated by this example, it is 

palpably the case that the rabbinic legism is not always more strict 

and rigid than the other Jewish discourses of normativity. Sometimes 

yes; sometimes no. What distinguishes this work of the stamma of the 

sugya is rather bringing all value, normativity, practice under the sway 

of “Torah,” the discursive rules and practices of the rabbinic “Acad-

emy.” On the other hand, and at the very same time, we can begin to 

see here how such incorporation of another voice (the voice of the 

angels, the voices of the women), already threatens the monologizing 

hegemony of the stamma and of his agent, the oral Torah.

Carnival Seriousness

Wimpfheimer writes, “The Bavli as a concrete text before us contains 

legal texts written in different genres,” 53 that is, apodictic law, legal 

dialectic, and narrative precedents. From this perspective, focusing 

on the legal nature of the text, it is certainly the case that

arguably the defi ning feature of Talmudic legal discourse (and the one 

that accounts for the term “Talmud” within the Talmud itself) is the ex-

ercise of ensuring the congruence of disagreeing canonical legal texts. 

The Stamma specializes in juxtaposing confl icting texts and resolving 

the confl ict through distinction; post-Talmudic commentaries con-

tinue this process, with subsequent generations of scholars expanding 

the boundaries of the canonical texts that demand coherence.54

52. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales, end of chapter 1.
53. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales, introduction.
54. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales, chapter 1.
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Wimpfheimer notes that even within halakhic material itself, 

there are several genres incorporated within the Talmud, notably the 

dialectic and the precedent, short narratives that illustrate a halakha 

in action, as it were, as it was enacted or adjudicated by a known rab-

binic authority. As in many analyses of Plato in which that author 

is seen as successfully reducing the heterogeneity of incorporated 

genres, Wimpfheimer convincingly adduces such cases with respect 

to the Talmud and at least one of its incorporated genres, the ma�ase, 

the narrative of halakhic behavior, which not infrequently, were it 

left on its own, would contradict the very norms (or even more, the 

norm-making) of the “Talmud” itself.

For thousands of years, beginning within the Talmud, continu-

ing with the medieval commentaries, and into modern research,55 

the persistent tension, if not contradiction, between the dialectic 

and the precedent within the context of a single sugya has frequently 

been remarked. The example itself is lively and appropriately comic. 

In Megilla 7b, we fi nd the following text:56

Rabbah said, one is obligated to become intoxicated on Purim until 

one does not know [the difference] between “cursed is Haman” and 

“blessed is Mordekhai.”

Rabbah and Rav Zeira made the Purim feast with one another. [Af-

ter Rabbah had gotten drunk], he went and slaughtered Rav Zeira. 

[When he was sober, or in the morning] Rabbah prayed for Rav Zeira 

and brought him back to life.

A year later, [Rabbah] said to [Rav Zeira], “Let the master come 

and let us make Purim [together]. [Rav Zeira] said to [Rabbah], “mir-

acles do not happen every time.” 57

Perhaps the fi rst thing that might be noticed is that we have here 

a tale in which a rabbi is killed by another one and then resurrected, 

and upon his resurrection is understandably quite wary of further 

contact with his murderer/resurrector. This theme, surely drawn 

from the reserves of a stratum of the popular grotesque, allows for 

55. Eliezer Segal, Case Citation in the Babylonian Talmud: The Evidence of Tractate Neziqin, 
Brown Judaic Studies (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1990).

56. Extensively discussed by Wimpfheimer in his introduction.
57. Translation modifi ed from Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales.
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the Talmud to represent various modes of exaggerated rabbinic be-

havior. Here Rabbah has expressed what is taken certainly within the 

talmudic tradition as a legal obligation, namely that on Purim there is 

an obligation on each and every Jew to get drunk, thus celebrating the 

reversals of victor and victim, oppressor and oppressed, that mark 

the day as the Jewish Carnival. This is followed in the Talmud by a 

comic narrative in which this prescription having been carried out to 

the letter by its author, tragedy ensues, only redeemed and rendered 

comic by miraculous means. The panhalakhic rabbinic tradition has 

seen these two texts, the dictum and the narrative, as contradicting 

each other by rendering each an absolute prescription, thus the dic-

tum requires extreme drunkenness while the story would seem to for-

bid it. Various resolutions to this “contradiction” have been bruited, 

one prescription being deemed as having displaced the other or the 

two harmonized in such wise that the story simply limits the applica-

tion of the dictum. The humor, needless to say, has been lost entirely. 

As Wimpfheimer writes of one such resolution: “Rabbenu Ephraim 

is not content to understand this as a debate between two equally 

strong texts with different opinions. Rather, the later narrative text 

with its dire consequences overwhelms the legal dictum and elimi-

nates its mandated behavior even as optional behavior; the legal nar-

rative has changed the law from mandate to prohibition”—literally 

Prohibition. In other words, the rabbinic tradition has completely 

fl attened the difference in voice between the dictum and the story. 

Wimpfheimer, however, comments: “Inasmuch as the story com-

ments on the practice of becoming inebriated, it does not appear to 

undermine or contradict the practice. After all, if the violence of year 

one were to impact the behavior of year two, Rav Zeira would not 

have to rely on a miracle. It is precisely the expectation that the two 

rabbis will perform their Purim feasts in exactly the same manner as 

previously that yields the reader’s laughter following Rav Zeira’s re-

tort. The story’s comedy, in other words, draws energy from its play 

with the expectations of mandate.” 58 Rabbenu Ephraim’s attempt to 

harmonize by making the story overwhelm the dictum thus fails on 

Wimpfheimer’s reading. Wimpfheimer goes on to explicate this text 

richly as playing out in itself the very tension between nomos and 

58. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales.
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narrative: on the one hand, the whole point of Rabbah’s dictum is to 

“enforce,” as it were, the necessity to burst all bounds on Purim; on 

the other hand, the very fact of such enforcement is the enactment 

of a bound. This paradox within the Law is the one that generates the 

narrative as well.

On Wimpfheimer’s reading, then, a “framework that uniquely au-

thorizes the discourse of prescriptive rules as the primary discourse of 

reading—the primary discourse for cultural meaning” has been made 

to simply overwhelm and thoroughly monologize the dialogicality 

that such a genre of heterogeneity as the ma�ase could have introduced 

into the talmudic text. While showing that this monologizing reading 

becomes strongest in the post-talmudic commentatorial tradition, 

Wimpfheimer unambiguously locates the monologizing impulse in 

the work of the stamma: “Thus the incoherence of Talmudic legal nar-

rative is often the basis, either within the Stam or in post-Talmudic 

commentary, for explicit attempts to force the narratives into coher-

ence with legal precedent. Where the rules framework syllogizes the 

narratives into statutes, the Talmudic dialectic energy ensures that 

these incongruent narrative statutes can be made coherent with legal 

precedent.” And the stamma does seem to be enforcing such a mo-

nologizing reading, at least when read in the fashion in which I have 

read Plato and focusing hard on the halakhic material, whether rule 

or narrative precedent. As Wimpfheimer puts it, “The hermeneutic 

itself refl ects a claim to power for the rules of law and the rabbis who 

both legislate and adjudicate them. By focusing on the ways in which 

legal narratives are ill-fi tted for inclusion within this rules-centered 

discourse, I hope to highlight the extent to which such a discourse is 

severely limited by its own self-interest in monopolizing authority: 

how it never allows itself to be contextualized in light of other dis-

courses and certainly not to be subservient to them.” 59 This alleged 

refusal of the halakhic discourse to allow itself to be contextualized 

by non-rule-centered and even antinomian languages constitutes 

the monologism of the stamma according to Wimpfheimer. Wimp-

fheimer argues that it is the very work of the “Talmud” precisely to 

remove incongruity and incoherence between different voices and 

different elements within the legal discourse. I offer, therefore, this 

59. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales, introduction.
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case as well as evidence that in the dialectical sugya, at least as much 

as in the Platonic dialogue, the author, the Talmud, attempts to mo-

nologize the potentially dialogical.

While there is much, much indeed, with which I would agree in 

Wimpfheimer’s analysis of this sugya, there is a point of disagree-

ment between us that I need to unfold in order that the thesis of this 

book be made clearer. What Wimpfheimer successfully shows is how 

the tradition of reception of the Talmud reduces here all potential 

for dialogism to a monologism by turning the nonhalakhic norma-

tive statement produced by the story into a halakhic statement; the 

latter is then taken to counter the statement of the halakha by Rab-

bah, such that then we need to choose between them what to write 

in our codebooks. What I fi nd unconvincing in his analysis of this 

case, however, is the attempt to see this reduction of the dialogism 

within the text of the Talmud itself. We have seen such, explicitly, in 

the sugya of turning the tables just analyzed above, where the norma-

tive voices of “the angels” and women’s traditions have been unam-

biguously reinscribed as halakhic opinions of “the rabbis” in order to 

dismiss them, but that is much less (if at all) the case here. Indeed in 

the case of Megilla, I would suggest the defensibility of quite a differ-

ent reading of the sugya, one that will render it a vade mecum to the 

presentation of the dialogism that I fi nd in the Bavli, that is, not a 

dialogism of so-called differences of opinion within the halakha, but 

a challenge to the whole system of halakha.

Paying attention to the ritual context of this little sugya will help 

advance this reading. The context is Purim, the day in which the Jews 

celebrate their defeat of the enemy who would have destroyed them 

entirely. The celebrations of this day are all under the carnivalistic 

sign of “It is upside down” (avh Kvphnv). One could easily say that Rab-

bah’s attempt to normativize the Carnival by rendering a halakhic 

obligation to drink to the point of losing control of the opposition 

between the good and the evil, is an overturning of halakha itself. The 

very halakhic norm is, on that reading, carnivalistic, turning the hal-

akha into a Carnival halakha, analogous to the parodic Purim Torah 

and Purim rabbi of later rabbinic traditions and practices. Further-

more, the narrative continuation, with its own particularly carnival-

istic elements (miraculous resurrections are always mock pathos), 

continues the Carnival sugya by presenting itself as a mock ma�ase 
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that contradicts. Another way of putting it would be to say that the 

story exemplifi es what happens when you take yourself too seriously, 

when a charge to rejoice and let loose becomes turned into a sort of 

grim obligation, hemmed in by a precise measurement of how much 

one must let loose in order to fulfi ll the obligation. The joke is on 

the reader, and the reader who takes it all seriously (nearly all readers 

within the tradition) is the one who doesn’t get the joke. Far from be-

ing an emblem of the monologization of the stamma (a process which 

I have learned about from Wimpfheimer’s work and with which I 

largely agree), I would see this sugya, then, as a brilliant example of 

a certain potential for a dialogical undermining—but not displacing, 

much like Carnival itself—of that powerful force for monologization 

that characterizes the Bavli, by and large.

In his key essay, the famous “Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin de-

lineates more richly how such dialogism works. Although his argu-

ment is long and complex, I shall try to summarize it here. Dialogism 

in the artistic prose text is always a refraction of the author’s language 

produced, “incorporated,” and “organized” in different forms. Dia-

logism appears in the ratio (too formal a word) between the author’s 

language and “the background of normal literary language, the ex-

pected literary horizon”; “every moment of the story has a conscious 

relationship with this normal language and its belief system, is in fact 

set against them, and set against them dialogically: one point of view 

opposed to another, one evaluation opposed to another, one accent 

opposed to another.” This dialogism between the author’s language 

and an other language is achieved in different ways; one is the pres-

ence of a narrator: “The author is not to be found in the language of 

the narrator, nor in the normal literary language to which the story op-

poses itself . . . but rather, the author utilizes now one language, now 

another, in order to avoid giving himself up wholly to either of them; 

he makes use of this verbal give-and-take, this dialogue of languages 

at every point in his work, in order that he himself might remain as 

it were neutral with regard to language, a third party in a quarrel be-

tween two people (although he might be a biased third party).” 60 It is 

under the sign of this Bakhtinian insight that I will pursue here my 

further analysis of the Bavli, considering the pious/”serious” language 

60. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 314, emphasis original.



 Jesting Words and Dreadful Lessons 167

of the Bavli and its wild and grotesque languages as the true “verbal 

give-and-take [šaqla wetarya]” of the Bavli. Let us understand the dia-

lectic of the sugya and even the “normal” aggada as the language of 

one “narrator” of the Talmud, he whom I will be pleased to call the 

stamma of the sugya, while the language of the acerbic, corrosive, bi-

zarre legendary narratives is another such language and narrator. The 

stamma of the Talmud would be, then, the overall author of the Tal-

mud as the neutral—but biased—third party whose own language is 

always dialogized by the languages of these other narrators and with 

respect to them and the normative language. Working out and speci-

fying this thesis vis-à-vis the Babylonian Talmud will be the project of 

the rest of this chapter and the next two. In the next section of this 

chapter (incorporating the story of our eponymous obese rabbis), I 

endeavor to provide an extended example of this double-voicing, this 

dialogism, within the Bavli.

“Monstrous Conjugations of Foreign Parts”: 

The Stamma Meets the Grotesque

Chapter 7 of the talmudic tractate Baba Metsia, begins with the fol-

lowing Mishna and attendant discussion:

One who hires workers and said to them to come at sunrise and de-

part at sunset: If it is a place where it is not customary to come at 

sunrise and work until sunset, he may not compel them. Where it is 

customary for the employees to get food, the employer must comply. 

In places where it is customary to furnish them with sweetmeats, he 

must do so, and all according to the custom of that country.

It happened with R. Yoh. anan b. Matia that he said to his son: “Go 

and hire laborers for us.” He did so and agreed that they should be 

given food. And when he came to his father, he said to him: “My son, 

even if you should provide them with meals like the banquets of King 

Solomon at his time, you will not have fulfi lled your obligation, as they 

are children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Rather, before they begin 

their work go and tell them that they may claim of me only bread and 

beans.” Rabban Shim�on ben Gamaliel said: It was not necessary at 

all [to stipulate], as all must be done according to the custom of the 

country. (Baba Metsia 83b)
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According to the Mishna, the principle that a day laborer’s con-

ditions cannot be worsened by a contractual agreement is absolute. 

Whatever the local custom is, that is determinative, notwithstanding 

what the employer has stipulated at the time of employment. The an-

ecdote that follows is a seeming contradiction to this principle as the 

Talmud itself remarks later on. It is placed in the Mishna here in order 

to communicate Rabban Shim�on’s dismissal of it and thus to empha-

size, once more, the inviolability of the principle of the Mishna that 

one may not contract with day laborers to worsen their conditions vis-

à-vis local practice and custom. It doesn’t matter what the employer 

says; the conditions that apply are the local ones in practice. This, of 

course, protects day laborers from being coerced to accept inferior 

conditions out of their (frequently desperate) need for the work.

The Talmud now begins its commentary on this text:

Gemara: Is this not self-evident? [i.e., that he may not worsen their 

conditions beyond the norm] No, it’s a case where he offered to pay 

more than their [customary] wages. What might you have thought 

[if the Mishna had not spoken]? That he could say to them that the 

reason that I increased your wages was with the intent that you would 

come earlier and leave later. The Mishna teaches us that [this is not 

the case], as they may answer him, saying: The fact that you added to 

our wages was in order that we do especially good work for you.

This is a typical initial discussion of a Mishnaic passage by the 

stamma. The ideology of the stamma is that every word in the Mishna 

must contribute new information in two ways. First of all, there must 

be no redundancy in the sense of repetition of the same proposition, 

or even a proposition that could seemingly be deduced from a propo-

sition uttered elsewhere in the Mishna. The second kind of redun-

dancy is when the Talmud objects that the very point of the Mishna is 

so obvious as not to need articulation at all. If the Talmud deems the 

statement of the Mishna as obvious in the sense of self-evidently cor-

rect, it will also object as it has here. The typical response to that, as 

we fi nd here, is to elaborate a particular situation in which it is not at 

all obvious, since there are two potentially different ways of looking 

at the matter, and the Mishna is then reckoned to be telling us which 

of these to choose.
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The Talmud continues with a comment by a third-century Pales-

tinian amora:

Resh Lakish said: The day laborer goes home from work on his own 

time, but he goes to work on the employer’s time, as it is written, 

“When the sun rises, they leave and go hide in their lairs; man goes 

then to his work, to his labor until evening” (Psalms 104:22–23).

[But to what purpose was this statement?] Let them observe the 

custom of that city? He is referring to a new city. But even then let 

him observe the custom where they come from? He means when 

the laborers were hired from different cities with different customs. 

And if you wish, he refers to a case in which he told them that they 

should work in the manner of a worker in the Torah [and not local 

custom].61

Resh Lakish derives from the verse of the Psalm a midrashic con-

clusion. Given that the unit of payment for a day laborer is sunrise to 

sunset, if the verse says that at sunrise the laborer goes to his work, 

the indication is that the morning travel time is covered by the em-

ployer, but if, as the verse continues, he is to work until sunset, then 

he travels home after dark, on his own time. The stamma queries the 

necessity of this statement, since the Mishna already requires that 

everything be in accordance with the custom of the place, render-

ing Resh Lakish’s statement both otiose and perhaps even wrong, de-

pending on local practice. The Talmud then offers two alternate reso-

lutions of this diffi culty. Both indicate a situation in which the force 

of custom is vitiated, either because there is no custom in that place, 

a new city of heterogeneous population, or because the workers and 

the employer have agreed to follow the custom of the “Torah” and 

not local custom in their labor practices. In either of these cases, it 

becomes necessary to determine the “law” via Resh Lakish’s Midrash, 

that is, his deriving from the verse of the Psalm his conclusion about 

travel to and from work.

Notice, however, how incompatible and politically/ethically at 

odds these two resolutions are. The fi rst one maintains the Mishna’s 

61. This translation, suggested to me by Steven Fraade, is superior to “in accordance 
with the law of the Torah” for atyydvar livpk.
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absolute primacy of local custom over any other legislating authority, 

remarking that Resh Lakish’s midrashic principle comes into effect 

only when there is absolutely no local custom on which to rely. The 

second resolution completely vitiates the Mishna’s principle (and 

thus its absolute protection of day laborers as vaunted by Levinas) 

by indicating that the employer can set other parameters (“accord-

ing to the Torah”) as a condition of employment. The fi rst indicates 

that the force of Resh Lakish’s “Torah”-based determination of the 

workday comes into play only in a place without established custom, 

while the second—much more radically—says that an agreement to 

follow the custom described in “Torah” may replace the local custom. 

Although seemingly casually snuck in here as a second resolution to 

a fairly recondite problem, in fact this second resolution is a symp-

tom of the enormous shift in rabbinic Jewish culture marked by the 

monologization of Jewish practice as halakha by the stam. As part of 

that very process, looser forms of discourse, conversation, maxims, 

even proverbs, are transformed, as we have seen above, into absolute, 

cut-and-dried legal imperatives and prohibitions. “Torah” is in many 

such relays within the Bavli a code name for the attempted rabbinic/

halakhic takeover of all authority for religious practice from local 

custom and traditional custom, whether to the side of stringency or 

leniency, as we have seen in the case of the angelic ars amatoria of the 

previous section.

It follows that this latter resolution to the diffi culty, to the effect 

that the parties have “agreed” to follow the Torah and not custom, 

completely undermines the very principle of the Mishna that all goes 

according to custom. If the employer may specify to his employees 

that he is imposing Torah law on them instead of local custom as a 

condition for their employment, even where there is a local custom, 

the Mishna’s principle that all goes according to local custom has been 

displaced. This talmudic intervention (together with many other sim-

ilar ones) would ultimately have a transforming effect on Jewish so-

ciety, namely precisely the ultimate production of the “Torah”—that 

is, the Talmud—as a kind of universalistic voice from nowhere which 

alone has authority and power in Jewish practice. Where, historically, 

before the success of this power play, local communities (let us say 

in North Africa) could resist the central authorities in Babylonia by 

countering the force of the Talmud with local practice, after the shift, 
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resistance was futile.62 What had begun as a fairly innocent comment 

by Resh Lakish ends up being in this fashion an undermining of such 

dialogism as exists at the earlier stages of the rabbinic formation. In 

the earlier form, the Rabbis’ own authority was limited by the au-

thority of custom and its replacement with a higher authority, the 

authority of the rabbinic institution, analogously to the way that the 

Platonic institution sought to supersede and control the paideia of 

the Athenians, bespeaking a monologization of that earlier form. In 

this very late passage—the one in which the objection to Resh Lakish 

is raised and refuted—we can observe the strong drive toward mo-

nologization of the halakha, toward its ultimate subsumption under 

the category of Torah ( = Midrash) and thus the full control of the 

rabbinic authority. This case is then similar to Plato’s relationship to 

the genres of Greek literature63 and supports the characterization 

of the production of the dialectic as monologizing—a monologicity 

which, as we have seen, has worked to deeply strengthen the rabbinic 

institution.

According to my reading, then, this sugya provides a most powerful 

exemplifi cation of the practice of the stamma in pulling all normativ-

ity in and under the single language of the rabbinic halakha, allow-

ing, as in the examples given above (especially of the angels) no other 

source of authority or normativity to hold sway.

As if to further solemnize the occasion, the Bavli’s text continues 

with a piece of uplifting aggada:

Rabbi Zeira expounded, and some cite it that it was Rav Yosef who 

repeated it: What is it that is written, “You bring darkness and it is 

night, the night in which all the beasts of the forest trample”?—These 

are the wicked in it [the world] who are like the beast of the forest; 

“the son will shine and they be gathered and in their dwellings they 

will lie down”—“The son will shine,” for the righteous; “they will be 

62. This shift in the balance of power to the Talmud was to take, however, centuries to 
be effective. In an unfortunately as yet unpublished book of extreme importance, Talya 
Fishman argues that it is only in the early Middle Ages and in Ashkenaz that the stamma 
of the Talmud wins the day, as it were, and the text (the Torah) becomes a higher author-
ity than local practice, which had prevailed until then. There is a real cultural struggle 
personifi ed here.

63. See Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philoso-
phy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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gathered,” the wicked to Hell; “and in their dwellings they will lie 

down”—There is not even one righteous person who does not have 

a dwelling of his or her own [in heaven]. “The person will go out to 

work”—The righteous will go out to receive their reward [the word 

“work” means both the activity and the payment], “and to his labor 

until evening”—One who has completed his labor until evening [that 

is, remained righteous until death].

What we have here is a perfect little example of what the Talmud 

itself calls aggada, homiletical readings of scripture, one which needs 

for this context no further glossing. The same verse has been used 

in two ways within the sugya, once halakhically, to produce a certain 

legistic norm, and once aggadically, to support such norms with theo-

logical underpinnings. Commonplace readings aside, there is no dif-

ference in tone, however, between the halakha and the aggada per se. 

One can see in both a strong centripetal force for bringing the Jews,64 

all of the Jews in ambition, under the authority of the rabbinic defi -

nitions of righteous behavior according to their halakhic traditions 

and halakhic piety.65 Here certainly we see how the rabbinic halakha 

and aggada, far from being in tension, as frequently held by certain 

pundits and scholars,66 are actually in astonishing harmony with each 

other. Discordant, dissident, or critical voices will have to be sought 

elsewhere than in the distinction between halakha and aggada.

Once again, I emphasize, I don’t wish to be heard as identifying 

this as a fault or fl aw in rabbinic piety; it is, I believe, a sincerely held 

molding of the spiritual and the ethical life together. The Talmud, 

64. For a very helpful account of the use of the terms “centripetal” and “centrifugal” in 
Bakhtin, see Michael Holquist, “Glossary,” in The Dialogic Imagination, 425.

65. Bakthin writes: “These forces are the forces that serve to unify and centralize the verbal-
ideological world. Unitary language constitutes the theoretical expression of the historical 
processes of linguistic unifi cation and centralization, an expression of the centripetal 
forces of language. A unitary language is not something given [dan] but is always in essence 
posited [zadan]—and at every moment of its linguistic life it is opposed to the realities of 
heteroglossia. But at the same time it makes its real presence felt as a force for overcom-
ing this heteroglossia, imposing specifi c limits to it, guaranteeing a certain maximum 
of mutual understanding and crystallizing into a real, although still relative, unit—the 
unity of the reigning conversational (everyday) and literary language, ‘correct language.’ ” 
Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 270.

66. Notably, the Zionist poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik, whose famous essay, Ha-Hala-
khah Veha-Agadah (Jerusalem: Ma’aritse-ha-halakhah, 1917), is still being read far too often.
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however, does bring into relief a centrifugal force as well, one intro-

duced by the inclusion of the biographical, and especially grotesque, 

legends in the same work as that which includes both legal genres, 

the halakhic sugya (the non-narrative legal dialectic), the legal narra-

tive, and the pious aggada.67 In other words, I suggest that the stamma 

produces a real dialogism at one level even while shutting it down at 

another, or, as I shall begin to argue in the next section (and more 

fully develop in the next chapter), there are, in effect, two stammas, 

two authorial entities within the Babylonian Talmud (whether or not 

the same people are behind them historically is irrelevant here).

Another one of Bakhtin’s lapidary utterances will be helpful here: 

“At the same time when major divisions of the poetic genres were de-

veloping under the infl uence of the unifying, centralizing, centripetal 

forces of verbal-ideological life, the novel—and those artistic prose 

genres that gravitate toward it—was being historically shaped by the 

current of decentralizing, centrifugal forces. At the time when poetry 

was accomplishing the tasks of cultural, national and political cen-

tralization of the verbal-ideological world in the higher offi cial so-

cio-ideological levels, on the lower levels, on the stages of local fairs 

and at buffoon spectacles, the heteroglossia of the clown sounded 

forth. . . .  There developed the language of the fabliaux and Schwänke 

of street songs, folksayings, anecdotes, where there was no language-

center at all, where was to be found a lively play with the ‘languages’ of 

poets, scholars, monks, knights and others, where all ‘languages’ were 

masks and where no language could claim to be an authentic, incon-

testable face.” 68 Bakhtin further argues there that the heteroglossia 

of the “low genres” was “parodic, and aimed sharply and polemically 

against the offi cial languages of its given time. It was heteroglossia 

that had been dialogized.” 69 For the Talmud, then, the monologizing 

force that produces the sugya qua sugya with both its halakhic and ag-

gadic (homiletical) elements is equivalent to Bakhtin’s metaphorical 

67. In truth, from the point of view of folklore genres, these grotesques are hardly 
“legends,” as I don’t suppose that anyone was meant to “believe” them in the sense of 
taking them seriously as something that really happened. I use “legends,” therefore, in a 
purely nontechnical sense. See Linda Dégh and Andrew Vázsonyi, “Legend and Belief,” 
in Folklore Genres, ed. Dan Ben-Amos, Publications of the American Folklore Society 26 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1976).

68. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 273.
69. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 273.
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“poetic” voice, while the narratives of our rabbinic heroes’ wild and 

wooly adventures is the equivalent of the language of the fabliaux and 

their congeners, as we are about to see. In the grotesque biographical 

legend, when juxtaposed to the halakha and the aggada, as we shall 

see here in a moment, the entire epistemological enterprise of the 

discovery of and enactment of God’s will through halakha and dia-

lectic is called into question, but not thereby undermined.70 What is, 

at least for me, most striking about this particular part of the Bavli 

is the way that its most severely monologizing voice, the one I have 

just been exposing, and its wildest, most carnivalesque and grotesque 

countervoice are bound so intimately, cheek by jowl, within the single 

literary context.

The Eponymous Narrative: A Rabbilaisian Tale

Epitomizing the argument so far: Wimpfheimer has suggested that 

the stamma has been wrongly undertheorized: “To traditional students 

of the Babylonian Talmud, the Bavli’s anonymous voice is nearly in-

visible. Though the anonymous warp and woof of Talmudic question 

and answer is ubiquitous on every Bavli page, this material has been 

treated by traditional readers as if it is necessary but supplemental—

the unnoticed air that allows the attributed statements and rationale 

of named tannai �im and amora�im to breathe. The anonymous voice 

of the Bavli is only (and rarely) attributed agency within traditional 

Talmudic commentaries if such agency resolves a diffi cult exegeti-

cal problem. In traditional exegesis, the Stam HaTalmud is a poor 

stepchild—remembered rarely and only for blame.” 71 The direction 

that I am offering is subtly different from this, although it builds on 

70. This is a signifi cantly different approach to the questions involved than the one 
we fi nd in Robert Cover, “The Supreme Court 1982 Term: Foreword; Nomos and Nar-
rative,” Harvard Law Journal 97 (1983): 4–68, in which biblical narratives that seem to 
violate the norms of the Law are treated as revelatory exceptions rather than a genuine 
dialogical challenge to the rule of that very nomos by narrative. As Cover writes, “To be 
an inhabitant of the biblical normative world is to understand, fi rst, that the rule of suc-
cession can be overturned; second, that it takes a conviction of divine destiny to overturn 
it; and third, that divine destiny is likely to manifest itself precisely in overturning this 
specifi c rule” (22). This is very different from the proposal I am making with respect to 
the Talmud.

71. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales.
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his insight. I propose that there is a strong panhalakhic (and thus 

monolingual) voice in the Talmud, identifi able most clearly but not 

absolutely with the implied author who produces the sugya out of 

its disparate earlier materials. This voice, which Wimpfheimer has 

clearly identifi ed and described, authorizes and gives rise to the mo-

nological reading practices of the Jewish Middle Ages and beyond. 

While Wimpfheimer suggests, rightly I think, that the voice of the 

stamma deserves more attention, I would add that there is more than 

one voice within that very “anonymous” layer that we call the stamma. 

Wimpfheimer’s Stam HaTalmud is what I would call the stamma of the 

sugya, the implied author of the individual units of text called sugyot 

(I make no claims here as to how, when, or why the sugya came into 

being). However, another level of production of the text, the work 

of the author behind the Talmud as a whole, is produced within the 

Bavli through the inclusion of the antithetical biographical/legend-

ary material. This operates as a countervoice that dialogizes the sugya. 

The two languages—the language of the sugya and the language of 

the comic, the fantastic, and grotesque—carve out a space for each 

other and illuminate each other, as in the Bakhtinian account of 

heteroglossia.

Let us turn, then, to the comic sequel to the debate about day la-

borers’ rights and its uplifting aggadic homily. After that homily grow-

ing out of the Mishna with its sincere plea that human beings should 

not be made to work at night like preying beasts, we continue:

Rabbi El�azar the son of Rabbi Shim�on met up with a certain offi cer 

of the king who used to catch thieves. He asked him, “How do you 

prevail over them? Aren’t they compared to animals, as it is written ‘at 

night tramp all the animals of the forest’?” ( Ps. 104:20). . . .  Said [the 

rabbi] to him, “Perhaps you are taking the innocent and leaving the 

guilty.” [The policeman] said to him, “How shall I do it?” [The rabbi] 

said to him, “Come; I will teach you how to do it. Go in the fi rst four 

hours of the morning to the wine-bar. If you see someone drinking 

wine and falling asleep, ask of him what his profession is. If he is a rab-

binical student, he has arisen early for study. If he is a day-laborer, he 

has arisen early to his labor. If he worked at night, perhaps it is metal 

smelting [a silent form of work], and if not, then he is a thief and seize 
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him.” The rumor reached the king’s house, and he said, “Let him who 

read the proclamation be the one to execute it.”

This passage enters the text owing to an association between the 

verse cited about the animals tramping at night and Resh Lakish’s 

very serious argument using that same verse to prove that humans 

oughtn’t be made to work at night. It is thus seamlessly incorporated 

into the associative fl ow of the talmudic pericope just like other ma-

terial of very different tone and theme. In contrast to traditional and 

postmodern harmonizing and moralizing readings of this passage, I 

can make sense of it only as deeply parodic in its stance toward rab-

binic truth procedures. A representative of that very community (the 

community of “us”) is shown here proposing both ridiculous and pal-

pably pernicious logic in his advice to the policeman. A logical proce-

dure for determining guilt is proposed that would be just as likely to 

catch new fathers as night raiders in its net. And this is presented as 

having been so impressive to the local representative of the empire 

that our good rabbi himself is hired as chief of police.

From this point on, the text is thus not an assertion of its own prac-

tices but rather a critique of the forms of epistemological certainty 

that subtend these practices. Rabbi El�azar’s logical deduction with 

its concomitant certainty must be read, I suggest, as parodic of the 

practices of rabbinic deduction. In a kind of reductio ad absurdum, 

the text lets us know that a criterion of truth leads to the deaths of in-

nocents; it is Rabbi El�azar’s search for absolute righteousness through 

absolute truth that leads to that gross injustice. As the text explicitly 

remarks of the clever rabbi, he is, in his epistemic certainty of who and 

what is good and evil, not a revolutionary at all but a moser, a collabo-

rator with tyranny. He becomes the policeman, and has his own epis-

temological criteria by which he decides who it is that he will send to 

his death. When we see it in the Hellenistic context of its own time, it 

fi ts beautifully into the world of the spoudogeloion and the Menippean 

satire. This point is neither philological nor historical, but literary and 

interpretative. The text, like Menippean satire itself, is precisely a cri-

tique of and not an affi rmation of the view that there are those who 

know what goodness is, a critique of both philosophical and halakhic 

epistemai. It is a critique, that is to say, of the very monologizing rabbin-
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ical power consolidation that so much of the Talmud would seem to 

vaunt.

Gut Feelings; or, Epistemology in the Operating Theater

Our little picaresque continues with the following anecdote raising 

even sharper rabbinic doubts about rabbinic epistemologies:

One day a certain laundry man met him [Rabbicop], and called him 

“Vinegar son of Wine” [wicked son of righteous father; his father was 

none other than the saintly Rabbi Shim�on bar Yoh. ai who wrote the 

Zohar some thousand years later!]. He said, “Since he is so brazen, one 

can deduce that he is wicked.” He said, “Seize him.” They seized him. 

After he had settled down, he went in to release him, but he could 

not. He applied to him the verse, “One who guards his mouth and 

his tongue, guards himself from troubles” (Proverbs 21:23). They hung 

him. He stood under the hanged man and cried. Someone said to him, 

“Be not troubled; he and his son both had intercourse with an engaged 

girl on Yom Kippur.” In that minute, he placed his hands on his guts, 

and said, “Be joyful, O my guts, be joyful! If it is thus when you are 

doubtful, when you are certain even more so. I am confi dent that rot 

and worms cannot prevail over you.” (Baba Metsia 83b)

The rabbi’s absolute certainties lead here to gross and irreversible 

injustice on a matter of life and death. True enough, the text retrieves 

the rabbi’s honor, as it were, by indicting the victim of other capital 

crimes, but surely this does not vindicate his deduction that the man 

was a thief. The text has now entered fully into a late-antique world 

of the grotesque and satirical in which the gut instincts of the rabbi—

and we will see that these are prodigious guts indeed—are suffi cient 

to justify sentences of death.

The sequence ends with a brilliant rabbinic self-parody:

“I am confi dent that rot and worms cannot prevail over you.” But even 

so, he was not calmed. They gave him a sleeping potion and took him 

into a marble room and ripped open his stomach and were taking out 

baskets of fat and placing it in the July sun and it did not stink. But no 
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fat stinks. It does if it has red blood vessels in it, and this, even though 

it had red blood vessels in it, did not stink.

After relating this extraordinarily over-the-top story of a scientifi c 

experiment by which the rabbi could actually test and prove the abil-

ity of his guts to tell the truth, an objection of pure talmudic form is 

raised. The fat-in-the-sun test is not a good test, since fat never stinks. 

Having raised an objection (qushya) in the dialectical style, the resolu-

tion (terus.) is classically talmudic as well. A particular circumstance is 

cited with respect to this situation that makes it exceptional and thus 

a good test case. Note how similar in form the objection and resolu-

tion are to the canonical versions of both in the “serious” halakhic 

part of the sugya. There too, an objection is resolved by discovering a 

particular situation to which a (seemingly general) proposition can be 

limited.72 In this case, however, it has highly comic effect. As already 

mentioned, we have slipped in the course of a paragraph from the 

important and ethical refl ections of the early part of the text to a gro-

tesque parody of everything that the Rabbis hold true and holy, their 

study of Torah with its logical content and form.

The Jewish Silenoi

The Talmud has not yet exhausted its store of grotesque commentary 

on these rabbinic guts. Remarking of our good rabbi and a colleague 

of his of similar bodily proportion, the Talmud, deadpan, informs us:

When Rabbi Ishma�el the son of Yose and Rabbi El�azar the son of 

Rabbi Shim�on used to meet each other, an ox team could walk be-

tween them [under the arch formed by their bellies] and not touch 

them.

A certain matron said to them, “Your children are not yours.”

They said, “Theirs [our wives’ bellies] are bigger than ours.”

“If that is the case, even more so!”

There are those who say that thus they said to her: “As the man, 

so is his virility.” And there are those who say that thus did they 

72. This type of resolution is so common in the Bavli that it even has its own technical 
name; it is called an �oqimta.
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say to her: “Love compresses the fl esh.” (Babylonian Talmud, Baba 

Metsia 84a)73

There is no question but that this account of literally “gargantuan” 

rabbis—that very emblem makes my point—inscribes this piece of 

the Talmud in the same cultural tradition that gives us Rabelais’s 

“Pantagruelism.” Not only is this anecdote strange and bizarre in its 

representation of rabbinic bodies, it also incorporates yet another 

moment of talmudic self-parody. The communication of alternative 

traditions for the retort of the rabbis to their matronly tormentor 

can surely be read as a mock-heroic version of the talmudic custom of 

providing alternative traditions in matters of high moment. A great 

parallel for this in tone would be Rabelais’s “In that year the kalends 

were fi xed by the Greek date-books, the month of March was outside 

Lent, and mid-August fell in May. In the month of October, I believe, 

or perhaps in September—if I am not mistaken, and I want to take 

particular care not to be—came the week so famous in our annals, 

that is called the Week of Three Thursdays,” followed by the scien-

tifi c explanation of this prodigy and then a discourse on enormous 

body parts and the birth of Pantagruel.74

Here too later rabbinic voices have sought to reduce the strange-

ness of this anecdote by providing moralistic explanations. A strik-

ing parallel from the second-century Philostratus, a new Sophist who 

incorporates elements of the menippea in his work, will, I think, il-

luminate it and place it within its cultural context without diluting its 

bizarre comedy. In his The Lives of the Sophists, Philostratus relates the 

following legend about one of his heroes:

When this Leon came on an embassy to Athens, the city had long 

been disturbed by factions and was being governed in defi ance of 

established customs. When he came before the assembly he excited 

universal laughter, since he was fat and had a prominent paunch, but 

73. For longer discussion of this passage in its context, especially insofar as it concerns 
gender and sexuality, see Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture, The 
New Historicism: Studies in Cultural Poetics 25 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1993), 200–206.

74. Rabelais, The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel, ed. and trans. J. M. Cohen, Pen-
guin Classics 147 (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1955), 171.
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he was not at all embarrassed by the laughter. “Why,” said he, “do ye 

laugh, Athenians? Is it because I am so stout and so big? I have a wife 

at home who is much stouter than I, and when we agree, the bed is 

large enough for us both, but when we quarrel not even the house is 

large enough.” Thereupon the citizens of Athens came to a friendly 

agreement, thus reconciled by Leon, who had so cleverly improvised 

to meet the occasion.” 75

The narratives are strikingly similar: a Sophist/sage is made fun of 

owing to his obesity, and in each case, the response is that his wife is 

even fatter than he is. In the talmudic version, the sexual slur is made 

directly, while in Philostratus it is only alluded to, but in both cases, 

the response is that where there is love, there is room in the bed! I 

fi nd it diffi cult to escape the conclusion that whatever the precise 

lines of transmission, and they could be legion, these two narratives 

are so close as to demonstrate their genetic connection.

In my opinion, this text, in fact, provides a proverbial smoking-

gun proof of the claim that Babylonian rabbinic literature is part and 

parcel of an expanded late-ancient Hellenism. The talmudic version 

of the story contains a deep infelicity, an ungrammaticality that can 

be shown to be the product of transformations of the text from its 

Philostratian source (or, more likely, a common source for both of 

them). When the matrona in the talmudic version challenges the rab-

bis with the taunt that their children could not be theirs, they seem 

to answer her that their wives are even fatter than they are, to which 

her obvious response is: in that case you certainly weren’t able to have 

intercourse with them! The question that arises immediately is what 

on earth did they have in mind in answering her thus in the fi rst place, 

a question to which the Talmud, uncharacteristically for once, does 

not provide an answer (indeed it doesn’t raise this obvious question). 

This problem, it suffi ces to note, has exercised talmudic interpret-

ers ever since, with many and various unsatisfying answers provided 

75. Wilmer Cave France Wright, ed. and trans., Philostratus: The Lives of the Sophists; 
Eunapius: Lives of the Philosophers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 
15. For possible connections between Philostratus and the (Palestinian) rabbis, see E. E. 
Halevy, Amoraic Aggadot: The Biographical Aggadah of the Palestinian and Babylonian Amoraim 
in the Light of Greek and Latin Sources (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 1976), 13–20, in 
Hebrew.
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(the most recent of which may have been my own baroque attempts). 

However, if we recognize how the text transforms its original, then 

the problem is solved (at least diachronically). For Leon, the intro-

duction of his wife’s stoutness is an integral part of his rhetoric. He is 

precisely trying to make the point that although he is obese and his 

wife even more so, when there is harmony and love between them 

the bed is big enough for the two of them. The rabbinic version has 

turned this rhetoric into sexual banter and threatened its coherence. 

Instead of the introduction of the wives’ obesity being an enhance-

ment of the incongruity of the two fi tting the bed, it has been trans-

formed into an attempt at a refutation of the challenge to such fi t-

ting. As such, it is lame. Finally the element which was the climax of 

Leon’s little parable for the Athenians, namely the harmony that en-

ables the incongruous to live together, is now transformed into an an-

swer to the obvious question of the matrona as to how these fat rabbis 

with even fatter wives make love at all. We can see all of the elements 

of the “original” within the Babylonian transformation and thus (as 

very rarely) actually delineate a line of transmission. My point is not 

to argue that in general rabbinic texts are “infl uenced” by Greco-

Roman texts, but to use this particular incidence as evidence for a 

claim of cultural interdependence between the Sasanian East and the 

Byzantine West in late antiquity suffi cient to understand and make 

plausible my attempts to read the Bavli within the context of literary 

and cultural moves taking place in that broader context, namely the 

invention and promulgation of Menippean satire and related genres, 

as well as the general taste for such indecorous miscellaneous texts 

as the “Attic Nights” and the “Learned Diners.” Reprising the points 

that I have made in the introduction to this chapter, I would empha-

size that it is not specifi c texts and their infl uence, certainly not the 

transmission of written texts, that I have in mind, but rather the oral, 

“folkloristic” transmission of elite cultural narratives and especially 

of a certain seriocomic satirical style.

As an emblem of this satirical dialogicity, we fi nd the immediately 

following coda to our narrative in what is surely one of the most 

sensational, if not shocking, passages in the Talmud. As if in order 

to demonstrate the principle that a man’s virility is in proportion to 

the size of his belly, the Talmud offers the following information on a 

group of notoriously fat rabbis:
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Said Rabbi Yoh. anan, “Rabbi Ishma�el the son of Yose’s member was 

like a wineskin of nine kav [approximately fi ve gallons]; Rabbi El�azar 

the son of Rabbi Shim�on’s member was like a wineskin of seven kav.” 

Rav Pappa said, “Rabbi Yoh. anan’s member was like a wineskin of 

three kav.” And there are those who say: like a wineskin of fi ve kav. 

Rav Pappa himself had a member which was like the baskets of Hip-

parenum. (84a)

Note that we have a kind of ladder form here. In each case, the 

rabbi who reports on the penis size of his colleagues has his own ex-

posed by the next speaker, and the stamma concludes it all with the 

extravagance of Rav Pappa’s own equipment. To clarify the point: the 

argument is not that we fi nd an element of the incongruous grotesque 

here because sexuality is broached in such a direct and seemingly 

crude manner—that easy acceptance of the lower bodily aspects of 

the human, or even preoccupation with them, is practically a defi ning 

characteristic of the Bavli as a whole—but rather that the grotesque 

emerges in the fantastic, wildly exaggerated presentation of these 

rabbinic corpora: penises that are fi ve gallons large, indeed!76

Every single one of these rabbis functions within halakhic dialec-

tic as the most serious and dedicated of seekers after truth. If all one 

knew of our fat rabbis is the narrative of their capacious bodies and 

genitalia, one would hardly expect to fi nd either of them fi guring in 

such serious contexts as the following:

R. Yoh. anan said: What is it that is written: “The Lord gave [happy] 

tidings; they are published by heralds, a numerous host” (Psalms 

57:12)? This implies that each and every word emanating from the 

mighty God was given in seventy languages. The school of R. Ishmael, 

however [adduced the same from another passage]: It is written: “Is 

not thus my word like the fi re? saith the Lord, and like a hammer that 

shatters the rock?” (Jeremiah 23:29). As the hammer that strikes emits 

76. Upon the occasion of my presentation of this material at Yale University on 
17 November 2008, that is, just before it went to press, David Quint commented that 
these enormously large rabbis with gigantic phalloi are also a powerfully self-aggrandizing 
fi gure. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but think that it’s compatible with the double 
meaning of a fi gure like Pantagruel, as well. The grotesque and the superhuman are very 
close to each other here.
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a multitude of sparks, so is every word emanating from the Holy One, 

blessed be He, given in seventy different languages.

R. H. ananel bar Pappa said: It is written: “Hear! for of noble things 

will I speak” (Proverbs 8:6). Why are the words of the Torah compared 

to a noble? To inform us that inasmuch as a noble has in his power the 

disposal over life and death, so have also the words of the Torah. This 

is similar to what Rava said: To those who walk in the right ways of the 

law, it is an elixir of life, but to those who pursue not the right way, it is 

the poison of death. (Shabbat 88b)

To be sure, we don’t quite have Rav Pappa here, but we do have his 

eldest son together with Rabbi Yoh. anan delivering words of the high-

est solemnity and sacrality, as well as of terror and dread (for those 

who are not included in the “right way of Torah”).77 Here’s one more 

example of such lofty Torah which has not one but two of our ithy-

phallic rabbis in it:

Said R. Yehudah in the name of Rav, “One who treats the Sabbath as 

enjoyment is given everything his heart desires, because it is written: 

And enjoy yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the wishes of your 

heart” (Psalms 37:4). What is meant by “enjoy”? From the passage: “If 

thou call the Sabbath an enjoyment” (Isaiah 58:13) we can deduce that 

the “enjoyment” means Sabbath.

With what ought the Sabbath be enjoyed? Said Rav Yehudah, the 

son of Rav Samuel bar Shilath, in the name of Rav: “With a dish of 

beets, large fi sh, and garlic-heads.” But R. H. iyya bar Ashi said in the 

name of Rav: “Even with any dish whatever prepared especially for 

the Sabbath.” What does “any dish whatever” mean? Said Rav Pappa: 

“Even small fi sh fried in oil.”

. . . .  

R. Yoh. anan said in the name of R. Shim�on bar Yoh. ai: “If the Is-

raelites were to keep two Sabbaths in succession as they should, they 

would immediately be released from exile, for it is written: ‘Also the 

77. I could have chosen myriad other passages, even ones that do include Rav Pappa 
himself with Rabbi Yoh. anan. I chose this one owing to its inherent thematization of 
“nobility.” For discussion of the meaning of the phrase in about seventy languages, see 
Azzan Yadin, “The Hammer and the Rock: Polysemy and the School of Rabbi Ishma’el,” 
Jewish Studies Quarterly 9 (2002): 1–17.
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sons of the stranger, that join themselves unto the Lord, to serve 

him, and to love the name of the Lord, to be unto him as servants, 

every one that keeps the Sabbath by not violating it, and those who 

take hold of my covenant’ (Isaiah 56:6) and immediately afterwards 

it is written (verse 7): ‘Even these will I bring to my holy mountain.’ ” 

(Shabbat 115b)

We are very far here from accounts of the sizes of penises and rough 

bantering about sexual prowess, love, and obesity. And it needs to be 

emphasized, for my own presentation in this book necessarily distorts 

this effect, that the vast majority of the matter of the Talmud is more 

like this than like narratives of fat rabbis and their penises. Most of 

the Talmud—an enormous most—is more like the beginnings of our 

sugya (the serious part before the fat rabbis passage), in which the de-

tails of a position are discussed with all the pleasures and exclusions 

implicated by a scholastic tradition. The tradition has been reading 

well in attending primarily to this dominant voice, and it would be a 

deeply apologetic move to suggest anything else. It is vitally impor-

tant that we attend to each and both of the Talmud’s two voices with 

equal care—each one alone and the two of them together—because 

otherwise we will entirely miss the way that each of these languages 

of the Talmud carves out a space for the other to appear within. The 

“serious” voice is not properly apprehended without paying attention 

to the comic, for the Talmud is, assuredly, a serious book. A millen-

nium and more of interpreters can’t be entirely wrong, not by any 

means. Bakhtin has, once more, provided the words I need: “The im-

age in such cases reveals not only the reality of a given language but 

also, as it were, its potential, its ideal limits and its total meaning con-

ceived as a whole, its truth together with its limitations.” 78 And this 

is because “in an intentional novelistic hybrid, moreover, the impor-

tant activity is not only (in fact not so much) the mixing of linguistic 

forms—the markers of two languages and styles—as it is the collision 

between differing points of views [sic] on the world that are embed-

ded in those forms.” 79 The dominating language of the Talmud is the 

78. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 356.
79. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 360.
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language of the serious dialectician who guides Jews to the only true 

way to live according to God’s will; this is the language in which it can 

be said that it doesn’t quite matter whether or not one keeps the Sab-

bath in this way or that, as long as one follows the rules of discourse 

set by the Rabbis for making that decision. This is, to my mind, not 

only not pluralism but not even dialogue, any more than the dialogue 

of the characters within a philosophical dialogue is truly dialogical.

But at the same time, something else, I contend, has been missed—

missed, as so often, because the means to account for it have been 

lacking—namely the presence of a second accent, a contradictory 

voice within the fabric of the Bavli. At the very same moment that 

the Talmud is aggrandizing the Rabbis and the rabbinic institutions 

and practices, the study of Torah and the House of Study, it is also, 

through these Menippean narratives, letting us see into the self-

doubts and internal critique of those persons, practices, and institu-

tions themselves.

Indeed the story sequence that I have been presenting here goes 

on and on and on. Our good Rabbi El�azar, still unsure of himself after 

the great fat massacre, prays for terrible illnesses and sufferings to 

come upon him with which to atone for his sin. Each night his wife 

puts sixty felt pads under him and in the morning sixty vessels of blood 

and puss are removed from under him. She cooks him sixty dishes of 

fi gs every day to restore his strength. One day she hears him praying 

for these illnesses to come at night, and realizing that he wills them, 

becomes angry and leaves, saying that he is decimating her patrimony. 

Miraculously enough, sixty sailors bring him sixty purses up from 

the sea and make him the sixty dishes of fi gs. We are thus reminded 

how enormous this man (and his wife) are, if it takes sixty strap-

ping sailors to replace her cooking every day. Finally the rabbi ends 

up back in the House of Study, where he performs a gargantuan feat 

of halakhic legerdemain, rendering pure—and not with a miracle—

sixty women with a fl ux. A character more like Pantagruel with his 

enormous body, enormous physical needs, and fi nally also enormous 

intellectual capacity to match, can hardly be imagined. The simul-

taneous grotesquing and aggrandizing implied by his fantastic pro-

portions seem, to this reader, almost precisely an instance of Pan-

tagruelism, and the rest of the story is written on the book of Carnal 
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Israel.80 This is surely enough, I hope, to make palpably clear the truly 

Rabelaisian look and feel of this astonishing text and its—and its 

fellows’—necessary impact on how we ought (or at any rate, might 

very well) read the Talmud. I want to thus propose that the double-

voicedness of the Babylonian Talmud inscribes it in a literary tradition 

that fl ourished in the Mediterranean world in the fi rst few centuries 

after Christ, notably in Lucian, and then had progeny down to Rabe-

lais (and from thence, perhaps, to Herman Melville, for example).

We should not make the error of assuming that the division be-

tween voices which I am positing for the Bavli is between halakha 

and aggada, for there is, indeed, as we have seen, much very serious 

aggada, as well as, arguably at least, some satirical (or self-refl ective 

in a semiparodic manner) halakhic texts as well.81 Indeed, I fi nd it 

a mistake to use the term aggada in the way we have become accus-

tomed to for the last thousand-odd years. Aggada should be reserved, 

as it is in the Talmud itself, for homilies, and especially homilies on 

the Torah.82 These grotesque legends are, however, something else. It 

is more often than not in these stories about its heroes, the Rabbis, 

that the Bavli fi nds it easiest to elaborate its uncertainties about its 

own practices and, in Menippean fashion, to put them to the test. I 

will complete this chapter with a further rich and very nearly explicit 

story that exemplifi es this point.

The Weakness of Rabbi Yoh. anan: On the Stamma’s Self Refl ection

The Bavli self-refl ectively (and self-refl exively) represents explicitly 

(or very nearly so) the nondialogical nature of its own dialectic, char-

acteristically via the apparatus of a rather gruesome pseudobiograph-

ical story found in tractate Baba Qamma 117a–b:

A certain man wished to point out the straw of his neighbor [to the 

Sasanian offi cials]. He came before Rav. He [Rav] said to him: Do not 

show it! Do not show it! He [the certain man] said: I will show it; I will 

80. Boyarin, Carnal Israel, 219–25.
81. Wimpfheimer, moreover, has compellingly dismantled this conventional opposi-

tion as an analytic tool. Wimpfheimer, Telling Tales.
82. Defending this point would take much more space than I can afford here, but I do 

think it is eminently defensible.
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show it. Rav Kahana, who was sitting before Rav, tore out the man’s 

windpipe. Rav read over him the verse “Your sons have fainted; they 

lie at the head of every street, like a wild bull caught in a net” [Isaiah 

51:20]. “Just as with this wild bull that once it has fallen into the net, 

one does not have mercy on it, so also the property of Israel, once it 

has fallen into the hands of the gentiles, no one has mercy on it.”

As promised, a rather grim beginning to this story. A Jew defi antly 

intends to point out property of a fellow Jew to the authorities, who 

would surely confi scate it. Rav Kahana, upon hearing this intention so 

defi nitively repeated, murders the man. Rav justifi es this murder by a 

midrashic use of a verse that refers to the wicked sons of the Israelites 

who are lying in the streets like hunted wild bulls. By sleight of tongue, 

Rav derives from this a (very doubtful) halakhic principle that one 

who would cause a fellow Jew’s property to be stolen counts as a col-

laborator (usually reserved for collaborators in dealing of death) and, 

therefore, is legitimately subject to summary execution. The situation 

is, as we should expect, entirely fi ctional. It is, of course, quite impos-

sible to imagine a “real” situation in which a Jew intending to betray a 

fellow would come to the rabbinic court to ask permission to do so.

The narrative continues:

Rav said to him: “Kahana, until now [our rulers] were Persians who 

don’t care about murder, but now they are Greeks who do care about 

murder, {and they will cry ‘murder, murder!’ ”}.83 Get up and run away 

to the Land of Israel and take a vow not to raise any objections to 

Rabbi Yoh. anan [in his talmudic lessons] for seven years. He went and 

found Resh Lakish sitting and summing up the lesson of the day to the 

Rabbis. He said to them: “Where is Resh Lakish?” They [the rabbis] 

said: “Why?” [ = Who’s asking?]. He said to them this diffi culty and 

that diffi culty; this refutation and that refutation. They went and told 

Resh Lakish. Resh Lakish went and told Rabbi Yoh. anan: “A lion has 

come up from Babylonia. Prepare tomorrow’s lesson very carefully!”

83. The curly braces indicate that this phrase is not in most mss. On this phrase, see 
Shamma Friedman, “The Further Adventures of Rav Kahana: Between Babylonia and 
Palestine,” in The Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture III, ed. Peter Schaeffer 
(Tübingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 2002), 249n16; and earlier literature cited there.
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Although hopelessly confused in the details—there were no Greek 

rulers of Babylon in this time, of course—the story does seem to re-

fl ect a memory of a shift in regime from the Parthian to the Sasanian 

empires. The picture is scarcely amended by the manuscript versions 

that reverse the order of Greeks and Persians, since the Parthians 

would hardly have been thought of as Greeks either. Since the story 

clearly is told in and from a Babylonian perspective, perhaps the indi-

rection is intentional, but this blatant ahistoricity serves to underline 

the fi ctionality of the account, as does the fact that impossibilities 

of chronologies in the lives of the rabbis are comprehended.84 In any 

case, Rav Kahana is advised by his mentor to escape to Palestine to 

safety from the wrath of the “Greeks” in Babylonia.85

The story, of course, is not fi nished yet:

On the morrow, they sat [Rav Kahana] in the front row before Rabbi 

Yoh. anan. He said the lesson and [Rav Kahana] didn’t raise any objec-

tions. He went on with the lesson and no objection. They moved him 

back seven rows and sat him in the last row. Rabbi Yoh. anan said to 

Resh Lakish: “The lion that you spoke of has become a fox.”

He [Rav Kahana] said: “Let it be the will [of God] that the seven 

rows will be in place of the seven years that Rav commanded me. He 

got up on his feet and said, “Would the master repeat the lesson?” He 

[Rabbi Yoh. anan] said the lesson and he [Rav Kahana] raised objec-

tions. They put him in the front row. Rabbi Yoh. anan was seated on 

seven cushions; they took one cushion out from under him. He went 

on with the lesson and [Rav Kahana] objected, until they had pulled 

out all of the cushions from under Rabbi Yoh. anan, and he was seated 

on the ground.

This story has been well analyzed in the context of the complex 

patterns of hierarchy and humiliation involved in the Babylonian 

practice of dialectic in the yeshiva. Already at the beginning of the 

last century it was recognized that the story, while ostensibly about 

84. See on this Friedman, “Further Adventures of Rav Kahana,” 251.
85. Incidentally, the Tosafi sts (twelfth-century France, Germany) recognize the impos-

sibility of assuming Greek rule in Babylonia on grounds of other talmudic texts (with 
seemingly no knowledge of the history at all).
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third-century Palestine, at least in its current recensions in the Bavli, 

clearly refl ects the realia of the Babylonian yeshiva. In more recent 

work, it was established beyond doubt that many of the narrative 

elements are best paralleled by sixth-century Sasanian motifs, thus 

further establishing its provenance in the postamoraic time of the 

stamma. The conclusion of these accounts is that the story is a late 

(postamoraic) representation of the Babylonian yeshiva of that pe-

riod, and that its purpose is to aggrandize the Babylonians’ ways of 

study of Torah over the those of the Palestinians.86

These readings are undoubtedly correct, and especially with re-

spect to their Babylonian polemical thrust. What I think has been not 

noticed—not least by me—until now is how over the top the story is, 

even as a representation of such confl ict and hierarchical structure. 

The silence of the new guest in the yeshiva is suffi cient to have him 

demoted from a place of honor in the front row to the very last row, 

and then, when he can no longer stand it and shows his intellectual 

power, it is the aged Rabbi Yoh. anan, leader of the rabbis of Palestine 

at the time, who is humiliated until he is sitting on the earth. There 

is no reason to regard this story as anything but invention. While it 

obviously, as nearly all scholars have recognized, does not represent 

anything realistic about Palestinian yeshivas of the third century, it 

would be a mistake to read it as a realistic representation of the life 

of a Babylonian yeshiva of the sixth century, either. It must be read, 

I think, as a fi ctional rendering of the life even of that latter institu-

tion. As such, I think, it is a highly satirical and critical representation 

of that life.

This direction of reading is brought out more compellingly in the 

grotesque ending to the story:

86. Isaiah M. Gafni, “The Babylonian Yeshiva as Refl ected in Bava Qamma 111a,” 
Tarbis. 49 (1980): 292–301 (in Hebrew; English summary pp. v–vi); Daniel Sperber, “On the 
Unfortunate Adventures of Rav Kahana: A Passage of Saboraic Polemic from Sasanian 
Persia,” in Irano-Judaica: Studies Relating to Jewish Contacts with Persian Culture throughout 
the Ages, ed. Shaul Shaked (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1982), 83–100; Shamma Yehuda 
Friedman, “Towards the Historical Aggada in the Babylonian Talmud,” in The Saul Lieber-
man Memorial Volume, ed. Shamma Friedman (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 
1993), 119–64 (in Hebrew); Adiel Schremer, “ ‘He Posed Him a Diffi culty and Placed Him’: 
A Study in the Evolution of the Text of TB Bava Kama 117a,” Tarbis. 66, no. 3 (April-June 
1997): 403–15 (in Hebrew; English summary p. viii); Friedman, “Further Adventures of Rav 
Kahana.”
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Rabbi Yoh. anan was an old man and his eyelids drooped. He said to 

them: “Raise up my eyelids that I might see him!” They raised them 

up with a small silver toothpick. He saw that he [Rav Kahana] had 

split lips [perhaps a harelip?]. He thought that he was laughing at him. 

He [Rabbi Yoh. anan] became furious and [Rav Kahana] died. The next 

day he [Rabbi Yoh. anan] said to the Rabbis: “Did you see what that 

Babylonian did!?” They said to him: “His way is thus” [i.e., he has a 

harelip]. He entered into the cave [where Rav Kahana was buried]. 

He saw that a snake was blocking it. He said to it: “Snake, snake, Open 

your mouth and let the master come into the disciple,” and he [snake] 

did not open. “Let the colleague come into the colleague,” and he did 

not open. “Let the disciple come into the master,” and he opened for 

him. He [Rabbi Yoh. anan] prayed and resurrected him [Rav Kahana]. 

He [Rabbi Yoh. anan] said to him: “Had I known that this is the way of 

the master, I would not have gotten angry; now let the master come 

to us [to study].” He said to him: “If you are able to pray that I will 

not die again, I will come, and if not, I won’t, because once the hour is 

passed, it is passed” [ = I can’t count on another miraculous resurrec-

tion]. He [Rabbi Yoh. anan] woke him and stood him up and asked him 

everything about which he had a doubt, and he [Rav Kahana] resolved 

them for him. And this is what Rabbi Yoh. anan was used to saying: 

“They say it is yours, but it is theirs.” (Baba Qamma 117a)

This text represents, then, a perfect example of Menippean sat-

ire in the sense in which I shall be developing it through the next 

several chapters; on the one hand, it aggrandizes its own practices 

and institutions; on the other hand, it presents sharp critique (and 

parody) of those same practices and institutions at the very same 

time and in the very same moment. It writes itself into that tradition 

most clearly by being a story of death and miraculous resurrection in 

bathetic circumstances. It is, then, a Pantagruelian fi gure of its own, 

the giant who represents the power and gargantuan self-regard of a 

discourse as well as its grossly exaggerated and criticized dimensions 

(the jealousies and envies of the hierarchical yeshiva). This narrative, 

precisely to the extent that it represents Babylonian practice (albeit 

post-talmudic), is highly self-critical as well. The dialectic, in other 

places represented as an irenic search for truth—much like the disin-

terested search for truth that Socrates himself declares—is here rep-
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resented as having deadly effect. In the portrayal of the deadliness 

of rivalries and jealousy within the rabbinic academy (academies of a 

sort that seem only to have existed toward the end of late antiquity 

and then only in Babylonia),87 our story rivals the more famous one of 

Rabbi Yoh. anan and Resh Lakish in which the former also kills his rival 

with a look, following the latter’s challenge to his hegemony.88 In that 

story as well, the absolutely hierarchical nature of the Babylonian dia-

lectic is made manifest. After Resh Lakish dies, Rabbi Yoh. anan pas-

sionately desires him back, for “he would ask twenty-four objections 

and I would answer with twenty-four refutations, and between him 

and me the matter would be clarifi ed.” The nature of dialectic, per 

se, is made absolutely clear through this description. One dominant 

voice presents and defends his position. No other possibility is com-

prehended. Indeed, in the story, it is when Resh Lakish dared to pres-

ent his own opinion that he was effectively killed, as is Rav Kahana 

by a glance of Rabbi Yoh. anan’s. We have here an elegant illustration 

of Krabbe’s point about dialectic as the deliverer of truth. Hardly a 

dialogue between opinions, the Bavli’s dialectic is thus represented 

by the Bavli itself (or at any rate this late narrative strand within the 

Bavli) as a procedure of inquiry in which the opinions of the master 

are clarifi ed via the objections of the disciple. It is in such a moment 

of self-doubt, of self-refl ection, self-interrogation, and self-critique 

that, I think, we fi nd the key to the incorporation of the grotesque 

biographical material in the Talmud.

My argument is, then, that the grotesque and harshly self-critical 

biographical legends, when read together with the “serious” incorpo-

rated genres of halakhic dialectic, legal story, and uplifting aggada, 

produce a dialogical text, a text that both advances its program and 

recognizes its failure (the failure of all human endeavor—shades of 

Kohellet), precisely the kind of mixed bag that we fi nd in such as Lu-

cian and Petronius, that is in the literature called Menippean, and 

this is where my discussion will take us next.

87. David M. Goodblatt, Rabbinic Instruction in Sasanian Babylonia, Studies in Judaism 
in Late Antiquity 9 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975).

88. Friedman, “Towards the Historical Aggada,” demonstrates that the Rav Kahana 
story is a kind of imitation of the one about Resh Lakish. See also Schremer, “He Posed,” 
411–12, on this comparison.
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“Read Lucian!”

Menippean Satire and the Literary World of 

the Babylonian Talmud

F
or Bakhtin, there is a force, “the clamping principle,” which 

binds all of the heterogeneous elements “into the organic 

whole of a genre.” 1 If the Talmud is an “organic whole,” it will 

look, I think, like a very rotund rabbi, with various and very large 

organs sticking out crudely—almost obscenely—sometimes, as 

organic perhaps as a fi sh-horse or a goat-stag, to quote Lucian 

on his own works. I am attempting, in part, to theorize and his-

toricize a persistent intuition I have had in my forty years of 

reading Talmud, an intuition that it somehow best fi ts, in world 

literature, with precisely the satirical dialogues of Lucian, The 

Satyricon, with Gargantua and Pantagruel, Tristram Shandy, and 

Moby Dick. We have just seen that however dominant the dia-

lectical sugya is in the Talmud and however large it looms in the 

history of talmudic reception, it is by no means the entire mat-

ter of the Talmud, for narratives such as those of our eponymous 

obese clerics appear as a kind of minor obbligato in the Talmud 

that is deeply threatening to the decorum of the entire text. 

1. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Em-
erson, Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1984), 134.
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In these narratives within the Talmud we fi nd its very heroes (and to a 

lesser extent even biblical heroes) nearly burlesqued and the talmudic 

dialectic parodied and rendered absurd. This type of fantastic (and 

sometimes—but not always—comic) biographical legend, analogous 

writ large to the hiccups of the Platonic text, has caused commenta-

tors no end of diffi culty.

The Talmud’s Two Anonymouses; or, Where Is the Jewish Agency?

Richard Kalmin has argued against the notion that the halakha and 

aggada belong to the same editorial stratum, since the aggada com-

prises, as he puts it, “many talmudic stories [that] are extremely 

uncomplimentary toward their rabbinic protagonists.” 2 Kalmin’s 

solution to this “problem” is to state explicitly that the redactors of 

the Talmud were faced with traditional material from other sources 

hostile to their rabbinic heroes, and that they were constrained 

against their will to include such material simply because it was tra-

ditional. This strikes me as a thoroughly implausible account on both 

historical and literary grounds for how the Talmud came to be so het-

erogeneous. Arguing against this view is the fact that the legendary 

material, including some of the most antithetical in tone and content 

to the halakhic, is frequently integrally related to it in terms of the 

fl ow of the sugya. Secondly, it is impossible to imagine that the redac-

tors of the Babylonian Talmud labored under constraint to include all 

the traditional materials circulating among the Jews; they obviously 

exercised choice and agency. Third, there are clearly aggadic cycles 

that are later than the halakhic materials and refer to them and so are 

too, palpably, part of the fi nal redactorial efforts of the stamma.3

At the same time, Kalmin is absolutely right to point to the ex-

treme tensions between “the overwhelmingly prosaic, legal preoccu-

pations of these commentators throughout the Talmud” and the tone 

of sharp critique frequently articulated in the wildly creative aggada. 

This is, indeed, precisely the point I make here; the question is rather 

2. Richard Kalmin, “The Formation and Character of the Babylonian Talmud,” in The 
Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4, The Late Roman-Rabbinic Period, ed. Steven T. Katz 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 845.

3. See essays collected in J. L. Rubenstein, ed., Creation and Composition: The Contribu-
tion of the Bavli Redactors to the Aggadah (Tübingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 2005).
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whether we conclude from this, as he does, that “the anonymous edi-

tors of the Talmud are very unlikely candidates for authorship of the 

Talmud’s brilliantly artistic, dramatically gripping, and ethically and 

theologically ambiguous narratives.” 4 I think not, any more than we 

would conclude from the widely divergent generic tonalities of Ra-

belais that he couldn’t have written the entire text, or that Melville 

had to include the chapters on the whale because they were tradi-

tional materials that he couldn’t ignore. Or for that matter, that the 

author of the Republic could not possibly have penned the Symposium. 

I would question, moreover, Kalmin’s characterization of the sugya as 

unartistic; these highly rhetorical, structured compositions manifest, 

rather, a great deal of literary art, as much, I warrant as the “stories.” 

Taking the same materials in mind and recognizing that they are all 

parts of one book, the Talmud, the question is rather: what does it 

mean to have such deeply antithetical materials in the same book?

Galit Hasan-Rokem in her book Tales of the Neighborhood asks a 

question similar to mine (and Kalmin’s), namely, why are there “folk 

narratives” embedded in the talmudic text? 5 She comes, however, to 

a somewhat different answer than I will. Her practice of focusing on 

these narratives forces us to pay attention to the necessary distinction 

between the text as it has been read traditionally and a different kind 

of reading. She asks us “to disentangle that [rabbinic] literature from 

its traditional immurement in the confi nes of the synagogue and the 

academy (bet-midrash), a restriction largely created by later interpreta-

tive practices and academic discourse.” 6 Hasan-Rokem proposes “a 

fundamental principle of the interpretation of folk narratives in Rab-

binic literature”:

Reading Rabbinic stories as folk narratives often associates them with 

worldviews and ideas that make it diffi cult to harmonize them with 

what has traditionally—and in my view at least partly mistakenly—

been understood as the Rabbinic worldview. Their explication as an 

inherent part of the Rabbinic text, however, highlights ideas in them 

4. Kalmin, “Formation,” 846.
5. Galit Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in Late 

Antiquity, Taubman Lectures in Jewish Studies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2003).

6. Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood, 9–10.
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that become particularly concretized and reinforced by the Rabbinic 

context.7

Hasan-Rokem rightly, in my opinion, rejects such interpreta-

tions that would argue that the Rabbis included these utterances in 

their works in order to attract a wider audience (or variations of this 

theme)—explanations that recall the genial and harmless accounts of 

Pantagruelism in Plato’s texts discussed above.8 For Hasan-Rokem 

herself, the inclusion of this material indicates simply that the rab-

binic community itself was not a scholastic world to the degree that 

we are used to thinking of it as such, but was open to the marketplace, 

the tavern, even the brothel. She, accordingly, seeks an “integrative 

interpretation of the Rabbinic text that includes the folk narratives 

in it.” 9 Hasan-Rokem is primarily speaking of the midrashic litera-

ture of Palestinian Rabbis, while I, of course, am dealing in this book 

with the Babylonian Talmud, a closely related but, I think, quite dif-

ferent sort of text.

While I fi nd Hasan-Rokem’s analysis a tremendous step forward 

from any previous attempt to read (or more generally ignore) the in-

congruity even of the talmudic text (which is, as I’ve just remarked, 

not really her purview), I hope to move one step further. To put the 

point concisely, I would suggest that a fuller reading of the Bavli has 

to account precisely, also, for the fact of rabbinic “immurement” 

in the overweening “Torah” of the House of Study, while also read-

ing the practices in the texts that resist such immurement. The ex-

pressed rabbinic ideal, after all, is of one who “kills himself in the tent 

of Torah.” Building, then, on Hasan-Rokem’s work, I want to take it 

in a slightly different direction, in a less irenic mode perhaps, in a 

direction in which what is dramatized is the Rabbis’ self-refl exive am-

bivalence about their own hegemonic practices via the mobilization 

(or even invention) of a particular set of literary practices and genres. 

The lens of the (anti)genre of Menippean satire provides one way of 

focusing on and responding to the heterogeneity of the Bavli.

Hasan-Rokem focuses our attention on the ethnographic aspect 

7. Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood, 21.
8. Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood, 60–61.
9. Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood, 21.
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of rabbinic literature and on the inclusion of folk narrative as a way of 

“implementing a common search for identity under markedly diverse 

circumstances.” 10 In contrast, but not sharply so, my focus is more 

narrowly on the House of Study itself, to put it somewhat metaphori-

cally. Concentrating on the Babylonian Talmud, I see a much more 

scholastic community, a text of intellectuals, of Sages (Sophists), and 

ask, why did they produce a literature like this, inter alia? What was 

at stake for them in incorporating blocks of a genre of (folk) literature 

that seems not only incompatible but betimes even distinctly hostile 

to their worldview and represented self-image? What kind of book 

is a Babylonian Talmud? To my way of thinking, the richest answer 

comes from the world of Menippean satire, the literary style that by 

defi nition combines seemingly contradictory elements. This is the 

textual form (genre?) whose very name, satura, meaning a kind of pud-

ding or sausage of mixed aliments, indicates such incongruous inter-

minglings. For me, then, the operative questions are not so much of 

elite and folk but of the intercutting and undercutting of antithetical 

genres. I don’t, therefore, refer to the narrative material as “folk nar-

rative,” while at the same time I recognize, of course, at least one of 

its sources in that which people call folk literature. For the purposes 

of the analysis that I wish to make, the comparative question is not 

so much how the “folk” material lines up with other “folk” material, 

but rather how these sophisticated intellectuals make texts and how 

the texts they make appear in the light of the texts of other roughly 

contemporaneous intellectuals.

Hasan-Rokem has to be right that the ways that we interpret the 

Bavli are largely the product of later “interpretative practices and aca-

demic discourse,” if only because such practices and discourse seem 

so incapable of making sense of the whole sausage. But at the same 

time, I resist an interpretation that simply dismisses such later in-

terpretive practices, since there are, as I have argued in the previ-

ous chapter, powerful forces for such monological reading within the 

text itself in its “serious”—“dreadful”—voice. Reading for the serio-

comic demands that we pay attention to the serious qua serious with 

its drive toward monologicality as well as the counterdrives within 

the text, reading them indeed, as Hasan-Rokem would have us do, 

10. Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood, 59.
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as one text but certainly not as one harmonious or organic text. I 

have tried to read the Bavli in a double fashion, fi rst paying attention 

to its drive toward the monological voice and authority of the oral 

Torah and once again reading for the textual elements that are het-

erogeneous with respect to that very enterprise. In certain respects, 

Hasan-Rokem echoes Nachman Krochmal’s distinction between 

normative aggada and aggada of the “uneducated,” which Krochmal 

argued was mistakenly included in the aggadic corpus by Babylonian 

scribes in the sixth century.11 Yet, there are sharp differences between 

Krochmal and Hasan-Rokem. Krochmal, who is responding to the 

Enlightenment fi gures of his day (who mock the outlandish state-

ments of the aggada), bemoans the inclusion of this material and seeks 

to diminish its importance. For Hasan-Rokem, the rabbis, who con-

sciously sought to appropriate folk literature to aid in their presenta-

tion of culture, were unaware of the often radical antiestablishment 

concepts embedded within this material. It is we, in this view, who 

are now fortunate enough to have a window into the world of the 

margins.12 In short, for Hasan-Rokem and Krochmal alike, these ele-

ments surreptitiously got into the aggada through the back door and 

subverted the rabbinic establishment. Their respective appraisals of 

this alleged situation remain, of course, directly opposed.

My dual goal is to avoid marginalizing the “bizarre” aggada by 

treating it as something other than the text in which it is found and 

to eschew harmonizing by understanding its force as only that which 

entered the text willy-nilly (either its texts as in Krochmal or its 

subversive meanings as in Hasan-Rokem). My reading will propose 

rather to see such strange interludes as another language within the 

text, as in Bakhtin’s account of certain kinds of texts as machines for 

the mutual illumination of discordant languages. Instead of seeing 

the grotesque stories as somehow or other extraneous to the main 

business of the Talmud, I am offering a reading of the Talmud as Me-

nippean satire in which both languages, the language of Torah and the 

11. Jay M. Harris, Nachman Krochmal: Guiding the Perplexed of the Modern Age, Modern 
Jewish Masters Series (New York: New York University Press, 1991), 292–97. Saul Fried-
man called my attention to this discussion.

12. This formulation has been much informed by an unpublished paper by Saul Moshe 
Friedman. I am grateful to him for allowing me thus to paraphrase from his Ph.D. exam 
paper.
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language of the grotesque, are brought into contact with one another 

with deep purpose.

Closely related to the Menippean satire in Bakhtin’s account is the 

novel, so another way of approaching the question of the antitheti-

cal materials in the Bavli is to think of the Talmud as a novel, as pre-

sented by Bakhtin: “Authorial speech, the speeches of narrators, in-

serted genres, the speech of characters are merely those fundamental 

compositional unities with whose help heteroglossia [raznorečie] can 

enter the novel; each of them permits a multiplicity of social voices 

and a wide variety of their links and interrelationships (always more 

or less dialogized).” 13 Whether or not, then, this piece of Talmud or 

that is quoted from other, “earlier” sources, the question is about the 

heterogeneous text that we have before us. It is almost identical, I 

think, to the great questions about Plato and his use of literary mate-

rials deeply antithetical to his ostensible primary point, the absolute 

primacy of dialectic (philosophy) over rhetoric (sophism) and poetry 

(epic and drama).14 To put it bluntly, I propose that we shift from 

source-and-infl uence criticism with respect to the Talmud, or even 

from a literary criticism that treats only individual units and incor-

porated genres of text as autonomous,15 to a literary criticism imbued 

with the concept of intertextuality (which is, in turn, derived directly 

from the Bakhtinian notion of heteroglossia, as will become clearer 

anon). By considering the Bavli under the rubric of Bakhtin’s under-

standing of the novel, we may begin to approach its multiple genres 

and authorships in new ways.

13. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 
by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, 
University of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 263. 
Holquist helpfully glossed this: “[The novel] is thus best conceived either as a supergenre, 
whose power consists in its ability to engulf and ingest all other genres (the different and 
separate languages peculiar to each), or not a genre in any strict, traditional sense at all. 
In either case it is obvious that the history of what might be called novels, when they are 
defi ned by their proclivity to display different languages interpenetrating each other, will 
be extremely complicated” (xxix).

14. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

15. I am thinking here of the groundbreaking work of Yonah Fränkel, such as his Read-
ings in the Spiritual World of the Stories of the Aggada (Tel Aviv: United Kibbutz Press, 1981) 
(in Hebrew). This corresponds to Bakhtin’s remark that “sytlistic analysis is not oriented 
toward the novel as a whole, but only toward one or another of its subordinated stylistic 
unities.” Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 263.
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Reading Bakhtin himself, however, is itself not uncomplicated. 

One reading of Bakhtin (or perhaps, one strand of Bakhtin’s writ-

ing) would lead us to assume that the author is not in control of her 

text and that the alien words enter, as it were, of their own agency, 

the agency of the language itself, that is, all the anonymous and un-

known usages of the word prior to this text. It is this reading that 

produces the Kristevan or more broadly deconstructive version of 

intertextuality. On this reading, the Talmud, like any other text de-

centered from any authorial consciousness or agency, contains some-

how the contradictory registers and dialects, if you will, of the very 

language itself, the language that speaks the text and its author. We 

would understand the Talmud as embodying such crude contradic-

tions as part and parcel of its very existence as literature, as discourse, 

as human language, only perhaps more overtly so than some other 

forms of Western belles lettres. The “alien” word is not a product of 

anyone’s agency, but creeps in or inhabits the text simply by virtue of 

the text having been composed in a language with all its cacophony of 

registers and usages. The second accent appears, as it were, of itself; 

the language of jarring contradictions speaking the text and thus the 

author.16

Another reading of Bakhtin—actually another strand in Bakhtin’s 

writing—seems to imagine authors who are capable of harboring a 

word and the word that challenges that word at one and the same 

time without seeking harmonization or closure or decision, and who 

can, moreover, build such dialogue into the text at its deepest struc-

tural levels. The fi rst reading does not distinguish between genre and 

genre, text and text, author and author with respect to intertextuality, 

by defi nition, since there are no authors or texts on its lights. The lat-

ter does draw a distinction, for instance, notoriously between Tolstoy 

and Dostoevsky, and ascribes a degree of agency to the author in the 

making of the text that is denied in the fi rst, deconstructive interpre-

tation of Bakhtin.

On this view, which I fi nd deeply attractive, an author has agency 

(even a multiple author, even an implied author) in the production 

16. See too Chana Kronfeld, “Intertextual Agency,” in Ziva Ben-Porat Jubilee Volume, ed. 
Michael Gluzman and Orli Lubin (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 2008) (in Hebrew), 
on this issue.
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of the dialogical text. The Talmud, consonant with the accents of its 

broad literary context, manifests a deep commitment to a set of ide-

als and perhaps even to a search for truth, imagined as God’s will, 

while at the same time incorporating within its textual world a voice 

as strident as any Menippean satire, a voice that would corrosively 

deny any such ideals and any such searches, reducing them to the 

itches and scratches of a human body. Tales of grotesque bodies of 

rabbis and the bizarre, fantastic, and betimes disreputable behavior 

of some of the greatest heroes and even “saints” of the Bavli, nearly 

unique within rabbinic literature to the Babylonian Talmud, resist the 

closure of Torah and the absolute presentation of the Rabbis and the 

rabbinic institution, even of the oral Torah itself, as the locus of life 

according with the will of God. This stratum within the Babylonian 

Talmud has, in a very Bakhtinian manner, to do with the body and its 

nether parts, with elimination, sex, and lust, but also with extreme 

conduct borne of envy and jealousy. With rare exception, such as the 

sixteenth-century Polish commentator, Maharsha, little attempt has 

been made even to harmonize these materials at all, and they have 

been, for the most part, simply explained away or ignored.17

In one of his pronouncements on the Talmud with which I heart-

ily agree, Levinas writes, “The Talmud is not a simple compilation—

whatever some otherwise enlightened spirits might think—of folk-

loric memories in a contingent order, but there is an inner movement 

in this text, that its arrangement is ordered by its meaning, that it 

is meaningful.” 18 The producer of this “inner movement,” however 

much I differ from Levinas as to its character, is the fi nal “author” of 

the Talmud of whom I have been speaking. I thus consider the text 

of the Talmud entire, including even the “wildest” of aggada as incor-

porated in the Talmud by this—at least implied—“author” and thus 

integral to the “work” as a whole. Once we have made this shift, we 

will fi nd the monological thrust of the halakhic nondialogue dialo-

17. Maharsha himself remarks that the reason the Talmud tells us this is to indicate 
that although these rabbis all had enormous penises and presumably lust to match, they 
were, nonetheless, able to control themselves and be holy and ascetic rabbis! All previous 
commentators whom I have read take the word “members” to mean stomachs, arms, 
legs—anything but penises.

18. Emmanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings, trans. Annette Aronowicz (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1990), 104.
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gized by the very presence in the same textual context of the aggadic 

genres that are most alien and even antithetical to it.

It follows, as I have begun to argue in the previous chapter, that at 

least two implied “authors” must (and can) thus be kept apart from 

each other: the anonymous author (stamma) who constructs the dia-

lectic of the sugya and the anonymous author (stamma) who incorpo-

rates the dialectic together with those grotesque narratives about the 

sages to which Krochmal and many others have called our attention. 

The fi rst author, the stamma of the dialectic sugya (including most 

genres of what is now called aggada as well), produces the single voice 

(accent) of the serious, of the spoudaios in the Talmud, while the sec-

ond author, the stamma of the Talmud, has allowed a “second accent, 

a crude contradiction,” to invoke Bakhtin’s terminology once again, 

to enter the text; “his” is not the “second accent,” but it is “he” who 

has allowed the second accent to appear. It is this second “author” 

who makes the Talmud both spoudogeloios and Menippean. We need to 

consistently distinguish between the (implied) author of the dialectic 

as the one dominant genre within the Talmud and the implied author 

of the Talmud as an entire work. From a slightly different point of 

view, we could claim that the dialogicality of the Talmud is the dia-

logue between the two anonymous authors, a monological voice that 

seeks to bring all under the purview of the system called oral Torah 

and another stamma that allows cracks to appear in the fabric of that 

very system. This distinction will be necessary as we continue in our 

reading of the Talmud.

The historical author(s) of the dialectic of the sugya need not be, 

although I believe they are, quite late. This is a subject on which there 

is much controversy.19 On the other hand, the “author” of the Talmud 

must be, by defi nition, late, so to speak, because until “he” did “his” 

work there was no Talmud (as we know it) and afterward there was. 

Some scholars, including me in past work, have been very concerned 

to identify actual human groups behind this authorial activity. My 

19. The alternative view, supported lately most strongly by Robert Brody in a series 
of forthcoming publications, argues for a continuous process of such production of the 
sugya, which was, after all, the traditional account also. I think that some of the confusion 
in the discussion is owing to confl ating the two literary functions (both known as stamma), 
one which arranged the sugya out of disparate sayings and stories and one which produced 
the whole book of the Talmud out of these and other types of material as well.
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project here is more literary, inquiring into the stamma not so much 

as a historical construct of a real author(s) of the Talmud, but as a 

literary structure within the Talmud, the implied stamma, if you will. 

Whatever the historical considerations for or against the particulari-

ties of the fi rst usage of the notion of the anonymous, this second us-

age must be accepted, because without it there is no text at all. Unless 

we make the very strong assumption that the Talmud is a virtually ale-

atory collection of materials that were by and large formed elsewhere 

and elsewhen and then incorporated into a fairly random anthology, 

we can—and must—ask why different materials appear together in 

the Talmud and what the meaning is of the work of whoever placed 

them together there. Bakhtin’s “clamping principle” of the Talmud 

is called or operated by that literary function that talmudic scholars 

have for a millennium called the stamma.

The anonymous author of the Talmud is precisely the absence of 

author. On Barthes’s famous account:

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single 

“theological” meaning (the “message” of the author-God) but a multi-

dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them origi-

nal, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from 

the innumerable centers of culture. Similar to Bouvard and Pécuchet, 

those eternal copyists, at once sublime and comic and whose profound 

ridiculousness indicates precisely the truth of writing, the writer can 

only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original. His only 

power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others, in such 

a way as never to rest on any one of them.20

We don’t need to adopt (and I won’t) quite so rigorous (rigorous 

mortis) a notion of authorial nonagency in order to recognize how 

apt a description this is of the “writer” of the Talmud; indeed, this is 

precisely the stance or subject-position of the stamma. The author of 

the Talmud, as opposed to the author of the dialectic sugya (together 

frequently with its legal narratives), is not to be understood, then, as 

20. Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” in The Death and Resurrection of the 
Author? ed. William Irwin, Contributions in Philosophy 83 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Press, 2002), 6.
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“author” in the sense of a control on interpretation, “a point where 

contradictions are resolved.” 21 Rather, I would suggest, this author is 

exactly the opposite, that is, the point of an opening to a self-aware 

contradictoriness, in which there is no resolution, the consciousness 

or (ascribed) agency that produces the dialogical text. It seems that if 

we don’t appeal to such a construct, then it will be impossible even to 

see incongruity in the text. To be clear, no judgment is being offered 

here at all as to the historical status of these two implied authors in 

and of the Talmud; just as in a fi lm where the director/auteur may or 

may not be the same person as the editor, so too for the Talmud.

I consider the anonymity of the stamma as a necessary literary func-

tion, as precisely that which brings the Talmud into being, as it were, 

as the Old Blind Homer of the Talmud. What we learn from Simon 

Goldhill is that in order for a text to function as discourse there must 

be an anonymous “clamping principle,” a stamma. The stamma would 

not then be a specifi c or particular feature of the Talmud but rather 

a token of a type animating all narrative discourse. As I have been 

suggesting through these pages, the kind of authority that such an 

author or clamping principle inhabits is equivalent to what modern 

theoreticians of the novel call the implied author of the text.22 The 

“real” author of the novel has to disappear into this literary function 

in order for novelistic discourse to exist. And similarly, whoever the 

rabbis were who produced the stamma had to disappear themselves 

into the Talmud, now identifi able with precisely their anonymous 

voice. “Plato” is constituted in the Platonic dialogues by a very simi-

lar disappearance of Plato.23 The name “The Talmud” or Stamma de 

Talmud becomes, on this analysis, semiotically equivalent to “Plato” 

or “Lucian” (who explicitly plays with this convention).24

Barthes, once again, has proposed an even more radical option, for 

21. Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?” in The Death and Resurrection of the Author? 
ed. William Irwin, Contributions in Philosophy 83 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 
2002), 16.

22. Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1983).

23. Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play: Argument, Struc-
ture, and Myth in the Symposium (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2004), 21–22.

24. Simon Goldhill, “Becoming Greek, with Lucian,” in Who Needs Greek? Contests in 
the Cultural History of Hellenism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 60–107.
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which the “clamping principle” is the reader and not any kind of au-

thor function at all. As Barthes writes:

A text is made up of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and 

entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but 

there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place 

is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the 

space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed 

without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but 

in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: 

the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that 

someone who holds together in a single fi eld all the traces by which the 

written text is constituted.25

For Barthes then the “clamping principle” is that which he calls 

“the reader.” This is the case in another sense for Foucault as well, 

who claims that “the author is not an indefi nite source of signifi ca-

tions which fi ll a work; the author does not precede the works; he 

is a certain functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, 

excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circu-

lation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, 

and recomposition of fi ction.” 26 My suggestion, in some contrast to 

this, is to offer the author of at least some texts as the principle that al-

lows the text to manifest “crude contradiction” and “second accents”; 

the author being the one who brings the discordant voices together. 

Note that this description of the author is almost exactly the one that 

Barthes himself gives with his description of the author whose “only 

power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others, in such 

a way as never to rest on any one of them.” This seems to me, pace 

Barthes, considerable power indeed. One author who answers to this 

description is of course the voice of the stamma who puts the Talmud 

together (note the present tense), gives us the Talmud that we have as 

a book, that is the author of the Talmud.

Arguing for a holistic reading of the Talmud neither precludes 

polyvalence and the possibility of multiple modes of interpretation 

25. Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” 7.
26. Foucault, “What,” 21.
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nor denies historical layering in the text, a historical layering that is 

of great value (in other scholarly, hermeneutic contexts) to uncover. 

A recent essay by Elliot R. Wolfson has articulated this point sharply 

and clearly throughout, but especially in the following remarks:

I would propose that plurivocality and fragmentariness need to be 

kept distinct. Too often, it seems, they are confused, and one assumes 

that the former automatically implies the latter. To argue for a plu-

rality of voices, however, does not necessarily mean that all we have 

are fragments. The overarching sense of the whole may, in fact, rever-

berate only through a polyphony of voices. In the case of the zoharic 

text, it is possible, in my opinion, to apply a “holistic analysis,” even 

if we entertain the possibility of multiple layers at the compositional 

level. The poststructuralist approach that I have adopted both allows 

for these different strata and maintains that there is an overall system 

that engenders the particulars.27

The same applies to the Talmud as to the Zohar. In the Talmud 

for sure, “the overarching sense of the whole may, in fact, reverberate 

only through a polyphony of voices.”

An important point of departure for a reading of the whole is the 

“anonymity” of the Talmud. We literally have no idea who produced 

the text that we have in front of us (or when, or where, although we 

can take some—quite contentious—quite educated guesses at these). 

Rather than a historical problem to be overcome (or not, as the case 

may be), we can see this strong version of anonymity as the very thing 

that makes the Babylonian Talmud—the Talmud.28 Analogously to 

the ways that, as Simon Goldhill has shown, fi gures such as Plato 

and Lucian hide themselves in their texts anonymously, as it were, 

so the stamma of the Bavli can be read as such a hidden authoring 

voice.29 Note again that I am making no claims as to whether or not 

27. Elliot R. Wolfson, “Structure, Innovation, and Diremptive Temporality: The Use 
of Models to Study Continuity and Discontinuity in Kabbalistic Tradition,” Journal for the 
Study of Religions and Ideologies, special issue, Reading Idel’s Works Today 6, no. 18 (2007): 156.

28. This was a point made to me by Virginia Burrus nearly a decade ago which has 
proven very fruitful for me.

29. Although I have learned much from such scholars as David Halivni and Shamma 
Friedman on this, I differ from them in that I am not concerning myself (at least not 
here and now) with the actual history and reconstructed persons who produced the stam, 
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the author of the sugya and the author of the Talmud have different 

biographical/historical authors or the same. Either way, however, we 

must consider each author/stamma as its own voice entering into dia-

logue with the other.

If, as Bakhtin has put it, “the novelistic hybrid is an artifi cially or-

ganized system for bringing different languages in contact with one another, 

a system having as its goal the illumination of one language by means 

of another, the carving out of a living image of another’s language,” 30 

and if the Talmud itself is, as I have proposed, such a system as well, 

then it would be an error to reduce that system of languages to a single 

monological discourse. It is not, accordingly, so much the polyphony 

potential in narrative that produces dialogism in the Talmud, but the 

yoking of the narrative with the halakhic dialectic, like an ox with 

a donkey, in the talmudic fi eld that renders the Talmud a dialogical 

text. I am suggesting that the languages of the halakhic sugya and of 

the “wild” biographical legend are deeply antithetical and thus in dia-

logue with each other. The positing of a historically grounded genre of 

literature—whether in the end we call it “novel” or not—in which one 

could, and I would, read the Talmud seems powerfully compelling.

Bakhtin writes of an earlier scholar of Dostoevsky, “Had [Leonid] 

Grossman linked Dostoevsky’s compositional principle—the unifi ca-

tion of highly heterogeneous and incompatible material—with the 

plurality of consciousness-centers not reduced to a single ideological 

common denominator, then he would have arrived in earnest at the 

artistic key to Dostoevsky’s novels: polyphony.” 31 While Grossman 

had located the polyphony of Dostoevsky in the “conversation” or 

“quarrel” in the diegesis itself—and we have learned to be suspicious 

of such dialogue—Bakhtin locates it rather in “the yoking of highly 

heterogeneous and incompatible material,” arguing that this yoking, 

the antidecorum or grotesque character of the (Dostoevskian) text it-

self, is what produces the polyphony. If there were ever a set of texts in 

the so-called Stamma’im. See also in this comparative and theoretical regard, Gian Biagio 
Conte, The Hidden Author: An Interpretation of Petronius’ Satyricon, Sather Classical Lectures 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

30. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 361. Virginia Burrus has discussed the relation of 
Bakhtin’s hybridity to that of Homi Bhabha in her “Mimicking Virgins: Colonial Ambiva-
lence and the Ancient Romance,” Arethusa 38 (2005): 51.

31. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 17.



208 Chapter Five

which heterogeneous and incompatible material are yoked, the rab-

binic literature is it, and especially the Babylonian Talmud. In what 

remains of this chapter, I shall show how late-ancient heteroglossic 

texts, texts that explicitly and implicitly thematize the incongruous, 

and especially the genres known as Menippean, provide the best mod-

els for an understanding of the Babylonian Talmud as a whole text.

Bakhtin’s account of the literary category (genre/genres) of what 

the Hellenistic world terms spoudogeloion as a genus of genres at the 

end of classical antiquity and in the Hellenistic/Roman period proves 

a highly productive instrument for describing the Babylonian Talmud 

as a literary text. Bakhtin lays out three major characteristics of late 

ancient seriocomic text types. The fi rst of these is that rather than 

dealing with the absolute past of myth and legend, “the subject of seri-

ous representation” is presented “on the plane of the present day, in a 

zone of immediate and even crudely familiar contact with living con-

temporaries.” The bulk of the talmudic literature is, indeed, about the 

lives and opinions of the Rabbis, “living contemporaries,” as it were. 

Secondly, “the genres of the seriocomical do not rely on legend and do 

not sanctify themselves through it.” Instead they rely on experience 

and free invention. This continues the fi rst point; there is virtually 

nothing of the “mythical”—which is what Bakhtin seems to mean by 

“legend”—in tone in the rabbinic literature and especially the Tal-

muds, in this case in either Talmud. It is, however, the third character-

istic identifi ed by Bakhtin that makes the seriocomical most relevant 

for the study of the Bavli in particular, namely “the deliberate multi-

styled and hetero-voiced nature of all these genres.” The decorum, the 

stylistic unity, that characterizes the serious genres of epic, tragedy, 

epideictic rhetoric, lyric (and, I would add, the law) are all rejected in 

favor of a “multi-toned narration,” in which we fi nd “a mixing of high 

and low, serious and comic.” Broad use is made of “inserted genres—

letters, found manuscripts, retold dialogues,” multilinguality, and sin-

gly, doubly, triply masked authors.32 With respect to the Menippean 

32. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 108. See too p. 118, where the point is made 
again in slightly different terms. For a quite different, but interestingly parallel, account 
of absolute difference between epic and novel, see José Ortega y Gasset, “The Nature 
of the Novel,” Hudson Review 10 (1957): 14–15. Ortega y Gasset, like Bakhtin, considers 
genre to be of great ideological signifi cance: “The Epic, for example, is not the name of a 
poetic form but of a basic poetic content which reaches fulfi llment in the process of its 
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satire, perhaps the most relevant of the genres for the Talmud, Bakhtin 

writes, “The presence of inserted genres reinforces the multi-styled 

and multi-toned nature of the menippea; what is coalescing here is a 

new relationship to the word as the material of literature, a relation-

ship characteristic for the entire dialogic line of development in ar-

tistic prose.” 33 While not manifesting all of these characteristics, cer-

tainly not in equal degree, the Babylonian Talmud seems to appear best 

as a literary work when seen in the context of this literary milieu, as an 

instance of this form of literary taste. I think and hope to persuade that 

Menippean satire and the related genres of late Hellenism provide an 

illuminating lens through which to read the Babylonian Talmud.

Although, as I have mentioned, there has been much discussion 

in the halls of classical academe as to the actual historical validity of 

Bakhtin’s identifi cation of a specifi c genre (or rather in the scope he 

claims for it),34 there can be no doubt, I think, that he has captured 

in his descriptions something vital and vitally important in the lit-

erary taste or mood of late antiquity, a certain knowing breaking of 

decorum, a mixing together (whether organically or not; I think not) 

of that which had been kept carefully apart before. What we have 

here is not so much genre as a literary and even cultural mood.35 Seen 

in that light, we could consider the “collisions” of which Bakhtin 

speaks between the “lofty” and the “slum naturalism” of the menip-

pea as a system that has as its goal the illumination of one language 

by another, or dialogism in its most powerful sense. The literary taste 

refl ected by this widespread cultural form in the Kulturgebiet is espe-

cially characterized by violations of decorum, by the yoking together 

of that which in other times and places would be kept distinct. The 

essential aspect of this set of literary practices is that it is the product 

expansion or manifestation. Lyric poetry is not a conventional idiom into which may be 
translated what has already been said in a dramatic or novelistic idiom, but at one and the 
same time a certain thing to be said and the only way to say it fully” (11–12). I shall discuss 
these points further in chapter 8 of this book.

33. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 118.
34. Bakhtin and the Classics, ed. Robert Bracht Branham, Rethinking Theory (Evanston, 

Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2002); The Bakhtin Circle and Ancient Narrative, ed. 
Robert Bracht Branham, Ancient Narrative (Groningen: Barkhuis Groningen University 
Library, 2005). Both of these collections of essays are uncommonly rich and important, 
but see especially Branham’s “The Poetics of Genre: Bakhtin, Menippus, Petronius,” in 
The Bakhtin Circle and Ancient Narrative, 3–31.

35. This point was clarifi ed for me by Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” esp. pp. 50–51.
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of intellectuals, and the intellectuals themselves are also the subjects 

and objects of its narratives.

Fish-Horses and Goat-Stags: The Late 

Ancient Poetics of the Incongruous

Lucian, more than most writers before such postmoderns as Laurence 

Sterne, seems acutely self-consciously aware of his transgressive proj-

ect. There are two things that render Lucian’s works (or at least some 

of them) bee-orchids or centaurs (to anticipate Lucian’s own termi-

nology below): The fi rst is the deliberate mixing of genres. This tex-

tual practice is elaborated by Lucian in a little text entirely dedicated 

to this theme, “To One Who Said ‘You’re a Prometheus in Words.’ ” 36 

In this text, the speaker, Lucian, is responding (as the title suggests) 

to one who has compared him to Prometheus. He cleverly defl ects 

the compliment, if indeed it was meant as a compliment, compar-

ing rather the interlocutor, a lawyer, to Prometheus: “Yet how much 

more just would it be to compare to Prometheus all you people who 

win fame by fi ghting real battles in the courts! What you do is truly 

alive and breathing and, yes, its heat is that of fi re.” Meanwhile Lu-

cian presents himself with ironic—if not mock—modesty as a mere 

entertainer: “So it’s occurring to me to wonder whether you are call-

ing me Prometheus as the comic poet called Cleon Prometheus. He 

says of him, you remember, ‘Cleon’s a Prometheus after the event.’ ”

But now, a (hypothetical) voice comforts Lucian by informing him 

that it was his Promethean originality to which the panegyrist re-

ferred. After referring to marvels and wonders of originality brought 

to Egypt by Ptolemy, including camels, Lucian remarks:

I am afraid that my work too is a camel in Egypt and people admire 

its bridle and its sea-purple, since even the combination of those two 

very fi ne creations, dialogue and comedy, is not enough for beauty of 

form if the blending lacks harmony and symmetry.37

36. Lucian of Samosata, “To One Who Said ‘You’re a Prometheus in Words,’ ” in 
Lucian VI, with an English translation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: 
W. Heinemann, 1913–67), 418–27.

37. Lucian of Samosata, “Prometheus,” 427.
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This is a highly sophisticated refl ection on creativity and original-

ity. Having been called a Prometheus, the very type of the creative 

artist (we refer even today to a Promethean creator), Lucian protests 

that he is only a bricoleur, and the appearance of creativity is only 

the placing of things in a context in which they have never been, like 

a camel in Egypt. Moreover, on that occasion the Egyptians notori-

ously admired the trappings of the camel and not the camel itself, as 

Lucian fears his readers will admire his work for its outside beauty 

and novelty and not see its potential fl aws.

This sentence is then followed by the remarkable passage in which 

Lucian explicitly describes his work as a monstrous combination of 

erstwhile enemies, dialogue (“Socrates”) and comedy (Aristophanes). 

Lucian mocks those who would see him as original, for as he says, his 

originality consists in the making of fi sh-horses and goat-stags. Lu-

cian clearly indicates his awareness of what he is doing in his mixtures 

of genres, in his production of these hybrid forms. He is deliberately 

confounding not only Socrates in the Phaedrus, with his famous de-

mand that discourses (logoi) have an organic shape with middles that 

are in proportion to their extremities, but also Horace, who wrote 

that “the poetic body must avoid the monstrous conjugation of for-

eign parts.” 38

In a characteristically hilarious piece, known in English as the 

“Double Indictment” (or “Twice Accused”), Lucian produces pre-

cisely such a monstrous copulation. Even at Lucian’s late date, dia-

logue and rhetoric were considered two mutually exclusive opposing 

principles and discursive practices with directly opposing ideological 

entailments. After a brilliant opening speech from Zeus about how 

busy the gods are, Zeus decides to go ahead anyway and try a bunch of 

outstanding court cases, including two related ones: Rhetoric v. the Syr-

ian and Dialogue v. the Syrian, the Syrian (thematized as anonymous)39 

being, of course, none other than Lucian himself.40 It is quite clear 

38. This analysis makes problematic Bakhtin’s earlier assumption that what seems 
incongruous to modern eyes was not so in antiquity; Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His 
World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 108–9. Lu-
cian, at any rate, seems exquisitely aware of the chimera he creates.

39. Goldhill, “Becoming Greek.”
40. Lucian of Samosata, “The Double Indictment,” in Lucian III, with an English trans-

lation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: W. Heinemann, 1913–67), 113.
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from the content of these two lawsuits, one by Rhetoric for Lucian 

having loved her and left her for Dialogue and one by Dialogue for 

Lucian having dragged him down into the dirt, that these are consid-

ered binary opposites in Lucian’s world, one associated with sophism 

and the other with philosophia.

By taking the very metier of the philosophers, the dialogue, and 

using it to produce (Menippean) satires, Lucian is at once undermin-

ing the dignity of this “most serious” of discursive forms in the so-

ciolect of his time and also using it precisely against its own devoted 

practitioners, the philosophers. He has Dialogue accuse him:

I was formerly dignifi ed, and pondered upon the gods and nature and 

the cycle of the universe, treading the air high up above the clouds 

where “Great Zeus in heaven driving his winged car” sweeps on; but 

he dragged me down when I was already soaring above the zenith and 

mounting on “heaven’s back,” and broke my wings, putting me on the 

same level as the common herd. Moreover, he took away from me the 

respectable tragic mask that I had, and put another upon me that is 

comic, satyr-like, and almost ridiculous. Then he unceremoniously 

penned me up with Jest and Satire and Cynicism and Eupolis and Aris-

tophanes, terrible men for mocking all that is holy and scoffi ng at all 

that is right. At last he even dug up and thrust in upon me Menippus, a 

prehistoric dog, with very loud bark, it seems, and sharp fangs, a really 

dreadful dog who bites unexpectedly because he grins when he bites.

What is most monstrous of all, I have been turned into a surprising 

blend, for I am neither afoot nor ahorseback, neither prose nor verse, 

but seem to my hearers a strange phenomenon made up of different 

elements, like a Centaur.41

This is a typically Lucianic bit of urbane humor. “Dialogue,” which 

is not only the literary genre but also a cipher for its most promi-

nent exponent, “Socrates,” was formerly dignifi ed and serious. His 

pursuits were so lofty that he was above the clouds, but, lately Lucian 

has dragged him down, mixed up his high seriousness with comedy, 

with geloion, with cynicism, and even, perish the thought, with Aristo-

41. Lucian of Samosata, “The Double Indictment,” 147 (emphasis mine). On this text, 
see too Goldhill, “Becoming Greek,” 72–73.
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phanes. Part of the humor in this is, of course, that Socratic fl oating 

among the clouds already mixes him up with Aristophanes. But the 

most awful fate of all for Dialogue is to have been turned into a baggy 

monster, neither fi sh nor fowl, but a hybrid such as a centaur.

This complaint is seconded in the satirical dialogue “The Fisher-

man,” in which no less than Diogenes goes on the attack. Speaking to 

Philosophia, he rants:

What is worst of all, in doing this sort of thing, Philosophy, he shelters 

himself under your name, and he has suborned Dialogue, our serving-

man, employing him against us as a helper and a spokesman. More-

over, he has actually bribed Menippus, a comrade of ours, to take part 

in his farces frequently; he is the only one who is not here and does 

not join us in the prosecution, thereby playing traitor to our common 

cause.42

I think it important to note that in both of these citations, Lucian 

is explicitly projecting himself as accused of having suborned, not 

only Dialogue, but Menippus the Cynic himself (and thus Diogenes’ 

colleague). This suggests, at least probably, that Lucian sees himself 

as the inventor of the Menippean dialogue (not, of course, the Menip-

pean satire per se; that was, at least, current from Varro). Why does 

Lucian suborn Dialogue and bribe Menippus? To what end? What-

ever levels of irony or indirection there are in this text, it is hard not 

to consider it under the sign of an authorial agency, albeit represented 

as a prisoner on the block. “Lucian” has certainly, it seems, committed 

literary crimes. Although somewhat discredited in the most recent 

scholarship, the humanist insight that what characterizes Lucian’s 

work is a combination of humor and serious intent (comparing him 

to Voltaire) seems to me discerning.43 I have ideas, however, about 

42. Lucian of Samosata, “The Dead Come to Life, or the Fisherman,” in Lucian III, 
with an English translation by A. M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: W. Hein-
emann, 1913–67), 43.

43. Joseph William Hewitt, “A Second Century Voltaire,” Classical Journal 20, no. 3 (De-
cember 1924): 132–42; but note also Bywater’s comment: “As for the hackneyed compari-
son between him and Voltaire, Prof. Bernays very rightly maintains that the comparison 
is superfi cial, and in every way unfair to Voltaire. Lucian lacked among other things the 
varied knowledge, the intellectual sincerity, the revolt at injustice and oppression of the 
great Frenchman; and his ambition was to end his days as a Roman offi cial.” I. Bywater, 
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how this plays out in Lucian different from the older interpretations, 

which tended to think in terms of either dulce et utile or to argue that 

Lucian’s satire is directed against certain philosophies and not others 

to which he is deemed to cleave.44 In my view, Lucian’s invention of 

Menippean satire is precisely in service of a dialogical, deeply anti-

logistic involvement with philosophy.

The assault on philosophy is palpable. Lucian’s entire dialogue 

“Lives for Sale” consists of bitter mockery of every single one of the 

philosophical schools of his day, without exception. And the “philos-

ophers,” it seems, responded in kind (at least in fi ctional kind), as Lu-

cian himself records at the very beginning of his “The Fisherman”:

Pelt, pelt the scoundrel with plenty of stones! Heap him with clods! 

Pile him up with broken dishes, too! Beat the blackguard with your 

sticks! Look out he doesn’t get away! Throw, Plato; you, too Chrysip-

pus; you too; everybody at once! Let’s charge him together.

“Socrates” is the speaker! A more direct statement of enmity be-

tween “Lucian” and philosophy/philosophers seems hardly possible.

According to Joel Relihan, the point of it all is to indict those who 

believe that they have vision enough to understand human society and 

right its wrongs, but are sadly mistaken in their conviction.45 Those 

who think they have the answers are far more dangerous than those 

who know they don’t. This can be exemplifi ed (if not fully justifi ed) by 

reference to a passage in Lucian’s Icaromenippus. Menippus has man-

aged to rise to heaven, where he is being conducted on a guided tour 

by Zeus. Zeus, having complained that the people are no longer sac-

rifi cing to him but to other gods, continues: “Consequently, you can 

see for yourself that my altars are more frigid than the Laws of Plato 

or the Syllogisms of Chrysippus” (τοιγαρου̃ν ψυχροτεvρους α[ν μου του;ς 

βωμου;ς ι [δοις τω̃ν Πλαvτωνος νο vμων η ] τω̃ν Χρυσι vππου συλλογισμω̃ν) 

“Bernays’ Lucian and the Cynics,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 1 (1880): 302. Without ren-
dering any judgment pro or con about fairness to Voltaire, about whom I know next 
to nothing, this strikes me, nevertheless, as a judgment most unfair to Lucian, whom I 
would in any case compare rather to that other great Frenchman, Rabelais.

44. For discussion, see A. S. Alexiou, “Philosophers in Lucian” (Ph.D. diss., Fordham 
University, 1990), 10, microfi lm.

45. Joel C. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1993), 30.



 “Read Lucian!” 215

(24.24).46 This comment, rendered by a brilliant double meaning, 

plays on the physical meaning of frigidity (the altars) and the moral 

meanings, haughty, formal but empty (the philosophers). The great 

ethical philosophies are implicitly being accused of providing no vir-

tue at all but only frigid speculation that does no work in the world; 

this is a complaint that is particularly ironic given that still in Lucian’s 

time, the prime importance of a philosophy was as a way of life.47 Wit-

ness Lucian’s own texts, a satirical comparison of philosophies, called 

“Lives for Sale” (emphasis mine).

Lucian is not, however, a mere impeacher of philosophy. In texts 

such as “Zeus Catechized,” it has been long noted, Lucian presents 

a sober and very praiseworthy cynic philosopher. Even more to 

the point is his unambiguously positive portrayal of Demonax, his 

teacher, also a cynic. As Eunapius wrote, “Lucian of Samosata, a man 

serious in his pursuit of laughter, wrote a life of Demonax, a man of 

that time, and in that work and very few others was completely seri-

ous.” 48 A. S. Alexiou’s recent dissertation on Lucian starkly poses the 

dilemma: “Sometimes Lucian presents the philosopher in glowing 

terms, and at other times most negatively. Why is this so?” 49 Another 

scholar, Susan Prince, has shown that even Lucian’s critique of Plato 

is not without its ambivalences: “Lucian builds his most positive por-

traits of knowledge and other appropriate epistemological attitudes 

out of terms and images he borrows from one of Plato’s most famous 

and extended statements about philosophical knowledge, in the se-

quence of the Sun, the Line, and the Cave in Republic 6–7. This se-

quence is not without its own fantastic premises, in the Cave analogy, 

46. Lucian of Samosata, “Icaromenippus, or the Sky-Man,” in Lucian II, with an 
English translation by A.M. Harmon, 8 vols., Loeb Classics (London: W. Heinemann, 
1913–67), 311.

47. Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2002).

48. The Loeb gives, “Lucian of Samosata, who usually took serious pains to raise a 
laugh, wrote a life of Demonax, a philosopher of his own time, and in that book and a very 
few others was wholly serious throughout.” Wilmer Cave France Wright, ed. and trans., 
Philostratus: The Lives of the Sophists; Eunapius: Lives of the Philosophers (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1998), 349. See too Lawrence Giangrande, The Use of Spoudaio-
geloion in Greek and Roman Literature (The Hague: Mouton, 1972), 99; and R. Bracht Bran-
ham, Unruly Eloquence: Lucian and the Comedy of Traditions, Revealing Antiquity (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 26–27.

49. Alexiou, “Philosophers in Lucian,” 1.
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but it also has serious commitments to a higher alternative world of 

the Forms, the objects of real knowledge transcendent over the world 

of material and change which we all think we know. In Icaromenip-

pus, in particular, Menippus’ ascent into a good epistemic state does, 

despite the fantasy of its presentation, also enable him the sort of 

real, serious knowledge we fi nd Lucian endorsing routinely in more 

straightforward ways throughout his corpus as well as here, knowl-

edge of the real nature of human life beneath its deceits.” 50 This dis-

crepancy has been so striking that Jakob Bernays proposed a change 

of heart on Lucian’s part with the prophilosophy texts coming from 

an earlier period in his life, before he turned against the philosophers 

and especially the cynics.51 Our explanatory tastes run different from 

those of the nineteenth century, preferring as we do to allow such 

dissoi logoi to persist in an author and his or her corpus rather than 

arbitrarily harmonizing through hypothetical biographical tallyings. 

C. P. Jones has perhaps articulated this paradox most sharply: “Lu-

cian’s treatment of philosophy is at once a central feature of his works 

and one of the most paradoxical. When he aims his satire at targets 

such as religious belief or magic, he often does so by making philoso-

phy their defender or representative; when he mocks vices like hy-

pocrisy or venality, he often incorporates them in philosophers. Yet in 

other works he claims an interest in philosophy or praises individual 

philosophers . . . ” 52 This double movement of praise and blame at 

once is exactly what we have been defi ning as the major trait of Me-

nippean satire. In other words, I am suggesting that Lucian chose (or 

50. Susan Prince, “The Discourse of Philosophy in Lucian’s Fantastic Worlds,” type-
script (Cincinnati, 2007). I am grateful to Professor Prince for giving me permission to 
read and cite this essay prior to its publication.

51. Jakob Bernays, Lucian und die Kyniker. Von Jacob Bernays. Mit einer Übersetzung der 
Schrift Lucians über das Lebensende des Peregrinus (Berlin: W. Hertz, 1879), 48–52. See discus-
sion in Alexiou, “Philosophers in Lucian,” 30.

52. C. P. Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1986), 24. Jones, himself, comes to some rather counterintuitive conclusions, writ-
ing, “Lucian’s treatment of the various schools, therefore, is more nuanced than would 
be expected if his knowledge came solely from books. Certainly many of his jokes are 
found in earlier writing, not only comedy but epigram. It does not follow, however, that 
because his typical philosopher has a long beard and knitted eyebrows, he is cut out of 
paper: that would only be likely if Lucian’s picture differed greatly from that drawn by his 
contemporaries, which is not the case” (31–32). To my mind, the argument should exactly 
be reversed; it is the fact that Lucian’s descriptions are so nearly identical to those of his 
contemporaries that suggest strongly that he is manipulating stereotypes and topoi.



 “Read Lucian!” 217

invented!) the Menippean dialogue precisely because it is a medium for 

articulating the “second accent,” the “crude contradiction” of which 

Bakhtin speaks. Only a suborned, Menippean dialogue can speak 

crude contradiction, and not the dignifi ed, philosophical dialogue 

that was formerly known.

It does seem important to me to pay attention to different genres 

in the Lucianic corpus. Without, I think, entirely realizing the im-

port of what she says, Alexiou remarks, “Most of [Lucian’s] works in 

which philosophers are important fall under the category of the sa-

tiric dialogue.” 53 This is hardly a mere consequence of the time and 

place in Lucian’s life in which he was writing them;54 that is, that he 

happened to be writing in the dialogue form at a time when he was 

in a mood to deal with philosophy—an answer all too similar to that 

of Bernays, rejected—rightly—by Alexiou. I propose, rather, that the 

satirical dialogue is the medium for Lucian’s discourse on philosophy 

because it is the satirical dialogue, the satire on Dialogue, the sub-

orned (transgendered) ancilla of philosophy, that constitutes Lucian’s 

literary invention in the discourse about philosophy. The function of 

this kind of mixture of the serious and the comic is, as R. Bracht Bra-

nham puts it, exactly “to provoke the reader to consider the material 

at hand from humorously divergent perspectives. The complexity of 

effect that he achieves by interweaving serious and ludicrous quali-

ties distinguishes his work by endowing his most characteristic texts 

with a peculiar kind of comic ambivalence.” 55 The humorous and the 

comic are, together with the serious, here the instruments, not the 

goal; the goal is indeed to produce a genuinely dialogical text in which 

the issue can be seen from divergent perspectives, in themselves nei-

ther comic nor serious, the simultaneous illumination of one language 

by another.56

Another example of a textual fi sh-horse would be Petronius, 

53. Alexiou, “Philosophers in Lucian,” 33.
54. Alexiou, “Philosophers in Lucian,” 34.
55. R. Bracht Branham, “The Comic as Critic: Revenging Epicurus—A Study of Lu-

cian’s Comic Narrative,” Classical Antiquity 3, no. 2 (1984): 162–63.
56. See too Graham Anderson, Lucian: Theme and Variation in the Second Sophistic, Mne-

mosyne, Bibliotheca Classica Batava: Supplementum (Lugduni Batavorum: Brill, 1976), 15, 
who sees that Lucian is basing his self-contradiction on the sophistic topos of proof and 
disproof but evaluates this in an entirely different fashion from mine, seeing it as evidence 
of a pure desire to entertain and nothing else.
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with his even more incongruous composites, and Petronius’s text is 

marked, even by the most classical of classicists, as Menippean satire. 

As one important Petronian scholar has written, “Certainly a main 

characteristic of Menippean satire was the union of humor and phi-

losophy.” 57 One particular incident from the Satyricon will help me to 

set up my point. When we enter the text, albeit not at the beginning 

(as only a large fragment of the text is extant), we fi nd a highly seri-

ous encounter under way, a discussion of that age-old topic, the vices 

(and virtues) of rhetoricians and professors of rhetoric (declamatores). 

The discussion takes the familiar form of a dialogue: Encolpius (the 

narrator-hero) is against the rhetoricians, while Agamemnon, one of 

their number, defends them. It needs to be emphasized that the dis-

cussion is, as far as one can tell, an earnest one. The complaints that 

Encolpius expresses, while somewhat formulaic, are to the point. 

Not at all like the Platonic attacks on rhetoric, at least in that there 

seems no implication of moral turpitude on the part of the professors 

here (or at least no more than anyone else is accused of in the satire), 

it is rather an argument that with the formal and fl orid practices of 

“Asiatic” style and the training in rhetoric, true eloquence has been 

fatally damaged. Agamemnon’s answer seems earnestly meant: that 

the fault is not with the declamatores themselves (he seems to grant 

the point that there is a fault somewhere in the system) but with the 

parents and the society as a whole. Agamemnon himself provides an 

eloquent account of what education had been in Rome (in the time 

of Cicero perhaps?) and what it ought to be, making, at any rate, an 

important if not profound comment on practices of education. He 

fi nishes with quite a well-spoken “extempore” poem on education, 

but just then Encolpius confesses that “while I was concentrating 

on Agamemnon’s poem, I failed to see Ascyltus slip away.” On slip-

ping away himself in search of his friend, Encolpius discovers him in 

a brothel, and hilarious, raunchy, and improbable adventures ensue. 

The Satyrica moreover includes other such jangling juxtapositions of 

serious and hilarious intercourse throughout. William Arrowsmith 

has described the text “as a farrago, a potpourri,” arguing that incon-

gruity is its very essence. The mixtures of prose and poetry, high and 

57. John Patrick Sullivan, introduction to The Satyricon by Petronius Arbiter, trans. John 
Patrick Sullivan, Penguin Classics (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), 20.
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low language, epic and doggerel are the very point of the text, such 

that “the condition of these ironies is the crisscrossing of crucial 

perspectives and incongruous styles: if we see how the realistic un-

dercuts the fabulous, we should also see how the fabulous undercuts 

the realistic.” 58 This movement of two voices constantly undercut-

ting each other, with neither defeating the other, is the very stuff of 

dialogicity, of the Menippean, a kind of unremitting critique of “our 

own” practice that is not intended to destroy that practice and in-

deed does not. Or as Aristotle represents Gorgias as having put it (in 

a text cited as an epigraph for this book): “As for jests, since they may 

sometimes be useful in debates, the advice of Gorgias was good—to 

confound the opponents’ seriousness with jest and their jest with se-

riousness” (Aristotle, Rhetoric 1419b). Moreover, if my analysis of his 

Encomium to Helen (offered above in chapter 3) bears any weight, then 

Gorgias exercised this principle with regard to himself as much as 

against opponents.

This Menippean motion in which the serious undercuts the comic 

and the comic the serious (or as Arrowsmith puts it: the fabulous un-

dercuts the realistic and the realistic the fabulous) is the key to my 

reading of the Talmud and its doubled presentation of its heroes. It 

seems highly plausible that if not Petronius himself, then his sources 

and his literary milieu, the sociolect, were well known to the Babylo-

nian Rabbis. Saul Lieberman showed more than half a century ago, 

arguing for a “common oriental source,” that three proverbs known 

otherwise only from Petronius, as well as the famous Petronian story 

of the Widow of Ephesos, appear in the Babylonian Talmud.59 It 

seems then not so incongruous to be thinking of Petronius and Lu-

cian when writing of the Rabbis of the Talmud.

58. William Arrowsmith, introduction to The Satyricon by Petronius Arbiter, trans. Wil-
liam Arrowsmith (New York: New American Library, 1983), ix.

59. Saul Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine: Studies in the Life and Manners of Jewish 
Palestine in the II-IV Centuries C.E. (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 
1942), 152–54. He notes, moreover, that in several instances of Greco-Roman proverbs ap-
pearing in rabbinic texts, it is the Babylonians who are closer to the Hellenistic text than 
the Palestinians (154–57). See too Arkady B. Kovelman, “The Miletian Story of Beruria,” 
Vestnik Evreyskogo Universiteta 1, no. 19 (1999): 8–23 (in Russian). On Petronius and the 
Milesian, see Gottskálk Jensson, The Recollections of Encolpius: The Satyrica of Petronius as 
Milesian Fiction, Ancient Narrative (Groningen: Barkhuis Publishing & Groningen Univer-
sity Library, 2004).
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Lucian Has the Keys: The Novel, the Talmud, 

and the Disciplining of Epistemology

The Menippean satire, so brilliantly anatomized by Bakhtin, provides 

us the Rosetta Stone for a richer, less abridged appreciation of the lit-

erary character of the Babylonian Talmud, which will unveil the dialo-

gism of the Bavli itself. In particular it offers a way for us to consider 

the serious and comic, the grotesque and the classic in the Talmud 

as part and parcel of the same literary phenomenon. To be sure, the 

very literary fi gure for whom the whole genre is named, Menippus, 

fl ourished a mere six kilometers to the north of Palestine, at Gadara, 

a place well known and much frequented by the rabbis, as well as such 

contemporaries of theirs as Iamblichus and his disciples.60 However, 

autopsy of the literature itself suggests that the Menippean element 

is much more prominent in the rabbinic literature of Mesopotamia, 

the Babylonian Talmud, than in Palestine itself. At fi rst glance, this 

is puzzling. As Bakhtin points out, the Menippean satire exercised 

a profound infl uence on Christian literature of late antiquity and 

the Byzantine period, and it is, by now, accepted on many (if not all 

by any means) scholarly fronts that the Babylonian Talmud and the 

Byzantine literature were in close contact via various literary-cultural 

channels, including the Syriac traditions of the Church of the East, 

but this does not explain why the impact could have been (on my hy-

pothesis) greater in Babylonia than in Palestine.

A very tentative and speculative approach to a solution may be of-

fered. Dimitri Gutas has argued that precisely the Eastern Christian 

milieu of Iraq was much more receptive to certain aspects of secular 

Greek culture and learning than the “Orthodox” Byzantine Christians 

of, for instance, Damascus.61 Might this be at least a partial, tentative 

explanation for the apparent greater presence of the Menippean in 

Babylonian than in Palestinian rabbinic texts? Or does it have to do 

with a different, more cynical, mood among the Rabbis of Babylonia 

than of Palestine? Time, perhaps, will tell.

However it came to be, there are several important ways in which 

60. Martin Hengel, with Christof Markschies, The “Hellenization” of Judaea in the First 
Century after Christ (London: SCM Press, 1989), 20.

61. Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arab Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement 
in Baghdad and Early ‘Abbāsid Society (New York: Routledge, 1998), 17–20.
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the text of the Bavli is Menippean. First of all, many of the legends 

themselves partake of the generic feast that characterizes the Menip-

pean menu. There are stories of meetings between rabbis and heav-

enly fi gures, of deaths and miraculous resurrections, as well as “més-

alliances, disguises and mystifi cations, contrasting paired images, 

scandals, crowning/decrownings, and so forth.” 62 Most importantly, 

as in Bakhtin’s description of the carnivalized legends of late antiq-

uity, so too in the rabbinic legends, the very carnivalization “made 

possible the transfer of ultimate questions from the abstractly philo-

sophical sphere, . . . to the concretely sensuous plane of images and 

events.” 63 In these kinds of biographical legends, rabbis fi nd them-

selves cheek by jowl with rulers, rich men, thieves, beggars, and he-

taerae, the cast of characters of the menippea.64 I wish to emphasize, 

however, that my point is not that the narrative as such is Menippean, 

while the dialectic of the sugya is something else. Rather, as I have 

been maintaining, it is the concatenation of the dialectic as (gener-

ally) the most dignifi ed of verbal practices within the Bavli with the 

most undignifi ed of descriptions of its very heroes that constitutes 

the text as comparable to Menippean satire. It is exactly that hetero-

geneity that has been least appreciated in standard readings of the 

Bavli, both traditionalist and critical-scholarly.

Like the Menippean satire—indeed, characteristic of this form 

as opposed to other satire—the Bavli too does “not comment upon 

such theories and moralizings in order to suggest other ways of think-

ing about literature and behavior, but rather concentrate[s] on the 

incongruity of the life and theories of its preachers.” 65As pointed out 

by the Soviet critic L. E. Pinsky, “Rabelais’ laughter simultaneously 

denies and asserts, or more correctly speaking it seeks and hopes like 

the very company of the ‘thirsting Pantagruelists.’ Boundless enthu-

siasm concerning knowledge and cautious irony alternate with each 

other. The very tone of this laughter shows that two opposite prin-

62. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 133. In this regard, one of the classic mo-
ments of menippea in talmudic literature is surely the scene in which Elijah reports to us 
that at the moment of his defeat, as it were, in halakhic reasoning by Rabbi Yehoshua�, 
God laughed, declaring, “My children have defeated me.”

63. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 134.
64. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 135.
65. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 97.
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ciples can be put together even in form.” 66 While hardly a perfect 

match for the tone of either Plato or the Talmud, this description—I 

would argue—comes close to characterizing the work of the author 

of the Babylonian Talmud. For, as I have begun showing, it is in this 

Jewish text above all others that “boundless enthusiasm concerning 

knowledge and cautious irony alternate with each other.” This is the 

argument that I hope to make defensible through the discussion of 

the Bavli that follows in the rest of this and the next chapter.

My argument relies, of course, on the assumption that literary form 

is inseparably implicated in ideology. Holquist writes that “ ‘novel’ is 

the name Bakhtin gives to whatever force is at work within a given 

literary system to reveal the limits, the artifi cial constraints of the 

system.” 67 The “novel”—and its earlier cognate form, the Menippean 

satire—is thus the space within the literary system within which dia-

logism is introduced, that is, dialogue between the literary system and 

its own limits. As Bakhtin explains, “When the novel becomes the 

dominant genre, epistemology becomes the dominant discipline”;68 

this is precisely the sort of self-refl ectivity on the Bavli’s own knowl-

edge/lack of knowledge that I would claim is produced through the 

heterogeneous and incongruent concatenation of its diverse incor-

porated genres and materials. Perhaps one could say, at least as a jeu 

d ’esprit, that when epistemology is the dominant concern, discourse 

will look more and more like a novel.

The Epistemology of the Water Pipe

One of the most analyzed passages in all of the Babylonian Talmud, 

the famous story of the Stove of Akhnai, can be given yet another 

turn of the hermeneutical screw. The tale relates how Rabbi Eli�ezer 

disagreed with all his fellows on the purity or impurity of a certain 

kind of stove, built up with coils of clay like a snake, hence its nick-

66. L. E. Pinsky, Realism of the Renaissance (Moscow: Goslitizdat, 1961), 183 (in Russian), 
cited Bakhtin, Rabelais, 142.

67. Michael Holquist, introduction to The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail 
Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, University of 
Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), xxxi.

68. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. 
Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, University of Texas Press 
Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 15.
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name the “Stove of Akhnai,” or “Snake Stove.” Rabbi Eli�ezer began 

with a mighty effort to persuade his colleagues rationally, but to 

no avail:

On that day, Rabbi Eli�ezer used every imaginable argument, but they 

did not accept it from him. He said: “If the law is as I say, this carob 

will prove it.” The carob was uprooted from its place one hundred 

feet. Some report four hundred feet. They said to him, “One does not 

quote a carob as proof.” He further said to them, “If the law is as I 

say, the water pipe will prove it.” The water began to fl ow backwards. 

They said to him, “One may not quote a water-pipe as proof.” Again, 

he said to them, “If the law is as I say, the walls of the house of study 

will prove it.” The walls of the house of study leaned over to fall. Rabbi 

Yehoshua� rebuked them, saying to them, “If the disciples of the wise 

are striving with each other for the law, what have you to do with it?” 

They did not fall because of the honor of Rabbi Yehoshua�, and did 

not stand straight for the honor of Rabbi Eli�ezer. He said to them, 

“If the law is as I say, let it be proven from heaven.” A voice came from 

heaven and announced: “The law is in accordance with the view of 

Rabbi Eli�ezer.” Rabbi Yehoshua� stood on his feet and said “it [the 

Torah] is not in heaven.” (Baba Metsia 59a)

This story has been written about by now a hundred times in the 

last twenty years (not to speak of all that went before).69 Not least 

by me, it has always been read “straight” and interpreted in various 

ways—deconstructively or not—but always as a self-laudatory com-

ment by the Rabbis on their own hermeneutic independence even 

from a divine author who has given them permission to interpret on 

their own. I am not trying here to displace or discredit that reading 

tradition if I fi nd now a certain satirical element in the narrative as 

well.70 The notion of trees, walls, and streams being conduits for the 

word of God is fi nally, or so it seems to me now, as fantastical as the 

notion of Menippus tying an eagle wing to one arm and a vulture wing 

69. See especially Charlotte Fonrobert, “When the Rabbi Weeps: On Reading Gender 
in Talmudic Aggada,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies and Gender Issues 4 (2001): 
56–83, who refers to it as the most studied aggada in the whole Talmud.

70. It is true that to a person with a hammer, everything looks like a nail, but I take 
the risk to expose the possible “nailiness” of this text along with others.
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to the other and fl ying to heaven. It is diffi cult to imagine the Rabbis 

believing literally in such a story (and no former interpretations that 

I know of were dependent on this assumption either). Hence we have 

here a literary text par excellence which is to be interpreted with all 

the tools in the kit of the literary reader. There is no theoretical dif-

fi culty in allowing this story to be both serious in one register and 

satirical in another at one and the same time. Indeed, this might be 

the perfect representation of dialogicality. So let it be, as it has already 

been read, a representation of the late Babylonian rabbinic self-

 understanding of revelation and interpretation, one that fully recog-

nizes the gap between the “intentions” of authors, even Auth-rs, but 

at the same time recognizes the self-critical, self-refl ective moment 

in a narrative that explicitly claims that the Rabbis know better than 

God what the text means and what the Law is. The form of the text 

certainly fi ts, as well, into the Menippean mode of conversations be-

tween heaven and earth and fantastical occurrences. In particular, a 

little coda appended to this story points in this direction, according to 

which, “Rabbi Nathan met the Prophet Elijah, and asked him: ‘What 

was the Holy One doing at that moment?’ He said: God laughed and 

said, “My children have defeated me! My children have defeated me! ’ ” 

This is, of course, a perfect little Menippean satire of its own. This 

argument will, I hope, become stronger when this text is considered 

together with and in light of the next one that I will treat.

The following narrative of the death of one of the greatest of the 

Babylonian rabbis can be read as a virtual companion piece to the 

story of the Stove of Akhnai.71 The text is found in Baba Metsia 86a:

Rav Kahana said that H. ama the son of the daughter of H. asa [said]: 

Rabba the son of Nah. mani died because of a persecution:

[Some people] went and slandered him before the King, saying: 

“There is a man among the Jews who removes thirteen thousand 

Jews from the liturgies for a month in the summer and a month in 

the winter.” They sent the offi cer after him. He ran away to the castle 

and from the castle to the meadow and from the meadow to Šh. in and 

from Šh. in to s.erifa d’�Ena and from s.erifa d’�Ena to the Fountain of 

Waters and from the Fountain of Waters to Pum Beditha, where he 

71. As I was fi rst made aware of by Jonathan Boyarin.
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found him. The offi cer happened to [come to] the same inn in which 

he [Rabba] was. They brought the table before him, and they gave him 

one glass and he took another glass, and they took away the table from 

him.72 He became ill. They said to him [Rabba]: What should we do? 

We know that he is the king’s man. He said to them: Go and bring the 

table to him again, and give him one glass and then take the table from 

him. They did so, and he became well.

Rabba, the leader of Babylonian rabbinic Judaism in his time, is 

denounced to the authorities because he had a custom (continuing 

an earlier one) of gathering Jews by the hundreds to study Torah for 

two months a year, one in the fall and one in the spring (although we 

will see by the end of the story, his death is not by any means, or only 

very ironically so, owing to this custom of his). Incognito in an inn, 

he is nevertheless found there by the offi cer sent to arrest him. The 

offi cer drinks two cups of wine. Now, according to Babylonian rab-

binic magic, doing things in even numbers is dangerous, so the offi cer 

becomes ill. The Jews (I assume they were Jews protecting and hiding 

their rabbi) become afraid, for if the offi cer dies on their watch, as it 

were, they will be in deep trouble. Rabba proposes to offer one more 

glass of wine to the offi cer, in order that he will have an odd number, 

which they do, and the offi cer, quite appropriately for the story, re-

covers, whereupon

he said: “I know that the man who is wanted by me is here.” He looked 

for him and he found him. He [offi cer] said: “I will go from here: If 

they kill that man [speaking of himself], I will not reveal, but if they 

whip him, I will reveal.” He [offi cer] put him [rabbi] into the room and 

closed the door in his face. He said, “I will depend on a miracle.” He 

prayed. The walls fell down, and he ran away and went to the meadow, 

where he was sitting on the stump of a palm tree and he was studying.

The offi cer realizes that it is Rabba who has saved his life. Even 

though he has found the rabbi, he decides to save the rabbi’s life, say-

ing (to himself) that he will not reveal where Rabba is unless he be 

72. In this sentence, I have followed the reading of the Hamburg manuscript, which is 
much clearer.
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tortured, even if they kill him.73 He hides him in a room. Rabba, it 

seems, invokes a miracle through his prayers and the walls fall down, 

whereupon he escapes again to the meadow, sits down on a stump, 

and begins studying the Torah. These walls falling down are almost an 

echo of the walls that didn’t quite fall down in the Stove of Akhnai. 

While Rabba is studying,

he heard that74 they were disagreeing in the Heavenly Yeshiva: “If the 

baheret appears before the white hair, he is impure, and if the white 

hair appears before the baheret, he is pure. If it is a doubtful case, The 

Holy Blessed One says that he is pure and all of the Heavenly Yeshiva 

say that he is impure.” They said: “Who shall we ask? Let’s ask Rabba 

the son of Nah. mani, for Rabba bar Nah. mani says: ‘I am unmatched 

in matters of skin diseases; I am unmatched in matters of deaths in 

the tent.’ ” The Angel of Death could not get close to him, because 

he was not silent for even a moment from his study. While this was 

happening, a wind came and blew in the canebrakes. He thought it 

was a troop of cavalry. He said, “Let that man die and not be delivered 

into the hands of the king.” He was silent, and he died.75 As he died, 

he said: “It is pure; it is pure.” A voice went out from heaven and said: 

“Blessed art thou, Rabba the son of Nah. mani, for your body is pure, 

and your soul departed on ‘pure.’ ”

This is an absolutely astonishing story. Having informed us in the 

incipit to the story that Rabba died owing to persecution, the story 

goes on to let us see that it is actually only through a wild series of 

events, set in motion perhaps by the persecution, that his death re-

sults, if even that may be claimed. As it turns out, it is a combination 

of several factors that is responsible for Rabba’s death. First of all, 

he fi nds himself alone studying Torah in a canebrake (all right; that 

was caused—indirectly—by the persecution), which enables him to 

hear what is going on in the heavenly yeshiva; secondly, they are hav-

ing trouble up there: God is on one side of a halakhic argument and 

73. This is the interpretation of the sixteenth-century Maharsha; I see no better one.
74. These words are only in the manuscript, but from the continuation of the story even 

in the print, we can see that Rabba knew what was going on in the heavenly Study House.
75. This sentence only found in the manuscript.
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all the rest of the yeshiva is on the other. In the Stove of Akhnai it 

is Rabbi Eli�ezer on one side against all of his fellows, and God, as it 

were, sends messages to help him. Third, owing to his own boasting 

(at least in some versions of the story) and his pre-eminence in Torah 

in any case, he is called to the heavenly yeshiva to render his defi nitive 

opinion on the matter. His own ceaseless study prevents him, how-

ever, from being taken by the Angel of Death to perform the holy of-

fi ce, until through a ruse involving a wind—again some manuscripts 

make the ruse explicit—he is distracted for a moment from study and 

taken up dead to heaven, where he decides the case for the minority 

of One, God. He receives the appropriate approbations. The death 

itself is caused by anything but a human, gentile persecution. One 

could even say that the gentile offi cer, the ostensible persecutor, in 

fact saves Rabba’s life, and it is God who kills him. If, indeed, then, 

Rabba dies as a result of a persecution, it is, as it were, divine persecu-

tion that kills him.

This story is, in a strong sense, a counterstory to the more famous 

one that we have just read. If there the insistence is that Torah is not 

in heaven but on earth and fully rational, decidable by a majority and 

not by an individual authority, here—quite comically—we fi nd that 

the Torah is exactly in heaven so that our poor rabbi has to be taken 

before his time to heaven in order to settle a dispute there. The au-

thority of God is still not enough, even up there; it has to be sup-

ported by the one who boasts of himself (truly indeed) that he is the 

most learned in the fi eld of that dispute, thus once again placing the 

authoritative decision not in the hands of he who makes the best 

argument but of the one who has the greatest authority, even when 

that one is not the author. A fi nal clue to the association of these two 

counternarratives is the fact that in the entire rabbinic corpus, only 

in these two stories do we fi nd the trope of a sage dying with the word 

“pure” on his lips. At the end of his life, “the [sages then] said to Rabbi 

Eli�ezer: A ball, a slipper, and a cameo that are [made of leather and 

fi lled with wool]. He said to them: They are pure. And his soul left 

him in purity.” Indeed since this trope fi ts so much better in the for-

mer story than here, for there the “purity” of the rabbi in question 

was an issue, it might almost seem as if it were cited here to set up an 

intertextual exchange between the two narratives. Whereas oracles 
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meant nothing there, here oracles mean everything, as we shall see 

from the continuation, for the story is not over yet.

Rabba’s body lies a mold’ring in the meadow, so more heavenly 

communications are necessary:

A sherd fell from heaven in Pum Beditha: Rabba the son of Nah. mani 

has been requested in the Heavenly Yeshiva. Abbaye and Rava went 

out to busy themselves with him [with burying him], but they did not 

know where he was. They went out to the meadow and they saw some 

birds that were making shade for him and not moving from the spot. 

They said: Deduce from this that that is where he is! They mourned 

him for three days and three nights and then they wished to leave. 

A sherd fell from heaven: Whoever leaves will be excommunicated. 

They mourned him for seven days. A sherd fell saying to them: Go to 

your homes in peace!

Through a combination of great talmudic detective powers and 

heavenly communications by the usual Babylonian talmudic method 

of ostraca falling from heaven with inscriptions, Rabba’s two main dis-

ciples back in the city fi nd out that he is dead and lying in a meadow. 

The term used by the narrator to signify their deduction from the 

birds that this is where the body is, is itself the mock-heroic “deduce 

from this [shma� minnah],” which is typically used at the conclusion 

of a successful talmudic logical proof. They go out to the place and 

mourn him there for three days, upon which they decide to go back 

home, but a further ostracon informs them that they’d better not do 

so. After the seventh day of prescribed mourning, however, another 

ostracon tells them to go home.

The story is now over, save two more fantastical incidents:

On the day that Rabba the son of Nah. mani died, a wind came up 

and lifted up a bedouin who was riding a camel, [and blew him] from 

one side of the Pappa River and put him down on the other. He said: 

“What is that about?” They said to him, Rabba the son of Nah. mani 

has died.” They said to him: “Master of the Universe: Rabba is yours, 

and the world is yours, why are you destroying it?!” The wind died 

down. Shim�on the son of H. alafta was quite corpulent. That day was 

hot. He said to his daughter: “My daughter, fan me with your fan and I 
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will give you one hundred bundles of spikenard.” By and by, the wind 

blew. He said: “How many bundles of spikenard, shall I give to the 

Master of this [wind]?”

This ending is quite remarkable. If we had been tempted to see 

here only deep theological refl ections until now—albeit a tempta-

tion that requires ignoring the fantastical elements of the story (such 

as Rabba’s boasting as the cause of his “invitation” to death)—such 

temptation is now quite thoroughly disarmed. Two theological points 

are indeed made in these two fi nal incidents, or codas, to the story, 

but it can hardly be denied that the fantastic and grotesque over-

whelm the dignifi ed here at last, or do they? Even with its grotesque 

elements, the fi rst incident actually underlines major problematic is-

sues that the story itself raises. Rabba has been made to die because 

he is needed in the heavenly yeshiva to intervene in an arcane debate 

on a fairly obscure bit of the laws of purity. The moral paradox of this 

is brought out by God’s fury at the death of Rabba, a death caused by 

his own desire, as it were, to have support in his dispute; his anger is 

then so great that the wind that he raises threatens the world. The 

bedouin teaches God a lesson in theology, namely that Rabba is his 

(that is, it was in his purview to kill him or keep him alive) and the 

world is his (so it is foolish, as it were, to destroy the world in his an-

ger at having destroyed Rabba), and God, of course, assents. This is 

followed, moreover, with another moral tale of a wind that according 

to the text takes place at the same moment. Another fat rabbi is dis-

comfi ted by the lack of wind and offers his daughter a gift if she will 

fan him.76 A wind came up (the same wind that upset the bedouin) 

which cools the rabbi, at which point he refl ects mock-moralistically 

that if he was willing to give his daughter a bunch of perfumed herbs 

to fan him, how much more is owed that same master of the universe 

who controls the winds. The same theological point of God’s control 

of everything, from Rabba’s fate to the blowing of the winds, is nar-

rated in two ways nearly opposite in tone and import, manifesting the 

very ambivalence that it is the task of the menippea to encode.

76. According to the twelfth-century Ashkenazi Talmudists known as the Tosafi sts, it 
is this association with our own eponymous fat rabbis—above chapter 4—that occa-
sioned the placement of this story here in the Bavli.
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Although, to be sure, not identical by any means to Lucian, this 

narrative nevertheless incorporates several Menippean elements, as 

well as Menippean themes, precisely in its ambivalences. The most 

obvious Menippean element is the contact between heaven and earth 

and especially Rabba’s awareness of what’s going on there, followed 

by his own journey to join the heavenly yeshiva. The narrative is car-

nivalesque in its reversals of hierarchy (not unique to this story in the 

Bavli). God Godself is losing the battle (as God not infrequently does) 

for hegemony over halakhic decisions, and the heavenly yeshiva has 

to turn to an earthly sage to straighten out its intellectual diffi culties. 

The sage is qualifi ed for this pre-eminent authority on the strength 

of his own self-advertisement (which does not, I emphasize, need to 

be understood as idle boasting, but is apparently “truthful”). Without 

anything like the direct attacking mode that we have seen in Lucian’s 

Icaromenippus, we can, nonetheless, detect here a self-critical or self-

refl ective representation on the part of these storytellers of the life of 

the yeshiva, of their own institution. This element is brought home, 

I would argue, in the fi nal sequence, where the deepest of homiletical 

refl ection is occasioned by the fatness of a rabbi. I do not mean to 

suggest that this story is meant to be funny, nor that it is a corrosive 

satire that seeks to undermine the authority of the Rabbis, their To-

rah, or their yeshiva with its endless wranglings, but it certainly incor-

porates a measure of a defl ationary aspect on the self-importance of 

the rabbinic institution.

Icaromoses; or, The Skyrabbi

Menippean satire is an internal critique by intellectuals of their own 

intellects and intellectual practices as a means to truth and the bet-

terment of human society. One of the most dramatic and compel-

ling narratives in the Talmud is a famous aggada that turns out, on 

inspection, to be an almost perfect instantiation of the genre of Me-

nippean satire, so much so that I fi nd it hard to avoid a genetic as-

sociation. Since my argument is, however, not that the story alone 

is, or can be read as, Menippean satire, but that rather it is the very 

juxtaposition of halakha and grotesque biographies that consti-

tutes this literary and ideological movement within the Talmud, I 

must begin by discussing the immediate literary context of our leg-
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end. As in the example discussed in the previous chapter from Baba 

Metsia, the Talmud in Menahot 29b begins the sugya with a typi-

cally talmudic sobersided halakhic discussion. The issue has to do 

with the correct writing of the Torah scroll or the mezuza (the two 

passages of the Torah that Jews are enjoined to write in a miniature 

scroll and fi x on their lintels). If these are not written precisely cor-

rectly, they are totally invalid. The Talmud quotes a passage of the 

Mishna which reads: “The two passages of the mezuza each are nec-

essary for the mezuza to be valid, and even one grapheme invalidates 

the mezuza.”

The Talmud comments:

But this is obvious! Rav Yehuda said in the name of Rav: It was only 

necessary to state it in the case of the point of the yud. But this too is 

obvious. Rather it is another statement of Rav Yehuda in the name of 

Rav that is relevant: Any letter that is not completely surrounded by 

blank parchment on all four sides is invalid.

The fi rst speaker in the sugya objects that it is quite unnecessary 

for the Mishna to tell us that a missing letter renders the mezuza in-

valid. An answer is offered in the form of a statement by Rav Yehuda 

in the name of his teacher, to the effect that it means that if the point 

of a yud is missing (something like the dot on an i), it is invalid, even if 

the yud itself is there. But the Talmud objects again: this too is obvi-

ous; after all a missing part of the letter renders the letter entirely not 

there. Finally, another resolution to the original objection is offered 

in the form of a different statement of Rav Yehuda in the name of 

Rav, namely that if the letter so much as touches another letter, even 

though both letters are completely legible and all there, the mezuza 

is still entirely invalid. Note that this is a perfect synecdoche for the 

work of the author of the dialectic halakhic sugya as discussed in the 

last chapter. The two statements of Rav Yehuda must have circulated 

independently of their placement as answers to this objection, since 

the stamma is clearly in doubt whether it was this statement or that 

statement that is relevant here. This stamma has produced this minisu-

gya through inventing the objection (which is indeed anonymous) and 

then montaging it with the two statements of Rav Yehuda in order to 

make them (or at least one of them) answer the objection.
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As Rashi explains, the point of the sugya is that if even one letter 

is not perfectly formed, then the entire ritual object is completely 

invalid and useless. The Talmud goes on then to give examples and 

learned discussion about precisely which deformations in various let-

ters render the object invalid and even suggests a procedure (bringing 

an average schoolchild and asking him to read the letter) for deter-

mining this. The results of these discussions and determinations are 

nothing short of sacrality or invalidation of the most sacred objects 

of which rabbinic Judaism knows, its sacred scrolls.

This absolutely serious halakhic discussion is then followed by a 

passage which I can only read as a reductio ad absurdum of the very 

concerns that motivated the halakhic punctilia, for at this precise mo-

ment in the text, we continue with an absolutely fantastical story. It is 

then the fi nal author of the Talmud, the stamma of the Talmud, who is 

responsible for the placing of our quite fantastical story smack in the 

middle of a most serious (“realistic”) halakhic discussion of that which 

makes or breaks a sacred scroll. Why? It will be seen in the reading 

that follows, I trust, that this question is closely analogous to the 

questions I have been asking about Plato in the fi rst half of the book.

As we shall see in detail, the talmudic narrative we are about to 

read shares many of the specifi c generic features of the Menippean 

satire, including scenes in heaven,77 dialogue between the living and 

the dead,78 a catascopic view from above (Moses in the yeshiva of 

Akiva), and especially a powerful querying (almost self-mockery) of 

the value of the author’s/hero’s own search for truth:

Rav Yehudah said that Rav said: In the hour that Moses ascended 

on high, he found the Holy Blessed One sitting and tying crowns 

for the letters. He [Moses] said before him: “Master of the Universe,

77. Relihan reminds us that this genre or style can vary, but typically mixes waking 
reality with something else: “There are other ways to motivate a Menippean satire. Narra-
tors return alive from the dead and from heaven, and awake from dreams and visions”; An-
cient Menippean Satire, 48. For journeys to heaven from which vantage philosophers are ob-
served, see Lucian’s Icaromenippus and Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis, ed. P. T. Eden (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984); on which latter also see H. K. Riikonen, Menippean 
Satire as a Literary Genre, with Special Reference to Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis, Commentationes 
Humanarum Litterarum, 0069-6587 (Helsinki: Finnish Society of Sciences and Letters, 
1987). Varro’s own Menippean satires also make use of this topos.

78. For the rarity of interactions between rabbis and biblical fi gures in rabbinic litera-
ture, see Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, trans., Rabbinic Stories (New York: Paulist Press, 2002), 215.
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 What [lit. who] holds you back?” He [God] said, “There is one man 

who will be after several generations, and Akiva the son of Joseph is 

his name, who will derive from each and every stroke hills and hills of 

halakhot.” He [Moses] said before him: “Master of the Universe, show 

him to me.” He [God] said to him: “Turn around!” He [Moses] went 

and sat at the back of eight rows [in the study house of Rabbi Akiva], 

and he didn’t understand what they were saying. His strength became 

weak. When they reached a certain issue, the disciples said to him [to 

Akiva], “From whence do you know this?” He [Akiva] said to them: “It 

is a halakha given to Moses at Sinai.” [Moses’s] spirit became settled.

He [Moses] returned and came before the Holy Blessed One. He 

[Moses] said to him: “Master of the Universe, You have such a one and 

yet You give the Torah by my hand?!” He [God] said to him: “Be silent! 

That is what has transpired in My thought.” (Babylonian Talmud Me-

nah. ot 29b)

In this narrative we have all of the elements mentioned above, but 

it has not been considered until now as part of the genre of menip-

pea, because Babylonian Jewish literature has hardly been considered 

in any context but its own.79 In this story the Rabbis (the Rabbis 

of the stamma) comment satirically on their own practices of study 

of Torah. Moses, the source of the Torah, cannot understand the 

Torah as it is interpreted by Rabbi Akiva, until the latter acknowl-

edges him as the author of his own interpretations, interpretations, 

it should be emphasized, that are derived from serifs and fl ourishes 

on the letters and not even the letters themselves. If we understand 

“satire” here to be the Menippean sort that does not condemn a prac-

79. Important exceptions to this point include especially great work that is being done 
on the Iranian cultural background of the Talmud. See especially the recent work of Yaa-
kov Elman in this regard: “Middle Persian Culture and Babylonian Sages: Accommodation 
and Resistance in the Shaping of Rabbinic Legal Traditions,” in Cambridge Companion to 
Rabbinic Literature, ed. Charlotte Fonrobert and Martin Jaffee (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006); Yaakov Elman, “Acculturation to Elite Persian Norms,” in Neti�ot 
Ledavid: Jubilee Volume for David Weiss Halivni, ed. Yaakov Elman, Ephraim Bezalel 
Halivni, and Zvi Arie Steinfeld (Jerusalem: Orhot Press, 2004), 31–56, and much more 
to come. What has not been considered generally are the ways that the western reaches 
of the Iranian Empire were part and parcel of an international intellectual and literary 
culture that extended throughout the Mediterranean area. See, however, Richard Kalmin, 
Jewish Babylonia between Persia and Roman Palestine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 174, which adumbrates precisely this point.



234 Chapter Five

tice from without and propose its replacement by something else, 

but is rather a critical refl ection on the practice and its limitations 

from within, then, I think we have an elegant generic account of 

our story. Relihan has noted: “Menippean satire rises through time 

to philosophical formulations of the inadequacy of human knowl-

edge and the existence of a reality that transcends reason.” 80 This 

account of Menippean satire and the realization that various talmu-

dic narratives—notably this one, and even, in some sense, the Tal-

mud itself—belong to this world, opens us up to richer and deeper 

interpretation of the text. If the theme of the menippea is a philo-

sophical formulation of the inadequacy of human knowledge and 

the existence of a reality that transcends reason, we are observing 

in our legend a powerful and direct instantiation of the genre and 

of its philosophical formulation. In this talmudic menippea, Torah 

knowledge is thoroughly opaque; no one, not even Moses himself, 

could possibly know what Rabbi Akiva knows nor contest rationally 

his interpretive assertions. No one could arrive at his results through 

rational inquiry no matter how assiduous. The truth cannot be 

discovered.

As Relihan writes, “The [Menippean] is a strange hybrid whose fo-

cus is the failure of the academic pedant to understand and improve 

the world around him.” 81 Moses, however, is hardly just an academic 

pedant and his inquiry into Rabbi Akiva’s mode of interpretation 

hardly adequately dismissed with the “Be silent!” His inability to un-

derstand Rabbi Akiva’s readings of serifs necessitates, itself, a read-

ing. As pointed out, absolutely correctly, by Seth Schwartz, true Mi-

drash is not being described here. Even in the wildest manifestations 

of Midrash, no one has ever interpreted the serifs on the letters!82 

Midrash itself, or at any rate, the Midrash of Rabbi Akiva, is being 

caricatured, not celebrated. It seems then, on this reading, that the 

narrative of Moses is virtually what the Talmud would call a contra-

80. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 29.
81. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 49.
82. Shlomo Naeh, in an unpublished Hebrew paper that arrived to me too late to be 

fully considered for this book, argues that the traditional interpretation of the word Myxvq, 
translated “serifs” here, is not correct. Quick perusal of his suggestion leads me to think 
that while he is clearly correct for earlier texts, by the time of the stamma’s incorporation 
of the narrative here, the “traditional” interpretation must already have held sway.
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dictory precedent, a precedent that seemingly coming to bless, ends 

up cursing. Far from supporting our grave and solemn practice of try-

ing to get the Holy scroll writ right down to its tiniest particularities, 

the narrative calls into question the value of such an enterprise and 

with it the regime of knowledge that subtends it. Even Moses can’t 

understand what’s being made of his endeavors. The ambiguities of 

this story, its multiple ironies (is it asserting or denying the authority 

of Rabbi Akiva?), particularly set as it is right in the middle of discus-

sion of sacred texts and their invalidation, render it a mise en abyme 

for the whole Talmud, in its Menippean assertion and simultaneous 

denial of the seriousness and importance and ultimate truth of its 

halakhic determinations. The Menippean satire is thus perfectly bal-

anced; it both affi rms and calls into question Rabbi Akiva’s Midrash 

as well as Moses’s effective opposition to the practice, his desire for 

rational understanding, at one and the very same time. But let me 

emphasize once again, lest I be misunderstood, that it is the incon-

gruity of the placement of this parodic story in the midst of a devoted 

and serious attempt to get at the correct halakha on a matter of su-

preme cultural importance that makes the point, not just the story 

itself, which would be more corrosive read out of its literary context. 

It is that incongruity that renders the text so very Menippean, that 

which asserts while denying but also denies while asserting the value 

of an intellectual practice, neither the assertion nor the denial be-

ing allowed to win the day. The Menippean satire, as it developed 

through late antiquity, is part and parcel of large-scale movements that 

deeply interrogated (without abandoning) philosophical rational-

ism as a mode of acquiring or achieving epistēmē. The seriocomic 

yoking so characteristic of the Babylonian Talmud, drawing on the 

generic and epistemological resources of the Menippean (and more 

broadly spoudogeloion) traditions, proved a powerful vehicle for the 

exploration of the issues produced by these broad and deep changes 

in intellectual styles of late antiquity, including some very widespread 

versions of skepticism. As Relihan describes Lucian’s Menippean 

texts, “Intellectual dissatisfaction with the world and with the phi-

losophers’ contradictory views of it lead to a desire to get to the truth 

directly.” 83 For the Talmud, of course, substitute Rabbis for philoso-

83. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 106.
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phers. In the face of Moses’s demand, as it were, for rational under-

standing of Rabbi Akiva’s discourse, he is told in effect to be silent 

and have faith. This could almost be a direct paraphrase of our story, 

which I have thus dubbed “Icaromoses.” Moreover, and most impor-

tantly, these texts, such as Varro’s great corpus of Menippean satires 

(mostly lost), involve a self-critical stance on the part of philosophers, 

not an attack from without. The staging of this competition between 

Moses and Rabbi Akiva fi ts the bill almost perfectly.

An almost uncanny parallel to this famous story is a lesser-known 

text of Lucian’s, known in English as “A Word with Hesiod.” 84 This 

short satire (but too long to cite here entire) consists of a dialogue be-

tween the ancient Greek poet and cosmogonist Hesiod (eighth cen-

tury BC) and the much later Lycinus, whose belatedness is fi gured in 

the dialogue itself, as well as in another text of Lucian’s, The Dance, in 

which “Crato, a cynic, upbraids Lycinus for a backsliding from classi-

cal tradition.” 85 As a character, Lycinus is thus marked with Lucian’s 

corpus as the sign of an ambivalence about the past and its present 

reception.86 Indeed, according to the plausible argument of Goldhill, 

this Lycinus is none other than a cipher for Lucian, Lykinos for Lukia-

nos, a cipher who is part of Lucian’s elaborate dance of semi-hidden 

identity.87 Lycinus takes on the great poet of yesteryear for not having 

fulfi lled his express promise of being able to foretell the future: either 

the poet—excuse me—lied in his claim to have such powers or he has 

indeed knowledge of the future but has withheld it willfully. In the dia-

logue between an ancient poet and a much later recipient of the poetry, 

we have a more than respectable formal—at least—comparandum to 

our story of Moses, the author of the Torah, and his confrontation 

with a much belated interpreter. It is the poet’s response that is most 

84. Lucian of Samosata, “A Word with Hesiod,” in The Works of Lucian of Samosata Com-
plete with Exceptions Specifi ed in the Preface, ed. and trans. H. W. Fowler and F. G. Fowler, 
Oxford Library of Translations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), 30–33. This text was 
called to my attention by Dr. Yair Fürstenberg upon reading, generously, my manuscript 
for this book. Dr. Fürstenberg has also suggested quite an attractive different, if related, 
take on the meaning of Menippean satire and sophistic in the Talmud, which I will leave 
him to elaborate as he sees fi t.

85. Emily James Putnam, “Lucian the Sophist,” Classical Philology 4, no. 2 (April 1909): 
169.

86. Goldhill lists him (among some other apparent ciphers in Lucian’s works for him-
self) as a “satirical cultural policeman”; “Becoming Greek,” 84.

87. Goldhill, “Becoming Greek,” 66–67.
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telling, as well as Lycinus’s rejoinder to it. Hesiod claims (1) that his po-

ems are not his own work, but that “all is the Muses’,” and (2) “apart 

from this, however, I have the usual poets’ apology”:

The poet, I conceive, is not to be called to account in this minute 

fashion, syllable by syllable. If in the fervour of composition a word 

slip in unawares, search not too narrowly; remember that with us me-

tre and euphony have much to answer for; and then there are certain 

amplifi cations—certain elegances—that insinuate themselves into a 

verse, one scarce knows how. . . .  But there! you are not the only of-

fender, nor I the only victim: in the trivial defects of Homer, my fel-

low craftsman, many a carping spirit has found material for similar 

hair-splitting disquisitions.88

“Hesiod” goes on to further defend himself by saying that in his 

agricultural work he has indeed predicted the future to the effect 

that a farmer who does not follow the correct practices will not have 

successful crops, while one who does has a “prospect of abundance.” 

Although the tone of the talmudic story is subtly different (not so 

confrontational in its form), it can hardly be denied that the two nar-

ratives are very close indeed. In both, a later hermeneutical tradition, 

a tradition close to the author of the satire, is represented (satirically) 

as having somehow missed the point of the earlier, canonical work 

through an overattention to, an obsession with, the accidentals (in 

the technical sense) of the earlier work (calling the poet to question 

on minutiae, such as the serifs on the letters). In the Lucian, Hes-

iod complains directly of this activity; in the more subtle talmudic 

version, Moses merely doesn’t comprehend what’s going on in such 

exaggerated hermeneutical labor.

This theme of lack of understanding on the part of the poet does 

occur as well in the Lucianic text, for Lycinus responds further, “Ad-

mirable; and spoken like a true herdsman. There is no doubting the 

divine affl atus after that: left to yourself, you cannot so much as de-

fend your own poems.” Such “prophecies” could be matched by any 

experienced farmer, and indeed Lycinus himself could so proph-

esy: “That if a man walk out on a cold morning with nothing on, he will 

88. Lucian of Samosata, “A Word with Hesiod,” 31–32.
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take a severe chill; and particularly if it happens to be raining or hailing 

at the time. And I further prophesy: That his chill will be accompanied 

by the usual fever.” Although the Lucianic text is much more aggres-

sive in tone, once again we could hardly fi nd a closer parallel to the 

talmudic satire. In both, to recapitulate, an implicit or explicit ac-

cusation of the later hermeneuts for overpunctiliousness in their 

interpretative practices is bruited. In both there is an implicit 

(satirical) imputation that the original author, especially as he is di-

vinely inspired, doesn’t understand and can’t defend his own text. 

Finally, given that Lycinus is, so it seems, Lucian himself, in both cases 

we have a self-satire of almost precisely the same nature: Rabbi Akiva, 

as the representative par excellence of rabbinic authority and rabbinic 

hermeneutics, and Lucian, as himself. I think that this remarkable 

little work of Lucian’s nails down the thesis that the talmudic text is 

indeed an Icaromoses, a Jewish rabbinic ecotypifi cation of the Me-

nippean satire as practiced by authors such as Lucian, with its com-

plex refl ections/self-refl ections on rationality and interpretation.

Moses’s desire for rational understanding is, however, to be tested 

even more severely, for:

He said to Him: “Master of the Universe: You have shown me his To-

rah, show me his reward.” He said to him: “Turn around!” He turned 

around and saw that they were weighing the fl esh of Rabbi Akiva in 

the market [after his martyrdom]. He said to Him: “Master of the 

Universe, this is the Torah and this is its reward?!” He said to him: “Be 

silent! That is what has transpired in My thought.”

A more direct representation of the failure of the denizens of the 

academy (the House of Study) “to understand and improve the world 

around them” can hardly be fathomed, and they are instructed, as it 

were, to remain silent in the face of that inevitable failure: “The [Me-

nippean] genre relies for its meaning on silence, for the truth that 

appears between the lines, that emerges from the spectacle of in-

conclusive debate.” 89 Once again, the ending of Lucian’s text is more 

direct in its attack: “No, Hesiod your defence will not do; nor will 

your prophecies. But I dare say there is something in what you said 

89. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 36.
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at fi rst—that you knew not what you wrote, by reason of the divine 

affl atus versifying within you. And that affl atus was no such great 

matter, either: affl atuses should not promise more than they mean 

to perform.” 90 The divine in the rabbinic text also fails humans, how-

ever different and altogether more somber the tone.

Although in the end Relihan denies that Lucian’s meaning is that 

“the perpetuity of debate must be valued over any static theory,” 91 for 

the talmudic Menippean we can surely argue for such a topic. Incon-

clusive debate is the very metier of the Talmud; it is not surprising 

then that the Menippean genre might have been particularly appeal-

ing to these Rabbis who produced a literature so different in style, 

taste, form, and content from earlier Jewish texts. But this is not (I 

am arguing) about the production of a pluralism of ideas or a free play 

of discourse and practice, so much as a dark recognition of the ulti-

mate failure of all ideas, discourse, and practice in the face of what we 

cannot understand. This mood seems to me deeply conditioned by 

the cultural world in which the Babylonian Rabbis functioned.

One important feature of this world was the transition it witnessed 

in the grounds of knowledge. Graham Anderson has remarked that it 

was the fi gure of the late-ancient holy man himself who, in part, “con-

tributed to the climate in later antiquity in which theurgy eventually 

came to oust pagan philosophy.” 92 It would not be going too far, I 

think, to say that we witness this process in micro (and remember I 

style myself a microhistorian of ideas) in our talmudic menippea of 

Rabbi Akiva. The latter’s mode of interpretation of the Torah could 

be fairly characterized as divination clothed in the language of tradi-

tion.93 Rabbi Akiva’s virtual “theurgy”—if I may call it that—seems 

90. Lucian of Samosata, “A Word with Hesiod,” 33.
91. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 117.
92. Graham Anderson, Sage, Saint, and Sophist Holy Men and Their Associates in the Early 

Roman Empire (London: Routledge, 1994), ix.
93. Augustine himself commented on this hermeneutic style: “A third class of critic 

consists of those who either interpret the divine scriptures quite correctly or think they 
do. Because they see, or at least believe, that they have gained their ability to expound 
the holy books without recourse to any rules of the kind that I have now undertaken to 
give, they will clamour that these rules are not needed by anybody, and that all worthwhile 
illumination of the diffi culties of these texts can come by a special gift of God” (Aug., De Doctr., 
cited by Adam H. Becker, The Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom: The School of Nisibis 
and Christian Scholastic Culture in Late Antique Mesopotamia, Divinations [Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006], 15, emphasis mine).
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to involve something like contemplation of the serifs of the letters 

to divine their meanings. As in other literary products of this epis-

temological moment of which the menippea is a sign—and we will 

see more of this later—the turn is from the possibility of truth ra-

tionally discovered to a despair in epistēmē carrying with it some kind 

of mystical or directly communicated truth from above. Who but an 

“Akiva” could know what is meant by jots, tittles, and decorations on 

letters? And how could we know other than by being his disciples? It 

will be seen that a sharp challenge to rabbinic rationality is being of-

fered here. “Moses” would represent on this account a more rational, 

logically based reading of the Torah, while Rabbi Akiva represents a 

kind of almost theurgical or mystical reading. The turn against the 

rational, the logical, is what motivates the Menippean satire, for it is 

the inadequacy of Moses’s intellection to understand and make sense 

of the Torah and the world that is at issue. In this sense it is “Moses,” 

as it were, who is being satirized; the rationality of his practices of 

understanding his own words is being challenged, and with this, rab-

binic rationality itself is being queried.

An interesting example of these epistemological ruptures may be 

provided from the text of Eunapius (fi fth century AC). We fi nd in Eu-

napius a narrative that doesn’t in any way parallel that of Rabbi Akiva 

in its contents, but does, I believe, attest to closely related intellec-

tual dilemmas at the time. This legend manifests the rivalry between 

reasoned debate and dialectic, on the one hand, and thaumaturgy 

and divination, on the other, in the latter part of the fourth century 

(during Julian’s reign, the same Julian whom the Christians call “the 

apostate” and whom Eunapius deems—“the holy”). In this narrative 

we are told that Aedesius, a great Sophist, had two pupils in the later 

fourth century, Chrysanthius and Eusebius. Eusebius remained en-

tirely loyal to the old rule of dialectic and logic, while Chrysanthius 

became particularly attached to the newfangled doctrines of Maxi-

mus: “Now Chrysanthius had a soul akin to that of Maximus, and like 

him was passionately absorbed in working marvels, and he withdrew 

himself in the study of the science of divination.” Eusebius, it seems, 

was somewhat in awe of this Maximus, for

when Maximus was present, [he] used to avoid precise and exact divi-

sions of a disputation and dialectical devices and subtleties; though 
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when Maximus was not there he would shine out like a bright star, 

with a light like the sun’s; such was the facility and charm that fl ow-

ered in his discourses. . . .  Julian actually reverenced Eusebius. At the 

close of his exposition Eusebius would add that these [dialectical dis-

cussions, trans.] are the only true realities, whereas the impostures of 

witchcraft and magic that cheat the senses are the works of conjurors 

who are insane men led astray into the exercise of earthly and material 

powers.

“The sainted Julian” was puzzled by this peroration, which he regu-

larly heard, and asked Eusebius what he meant, whereupon the latter 

said:

Maximus is one of the older and more learned students, who, because 

of his lofty genius and superabundant eloquence scored all logical 

proof in these subjects and impetuously resorted to the acts of a mad-

man. . . .  But you must not marvel at any of these things, even as I 

marvel not, but rather believe that the thing of the highest impor-

tance is that purifi cation of the soul which is attained by reason.”

Eusebius receives something of a surprise, for “when the sainted 

Julian heard this, he said: ‘Nay, farewell and devote yourself to your 

books. You have shown me the man I was in search of ’ ” 94 (much like, 

even verbally, the “You have shown me his Torah” of the talmudic 

text).95 The earlier, traditional commitment to dialectical investiga-

tion and surety that logic would provide answers has been rejected, 

and by no less, it seems, than the sainted Julian, in favor of thau-

maturgy and divination, but not without confl ict, a confl ict I think

 demonstrated also in the narrative about Rabbi Akiva. I wish to sug-

gest, therefore, diffi dently (at least at fi rst) that the double-voicing of 

94. Wright, Philostratus: The Lives of the Sophists; Eunapius: Lives of the Philosophers, 
433–35. My own interpretation here follows Wright’s construal of the text here and not 
that of Richard Lim, Public Disputation, Power, and Social Order in Late Antiquity, Transfor-
mations of the Classical Heritage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 50–53, 
which I rediscovered after writing these paragraphs, upon rereading Lim after a decade. 
The lack of an adversative in a sentence is not outweighed by the clear narrative logic; it 
must be Eusebius whom Julian now abandons and not Chrysanthius or the story hardly 
makes sense, in my humble opinion.

95. I wish to thank Dr. Ronald Reissberg for pointing this out to me.
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the Babylonian Talmud to which I have devoted this and the previous 

chapter can be, at least, plausibly contextualized in a more general 

epistemological crisis close to the time of the production of that text 

and well after, for instance, the production of other rabbinic texts, 

notably the Palestinian Talmud and its cognate Midrashim. The dia-

logism of the Talmud is, on this conjecture, a representation of a dia-

logue within intellectual culture itself, one that, as we have just seen, 

transgresses the lines of any particular confession.

In the next chapter, I shall be further developing this reading of 

the Talmud, looking at the ways in which the wilder, more grotesque 

biographical legends about one of the greatest of the Rabbis are 

brought in from the cold margins of the text and put at the center of 

a reading of the Talmud as a book, rendering the Talmud seen through 

this parallax view quite Lucianic—even Petronian—in character.
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Icarome�ir:

Rabbi Me�ir’s Babylonian “Life” 

as Menippean Satire

Resh Lakish said: A holy mouth [Rabbi Me�ir’s] said that?!

 Sanhedrin 24a 

T
he study of Torah is in the imaginaire of the rabbis the func-

tional equivalent of the life of the philosopher in other 

Hellenistic culture.1 This has been demonstrated by Michael 

Satlow, who compares the actual practices of living prescribed 

for Hellenistic philosophers and talmudic Rabbis. Belying an al-

leged binary division of Greek as the search for truth and Jewish 

as the search for goodness, the Rabbis imagined the Torah-life 

on the model of the philosophers’ bios, an ascetic practice of 

communal study that molds the self into the beautiful and the 

good.2 As Satlow puts it: “For the rabbis, talmud torah served the 

same function as philosophy did for these non-Jewish writers; 

talmud torah was the means by which the soul was made pure 

or whole, thus bringing the individual closer to the divine, or 

into the ‘spiritual condition.’ Talmud torah required the same 

1. For Torah study as the equivalent of philosophy for the rabbis, see E. J. 
Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1988), 172–73; and see discussion in David Stern, “The Captive Woman: Helleniza-
tion, Greco-Roman Erotic Narrative, and Rabbinic Literature,” Poetics Today 19, 
no. 1 (1998): 115.

2. For an excellent, if somewhat Christian-oriented, introduction to ancient 
philosophy as way of life, see Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy? (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002).
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mental and physical discipline demanded by the non-Jewish study 

of philosophy. Body and soul, working together in a disciplined (i.e., 

ascetic) fashion, can help a man overcome his evil inclination.” 3 Tal-

mud Torah, the study of “oral Torah,” which issues in the rabbinic lit-

erature, is thus conceived within this literature as an ascetic practice 

for the molding of the male Jewish soul to its highest possible state, 

very much analogous, in this sense, to the life of the philosopher as 

Plato and his successors envisioned it. The Bavli thus views the Tal-

mud Torah “care of the self ” as the most serious and praiseworthy 

way of living and presents Rabbi Me�ir as a singular exemplum of such 

a life. Speaking in the Bakhtinian terms elaborated in the previous 

two chapters, the language of “Torah,” for the most part understood 

as the elaboration through commentary and dialectic of correct prac-

tice, is the normal or normative literary language of the Babylonian 

Talmud. What I want to show in this chapter is how that “normal lit-

erary language” is dialogized in the Talmud via the sorts of incongru-

ity that we have been exploring but in this case not within the literary 

context of a single extended passage or chapter of Talmud, but rather 

in the variously grotesque (Menippean) legends about a single, most 

central and “holy” rabbinic hero, the great tanna, Rabbi Me�ir, distrib-

uted sporadically throughout the talmudic text.

Rabbi Me�ir as Hero of the Halakha

The Rabbi Me�ir whom we shall be meeting in another guise (liter-

ally) below in this chapter is fi rst and foremost a hero of the “normal” 

language, the seriousness of the rabbinic literature.4 A single example 

of his serious halakhic activity will make this point. The Mishna at 

Baba Metsia 73a reads:

There are four types of bailees: a gratis bailee, a borrower, a paid 

bailee, and a lessee. The gratis bailee swears with reference to every-

thing. The borrower pays for everything. The paid bailee and the les-

3. Michael L. Satlow, “And on the Earth You Shall Sleep: Talmud Torah and Rabbinic 
Asceticism,” Journal of Religion 83 (2003): 215.

4. Robert Goldenberg, The Sabbath-Law of Rabbi Meir, Brown Judaic Studies (Mis-
soula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1978).
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see swear with respect to a broken, robbed, or dead animal but pay for 

a lost or burgled one.

Let me quickly gloss this Mishna, which is the cornerstone of the 

talmudic law of bailments and thus also a mainstay of Jewish law un-

til this day. A gratis bailee is one who watches an animal for a friend 

without recompense. “Borrower” needs no glossing, nor indeed do 

any of the others once the gratis bailee has been defi ned. For each of 

these categories there is a different level of responsibility attached 

proportionate to the benefi t that the bailee is receiving and giving. 

In the case of the gratis bailee the benefi t is entirely the bailor’s, so 

the bailee in that situation must merely testify that he or she was not 

negligent and need pay no damages, whatever has happened to the 

animal. In the case of the borrower, where the benefi t accrues en-

tirely to the bailee, full restitution must always be made. In the other 

two cases, in which there is mutual benefi t, the matter is divided. In 

those types of losses where some negligence can be imputed, such as 

a lost or burgled animal, the bailee makes restitution, but in the other 

cases she or he merely testifi es, as in the case of the gratis bailee.

On this Mishna the Talmud immediately remarks:

Who taught the “four bailees”? Rav Nah. man said that Rabba bar 

Avuah said that it is Rabbi Me�ir!

Discussion ensues at some length as to the implications of this as-

cription. We learn two things from this truncated citation: fi rst, as is 

the general rule, the anonymous Mishna is identifi ed as the opinion of 

Rabbi Me�ir, this being the case as he was the teacher of the author of 

the Mishna who nearly always maintains his teacher’s view and thus 

presents it anonymously. In this utterly typical Mishna and talmudic 

exchange, there is not the slightest hint that Rabbi Me�ir would even 

be considered less than a sober authority, teacher of the halakha, and 

master of the oral Torah. As we learn from the Palestinian Talmud, 

“Rabbi Yose the son of H. alafta would praise Rabbi Me�ir before the 

people of Sepphoris, that he is a great sage, a holy man, a modest man” 

(Mo�ed Katan, chap. 3, 5). And as Rabbi Yoh. anan was famously given 

to saying: “When the Mishna speaks anonymously, it is the voice (and 
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opinion) of Rabbi Me�ir” (Sanhedrin 86a); that is, his is the opinion 

that is barely subject to question according to the redactor of that de-

fi nitive and quite solemn halakhic text. Strikingly, rivetingly, it is this 

fi gure above all, the most palpable hero and holy man of the Mishna, 

whose name is attached to the wildest and most bizarre biographical 

narratives in the Bavli. In this chapter, I plan both to demonstrate 

this claim and to interpret it in the light of the material and ideas ex-

plored so far. My basic argument will be that we can best appreciate 

or comprehend this narrative complex about Rabbi Me�ir the holy 

man by studying it as closely related to the late-ancient artistic prose 

gathered, at least heuristically, under the sign of Menippean satire. In 

studying the various stories below, I shall try in each instance to show 

how it is connected in one way or another to this type of literature and 

thus further unfold and elaborate my reading of the Bavli’s practice of 

exploring their “truth together with its limitations.” 5

To reprise a citation from J. P. Sullivan, on The Satyricon: “Certainly 

a main characteristic of Menippean satire was the union of humour 

and philosophy (or whatever political, moral or aesthetic basis an author 

might substitute for this).” 6 The last (parenthetical) qualifi cation is cru-

cial for my argument. I hope to make a case here that the halakhic di-

alectic which substitutes for philosophy in the rabbinic culture, when 

relativized by the grotesque elements of rabbinic biography (such as 

that of Rabbi Me�ir) in the Bavli, is closely comparable in its political, 

moral, and aesthetic basis to Menippean satire. This union of humor 

and serious legal discussion (as well as pious homily) works, I will sug-

gest, to chip away at epistemological certainty through, in this case, 

a series of all-too-human sexual adventures, double standards about 

gender difference, and rabbinic jealousies and envies.

Sleeping with Elijah: The Hero and the Hetaira

Who is Rabbi Me�ir? For the later pious tradition, he is only the sol-

emn halakhic adept whom we would expect from his presence in the 

5. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 
by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, 
University of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 356.

6. Sullivan, introduction to The Satyricon by Petronius Arbiter, trans. John Patrick Sul-
livan, Penguin Classics (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), 20 (emphasis added).
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Mishnaic and talmudic sugya, as just exemplifi ed. In this light, a web-

site informs us:

The grave of Rabbi Meir Baal Haness is one of the holiest sites in the 

Jewish world. Rabbi Meir is known as “Baal Haness” which means mir-

acle maker. Very few know his real name, thought to be Rabbi Nahori 

or Rabbi Mischa. He was called Meir because it means “to illuminate,” 

as he brought his followers to know the light of G-d.7 The Talmud 

states that Rabbi Meir was one of the most important scholars of the 

second century C.E. He was one of Rabbi Akiva’s students and an ac-

tive participant in the Bar Kochbah revolt. Rabbi Meir was the author 

of Haggadot and Halachot that are still studied today. Although he 

was a revered scholar, he was a very humble man who loved the land of 

Israel. Though he died in The Diaspora, he was brought to Tiberias to 

be buried on holy soil. After his death, thousands of Jews continue to 

come to his grave to receive his blessings and miracles.8

Another website informs us more precisely how Rabbi Me�ir 

achieved this near saintly status:

Some charities in Eretz Yisrael call themselves the “Charities of Rabbi 

Meir Baal Haness.” This is a reference to a story told in the Talmud 

about the great Sage, Rabbi Meir, who was able to ward off serious 

dangers to himself and others by the simple declaration of “G-d of 

Meir, answer me!” It is a tradition that one who gives charity in mem-

ory of Rabbi Meir merits having his prayers answered in the merit of 

this great tzaddik [holy man]. Rabbi Meirs [sic] tomb in Tiberias is a 

popular site for visiting and praying to have miracles performed in the 

merit of this “master of the miracle.” 9

These nonscholarly (to a fault) sources provide a powerful exem-

plifi cation of the ways that Rabbi Me�ir’s persona has been almost 

7. For a recent discussion of the relation of Rabbi Me�ir to light and light symbolism, 
see Galit Hasan-Rokem, “Rabbi Meir, the Illuminated and the Illuminating: Interpreting 
Experience,” in Current Trends in the Study of Midrash, ed. Carol Bakhos, supplements to 
the Journal for the Study of Judaism 106 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2006), 227–43.

8. “Jewish Blessings: ‘Who Was Rabbi Me�ir?’ ” Http://www.jewishbless.com/pages/
rabbi.html.

9. Http://ohr.edu/yhiy/article.php/984.
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literally sanctifi ed in the popular Jewish tradition (including those of 

traditionalist scholars), but it is fi nally an Israeli textbook for children 

that completes the story. In a typical hagiographical account written 

for pious Israeli children, we fi nd the story of how Rabbi Me�ir, argu-

ably the greatest of the tannai�im (second century), became known 

as Rabbi Me�ir the Wonder Worker, a name and status that he bears 

until this day. It seems that his sister-in-law was in prison, and he 

went to rescue her, discovered that she had not sinned in prison, and 

performed miracles to get her out. Upon being pursued by soldiers, 

Rabbi Me�ir entered a treyf restaurant, stuck his fi nger in the food, 

licked another fi nger, and by this ruse convinced his pursuers that he 

couldn’t possibly be the great rabbi. He then ran away to Babylonia 

to escape his oppressors.10 This is how the story of Rabbi Me�ir has 

been received in modern Jewish hagiography, and indeed, his grave 

is visited more often than any other in the Jewish world. There is a 

great surprise to come when we look at the actual text of the Bavli to 

which these websites and the children’s book refer, for in the “origi-

nal,” the picture is hardly one of unambiguous sanctity, Rabbi Me�ir 

being more of a wild saint than the godly variety.

To get a sense of how wild, how bizarre, the Talmud allows such a 

hero of halakha to become in the biographical legends, a close look 

at the very story that sanctifi ed him in the later popular religious 

tradition and gave him the later name of Rabbi Me�ir the Wonder 

Worker—the virtual Saint Jude of the Jews—will do very well. The 

talmudic story that we are about to read incorporates themes familiar 

from late antiquity and especially the narrative patterns of the adven-

ture story and the erotic tale. Bakhtin has introduced a very impor-

tant set of refl ections on the adventure, writing that “the adventure 

plot is combined with the posing of profound and acute problems; 

and it is, in addition, placed wholly at the service of the idea. It places 

a person in extraordinary positions that expose and provoke him, it 

connects him and makes him collide with other people under unusual 

and unexpected conditions precisely for the purpose of testing the 

idea and the man of the idea, that is, for testing the ‘man in man.’ And 

this permits the adventure story to be combined with other genres 

10. N. Ts. Gotlib, Rabbi Hananya Bar Hama; Rabbi Ishmael Ben Elisha; Rabbi Meir the 
Miracle Worker, Adire Ha-Torah (Jerusalem: Mekhon “Bet Yehi’el,” 1983), 130–34.
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that are, it would seem, quite foreign to it, such as the confession 

and the saint’s Life.” 11 This last sentence provides an elegant intro-

duction to Rabbi Me�ir’s own greatest adventure, his trip to Rome to 

rescue a damsel in distress through powers and capabilities that mark 

him much later as a saint. He undergoes, like a knight of derring-do, 

a great peril and overcomes that too, also via miraculous practices. 

From at least one point of view, this story has to be the central mo-

ment in the legend of Rabbi Me�ir:

Beruria, the wife of Rabbi Me�ir, was the daughter of Rabbi H. anina. 

She said to him: It is painful to me that my sister is sitting in a pros-

titute’s booth. He took a tarqeva of dinars and went, saying if she has 

done nothing wrong [i.e., if she is sexually innocent], a miracle will 

take place for me, and if not, there will be no miracle. He dressed up as 

a soldier and solicited her. She said: I am menstruating. He said: I can 

wait. She said: There are many here more beautiful than I. He said: I 

understand from this that she has done nothing wrong. He went to 

her guard: Give her to me! The guard said: I am afraid of the king. He 

[Me�ir] took the tarqeva of dinars, and gave it to him, and said: Take 

the tarqeva of dinars. Keep half and use half for bribing anyone who 

comes. He [the guard] said: What shall I do when they are gone? He 

[Me�ir] said: Say ‘God of Me�ir answer me; God of Me�ir answer me,’ 

and you will be saved. He [guard] said: How do I know that this will 

be so? He [Me�ir] said: [Now you will see.] There came some dogs that 

eat people. He shouted to them, and they came to eat him. He said: 

‘God of Me�ir answer me; God of Me�ir answer me,’ and they let him 

go. He gave her to him. In the end, the story was heard in the House 

of the King. They brought him [the guard] and hung him on the cross. 

He said: God of Rabbi Me�ir answer me; God of Me�ir answer me! 

They took him down, saying: What was that?! He said: This is what 

happened. [They wrote it on a bull of the state], and they engraved the 

image of Rabbi Me�ir on the gates of Rome, declaring: If a man comes 

with this feature and that feature, arrest him! When Rabbi Me�ir came 

there, they wished to arrest him. He ran away from them and went 

11. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 
105. Bakhtin is, to be sure, writing about Dostoevsky.
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into a whorehouse. Elijah came in the guise of a whore and embraced 

him. Some say that he put his hand in Gentile foods and tasted them. 

They [the Romans] said: God forefend! If that were Rabbi Me�ir he 

wouldn’t do such a thing. Because of these events [Rabbi Me�ir] ran 

away to Babylonia. (Avoda Zara 18a–b)12

In this short narrative we fi nd packed an incredible number of 

themes and motifs that characterize the Bakhtinian menippea: sex, 

fantasy, and religion all together. David Stern has already noted how 

little attention has been paid the impact of Greco-Roman narrative 

on rabbinic literature, and has begun to provide a major corrective to 

this fault, focusing especially on one of the genres so important for 

this story, the erotic and adventure narrative.13 As Stern has pointed 

out, the Greco-Roman novel is “actually a love-and-adventure story.” 14 

The story of Rabbi Me�ir is both of these as well, and thus can be seen 

as part of the great literary movement of the fi rst through the sixth 

centuries that brought us Lucian, and Petronius, the Menippean sat-

ire, and the ancient novel.

Bakhtin has written of the menippea, “A very important charac-

teristic of the menippea is the organic combination within it of the 

free fantastic, the symbolic, at times even a mystical-religious ele-

ment with an extreme and (from our point of view) crude slum natu-

ralism. The adventures of truth on earth take place on the high road, 

in brothels, in the dens of thieves, in taverns, marketplaces, prisons, 

in the erotic orgies of secret cults, and so forth.” 15 The reason that 

this story adorned Rabbi Me�ir with his saint’s crown in the Jewish 

tradition is owing to its several elements of miracle-working. Rabbi 

Me�ir’s sainthood, however, is not won in a pious and lofty, edifying 

tale, but rather in a riotous hodgepodge of a parodic mixture of nov-

12. I have produced a composite text from two excellent Sephardic witnesses: Ms. 
Paris 1337 and JTS 15. The Paris manuscript has some excellent readings from a literary 
point of view, but is corrupt in other places, where I have fi lled in from the JTS ms. Noth-
ing in this argument would suffer if only one or the other of the texts were adhered to.

13. Stern, “Captive Woman,” 91–92. At about the time that Stern was publishing his ar-
ticle, Joshua Levinson made the same point, writing that “the adoption and adaptation of 
Greco-Roman literary models in midrashic literature” had received little attention. Joshua 
Levinson, “Tragedy of Romance: A Case of Literary Exile,” Harvard Theological Review 89, 
no. 3 (July 1996): 228.

14. Stern, “Captive Woman,” 93.
15. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 115.
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elistic sexual incident, “slum-realism,” parodic Gospel, and other 

comic elements. The sexual incident in Rabbi Me�ir’s story connects 

his legend with other Hellenistic literature, to such texts as Parthe-

nius (along the lines of that which Stern has shown for other rabbinic 

passages in his article), Philostratus, and Milesian tales.16 There is 

an important parallel in Philostratus, namely a reported slander in 

which Apollonius the holy man allegedly runs away to Scythia owing 

to a sexual slander against him, “though he never once visited Scythia 

or fell prey to sexual passion,” 17 closely paralleling Rabbi Me�ir’s bolt 

to Babylonia under rather similar circumstances. It is entirely legiti-

mate to inquire into the signifi cance and import of such incidents 

recurring in the lives of holy men. Unless we take the reductive route 

of assuming that erotic material is there primarily and simply to pro-

vide titillation, to maintain the reader’s interest and keep her read-

ing, this type of incident ought to be seen as carrying some impor-

tant ideological baggage in the literary practices of narrative during 

this period. In this discussion, I would like to unpack some of that 

freight.

Comparing Parthenius’s The Love Romances to rabbinic literature, 

Stern suggests that in the former, “the erotic ordeal is the primary 

mode of contact through which their leading characters engage the 

larger world, a world that is explicitly represented as both sexually 

charged and dangerous.” He goes on to say that “it is precisely these 

elements of the erotic narrative that became for the rabbis the essen-

tial building blocks of a cultural narrative, a kind of myth or founda-

tional story that helped them explain to themselves their place in the 

pagan world and their uneasy relationship to that world; indeed, in its 

transformed shape, this narrative became for the rabbis one through 

which they represented their understanding of cultural infl uence 

itself.” 18 As Laurie Davis memorably put it, “The Rabbis portrayed 

themselves as virgins in a brothel.” 19 Making a point similar to that 

16. Arkady B. Kovelman, “Miletian Story of Beruria,” Vestnik Evreyskogo Universiteta 1, 
no. 19 (1999) (in Russian).

17. C. P. Jones, ed. and trans., The Life of Apollonius of Tyana, by Philostratus, Loeb Clas-
sical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005), 1:61.

18. Stern, “Captive Woman,” 99. See too Joshua Levinson, “Tragedy of Romance,” 
233–34, which suggests that it was the separation/reunion plot that particularly appealed 
to the rabbis as a way of articulating their own historical position with respect to God.

19. Laurie Davis, “Virgins in Brothels: A Different Feminist Reading of Beruriah,” 
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of Stern’s but focusing more specifi cally, Virginia Burrus writes that 

“in both the pagan and the Christian novel, I suggest, the presenta-

tion of a virginalized eroticism refl ects deep ambivalence about the 

violence of imperial rule.” 20 For Stern and Burrus both, but with dif-

ferences, eroticism copes with the empire and its religion. Agreeing 

with both of them, I suggest here another dimension for, at least, the 

Bavli, namely the ways that it focuses our attention in Menippean—

cum novelistic, à la Bakhtin—style on the limitations (fi gured in the 

fl eshly weakness of an individual) of the rabbinic program for ethical 

and spiritual stylization of the ideal male Jew. The plot of this little 

novella of Rabbi Me�ir and his sister-in-law turns on three incidents 

of miraculous escape: the fi rst is a miracle done for the sake of the 

damsel in distress, the second to save the prison guard, and the third 

to save Rabbi Me�ir’s own skin.

Turning fi rst to the second of the miracles, I fi nd evidence that one 

of the areas of pressure or cultural tension that is being confronted in 

our romance writ small is indeed the place of the Rabbis in a Christian 

world, thus far bringing out the interpretation of Stern (supported 

at least obliquely by Burrus’s analysis of the Christian materials). 

This miracle by which the guard is saved seems deeply parodic of the 

Passion narratives. As shown by Naomi Koltun-Fromm, the Passion 

narratives are partly built on a Christological Midrash on Psalm 22.21 

Our little story of the guard being hung on the cross, saying some 

strange words in a foreign language, and being taken down from the 

cross suggests, in turn, a parody of the Gospel Passion accounts. In-

deed, I would circumspectly suggest that this text is closely related to 

the Babylonian Aramaic parodic Gospels known as Toledot Yeshu, the 

story of Jesus. Although best known from the gaonic period, slightly 

later than the Talmud, their earliest forms are to be found in the Tal-

paper presented at Graduate Theological Union (Berkeley, 1994). See too Rachel Adler, 
“The Virgin in the Brothel and Other Anomalies: Character and Context in the Legend of 
Beruriah,” Tikkun 3, no. 6 (1988), who doesn’t consider the political, “colonial” context of 
the trope.

20. Virginia Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins: Colonial Ambivalence and the Ancient 
Romance,” Arethusa 38 (2005): 56.

21. Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Psalm 22’s Christological Interpretive Tradition in Light 
of Christian Anti-Jewish Polemic,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 6, no. 1 (Spring 1998): 
37–57.
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mud (mostly self-censored) as well.22 There is a strong argument for 

this parodic appropriation in the curious incident of the dogs, whose 

miraculous appearance and subduing prove to the guard that Rabbi 

Me�ir’s incantation will save him. This is based on a verse in chap-

ter 22 of Psalms of which the Christological midrashists could make 

nothing: “Deliver my life from the sword; my soul from the power 

of the dog” (Psalms 22:21 [v. 20 in Septuagint]). It is almost as if our 

parodic narrator says to the Christians, I see you and I raise you one. I 

will produce a Midrash on that verse too, on the verse that “stumped” 

you. The words that the guard is taught to say, “Eloah dMe�ir, answer 

me,” may embody a parodic allusion to the following well-known se-

quence in Mark’s Passion narrative (15) or a version close to it:

“Ha! You who destroy the temple, and build it in three days, [30] 

save yourself, and come down from the cross!” [31] Likewise, also the 

chief priests mocking among themselves with the scribes said, “He 

saved others. He can’t save himself. [32] Let the Christ, the King of 

Israel, now come down from the cross, that we may see and believe 

him.” Those who were crucifi ed with him insulted him. [33] When the 

sixth hour had come, there was darkness over the whole land until the 

ninth hour. [34] At the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, say-

ing, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” which is, being interpreted, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” [35] Some of those who 

stood by, when they heard it, said, “Behold, he is calling Elijah.” [36] 

One ran, and fi lling a sponge full of vinegar, put it on a reed, and gave 

it to him to drink, saying, “Let him be. Let’s see whether Elijah comes 

to take him down.” [37] Jesus cried out with a loud voice, and gave up 

the spirit. [38]

There is enough, in my opinion, to my ear, at least to suggest, that 

the talmudic phrase is a parody of the Aramaic of Jesus’s cry from 

the cross. The guard, of course, instead of saying, “Eloi, Eloi, lama 

sabachthani?” says “Eloa dmeir aneni.” The sonar echo is, I reckon, 

22. For the defensive activities of the Jewish self-censors in printing the Talmud, see 
Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, Ha-Tsenzor, Ha-Orekh Veha-Tekst Ha-Tsenzurah Ha-Katolit Veha-
Defus Ha-Ivri be-Me Ah Ha-Shesh e Sreh, Italia ser. (Jerusalem: Hotsa at sefarim a. sh. Y. L. 
Magnes, ha-Universitah ha-Ivrit, 2005).
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just close enough to set up the parodic allusion, an allusion amplifi ed 

by the presence of Elijah as well in the story of Rabbi Me�ir’s own mi-

raculous escape in the brothel. Just as Jesus is misunderstood, so the 

guard’s strange words are also not understood, but while in the case of 

Jesus it does not avail him, in the case of the guard it is precisely these 

strange words that lead to his salvation in a highly comic manner. It 

is not inapposite to see here also a self-ironizing comment where the 

appearance of the “miracle” wrought by the “saintly” Rabbi Me�ir is 

explained by the most rationalistic and comic of means.

There is, perhaps, some further evidence for this conjecture in an-

other tale closely related to Rabbi Me�ir, if not quite about him. In 

a further sequence of tales, Rabbi Me�ir’s heretical teacher, the fa-

mous Elisha the son of Abuya, is the protagonist. In that story, Elisha 

seeks to know his fate by using a typical Jewish form of oracle: he 

asks a child studying to read out the verse which he is studying at the 

moment. The child reads: “And to the wicked one God says; What 

business have you with declaring my statutes or taking my covenant 

in your mouth?!” (Psalms 50:16). The child, we are told, however, stut-

ters, so instead of hearing the word “to the wicked one,” larasha�, our 

Elisha hears “to Elisha,” lelisha�, and, since the previous verse reads 

“And call upon me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and thou 

shalt glorify me,” our Elisha despairs forever of his salvation, for what 

he hears is “and call upon me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, 

and thou shalt glorify me, but to Elisha God says: What business 

have you with declaring my statutes.” In the Gospel story it is one 

prophet’s name that is misheard, Elijah, and in the Talmud, another 

prophet’s name, one that, moreover, is closely related to the fi rst: 

Elisha. Is it too much to conjecture that the Babylonian Rabbis were 

aware of this Gospel tradition, if not, surely, of the Gospels them-

selves, and parodied them here? The picture of Rabbi Me�ir inscribed 

on the gates of Rome is reminiscent of the Ecce homo of the Gospels as 

well. Without pushing the point too far, I think it is not by any means 

out of the question that our little sequence is a parodic appropriation 

of the Gospel account, which, as Hasan-Rokem reminds us, does not 

necessarily imply bitter polemic.23

23. Galit Hasan-Rokem, “Narratives in Dialogue: A Folk Literary Perspective on Inter-
religious Contacts in the Holy Land in Rabbinic Literature of Late Antiquity,” in Sharing 
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A text such as this is located in several cultural, discursive, liter-

ary contexts at one and the same time, in this case according to my 

suggested reading, a parody of the Christian midrashic appropria-

tion of Psalms 22, as well as other folk and elite international cultural 

sources. I wish, then, to clarify in advance that in comparing Rabbi 

Me�ir stories and Hellenistic parallels, I am not suggesting that the 

themes or motifs or incidents are unique to these sources; frequently 

enough, indeed, they are widespread, including Iranian and even In-

dian texts. The argument is, rather, that the use of these motifs and 

narrative types as part of a learned literature, as part of a kind of text 

that in its other voices insists on the high seriousness and dignity of 

its discourse, is, if not certainly unique, a special and distinguishing 

characteristic of the literature of this Kulturgebiet, broadly construed, 

and that this has a particular kind of cultural signifi cance.24

We fi nd a fascinatingly, tantalizingly related story in Apuleius. In 

the Metamorphoses (The Golden Ass) 9.17–21, the narrator tells the tale 

of a certain slave named Myrmex. Myrmex has been commanded on 

pain of his life to guard the chastity of Arete, the young and beautiful 

wife of the public fi gure Barbarus, while the latter is away on busi-

ness. Determined out of fear and loyalty to carry out his charge, he 

even holds on to the hem of her robe on the way to the bath house. 

Unfortunately the clever rake Philesitherus sees her on one of those 

excursions and infl amed by her beauty and the obstacles in his path, 

becomes determined to “have” her. Approaching Myrmex with the 

offer of a signifi cant bribe to be divided between the guard and the 

woman herself, he tries to get his way. Myrmex is at fi rst horrifi ed at 

the thought, but over time becomes himself so infl amed with lust for 

the money that he gives in and easily persuades the young woman to 

comply as well to receive her signifi cant share of the money. Naturally 

the husband comes home unexpectedly in the middle of the fateful 

night, but being held off by a ruse of Myrmex, does not become aware 

the Sacred: Religious Contacts and Confl icts in the Holy Land First–Fifteenth Centuries CE, ed. 
Guy Stroumsa and Arieh Kofsky (Jerusalem: Yad Ben Zvi, 1998), 109–29. See too Hasan-
Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in Late Antiquity, Taubman 
Lectures in Jewish Studies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 2, 45, 84–85, 
143. Pages 55–85 in the latter work focus on Rabbi Me�ir as well.

24. I am grateful for the commentary of Wendy Doniger upon the occasion of a 
presentation of this material at the University of Chicago Divinity School for helping me 
clarify this stance.
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of what is going on. However, the adulterer leaves his slippers under 

the bed, and upon discovering them in the morning, the husband fi g-

ures out what has happened and becomes determined to carry out 

the death penalty for Myrmex, the guard. A funny thing happens on 

the way to the gallows: Philesitherus himself encounters Barbarus 

with Myrmex in tow in chains and quickly thinking and fi guring out 

what has taken place, accuses the slave of having stolen his slippers 

at the bath house the previous day. The story has a happy end. With-

out suggesting any form of dependence between the two stories, I 

would argue that there are, nevertheless, suffi cient elements shared 

by them to relate them one to the other. In both, the protagonist 

is a guard appointed to protect the “owner” of the woman (in one 

case from unchastity, in the other, from chastity, as it were). In both 

cases, not only is there a bribe (a rather commonplace detail; after all, 

guards are there, as it were, to be bribed), but specifi cally a bribe to 

be divided in two in order to enable Die Entführing aus dem Serail. In 

both cases, the compromised guard ends up in danger of his life, and 

in both he is saved by a funny sort of stratagem or miracle. I think it 

is not too much to conclude that the talmudic story comes out of the 

same cultural well from which Apuleius drew as well, and it is highly 

signifi cant in my view that this lubricious tale has been adapted for 

the life of a rabbinic Jewish hero of the halakha. The rabbinic text is 

more like than unlike the other fi sh in the water in which it swims.

Indeed, there are numerous other Hellenistic allusions in Rabbi 

Me�ir’s story. There are elements in the story—for instance, the chas-

tity test—that are strikingly like topoi of the Hellenistic novels, such 

as Achilles Tatius’s Leukippe and Kleitophon. In that novel, both pro-

tagonists (male and female) can be said to have passed such tests.25 In 

the case of the male protagonist, it is a particularly striking parallel to 

our tale of Rabbi Me�ir’s sister-in-law, for it is a third party (his lover 

25. See recent discussions in Helen Morales, Vision and Narrative in Achilles Tatius’ 
Leucippe and Clitophon, Cambridge Classical Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 212–14 (especially relevant in that the discussion is of virginity in a brothel); 
and Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” 62–63. For more on the chastity test in this novel 
and its prehistory, see Kathryn Chew, “Achilles Tatius and Parody,” Classical Journal 96, 
no. 1 (2000): 63–64. This topos was, it seems, transmitted to Latin Europe via Seneca 
the Elder’s controversia of the Sacerdos Prostituta (I owe this last reference to Simon 
Goldhill).
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Leukippe) who becomes convinced of the sexual innocence of her in-

tended, Kleitophon, upon hearing from the woman he is living with 

that she has no satisfaction from her “husband,” since he is constantly 

complaining of (feigning, as we the readers know) illness. Leukippe 

herself undergoes virginity tests in the novel, as well.26 In another of 

the Hellenistic novels, Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale, the heroine is sent 

to a brothel and avoids her brothel duties through feigning sickness,27 

and in Tatius, the heroine avoids violation through the excuse that 

she is menstruating, just as in our story,28 a defense that Simon Gold-

hill reminds us is unique in Greek literature.29 The sexual incident in 

Rabbi Me�ir’s story thus connects his legend multiply with Hellenis-

tic novelistic literature. It does not seem to me far-fetched to read 

this story of Rabbi Me�ir’s apparent sexual activity in this novelistic 

context. Indeed, the successfully maintained chastity in brothels of 

both Rabbi Me�ir and his sister-in-law would form a kind of doubling 

of this theme, analogous to the doubly maintained chastity of Leu-

kippe and Kleitophon in their tale.

Let us look more closely, however, at this “doubling,” reading for 

gender difference this time, not similarity.30 In the fi rst rescue, the 

damsel in question has to prove that she is, in fact, a damsel in order 

for there to be a miracle. Otherwise, no miracle. Having passed the 

chastity test devised by her tricky brother-in-law, she is vouchsafed 

the promised miracle, but in a rather indirect manner. Rabbi Me�ir 

26. Achilles Tatius, “Leucippe and Clitophon,” trans. John J. Winkler, in Collected 
Ancient Greek Novels, ed. B. F. Reardon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 
272–73, 280–81. For another spectacular and novel virginity test, see Heliodorus’s Ethio-
pean Tale (10.9) adduced by Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” 78.

27. Xenophon of Ephesus, “An Ephesian Tale,” trans. Graham Anderson, in Collected 
Ancient Greek Novels, ed. B. F. Reardon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 
163. Also see Judith Perkins, The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative Representation in the Early 
Christian Era (London: Routledge, 1995), 57–58. For such illness turned to other narrative 
purposes, that is, not feigned, see Tatius, “Leucippe and Clitophon,” 226–27. Moreover, in 
yet another Greek novel, The Story of Apollonius of Tyre, “the motif of evasion of a prosti-
tute’s duties plays a major role.” Xenophon of Ephesus, “An Ephesian Tale,” 163n23.

28. Mobilized actually by a friend and ally of her lover, not she herself; Tatius, 
“Leucippe and Clitophon,” 225.

29. Simon Goldhill, Foucault’s Virginity: Ancient Erotic Fiction and the History of Sexuality, 
The Stanford Memorial Lectures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 116.

30. For the spectacularly different versions of virginity for Leukippe and Kleitophon 
respectively, see Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” esp. 61–63.
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produces a miracle to prove to the guard that he will not be endan-

gered if he is caught out for letting her go. And indeed, the miracle 

happens, twice. The fi rst time, as just said, to convince the guard, and 

the second time to actually save him. It is instructive, however, to 

compare the conditions for the miraculous intervention (both Rabbi 

Me�ir’s miracle and that of the Auth-r of Miracles himself, as it were) 

to take place. In a situation of potential rape simpliciter, the virgin 

must prove that she has maintained her virginity, or she would not be 

deemed worthy of a rescue at all. We can compare it to the instance 

of Rabbi Me�ir’s own miraculous escape (not the version in which he 

dipped his fi nger in forbidden food but the one in which it was an-

other member that enabled this sanctifi ed fi gure’s ruse). Reversing 

the usual topos in which a holy man comes into a brothel disguised as 

a soldier (and thus a customer) to rescue a virgin, here we have a holy 

man (well, a prophet) disguised as a whore to rescue a pseudo (?)john. 

Now notice that for the good rabbi the miracle that takes place and 

saves him does not involve any necessity that he prove his virtue, nor 

certainly his chastity; indeed, were he quite chaste, he would not have 

been saved at all. Rabbi Me�ir’s sexual act cannot be simply dismissed 

in our reading (unless we are providing pious literature for children, 

I suppose). He actually has sex with Elijah, in whatever guise the 

Prophet is appearing at the moment. Else the Roman pursuers would 

not have let him go. The implication is inescapable; for the girl to 

have given up her chastity to save her skin would have been damning; 

for Rabbi Me�ir it is permitted and even part of the miracle.

Lest one still demur and propose that sex with an apparition is not 

sinful, I can argue against that claim from the Talmud itself. In yet an-

other incident, it is Rabbi Me�ir who is rescued from unlawful carnal 

knowledge through a miraculous intervention:

Rabbi Me�ir was given to making fun of fornicators [claiming that it 

was easy to overcome one’s sexual drive]. One day Satan [his sexual 

drive irh rxy, so Rashi, correctly]31 appeared to him as a woman on the 

other side of the river. There was no ferry. [Rabbi Me�ir] began cross-

ing the river by holding on to a rope that was stretched between the 

banks. When he had reached halfway across the rope, he [the sexual 

31. There are manuscripts such as Munich 95 that don’t read the word “Satan” at all.
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drive] let him go, saying, “If they had not declared in Heaven: Be care-

ful of Me�ir and his Torah!, I would have made your blood worth two 

farthings! [You would have been a dead man].” (TB Kiddushin 81a)

In the one narrative, it is Elijah who appears to Rabbi Me�ir in the 

appearance of a desirable woman with whom he does have sex; in the 

other, it is his own desire, in the shape of Satan but with the appear-

ance of another woman, who appears to him and makes him nearly 

lose himself entirely. (Amazingly enough; right after this one a nearly 

identical story is told of Rabbi Me�ir’s teacher, the even more “holy” 

Rabbi Akiva.) While it is entirely true, of course, that patriarchal cul-

tures in general have been much more concerned with the chastity 

of women than of men, for fairly obvious reasons having to do with 

paternity and property, it is nevertheless the case that Rabbi Me�ir’s 

illicit sexual act here involves a violation of both halakhic and other-

aggadic norms.32 There is a genuine set of puzzlements here then. A 

virgin girl, had she been raped, would have been disqualifi ed for mi-

raculous rescue, but the rabbi is rescued through illicit sexual practice. 

On the other hand, in another story the rabbi would have put him-

self in mortal danger, had he engaged (unwittingly) in another kind 

of apparitional illicit encounter. Finally, it is at least worth pointing 

out that in both cases of the Rabbi Me�ir’s Scheinsex (appearance of 

sex, playing with the scholarly convention of referring to Scheintod in 

the novels),33 the partner is a male fi gure, making this a kind of drag-

queen sex altogether. Rabbi Me�ir is saved by engaging in this queer 

intercourse, in one case, while in the other, he is very nearly done in 

by such an appearance of sex, and the rabbi is saved from engaging 

in it by a miracle. Going back to the comparison with the poor vir-

gin girl, moreover, we see that it was her effort to remain chaste that 

enabled the miracle that in the end would make it possible for her to 

marry while still a virgin, while in Rabbi Me�ir’s case, his chastity was 

also saved, but far from having protected himself from unchastity, he 

arrogantly had thought that he was immune to such desires. It would 

32. Note the story treated by Barry Wimpfheimer of the man who is allowed to die, 
even commanded to, by the rabbis rather than fulfi lling his “doctor’s orders” that he see 
a desired woman naked, or even talk to her from behind a barrier (Barry Wimpfheimer, 
“Talmudic Legal Narrative: Broadening the Discourse of Jewish Law,” Dine Israel [2007]).

33. Morales, Vision and Narrative, 166–69.
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seem that Scheinsex (which is presumably enjoyable by the real human 

participant; otherwise the shine would be quite off it) is not sinful; it 

is only the giving in to the sexual instinct which would have caused 

the potential sin, from which sin Rabbi Me�ir is saved by (his own?) 

sexual desire having been warned in heaven to leave him be. But if 

that be the case, then, why would the girl’s submission to rape to save 

her life not be equally sinless and render her worthy of a miraculous 

salvation? In placing these talmudic texts together, I might suggest 

that for the Talmud, one could claim, as Burrus does for Leukippe and 

Kleitophon, “that the tyranny of divine [demonic] eros doubles the 

tyranny of men.” 34 Underlying this talmudic narrative there appears 

to be a “Jewish” sexual ethic that quite contradicts the words of John 

Chrysostom: “The Jews disdained the beauty of virginity, which is not 

surprising, since they heaped ignominy upon Christ himself, who was 

born of a virgin. The Greeks admired and revered the virgin, but only 

the Church of God adored her with zeal.” It would seem that at least 

some Jews, alike in this respect to Chrysostom’s Christians (and even 

at least some Greeks), adored the virgin girl (or contemned her “dis-

graced” sister) with great zeal indeed, since, as pointed out by Burrus, 

both the Christian Thekla and Leukippe meet threats to their virgin-

ity with defi ance to the (potential) death.35

But how does this all sit together? I don’t intend to attempt to 

reduce these contradictions, but rather to suggest that such contra-

dictions are the very point of the Babylonian Talmud; that that to 

which we must attend in the Talmud is its all-pervasive heteroglos-

sia, its almost Dostoevskian character, in which, to re-cite Bakhtin 

(citing Viktor Shklovsky), “It is not only the heroes who quarrel in 

Dostoevsky, but separate elements in the development of the plot 

seem to contradict one another: facts are decoded in different ways, 

the psychology of the characters is self-contradictory; the form is a 

result of the essence.” 36 I would argue that these texts provide further 

evidence to that offered in the previous chapter that the Talmud can 

be quite fecundly read as a virtual novel in this Bakhtinian sense, in 

which the different languages of the late-ancient Jews of Babylonia 

34. Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” 67.
35. Burrus, “Mimicking Virgins,” 62.
36. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 40.
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are brought into contact with each other; the halakha, the “serious” 

aggada, and the “wild” biographical legends as separate languages, 

each one “carving out a living image of another language.” 37 In other 

words, as I have been arguing: far from being harmonious with the 

halakha of the offi cial rabbinic discourse in the Talmud (or indeed of 

its aggadic homilies), the wild or grotesque legends may represent for 

us in dialogical form the voices of the nonrabbinic (or not fully rab-

binic, whatever that might mean) as well, maybe even a voice deeply 

in opposition to the Rabbis. This should not, however, be in any sense 

literalized in the manner that some folklorists would do as the voice of 

the actual folk. The other language is a language within the language, 

but one that is deeply antithetical, in the way of dialogism, to the 

authoritarian language of the rabbinic “author,” the stamma, but at 

the same time it is incorporated in the text by that very stamma, the 

stamma of the Talmud, “the whole book.” 38 Bakhtin might have been 

speaking about the Bavli, in my opinion, when he treats of the de-

velopment of inner conviction in both the individual consciousness 

(of the author) and in the literary representation thereof. Bakhtin 

remarks that the formation of such an “internally persuasive word” 

always takes place in the form of a dialogue with past voices: “While 

creatively stylizing and experimenting with another’s discourse, we 

attempt to guess, to imagine, how a person with authority might con-

duct himself in the given circumstances, the light he would cast on 

them with his discourse. In such experimental guesswork the image 

of the speaking person and his discourse become the object of cre-

ative, artistic imagination. In Plato, Socrates serves as just such an 

artistic image of the wise man and teacher, an image employed for 

the purposes of experiment.” 39 It is not hard to see a way to think 

of the Talmud and its rabbinic heroes in a way very similar to this 

one. But, and even more to the point: “One’s own discourse and one’s 

own voice, although born of another and dynamically stimulated by 

37. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 361.
38. For this term, see Stephen G. Nichols and Siegfried Wenzel, eds., The Whole Book: 

Cultural Perspectives on the Medieval Miscellany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1996). I am, however, using it differently than in medievalist parlance, where it refers to 
the codex and its collected works of various types, whereas here the production of “the 
whole book” out of diverse materials is the word of an authorial bricoleur and remains 
substantially the same from codex to codex.

39. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 347–48, and n. 32.
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another, will sooner or later begin to liberate themselves from the 

authority of the other’s discourse. . . . All this creates fertile soil for 

experimentally objectifying another’s discourse. A conversation with 

an internally persuasive word that one has begun to resist may con-

tinue, but it takes on another character: it is questioned, it is put in 

a new situation in order to expose its weak sides, to get a feel for its 

boundaries.” 40 This is the character—I dare to suggest—of the fi nal 

author, the stamma of the Babylonian Talmud. The discourse of the 

tannai�im and the amora�im, the early and late purveyors of the author-

itative (and internally persuasive) discourse of the earlier strata of the 

Talmud (structurally, synchronically—I make no claim to know of the 

historical situation of the Talmud’s fi nal production), the halakha to-

gether with the serious aggada, are “the [collective] artistic image of 

the wise man and teacher, an image employed for the purposes of ex-

periment,” and also objectifi ed, questioned, and tested for its bound-

aries. Insofar as the discourse of the tannai�im and the amora�im is an 

authoritative discourse—the discourse of Torah herself—it allows no 

dialogue within itself, but can be41—and, I suggest, is—relativized 

and dialogized within the work that is the Babylonian Talmud.

As Arkady Kovelman has pointed out, the Torah plays an ambiva-

lent role in this last story of Rabbi Me�ir.42 It is his arrogance borne 

of his learning that leads the rabbi to not take seriously the dangers 

of his own desiring self, to imagine himself immune, but then, once 

again, it is that very Torah learning that saves him in the end. The 

story thus enacts in its own ambivalence the greater ambivalence that 

is the jangling of languages of halakha and wild legend in the Bavli. 

A fi ne parallel to this can be found once more in Philostratus’s Apol-

lonius. It seems that a certain youth, Menippus (no relation) the pupil 

of Demetrius, was the lover of a “foreign woman.” But it was only 

delusion, an apparition. She was, in fact, “a phantom in the shape of a 

woman” (φαvσμα ε jντυχο;ν γυνηv τε εjγε vνετο). The youth, however strong 

in philosophy, was quite taken in by and with this phantom lover, and 

went to visit her often, not realizing that she was a phantom. Apol-

lonius looks at Menippus and divines the situation and through a ruse 

40. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 348.
41. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 344.
42. Kovelman, “Miletian Story.”
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rescues the boy from the woman, who was one of the vampires, the 

sirens (λαμιvας), and a werewolf, too (μορμολυκιvας) (4.25).43 We see 

here a similar, but certainly not identical, plot. The young man is a 

philosopher as Rabbi Me�ir is a Torah scholar, and both presumably 

consider themselves immune from certain kinds of seduction, but 

both prove seducible and in both cases by demon-lovers appearing as 

beautiful women. In the end Menippus’s philosophy and Me�ir’s To-

rah save them. I think we are not wrong in seeing in these parallel sto-

ries a dramatization of the contrast between the serious discourses of 

philosophy/Torah and the seductions of erotic narrative/biographical 

aggada.

The most striking parallel, however, to our narrative of Rabbi 

Me�ir is to be found in monastic literature contemporary with the fi -

nal states in the literary history of the Talmud, the Conferences of John 

Cassian. In a story from that work discussed by Virginia Burrus in 

her latest book,44 we fi nd a certain young monk, who upon confess-

ing his ongoing sexual desire to an older monk, is severely rebuked. 

The young man is on the point of abandoning his vocation when a 

still more senior monk, descrying the youth’s distress, extracts the 

narrative from him and comforts him with a tale of his own constant 

torture by such desire. This older monk, Apollo by name, then sets 

out to teach his colleague a lesson. He causes through his prayer the 

desire of the young monk to be transferred to the elder in the shape 

of a demon. As Burrus narrates the dénouement of this story:

Stricken by the darts of desire, the old man rushes off madly “along 

the same road taken by the young man.” When the virtuous abba 

confronts him regarding his frenzied behavior, the tormented elder 

fears “that his heart’s passion had been detected and that the deep 

secret of his soul had been uncovered by the old man,” and he fi nds 

himself, like the young monk before him, unable to speak. The tables 

have been neatly turned, and now Apollo can bring his point home: no 

true monk, the old man cannot fend off, much less endure, even the 

temptations that typically beset youth. God is teaching him not only 

43. C. P. Jones, Apollonius, 1.371–77.
44. Virginia Burrus, Saving Shame: Martyrs, Saints, and Other Abject Subjects (Philadel-

phia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 136–38.
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“to have sympathy for the weakness of others” but also to recognize 

that temptation comes to those whose strength, unlike that of the old 

man, is great enough to arouse the envy of the enemy. Finally, Apollo 

prays that the temptation be withdrawn from the old man, who has 

now been effectively shamed and humbled, and once again God com-

plies immediately.45

It is hard to avoid seeing the rapport between these two stories; 

the legend of brutal and near-successful temptation of an elder who 

in both cases counsels compassion for those weaker than ourselves 

but also constant fear for our own weakness. As we are informed in 

and through the story, temptation comes most sharply to those who 

are strong and therefore arouse the envy of the enemy, not to those 

who are weak.

This can be paralleled very closely again in the Talmud:

And the Northern [or “hidden”] one, I will remove from among you 

[Joel 2:21]: This is the Evil Desire which is hidden and present in the 

heart of man. . . . For it has performed mightily [ibid.]. Said Abbaye: 

among the Torah scholars more than anyone. As in the story of Ab-

baye, who heard a certain man saying to a woman, “Let us get up early 

and go together on the way.” He [Abbaye] said: “I will go and separate 

them from doing that which is forbidden.” He went behind them for 

three parasangs in a meadow. When they separated from each other, 

he heard them, saying “Our way is long, and our company is sweet.” 

Said Abbaye, “If that had been me, I would not have been able to con-

trol myself.” He went and swung on the door-hinge [a sign of depres-

sion] and was miserable. A certain old man came by and taught him, 

“Everyone who is greater than his fellow, his Desire is greater also.” 

(Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 52a)

Abayye hears that an unmarried man and woman are to travel together 

and is certain that this will lead to illicit sex. How surprised and de-

pressed he is when he discovers that they travel easily in each other’s 

company, enjoy it, and then part when they arrive at the crossroads 

45. Burrus, Saving Shame, 137.
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that leads to their respective villages. Abbaye’s depression is gener-

ated by his self-understanding that he would not have been able to 

part from her without having sex (or at least trying to), and he a great 

Rabbi while they are only simple villagers. The tension is resolved 

(and the depression lifted) by the explanation which the story gives in 

the guise of an anonymous old man—along with children a frequent 

purveyor of truths in talmudic texts. The very passion that drives Ab-

baye to study Torah and become a “great man,” which for the Rabbis 

always means one learned in and devoted to Torah, is the same pas-

sion that would have prevented him from simply saying goodbye to 

the woman and parting from her without sex. The desire is one, and 

the only way for the subject of great desire to keep himself out of sin 

is to simply stay out of its way. The drive that in the Study House will 

lead one to study Torah or in bed with one’s wife to have intercourse 

with her is the very same drive that will lead into sin when alone with 

a woman to whom one is not married. The passion is one. As Burrus 

compellingly reads the Christian tale, it is primarily a counsel against 

despair, as is its parallel in the Talmud explicitly.

But here too we fi nd another instance militating against that 

equally serious and equally seductive error, namely the oft-repeated 

tendency to consider the aggada the voice, always and everywhere, of 

the lenient, the forgiving, as it were, while halakha is given the role of 

the severe and restrictive. Our story is a case in point: according to the 

halakha, there is no sense in which the young girl captured and incar-

cerated in a Roman brothel would be guilty of any sin whatsoever, but 

in our legendary narrative her having submitted to rape would have 

rendered her sinful (at least according to her brother-in-law the holy 

man). With respect to the (potentially) raped virgin in the brothel, 

the aggada here is much more stringent, indeed, than the halakha. 

According to the halakha, at every level, from the text of Leviticus, 

through rabbinic literature, and into the halakhic jurisprudence fol-

lowing the Nazi genocide, the law is entirely clear: A woman raped 

to save her life or that of others is blameless, Esther the queen being 

the very type of such a woman. It is only in the Babylonian Talmud, 

in which the language of aggada is allowed to interpenetrate the lan-

guage of halakha, that we can perceive the image of another language, 

another discourse of the Jews of the time of the Talmud. In this “lan-
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guage” a much harsher sexual ethic for women is prescribed, one in 

which, it would seem, a woman, much as Lucretia or Agnes,46 ought 

to allow herself to be killed rather than violated, while a man might 

get away scot-free by sleeping with a prophet. The two languages are 

placed into a confl ictual (or dialogical) relationship through their in-

congruous juxtapositions in the Babylonian Talmud. This dialogical 

reading of the Bavli can be further supported through more stories of 

Rabbi Me�ir’s adventures.

The Adventures of the Torah on Earth

I would argue that, consistent with the practices of the menippea 

itself, in the farrago that is the Talmud, the most important intel-

lectual practices of the rabbinic community are being advanced sin-

cerely and queried at one and the same time, with an effect not of 

their undermining, but of their ironization. As Relihan has remarked 

of the Menippean satire in its cynical origins, “This is the subversive 

nature of Cynic criticism, which invests authority in a character who 

cannot be taken seriously without qualifi cation, and which toys with 

the idea of an absolute or transcendent truth and those who would 

proclaim it.” 47 “Toys with” perhaps, but does not in any way fi nally 

discredit either the character or the truth—at least with respect to 

the Talmud. Rabbi Me�ir is qualifi ed as a source of absolute, timeless, 

perfect authority in the legends, but his position as heroic bearer of 

truth is in no way destroyed. The overall semantic effect is, I would 

suggest, analogous to Bakhtin’s own description of the carnivalized 

hero: “Carnivalistic legends in general are profoundly different from 

traditional heroicizing epic legends: carnivalistic legends debase the 

hero and bring him down to earth, they make him familiar, bring him 

close, humanize him; ambivalent carnival laughter burns away all that 

is stilted and stiff, but in no way destroys the heroic core of the im-

46. Virginia Burrus, “Reading Agnes: The Rhetoric of Gender in Ambrose and Pru-
dentius,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 3, no. 1 (Spring 1995): 25–46.

47. Joel C. Relihan, “Menippus in Antiquity and the Renaissance.” In The Cynics: The 
Cynic Movement in Antiquity and Its Legacy, edited by Bracht R. Branham and Marie-Odile 
Goulet-Cazé, Hellenistic Culture and Society 23, 265–93 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1997), 265.
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age.” 48 The last point is critical for my reading not so much of the car-

nivalistic legends of the rabbinic heroes, as my reading of the Talmud 

itself, of the Torah study that is its primary theme, and of the Torah 

student who is its primary heroic image. The story I am about to cite 

represents an almost textbook case of one version of Menippean sat-

ire, a kind of bringing down to earth of the very human desires and 

envies of a conversation that had seemingly been taking place, as it 

were, in a heaven all timeless and universal. As Alain Badiou states 

of philosophical thinking, “The statement ‘truths are, for thought, 

compossible’ determines philosophy to the thinking of a unique time 

of thought, namely, what Plato calls ‘the always of time,’ or eternity, 

a strictly philosophical concept, which inevitably accompanies the 

setting-up of the category of Truth.” 49 If the halakhic discourse of the 

Talmud is the cultural analogue of what philosophy is in other ver-

sions of late Hellenism, then this narrative undermining of the claims 

of that discourse to timeless unconditional truth represents precisely 

what Badiou calls antiphilosophy.

This type of legend is one of the techniques by which the Talmud 

communicates both its commitment to the Torah-vision of the world 

and at the same time its understanding that even that most exalted of 

visions cannot provide a fully satisfactory explanation of the world. 

As Northrup Frye puts it, “At its most concentrated the Menippean 

satire presents us with a vision of the world in terms of a single intel-

lectual pattern.” 50 Yet we see that it is the burden of the menippea 

to suggest as well the antiphilosophic possibility that such totaliz-

ing visions are a chimera. We read in the Babylonian Talmud, tractate 

Horayot:

Our Rabbis have taught: “When the Patriarch comes in [to the House 

of Study], all the people stand and they don’t sit down until he asks 

them to. When the Chief of the Court comes in, they make for him 

48. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 132–33.
49. Alain Badiou, “The (Re)Turn of Philosophy Itself,” in Manifesto for Philosophy Fol-

lowed by Two Essays: “The (Re)Turn of Philosophy Itself ” and “Defi nition of Philosophy,” ed. and 
trans. Norman Madarasz (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 123.

50. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1957), 309.
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one row of standees on each side [of the pathway in] until he sits in 

his place. When the Sage comes in, one stands and the other sits, until 

he comes to his place [In other words, the one student closest to him 

stands and then sits when he has passed him].”

The halakha—analogous in this important sense to Platonic phi-

losophy—has presented itself as eternally valid, as the very oral Torah 

which was presented to Moses on Mt. Sinai, and the Mishna is con-

sidered the textual representation of that eternally valid oral Torah. 

Thus the teaching of the sages simply gives the halakha itself, anony-

mously and without historicism or explanation (but, of course, not 

without controversy), sine ira e studio. As Moshe Azar has put the point, 

“The linguistic presentation of the halakhot is, more than anything 

else, gnomic in that the addresser expresses timeless law prescrip-

tions.” 51 The timelessness and gnomic quality of this law prescription 

is, however, immediately called into question in the continuation:

Rabbi Yoh. anan said: This Mishna was taught in the days of Rabbi 

Shim�on the son of Gamaliel. Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel was 

the Patriarch, Rabbi Me�ir the Sage,52 and Rabbi Natan was the Chief 

of the Court. When Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel used to enter 

[the House of Study], all would stand before him. When Rabbi Me�ir 

and Rabbi Natan used to enter, all would stand before them. Rabbi 

Shim�on the son of Gamaliel said, “Isn’t it necessary to make a dis-

tinction between me and them?” He established this Mishna. That 

day Rabbi Me�ir and Rabbi Natan were not there. On the next day, 

when they came, no one stood up before them as they had been used 

to. They said: “What’s this?!” They told them, “This is what Rabbi 

Shim�on the son of Gamaliel has established.”

The timeless Mishna is thus, somewhat ignominiously, historicized. 

That which we had thought to be oral Torah given at Mt. Sinai turns 

51. Moshe Azar, “Rev. of N. A. Van Uchelen, Chagigah: The Linguistic Encoding of Hala-
khah,” Jewish Quarterly Review 87, no. 1/2 (July–October 1996): 165.

52. This is a technical term for a not-entirely-understood offi ce in the rabbinic 
academies (or at least one projected by the makers of talmudic aggada). From this story, 
it seems as if it is intended to refer to the third in dignity among the hierarchy of the rab-
binic institution.
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out to be the product of human, all too human, jealousies and envies. 

At this point in the narrative, one crucial Menippean moment has 

already been produced. The legend brings that claim to heavenly sta-

tus right back down to earth and indicates that the given pronounce-

ment of the sages is anything but eternal and superworldly, but is, 

rather, the product of some very human jealousy and even some sharp 

practice on the part of Rabbi Shim�on ben Gamaliel (waiting until his 

rivals were absent for the day to institute it). It is important to note 

that the only statement that is actually Rabbi Yoh. anan’s (or that is 

even attributed to him) is the statement that this teaching was given 

in the time of Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel. All the follow-

ing narrative is in Babylonian Aramaic and clearly a later Babylonian 

production, the implication of which is that formerly the disciples 

treated the three offi cials of the House of Study equally, but now the 

halakha has been changed owing to the Patriarch’s overweening jeal-

ousy of his status. This story is almost Lucianic (if not Petronian) in 

its expression of contempt for the Patriarch, but lest we see it as the 

propaganda of a particular antipatriarchal party among the Rabbis 

(there were such, for sure), we fi nd out right away that its contempt is 

equally great for the Patriarch’s antagonists.

The story goes on to indicate a somewhat scurrilous response in 

turn on the part of these others of the holy band of transmitters of 

the eternal Torah, including our hero, the saintly Rabbi Me�ir:

Rabbi Me�ir said to Rabbi Natan: “I am the Sage, and you are the Chief 

of the Court, let us establish a matter of our own.” Rabbi Natan said 

to him, “What shall we do?” “Let’s ask him to teach us �Uqs.in, which 

he doesn’t know, and since he has not learned, we will say to him ‘Who 

shall recite the powers of God, recite all of his praise?’ [Psalms 106:2] 

[which should be interpreted as:] For whom is it appropriate to re-

cite the powers of God? For him who can recite all of his praise! We’ll 

get him fi red, and you will be the Patriarch and I will be the Chief of 

the Court.” Rabbi Jacob the son of Martyrs [?] heard him and said [to 

himself], “Perhaps, G-d forbid, he will be shamed. He went and sat 

behind the upper room of Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel. He re-

peated it [tractate �Uqs.in] and went over it; repeated it and went over 

it. He [Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel] said, “What is he saying? 

Perhaps G-d forefend, there is something brewing in the House of 
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Study!” He concentrated and investigated it and went over it. On the 

morrow, they [Rabbis Me�ir and Natan] said, “Let the master teach 

us of �Uqs.in.” He began and taught. After he had defeated them,53 he 

said to them, “If I had not studied it, you would have shamed me.” He 

became angry and threw them out of the House of Study. They [our 

exiles] would write their diffi culties on sherds and throw them into 

the House of Study. Whatever [the other disciples] could resolve, they 

resolved, and what they couldn’t resolve, [the exiled rabbis outside] 

resolved and threw in [the answers]. Rabbi Yose said: “The Torah is 

outside and we are inside!?” Rabbi Shim�on the son of Gamaliel said 

to them: “Let them in, but fi ne them that their utterances will not be 

transmitted in their names.” They referred to Rabbi Me�ir as ‘Oth-

ers’ and Rabbi Natan as ‘There are some who say.’ ” It was shown to 

them in a dream: “Go and make peace with Rabbi Shim�on the son 

of Gamaliel.” Rabbi Natan went and Rabbi Me�ir didn’t go, saying, 

“The words of dreams neither raise nor lower [count for nothing].” 

When Rabbi Natan went, they said to him, “Granted that the buckle 

of your father [a badge of offi ce] was effi cacious for you in becoming 

the Chief of the Court, should it have been effi cacious in becoming 

the Patriarch?” Rabbi teaches Rabbi Shim�on the son of Rabbi [i.e., 

cited the following tradition in this form to his own son, the grandson 

of Rabbi Shim�on ben Gamaliel]: “Others say: If it were temura, it is 

not sacrifi ced.” He [the son] said to him [the father]: “Who are these 

whose water we drink and don’t mention their names?” [Who are you 

citing as authorities but in this strange anonymous fashion?] He an-

swered him, “People who wished to uproot your honor and the honor 

of your father’s house.” He [the son] said to him, “Your love and your 

hatred and your jealousy are all lost and gone” [Ecclesiastes 9:6] [Let 

it go; it was in the past]. He [the father] answered him, “The enemy 

is dead, the swords are forever” [Psalms 9:7: the effectiveness of the 

past in the present]. He [son] said to him, “Those words [apply] in a 

case in which his [the enemy’s] actions were effective. As for these, 

their actions had no effect.” He [the father] repeated it again and said 

in the name of Rabbi Me�ir: If it were temura, it is not sacrifi ced. Rava 

53. For this correct interpretation of Myqval rtb, see Adiel Schremer, “ ‘He Posed Him a 
Diffi culty and Placed Him’: A Study in the Evolution of the Text of TB Bava Kama 117a,” 
Tarbiz.   66, no. 3 (April–June 1997): 409–10 (in Hebrew; English summary, p. viii).
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commented: “Even Rabbi who was a humble man said, ‘They said in 

the name of Rabbi Me�ir’; he didn’t say, ‘Rabbi Me�ir said.’ ” (Horayot 

13b–14a, following Paris 1337)

Our story is doubly defl ationary. First of all, as already noted, it 

drags a moment of the halakha, indeed of the Mishna, the very “oral 

Torah” itself, down from its above-worldly eternal status and mires 

it in the grossest of parody-historicistic contexts. Secondly, however, 

it defl ates the claim of our rabbinic hero to superiority and turns his 

status right over from the most authoritative of the rabbis to the 

most nearly marginalized, from the one who need not be named to 

the one who may not be named.

The quality of Rabbi Me�ir’s vaunted (and indeed unanonymous) 

anonymity is important for my considerations, for this is a moment of 

clearly dialogical accents and second accents in the text commenting 

on its own editorial practice. There are two incompatible accounts 

of Rabbi Me�ir’s anonymity in the Talmud. In reading these two ac-

counts together, I would suggest that taken as such they thematize 

this peculiar holy man as an emblem of the very text he inhabits that 

is produced by him and which he produces. The “serious” version 

that we have met above affords this anonymity great dignity: “Rabbi 

Yoh. anan says: The anonymous voice in the Mishna is Rabbi Me�ir” 

(Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 86a). In this version it is Rabbi 

Me�ir’s overwhelming superiority to his fellows that causes Rabbi 

Yehuda, the editor of the Mishna, to adopt his teacher’s teachings 

nearly entire (and in his own anonymous voice).54 In the “serious” ver-

sion, the halakhic dictum of Rabbi Yoh. anan just cited, Rabbi Me�ir’s 

anonymity is represented as the sign of his great authority. He is, as 

it were, the anonymous voice behind the most authoritative text of 

all, the Mishna; Rabbi Yehuda the Patriarch, otherwise known just 

as Rabbi, is the actual “author” of the text. In what might be taken as 

the serious register of the tradition, Rabbi Me�ir is understood, then, 

54. For a tenth-century Babylonian rabbinic account of the wonders of Rabbi Me�ir’s 
Mishna and the reason that Rabbi Judah chose it to be the Mishna, see Benjamin Man-
asseh Lewin, ed., Iggeret Rav Sherira Ga’on, by Sherira Ben Hanina (Haifa, 1921), 28–30 (in 
Hebrew). For some discussion of the passage (with a translation), see Elizabeth Shanks 
Alexander, Transmitting Mishnah: The Shaping Infl uence of Oral Tradition (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2006), 79.
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to exercise and manifest his supereminent prestige through this ano-

nymity. He is the one who need not be named, because he is, in some 

sense, the “author” of the tradition. I would suggest that this aspect 

of the holy man is a representation, in effect, of the anonymity of the 

stamma. Our own authority, says this anonymous voice, is guaranteed, 

certifi ed by our namelessness and thus timelessness, ahistoricity (very 

much, in that sense, like that of the Plato absent entirely from the 

dialogues).55 Our story, however, brings this lofty conception crash-

ing down to earth in a rather cynical fashion. The reason that Rabbi 

Me�ir is not mentioned by name is now not owing to his prestige, but 

owing to a shaming and disgraceful “punishment” on the part of the 

Patriarch, the same Rabbi Yehuda’s father. The story, read in this fash-

ion, is thus a “Menippean” moment of self-refl ection, a “formulation 

of the inadequacy of human knowledge.” The contradiction between 

these two contrary versions of Rabbi Me�ir’s anonymity has precisely 

the effect of introducing a “second accent,” a “crude contradiction” 

into the discourse of the Talmud.

There is, moreover, within the Talmud another silencing of Rabbi 

Me�ir which brings it ever closer to the Menippean tradition with all 

of its ambivalence:

Rabbah bar Shila once came upon Elijah the prophet. He said to Eli-

jah, “What is the Holy One, blessed be he, doing?” Elijah replied, “He 

is reciting the teachings that are spoken by all of the Rabbis—except 

for those of Rabbi Me�ir.” “And why?” [asked Rabbah bar Shila]. [Eli-

jah] said, “Because Rabbi Me�ir learned the teachings of Elisha ben 

Abuya, who abandoned his faith.” Rabbah said, “And why?! Rabbi 

Me�ir found a pomegranate, ate the fruit and threw away the peel!” 

[Elijah] said to [Rabbah], “Now he says, ‘My son Me�ir, says. . . . ’ ” 

(H. agiga 15b).

This story includes an allusion to yet another one in the bizarre 

sequence of stories about Rabbi Me�ir’s relations with his teacher, 

the famous heretic Elisha ben Abuya, known as Ah. er, the Other One, 

and thus also dispossessed of his name. In this version, Rabbi Me�ir is 

55. Cf. Goldhill, “Becoming Greek, with Lucian,” in Who Needs Greek? Contests in the 
Cultural History of Hellenism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 63.
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not cited in heaven when they learn Torah there, when God repeats 

the teachings of the disciples there, owing to Rabbi Me�ir’s loyalty 

and commitment to Ah. er, his teacher, lately become arch-heretic. 

One of the Babylonian amora�im, on hearing this sad report of Rabbi 

Me�ir’s nonpersonhood from Elijah the Prophet, remonstrates with 

this messenger from God that the disciple did not take the master’s 

heresies, but only his kosher teachings of Torah, and thence, imme-

diately, Rabbi Me�ir’s name is once again mentioned in the yeshiva 

in heaven. The spirit of the Menippean satire is written all over this 

little story. Less corrosive in its attitude toward the sages than the 

last one, it marks rather a sort of Menippean ambivalence about them, 

their studies, and discipleship, rather than the cynicism so close to 

the surface of the former. The debasement of the lofty that is em-

blematic of the menippea is doubled within the story. First, the Torah 

itself is taken down from her shelf of timeless and unchanging value 

in which things are never added or changed, but are only discovered 

as permanent and unvarying truth. The rabbinic hero/saint himself, 

together with his Torah, is removed from any idealized position as 

perfected human and brought down to earth with all his competitive-

ness, pettiness, and slyness exposed. He—together with his Mishna 

herself 56—is the very type of the Bakhtinian carnivalized hero. As 

Dina Stein has emphasized to me, the limit-case of the internal (Me-

nippean) satire is reached with the fi gure of Ah. er, who actually leaves 

the rabbinic fold. Although Rabbi Me�ir, his devoted disciple, follows 

after him, he goes only so far, only to the limits of violating the Sab-

bath, and then turns back. The essence of the story is in the reaching 

of the limit of halakhic authoritativeness and then turning back.

Rabbi Me�ir and the Second Sophistic

A crucial support for this interpretation can be found in the fact that 

Rabbi Me�ir is portrayed in yet another Babylonian talmudic text as a 

Sophist and thus as a fi gure who stands directly against, as it were, the 

truth claims of the halakha. Strikingly enough, given his central posi-

56. Lest this personifi cation sound extreme, I would adduce the fact that by the 
early modern period, a prominent Jewish mystic and lawyer can envision the Mishna as a 
female fi gure who comes to him in visions and instructs him; R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, Joseph 
Karo, Lawyer and Mystic, Scripta Judaica (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962).
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tion in determining the halakha, this narrative suggests that he is not 

to be relied upon at all. We need look no further than Lucian for evi-

dence that as late as his time, Sophists/rhetors were considered in im-

portant senses the opposite numbers of philosophers. Lucian himself 

thematizes this opposition while transgressing it fl amboyantly, most 

fl oridly in his text known as “Twice Accused.” It is therefore of not 

inconsiderable signifi cance that there is at least one highly important 

pointer within the Babylonian corpus of Rabbi Me�ir traditions that 

stops just short of explicitly naming him as a Sophist:

Rabbi Ah. a the son of Rabbi H. anina said: It is revealed and known be-

fore the One Who Spoke and the World Was that there was none like 

Rabbi Me�ir in his generation. Why then did they not establish that 

the halakha is [always] like his view? Because his colleagues could not 

determine his true opinion, since he would say of the impure: “pure” 

and of the pure: “impure” and fi nd arguments [lit. faces] for this. We 

have a tradition that his name was not Rabbi Me�ir but Rabbi Mi-

yasha. Why then was he called Me�ir [the Enlightener]? Because he 

used to enlighten the faces of the Sages in the halakha. . . . Rav said: 

The fact that I am sharper than my colleagues is because I saw Rabbi 

Me�ir from behind,57 and if I had seen him from in front, I would 

have been even sharper, for it says “Let your eyes see your teachers.” 

Rabbi Abbahu said that Rabbi Yoh. anan said: Rabbi Me�ir had one dis-

ciple whose name was Symmachus who would say about every mat-

ter which is pure forty-eight proofs that it is impure and about every 

matter which is impure forty-eight proofs that it is pure.58 We have a 

57. Following the undoubtedly correct reading in ms. Vat. 109. Rabbi (Yehuda Hanassi) 
had certainly seen Rabbi Me�ir from “in front” as well.

58. The text found in some manuscripts that reads, “who would say about every matter 
which is pure forty-eight proofs that it is pure” seems much weaker to me, particularly 
since it is immediately followed by another instance of someone who could argue that im-
pure things are pure. The implication of this—I believe doctored—reading would be that 
even though (or because) Rabbi Me�ir could render the pure impure, his student could 
render the pure pure (Kraemer, Reading the Rabbis: The Talmud as Literature [New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996], 62–63). The consequence of these different readings is im-
mediate: Kraemer argues that “these latter steps make it clear that, despite the potentially 
perverse consequences of R. Meir’s method, the sugya intends to offer him the highest 
of praises,” to which I respond, then, why is not the halakha according to him in that 
case (according to this text)? I follow here the interlinear gloss in Munich 95. Aside from 
this difference, perhaps, the results of Kraemer’s reading and mine are not incompatible, 
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tradition that there was a senior disciple at Yavneh who would purify 

the impure creeping things with one hundred and fi fty proofs. (Trac-

tate Eruvin 13b [paralleled in the same tractate at 53a])

It is hard to imagine a more ambivalent portrayal than this. The 

reason that the halakha is not in accordance with the view of the 

one who enlightened them in halakha is that he was able to produce 

equally compelling arguments on both sides of any halakhic ques-

tion (and did, at least according to this report), and the disciples ac-

cordingly could not determine his true view.59 Rabbi Me�ir, it seems, 

was as disconcerting to his fellows as Carneades was for the Romans 

when he engaged in a similar intellectual and discursive practice. 

This reported practice connects Rabbi Me�ir directly with Sophists 

and sophism, and indeed most strongly to Protagoras and Gorgias.60 

While techniques such as Rabbi Me�ir’s have been typically taken in 

the scholarly (and philosophical) world as Plato intended us to under-

stand them, namely as a kind of charlatanism, it is possible to reread 

this text rather as precisely a commitment to a genuinely dialogical 

critique of the very institution of epistēmē, which for the Talmud, as 

except that where he sees a more celebratory mood in the sugya, I perceive deeper uneasi-
ness and anxiety, a voice more critical of itself and its practices.

59. Kraemer, Reading, 60–70.
60. This sophistical notion that contradictory positions are not necessarily true or 

false has been well described by Richard Enos (Greek Rhetoric, 77–78):

Gorgias was the benefi ciary not only of the theory of probability but also of a philo-
sophical tradition that would establish tenets for support of his anti-Platonic view 
of rhetoric. A generation before Gorgias, Zeno formalized the notion of securing 
contrary conclusions from shared premises and established the dialectical method 
of arguing from contrary positions (Diogenes Laertius 8.57.9.25; Plato, Sophista 216A, 
Phaedrus 261D; Aristotle, Rhetoric 1355A–B, Topica). This system of inquiry proceeds 
from premises that are not agreed upon; the conclusions result in a choice of probable 
positions. Thus, contrary to the dialectic of Plato (Parmenides 128A; Phaedrus 261D, E), 
conclusions expose contradictory positions in relative degrees of strength. The appar-
ent incompatibility of these paradoxical and antithetical positions prompted Plato to 
dismiss such notions as avoiding a quest for absolute knowledge (Phaedrus 261D) and 
attempting to confuse appearance with reality. Plato’s objection to the philosophical 
implications of Gorgias’s rhetoric concentrated upon the charge that such inquiries 
did not seek knowledge as a realization of virtue (Gorgias 455A). Consequently the in-
herent worth of rhetoric could in no way compare with that of the “art” of philosophy, 
which avoids deception and seeks truth (Phaedrus 262B, C) by examining knowledge of 
fi rst principles (Phaedrus 272D). Plato saw an unbridgeable gap between the examina-
tion of certain knowledge leading to virtue and the “deception” inherent in the relativ-
ism of sophistic rhetoric.



276 Chapter Six

we have seen already, would be located in the realm of halakhic, not 

philosophical, knowledge.

This text perfectly encodes the particular and peculiar yoking that 

is the Babylonian Talmud. On the one hand, as Kovelman has noted, 

Rabbi Me�ir is presented as no less than a type of Moses himself, or 

even better, as God himself to Rav’s Moses, were it possible to say that, 

for, of course, it is Moses who saw only the back part of God and not 

his face. Kovelman believes that the comparison is in itself parodic. 

As Kovelman has written, “Yet to make this parody, he [the author of 

this text] must have been aware of a certain exegetical cliché. Exo-

dus 33:12–23 ought to have been [= must have been] systematically 

construed even before the anecdote appeared as a demonstration of 

the capabilities and limits of human cognition.” 61 In other words, if 

Moses’s vision of God’s back and not front was already understood 

as an allegory for the limitations on human knowledge, then it can 

be defl atingly parodied as referring to Rav’s inadequate knowledge 

of oral Torah, because he saw only the back of Rabbi Yehuda. On the 

one hand, the comparison to Moses is a hagiographical topos of the 

time and place of the composition of the Talmud, as witness, for in-

stance, Gregory of Nyssa’s life of Gregory Thaumaturgus, but on the 

other hand, the precise incident (parodically) referred to in Moses’s 

own biography here is thoroughly within the thematics of an intel-

lectual critique of the intellect and thus a mise en abyme, in my view, of 

the Talmud itself.

The sophistic theme is thus perfectly congruent with the hagiog-

raphy here. The connection of one of the most authoritative of the 

Rabbis with sophistical manipulations and thus critique of halakhic 

epistēmē strikes me as being of a great deal of importance and inter-

est. The suggestion that I put forward is that the sophistry of Rabbi 

Me�ir is, in some sense, at the very heart of the talmudic enterprise, 

an enterprise that is both assertive of the value of and critical of the 

limitations of intellect as a means of knowledge and control of the 

world. If the function of menippea is, as Relihan argues, to “abuse 

scholars for mastery of a learning that was insuffi cient to explain or 

61. Arkady B. Kovelman, Between Alexandria and Jerusalem: The Dynamic of Jewish and 
Hellenistic Culture, Brill Reference Library of Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 82–83.
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to control the irrational and human world,” 62 then the Bavli’s “biog-

raphy” of Rabbi Me�ir certainly fi ts into that genre.63

Even though the term “abuse” might be off in tone for the Talmud, 

the overall import, I would suggest, is, as Relihan put it, “that any at-

tempt to reduce the strange phenomena of this world to rule and the-

ory can only lead to the embarrassment of the theorist” 64—a point to 

be taken to heart by the modern theorist as well. If we see sophistic 

in general as a resistance movement against philosophy in the Pla-

tonic sense (an internal resistance within Plato as well, as I shall argue 

in the next two chapters), then this signposting of Rabbi Me�ir as a 

Sophist is of great importance. Graham Anderson has already shown 

how the fi gures of the Sophist and the holy man become connected 

in the Second Sophistic and following.65 Rabbi Me�ir’s sophism thus 

connects his character very explicitly with the movement of thought 

known as the Second Sophistic and points toward other Hellenistic 

parallels to stories and aspects of his Babylonian talmudic life.

The seriocomic, or menippea in its broadest sense, represents an 

“intellectual attitude adopted toward the value of truth and the possi-

bility of meaning,” 66 and not a mere style. Far from being a jeu d ’esprit, 

or “mere” folklore, or anything that can be dismissed at all, the bio-

graphical legends, the wilder and more bizarre the better, have to be 

read together with the halakha and aggada of the Babylonian Talmud 

as absolutely essential to any rich and full reading of that defi nitive 

text of historical rabbinic Judaism. We must pay close attention to the 

fact that Rabbi Me�ir and his fellow saints of Torah are hardly saintly 

fools, but rather scholars and intellectuals who, nevertheless, are pro-

vided frequently with bizarre and even grotesque lives.67 In this, far 

62. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, x.
63. As does the famous narrative about Moses and Rabbi Akiva which I have discussed 

above in chapter 5. There, to be sure, Rabbi Akiva is abused quite literally, tortured by the 
Romans, while the inadequacy of the sages to even understand what they see, hear, and 
know is rendered explicit in the divine command to Moses to be silent.

64. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, xi.
65. Anderson, Sage, Saint, and Sophist Holy Men and Their Associates in the Early Roman 

Empire (London: Routledge, 1994), 37–38.
66. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 7.
67. Daniel Boyarin, “Literary Fat Rabbis Re(Ci)Divivus: The Syriac Connection and 

the Ends of Dialogue in Jewish Babylonia,” in The End of Ancient Dialogue, ed. Simon Gol-
dhill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 217–41.
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from claiming uniqueness for them, I would nonetheless argue that 

they are particularly sited in a particular historical time and space, 

the space of the Menippean. This account of Menippean satire, along 

with the realization that various talmudic narratives—notably this 

one—and even, in some sense, the Talmud tout court, belong to this 

world, opens us up to richer and deeper interpretation of the text. If 

indeed, as posited in this and the previous chapter, the theme of the 

menippea is a philosophical formulation of the inadequacy of human 

knowledge and certainly of its limitations in bettering the world, then 

a genre in tension such as this would be a powerful way of making 

“possible the transfer of ultimate questions from the abstractly philo-

sophical sphere, . . . to the concretely sensuous plane of images and 

events.” 68 Saints are good for thinking with. The hero-saint who is 

thus, paradoxically, humanized and brought down to earth and whose 

heroic core is ironized but not in any way destroyed is a fi gure that 

is good, I think, for thinking the tensions of a society that no longer 

quite believes in the ultimate truth of philosophy or human Torah 

study respectively, but will not/cannot let go of them either. I sug-

gest that the talmudic spoudogeloion results from the yoking together 

of a high-cultural genre, the speech practices of the House of Study, 

the discourse of the halakha, with a folk genre, the “hagiographic” 

narrative.69 By “yoking together” here it should not be understood 

that I am necessarily claiming a historical or diachronic development 

in which the sugya was independent in some sense from the narra-

tive, that they circulated in entirely different social worlds, as it were, 

and they were then forced together into the Talmud. That would be a 

gross historiographical simplifi cation, if not outright distortion. Were 

I to imagine a historical process, it would build on something like 

Bakhtin’s account of the history of the Socratic dialogue, in which, as 

he suggests, the beginnings of the genre were in the folk genre known 

as the memorat, orally transmitted reminiscences (usually short) of 

68. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 134.
69. This is a different approach from the one usually accepted in talmudic studies, 

divided between, on the one hand, fi gures like Jonah Fränkel, for whom all of the Talmud 
is the product of the high-cultural world of the House of Study, and, on the other hand, 
scholars such as Galit Hasan-Rokem, who read the Talmud as itself folk literature. It is 
possible that this is how the Socratic dialogue functions as well, but that remains to be 
studied below.
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the conversation of an important fi gure, “transmissions of remem-

bered conversations framed by a brief story.” As these developed in 

Greek into a formal literary genre, there remained within it “only the 

Socratic method of dialogically revealing the truth and the external 

form of a dialogue written down and framed by a story.” 70 Similarly, I 

would imagine the talmudic literature as having its beginnings in such 

a memorat genre (this is essentially what we have in the Palestinian 

Talmud, and there are many remnants within the Babylonian Talmud 

as well), built into the formal genre of the sugya by the stamma of the 

sugya. At the same time the narrative part of the memorat had also ex-

panded itself and incorporated other folk genres such as the legend, 

which, as part of the entire oral tradition, was itself eventually incor-

porated into the Talmud along with the sugya, giving us the hybrid 

text, satura, which has been the center of Jewish intellectual life for 

well over a millennium. To invoke Bakhtin once again: “The novelist 

does not acknowledge any unitary, singular, natively . . . indisputable 

or sacrosanct language. Language is present to the novelist only as 

something stratifi ed and heteroglot. Therefore, even when hetero-

glossia remains outside the novel, when the novelist comes forward 

with his own unitary and fully affi rming language (without any dis-

tancing, refraction or qualifi cations) he knows that such language is 

not self-evident and is not in itself incontestable, that it is uttered in 

a heteroglot environment, that such a language must be championed, 

purifi ed, defended, motivated. In a novel even such unitary and di-

rect language is polemical and apologetic, that is, it interrelates dia-

logically with heteroglossia. It is precisely this that defi nes the utterly 

distinctive orientation of discourse in the novel—an orientation that 

is contested, contestable and contesting—for this discourse cannot 

forget or ignore, either through naiveté or by design, the heteroglos-

sia that surrounds it.” 71 I hope to have made at least plausible and 

defensible by now the claim that the Babylonian Talmud, precisely in 

its cacophony of inserted genres and multiple voices, sets up an inter-

nal dialogism or contestation between its “normal literary language,” 

the language of halakhic and aggadic piety, and an impious language 

of biographical legendary narratives about the very heroes of that 

70. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 109.
71. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 332.
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normal/normative language. Considering this comparison less anach-

ronistically, perhaps, the closest literary congeners to the Talmud 

from its own time appear to be the texts of the menippea broadly 

speaking and the Menippean satura, sausage.

Carrying this sausage with us in our pack of victuals, let us go back 

then and reapproach Plato. Perhaps the Talmud with its spoudogeloish 

double reading can help open (my) eyes to a more complex strategy 

for disentangling some of the conundrums in the reading of Plato as 

well. My emblematic text for this shall be the Symposium, in which, 

in a double-voiced reading of my own, I hope to articulate the dead-

serious monologism and power-laden use of language in the dialogue, 

alongside its own explicit, and even broad, critique of that voice, thus 

making the point that in Plato as well, dialogue is not between char-

acters who are indeed, as are the tannai�im and amora�im, all aspects of 

a single authoritarian discourse. As Bakhtin put it with respect to the 

novel, the dialogism in the Symposium, and by extension the Platonic 

corpus, is between Plato as author and his hero and main character, 

Socrates. It is this claim that I will be exploring in the fi nal two chap-

ters of this book.



[ 7 ]

“The Truest Tragedy”

The Symposium as Monologue

I 
now make a strange turn from a chronological point of view 

and come back to Plato, a thousand years before the Talmud 

and in another country yet again; the reason for this chronologi-

cal discontinuity being an intuition that the analysis of the Tal-

mud that I have given in the last three chapters may help us open 

up some questions about Plato in a new fashion. In particular, I 

shall be listening for a double-voicing of the Platonic text in this 

and the next chapters, analogous—partially but interestingly—

to the double-voicing that I have found in the Bavli.

The Education of Socrates Sophistes: 

The Symposium as True Tragedy

As we saw above, for Plato the term “tragedy” ought to be re-

served for the discourse and practices within a given culture 

which are most clearly dedicated to holding on to Truth. Among 

the sites in which he most strongly demands such “seriousness,” 

the discourse of educational formation is primary. In this chap-

ter, in a kind of chiasm, I return to Plato’s seriousness and his 

political discursive tractates via an analysis of that most inter-

esting and appealing of his dialogues, the Symposium. While it 
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is commonplace, however, that the Protagoras and the Gorgias, con-

sidered near the beginning of this book, are crucial for the study of 

rhetoric and dialogue,1 it is far less usual to take the Symposium that 

way, since its theme is understood to be love or sex. I suggest that 

the Symposium is entirely about education, about the formation of the 

disciple of philosophy. In this fi rst part of my discussion of that text, 

I hope to explore with a seriousness appropriate to topic (as claimed 

by Plato himself) how Plato’s “philosophy” is bound up with the very 

same discursive politics that I have found in the Protagoras discussed 

above: the politics, in short, of rhetoric versus philosophy and of de-

bate versus dialectic. The Symposium, I will argue, is part and parcel of 

Plato’s grand protreptic project to advance the cause of his Academy 

over any other school in Athens and his paths of “Truth” as the only 

way a man should walk.

Owing to its apparent obsession with love as its topic, the Sym-

posium would seem, at fi rst glance, an unlikely candidate for my ar-

gument that Plato’s overweening theme, indeed the only theme he 

really cares about, is the advancement of the cause of philosophy, its 

distinction from rhetoric, and the defeat of its sophistic rival, erst-

while the most prestigious discourses on the Athenian scene. Usually, 

other and very specifi c dialogues are identifi ed as about rhetoric, not 

the Symposium. Debra Nails, for instance, describes the Protagoras and 

the Gorgias as “advertisements for the philosophical mission of the 

Academy,” 2 while I would see this as the dominant theme of Plato’s 

entire opus, including especially the Symposium.

The Symposium has, moreover, often enough been read as a dia-

logical text (in the Bakhtinian sense) in that the multiple languages 

of Athenian life, medical, philosophical, political, tragical, and comi-

cal, are represented within it as embodied in the various speakers. In 

Genres in Dialogue, Nightingale makes clear, however, that parodied 

and mocked discourses when set against the voice of the author (or 

something like it) are not at all dialogical in themselves,3 so, in my 

1. James P. Zappen, The Rebirth of Dialogue: Bakhtin, Socrates, and the Rhetorical Tradition 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004), 3.

2. Debra Nails, Agora, Academy, and the Conduct of Philosophy, Philosophical Studies 
Series 63 (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1995), 217, n.

3. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 7.
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opinion, neither the Menexenus nor the “prose eulogies of the Sympo-

sium” yet evince the dialogical.4 In fact, they are characterized more 

successfully as an integral part of the project of monological dialogues 

that I have been engaged in laying open. I thus agree completely with 

Nightingale’s statement (with respect especially to the funeral ora-

tion in the Menexenus and the encomia of the Symposium) that “Plato 

uses intertextuality as a vehicle for criticizing traditional genres of 

discourse and, what is more important, for introducing and defi ning a 

radically different discursive practice, which he calls ‘philosophy’ ” 5—

and this use of intertextuality hardly makes for a dialogical textual 

corpus. Bakhtin himself has written: “In another type of internally 

dialogized interillumination of languages, the intentions of the rep-

resenting discourse are at odds with the intentions of the represented 

discourse; they fi ght against them, they depict a real world of objects 

not by using the represented language as a productive point of view, 

but rather by using it as an exposé to destroy the represented lan-

guage. This is the nature of parodic stylization.” 6 As Bakhtin also said 

in a passage that I have discussed in the introduction: “In the charac-

ters, individuality kills the signifying power of their ideas, or, if these 

ideas retain their power to mean, then they are detached from the 

individuality of the character and are merged with that of the author. 

Hence the single ideational accent of the work; the appearance of a sec-

ond accent would inevitably be perceived as a crude contradiction 

within the author’s world view.” 7 These two descriptions taken to-

gether form, I would suggest, a perfect account of the fi rst half of the 

Symposium. And Plato, I would suggest, knows what he is about. Far 

from being a dialogical text, the Symposium, in its aspect as a Bildung-

sroman for Socrates, one that marks his transformation from Sophist 

to philosopher, is also the narrative of the emergence of philosophy 

(Plato) out of sophism. What will fi nally emerge as dialogical in my 

4. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 3.
5. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 5.
6. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by 

Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, Uni-
versity of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 363–64 (empha-
sis original). As Nightingale herself realizes: “Although Bakhtin usually celebrates parody as 
dialogical, the use of parody to claim higher authority is not”; Genres in Dialogue, 7n19.

7. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 82.
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reading will be precisely the “crude contradictions” that ensue, not 

from the speech of the characters, but from the discord of narrative 

elements. But I am getting ahead of myself. The story must be told in 

order—the authorian in this chapter, the crude contradiction in the 

next—so that both the single accent and the second accent shall be 

made legible (on my reading, of course).

The Symposium and the Protagoras

Reading the Symposium in a perhaps unfamiliar context within the 

Platonic corpus will help set up my interpretation of it. As I see it, 

the Symposium and the Protagoras are joined at the hip. As already 

contended above, it is the Protagoras that provides one of the clearest 

and most blatant examples of the politics of dialogue in Plato’s pro-

treptic. By joining that dialogue to the Symposium, I hope to advance 

my case that the overarching theme of “Plato” is the espousal of the 

politics of dialectic over against debate, of philosophia over against 

rhetoric/sophism, and of the Academy over against the polis.8 It is 

the very unlikelihood of this pairing that suggests its hermeneutical 

importance: if I can demonstrate that these two radically disparate 

texts are thematically congruent, I will have gone some distance to 

making my case for the theme of a politics of dialectic as a powerful 

animator, if not the animator of Plato’s corpus.

In fact, there are signifi cant formal links between these two appar-

ently very different dialogues; reading them together is justifi ed by 

a set of very compelling allusions back and forth between them. As 

already noticed by Alexander Nehamas, “It is noteworthy that all of 

the speakers in the Symposium, with the interesting exception of Aris-

tophanes, appear in the Protagoras.” 9 Too, the Protagoras begins with 

8. For a related but different approach to reading the Symposium, see Nightingale, 
Genres in Dialogue, 110–30. For the symposium, itself, qua institution as a kind of antipolis, 
see Leslie Kurke, Coins, Bodies, Games, and Gold: The Politics of Meaning in Archaic Greece 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999), 18.

9. Alexander Nehamas, trans., and Paul Woodruff, ed., Symposium, by Plato (Indi-
anapolis: Hackett Pub., 1989), 9n7. All citations from the Symposium in this chapter and 
chapter 8 are from this translation. I have consulted the Greek of Kenneth Dover’s edi-
tion throughout (Kenneth James Dover, ed., Symposium, by Plato [Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980]). For the connectedness of these two dialogues, see James M. 
Rhodes, Eros, Wisdom, and Silence: Plato’s Erotic Dialogues, Eric Voegelin Institute Series 
in Political Philosophy (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003), 17–18. It will be 
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a usually overlooked bit of erotic byplay that invites us to consider it 

as an important aspect of the literary context of the Symposium. The 

very beginning of the dialogue fi nds Socrates meeting by chance a 

friend of his:

friend:  Hello, Socrates; what have you been doing? No need to 

ask; you’ve been chasing around after that handsome young fellow 

Alcibiades. Certainly when I saw him just recently he struck me 

as still a fi ne-looking man, but a man all the same, Socrates (just 

between ourselves), with his beard already coming.

socrates:  Well, what of it? Aren’t you an admirer of Homer? He 

says that the most delightful age is that at which a young man gets 

his fi rst beard, just the age Alcibiades is now, in fact. (309a–b)10

In its thematization of Socrates as lover, and especially as lover of 

Alcibiades, the narrative here is already signposting a connection with 

the Symposium. It does more work than that, however. Although the 

commentators I have read largely don’t see the point of this banter, 

it seems to me highly signifi cant in auguring Socrates’ stance toward 

Athens and Athenian practice. It is not only, as C. C. W. Taylor would 

have it, that “homosexual attractiveness was considered to fade with 

maturity,” 11 but that in the standard Athenian sexual ethic, a grown 

man was no longer fair game for erotic attachment by an older man, 

but now should be, himself, interested in younger men/boys, or even 

in women. Foucault elaborates:

At what age was it no longer good for him to accept this role, nor for 

his lover to want to assign it to him? This involved the familiar casu-

istry of the signs of manhood. These were supposed to mark a thresh-

old, one that was all the more intangible in theory as it must have 

very often been crossed in practice and as it offered the possibility of 

observed that the results of this comparison are quite different in Rhodes’s reading than 
in mine. Cf. too Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play: Argu-
ment, Structure, and Myth in the Symposium (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2004), 34–37.

10. The version cited throughout is Plato, Protagoras, rev. ed., trans. with notes by 
C. C. W. Taylor, Clarendon Plato Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). For the 
Greek, the text of the Oxford Classical Texts has been used.

11. Plato, Protagoras 65.
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fi nding fault with those who had done so. As we know, the fi rst beard 

was believed to be that fateful mark, and it was said that the razor that 

shaved it must sever the ties of love.12

Indeed, a man with a beard who played the pathic courted losing his 

citizen rights.13 It is only that absolute binary between the boy and 

the man that enabled Athenian pederasty to retain its semblance of 

honor, for, as has been shown amply, the penetratee must be of lower 

social status, in this case age, than the penetrator.14

Socrates, therefore, in what may have been quite a shocker, is de-

constructing that binary. Socrates’ interest in Alcibiades, moreover, 

while connected with his “beauty,” has no physically desirous com-

12. Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, vol. 2 of The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert 
Hurley (1984; repr., New York: Random House, Vintage, 1986), 199, citing the Protagoras, 
correctly understanding its implications, in my view. See too K. J. Dover, Greek Homo-
sexuality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 86, making this same point, 
citing as well Plutarch, Dial. 770c: “The beard, appearing on the eromenos, ‘liberates the 
erastes from the tyranny of eros.’ ” Many pederastic epigrams mourn the appearance of 
that hair on the beloved. See Amy Richlin, The Garden of Priapus: Sexuality and Aggression in 
Roman Humor, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 35, who also emphasizes 
the appearance of hair on the anus as marring the boy’s beauty.

13. C. D. C. Reeve, introduction to Plato on Love: Lysis, Symposium, Phaedrus, Alcibiades, 
with Selections from Republic and Laws, ed. C. D. C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub., 
2006), xvii. Note that this point is valid whatever the accepted sexual practice between 
erastai and eromenoi, that is, whether anal or only intercrural intercourse was practiced (as 
maintained by Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 98–99, and most scholars with him), because 
even in intercrural intercourse the relation between active and passive, between pleasure-
taker and pleasure-giver, is pronounced, perhaps even more so than in anal intercourse. 
Interestingly, Dover seems, in another place, to allow for the possibility of anal and not 
merely intercrural intercourse in Athenian pederasty, when he glosses Pausanias as saying, 
“To translate from euphemism to plain English: acceptance of the teacher’s thrusting 
penis between his thighs or in his anus is the fee the pupil pays for good teaching, or alter-
natively, a gift from a younger person to an older person he has come to love and admire” 
(Greek Homosexuality, 91).

14. For a particularly penetrating—joke intended—account of this virtual common-
place, see S. Sara Monoson, “Citizen as Erastes: Erotic Imagery and the Idea of Reciproc-
ity in the Periclean Funeral Oration,” Political Theory 22, no. 2 (May 1994): 262. See too 
Foucault, who points out the problems this system posed for an ethos of male superior-
ity: “It was also in view of this diffi culty that all the attention was concentrated on the 
relationship between men and boys, since in this case one of the two partners, owing to 
his youth and to the fact that he had not yet attained manly status, could be—for a period 
that everyone knew to be brief—an admissible object of pleasure” (Use of Pleasure, 220). 
Dover points out, as well, that these were not absolute distinctions; while the erastes was 
always supposed to be older than the eromenos, one male could be erastes to a younger boy 
and eromenos to an older man at the same time (Greek Homosexuality, 87). This does not viti-
ate, however, the main point here.



 “The Truest Tragedy” 287

ponent, or perhaps more exactly put, no actual desire or intention to 

engage in physical contact—another shocker.15 On my reading, Plato 

is signaling right here at the beginning one of the major themes, if 

not the major theme, of his dialogue and arguably of his oeuvre as 

a whole, his disdain for Athenian usages and practices. He is hint-

ing strongly, too, that this disdain is centered on the age-hierarchical 

practices of the institution of Athenian pederasty (Greek love). Pla-

to’s Socrates repudiates the mores of Athenian pederasty and all that 

it implies socially and politically, having repudiated the reproductive, 

male-female sex even more so. Pederasty just isn’t queer enough for 

him. This point is underscored, somewhat comically but nonetheless 

importantly, within a few lines when we are told that Socrates’ attrac-

tion to the elderly sage Protagoras has driven Alcibiades entirely out 

of his mind. This account parallels and comments on Alcibiades’ own 

narrative of sexual rejection by Socrates in the famous ending to the 

Symposium, to be discussed in the next chapter. Alcibiades’ counter-

pederastic pursuit of Socrates is prefi gured, as it were, in the young 

Socrates’ feigned erotic passion for the elderly Protagoras.

Another witness: In persuading Aristodemus to come with him to 

Agathon’s dinner, Socrates alludes to a Homeric phrase “When two go 

together, one precedes another in devising what we shall say” (174d): 

‘συvν τε δυv,’ ε [φη, ‘ε jρχομεvνω προ ; οJδου̃’ βουλευσοvμεθα ο {τι εjρου̃μεν.16 At 

Protagoras 348d, Plato quotes the same line of Homer (Iliad 10.222–26), 

somewhat more precisely to be sure, in support of dialectic as the way 

to truth: “When two go together, one has an idea before the other”: 

συvν τε δυv’ εjρχομεvνω, καιv τε προ; ο} του̃ ε jνοvησεν.17 In both cases, it is the 

15. Cf. Rhodes, Eros, Wisdom, and Silence, 14, on this passage, who doesn’t arrive at the 
same result that I do.

16. For comment on the text, see Dover, Symposium, 82–83. I prefer the reading προ 

οJ του̃ from a literary standpoint, as have some other editors and commentators, despite 
the obvious syntactic problems it creates. The syntactic infelicity can be explained, I 
would guess, precisely on account of its being a partially unassimilated quotation from the 
Homer. I am, of course, hardly in a position to second-guess Dover on this (cf. too 174b).

17. James Rhodes has seen the Homeric allusion but reads it differently (Eros, Wisdom, 
and Silence, 17–18). He writes, “As noted above, Socrates quotes Homer in the Protagoras 
(315b9) to hint that he has entered hell as a spiritually living Odysseus and that he is 
consorting with the spiritually dead. In the Symposium, while he is en route to Agathon’s 
dinner, he persuades his student Aristodemus to accompany him by stating ‘When two 
go together, one precedes another in devising what we shall say’ (174d2–3). With this, he 
ironically takes the part of Diomedes and casts Aristodemus as Odysseus” (17). With this 
remark Rhodes reveals that he seems not to have realized the importance of the fact that 
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necessity for dialectic to which Plato alludes. Once again, what is in one 

dialogue seemingly mere dramatic fi ller (or even comic relief) is shown 

by comparison with the other to be of major thematic importance.

C. D. C. Reeve has zeroed in on another highly signifi cant point 

of connection between the two passages, one that goes beyond the 

formal and supports the point:

The Symposium . . . contains an imitation of one part of such a [phil-

osophical] life, namely, what the Protagoras terms a “symposium of 

beautiful and good men” who “test each other’s mettle in mutual argu-

ment” by asking and answering questions (347d3–348a9). This is how 

Socrates responds to Agathon’s speech. It is how Diotima converses 

with Socrates. It is the type of symposium Socrates tries to reestablish 

when Alcibiades’ “satyr play ” is fi nished, and the throng of Bacchic 

revelers has left.18

The two dialogues are thus connected thematically in crucial 

ways.19 The Protagoras, on this account, is a comment on the Sympo-

sium, as the latter comments in turn on it. When we remember that 

the Athenian institution of pederasty involved not just the erotic in 

our sense, but ta erotika as intricately bound up with socialization and 

the political life of the city,20 we can begin to appreciate how marked 

Socrates’ rejection of the pederastic institution is in both dialogues 

(further evidence will be adduced from the Phaedrus below). The 

Protagoras seems to drop the erotic theme almost immediately. Since 

Plato has strewn these dialogues with clues that they need to be read 

together, and since the Protagoras is hardly to be read as about sex, 

then perhaps the point is that the Symposium is also not about sex, 

but about sophistic rhetoric and its concomitant politics21 and about 

exactly the same Homeric quotation used in the Symposium appears at a key moment in 
the Protagoras as well. The comparison would only strengthen Rhodes’s overarching point 
that the two texts are related to each other. See Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s 
Dialectic at Play, 32.

18. Reeve, Plato on Love, xxxvii. I should say here that by the end of this book that 
throng of Bacchic revelers is going to seem highly signifi cant indeed.

19. See also the connection (seemingly otherwise arbitrary) between the dismissal of 
fl ute girls in both texts as properly noted by Rhodes, Eros, Wisdom, and Silence, 18.

20. Paul W. Ludwig, Eros and Polis: Desire and Community in Greek Political Theory (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

21. See too Wayne. N. Thompson, “The Symposium: A Neglected Source for Plato’s 
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exposing the deep connections between erotics and rhetoric22 (thus, 

by the way, explaining the more explicit copresence of these seem-

ingly disparate themes in the Phaedrus, as well). What the Symposium 

is about, on my reading, is what the entire Platonic corpus is about: 

it’s about convincing us to abandon the life of the polis and its teach-

ers and enter the life of the Academy. In its multilayered narrative 

structure, the Symposium dramatizes in several ways the emergence 

of philosophy and its absolute superiority over sophism and rhetoric. 

One of the most signifi cant of these thematic/dramatic structures is 

Socrates’ account of his education at the hands of Diotima.

Socrates’ Bildung

The life of the polis is represented by all of the speakers up to Socrates/

Diotima, who, of course, represent the life of the Academy. All of the 

fi rst group discuss the social utility, in one form or another, of Greek 

love, the most sophisticated being Pausanias’s “elaborate apologetic 

for Athenian pederasty,” as Thomas Luxon so pithily describes it.23 

The argument of the Symposium is thus thematized brilliantly in its 

structure. At the point in the text in which the shift from rhetoric 

and the democratic politics of the polis takes place, we are given a 

founding myth for this shift in the story of Socrates’ Bildung, a myth 

of his own transformation from man of the lesser mysteries to man 

of the greater mysteries and thus the very institution of those greater 

mysteries, those which Plato calls philosophy.

In order to see this point we must pay careful attention to the radi-

cal difference between Platonic and Pausanian (normative Athenian) 

Ideas on Rhetoric,” in Plato: True and Sophistic Rhetoric, ed. Keith V. Erickson, Studies in 
Classical Antiquity (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1979), 325–38, whose approach could hardly be 
more different from mine.

22. For a reading of the Protagoras that attempts to take the narrative frame as seri-
ously as the dialogue itself, but oddly ends up with almost exactly the same monological 
readings as other philosophers tend to, see Francisco J. Gonzalez, “Giving Thought to the 
Good Together: Virtue in Plato’s Protagoras,” in Retracing the Platonic Text, ed. John Russon 
and John Sallis (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2000), 113–54. Gonzalez 
is one of the very very few who, at least, recognizes the erotic framing of the Protagoras 
as signifi cant (114). I shall have some more words with this article at the very end of my 
book.

23. Thomas H. Luxon, Single Imperfection: Milton, Marriage, and Friendship (Pittsburgh, 
Pa.: Duquesne University Press, 2005), 4.
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love,24 disrupting the Foucauldian inclination to place Plato’s theory 

of eros on more of a continuum with (rather than in opposition to) 

classical Athenian pederastic practice.25 If Plato is fi rmly opposed to 

even this most “heavenly” of Athenian apologies for pederasty, all the 

more so will he reject the other explanations found in the Symposium, 

rejecting indeed the institution itself.26 More to the point, this radi-

cal rejection of Athenian “heavenly love” is an index, as well, of Plato’s 

radical opposition to Athens, to the polis itself, and especially to its 

democracy and discursive practices. Closer reading of the Symposium 

will bring out these connections.

Dialoghi d ’amore: Plato as an Early Platonist

In the Symposium, the highest-minded form of Athenian pederastic 

practice is represented by the fi gure of Pausanias, who distinguishes 

between vulgar love, which is primarily sexual and includes the love of 

women as well as purely sexual love for boys, and the heavenly love of 

men for boys, which enables their education into the highest things in 

24. “Pausanias’s speech . . . is a normative description of the practice of pederasty in 
Athens”; Richard L. Hunter, Plato’s Symposium, Oxford Approaches to Classical Literature 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 47.

25. See also Gregory Vlastos, “The Individual as Object of Love in Plato,” in Platonic 
Studies (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), 39–40, whose view of the mat-
ter is very like Foucault’s. Too, the more recent (and excellent) book of Paul Ludwig refers 
to “the philosophical foundation of pederasty begun by Phaedrus and Pausanias, on which 
Socrates eventually bases his own intellectual pederasty” (Eros and Polis, 27–28n4). For the 
particular nature of this “basing,” which I take as rather an undermining and overturning, 
see Reeve, who refers over and over again to Socrates’ (Plato’s) overturning and revers-
ing of pederastic norms. But I am puzzled when Reeve writes of the bottom rung of the 
Diotiman ladder, “At this stage, what the boy engages in the lover is his sexual desire for 
physical beauty, albeit one which, in fi rm keeping with the norms of Athenian paiderastia, 
is supposedly aim-inhibited: instead of sexual intercourse, it leads to discussions about 
beauty, and to accounts of it” (Plato on Love, xxxi). This citation seems to imply that the 
aim-inhibition of normative Athenian pederasty excludes sexual contact entirely, a posi-
tion which seems so counterintuitive to me and contradictory to what Reeve himself says 
elsewhere (xvii) that it must not be what Reeve means.

26. Note that this is quite a different strategy from those who read the Symposium as 
a text in which each speech somehow incorporates the ones before it, with Diotima’s 
speech pulling it all together. My interpretative instincts are much closer to those of 
Andrea Nightingale: “Since Socrates articulates a very different distinction between good 
and bad love later in the dialogue, we are clearly meant to see Pausanias’ categories as 
unsound” (Genres in Dialogue, 43).
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life.27 For Foucault, there is little difference between Pausanian heav-

enly love and Platonic love itself: “One should keep in mind that [Pla-

tonic] ‘asceticism’ was not a means of disqualifying the love of boys; 

on the contrary, it was a means of stylizing it and hence, by giving it 

shape and form, of valorizing it.” 28 For Foucault, indeed, the move to 

philosophical love (Socratic/Platonic style) is merely the product of a 

structural problem with pederasty. As he puts it:

The preoccupation of the Greeks . . . did not concern the desire that 

might incline an individual to this kind of relationship, nor did it con-

cern the subject of this desire; their anxiety was focused on the object 

of pleasure, or more precisely, on that object insofar as he would have 

to become in turn the master in the pleasure that was enjoyed with 

others and in the power that was exercised over oneself.

It was here, at this problematization (how to make the object of 

pleasure into a subject who was in control of his pleasures), that philo-

sophical erotics, or in any case Socratic-Platonic refl ection on love, 

was to take its point of departure.29

But here’s the rub, as it were. Foucault’s account of “stylizing” the 

love of boys and of an attempt to deal with the problematic of status 

in the transformation of pathic citizen youths (eromenoi) into active 

citizen adult lovers (erastai) is a sharp characterization of the Pausa-

nian moment, but not of the Socratic-Platonic refl ection on love.30 

Foucault allows that “one does fi nd in Plato the theme that love 

should be directed to the soul of boys rather than to their bodies. 

But he was not the fi rst or the only one to say this.” Moreover, “(and 

both the Symposium and the Phaedrus are quite explicit on this point) 

[Plato] does not trace a clear, defi nitive, and uncrossable dividing line 

between the bad love of the body and the glorious love of the soul.” 31 

Foucault is clearly not making any differentiation in this description 

27. Cf. remarks of Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 12–13.
28. Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 245.
29. Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 225.
30. Monoson, “Citizen as Erastes,” 263, is particularly sharp on how the “stylization” 

works and how precisely it overcomes the “problematization.”
31. Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 238.
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between the heavenly love of Pausanias and the eros prescribed by 

Diotima. For Foucault, as in much of the scholarship that preceded 

him, Pausanian erotic theory thus is identical with Plato’s.32 Although, 

to be sure, Foucault recognizes that Plato’s ideal was ascetic and “that 

within this asceticism total abstention was posited as a standard,” 33 

by tying that standard to the structural problem occasioned by ped-

erasty, he denies precisely the (nonhomophobic) contempt for all 

physical sex that is Plato’s—or at any rate Diotima’s. Foucault thus 

obscures the difference between standard high-minded Athenian 

practice (as represented by Pausanias) and Plato’s own views (as ex-

pressed by Diotima) by reading both Pausanias and Plato equally as 

articulating an ethics (and not a rejection) of the carnal.

Kenneth Dover, in contrast, makes clear distinctions between Pla-

to’s Pausanias (as the representative of the “best” of Athenian eros) 

and Diotima, writing, for instance, that in Plato, “heterosexual eros 

is treated on the same basis as homosexual copulation, a pursuit of bodily 

pleasure which leads no further . . . and in Symposium it is subrational, 

an expression of the eros that works in animals.” 34 Dover thus dis-

criminates plainly between the sexual practices of Athenians in 

general—even in their most high-minded, heavenly form—and Pla-

to’s disdain for all physical sex. Dover’s point is supported by at least 

one ancient Socratic, Xenophon, who in his Symposium 7 clearly por-

trays Socrates as lauding the good spiritual love over the bad physical 

love, contra Foucault.35 Plato thus promotes an erotics that is almost 

32. Including ancient Platonists, “from Plutarch to Plotinus” (Corrigan and Glazov-
Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 58) and such modern interpreters as Anders Nygren: 
“In the Symposium Plato feels no necessity to make Socrates or Diotima speak about it 
[heavenly eros], but entrusts to Pausanias the task of explaining the difference between 
what he calls ‘vulgar (παvνδημος) Eros’ and ‘heavenly (ου jρα vνιος ) Eros’ ” (Agape and Eros, 
trans. Philip S. Watson [New York: Harper and Row, 1969], 51). This leads, of course, to a 
total confl ation of the view of Pausanias and that of Plato.

33. Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 246.
34. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 163, emphasis added.
35. Anthony Bowen, ed. and trans., Symposium by Xenophon (Warminster, England: 

Aris & Phillips, 1998), 75. Xenophon’s Socrates identifi es soul-love (οJ τη̃ς Ψυχη̃ς ε[ρως) 
with heavenly (Ouranian) eros. I am claiming that Plato’s Socrates would see this as the 
soul-love of the Lesser Mysteries, but surely not of the greater. See Reeve, Plato on Love, 
xxv–xxvi. In any case, Xenophon’s absolute opposition of Socrates’ passion to a physical 
one is clear enough; he refers to his passion as an antipassion to those who love bodily 
(8.23–24; Bowen, Symposium by Xenophon, 78–79). According to some, Xenophon con-
fuses Pausanias’s with Phaedrus’s defense of Greek love, assuming that Xenophon is, as 
these scholars take him to be, working off Plato’s text (81). On the other hand, if we don’t 
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in binary opposition to the erotics of Athens as best represented in 

Pausanias’s speech, and this is consistent with, indeed part and parcel 

of, Plato’s whole stance vis-à-vis the life of the polis.

In the highest form of love, heavenly love, that Pausanias imagines 

and to which it would seem he aspires in his love for Agathon, there is

only one honorable way of taking a man as a lover. In addition to rec-

ognizing that the lover’s total and willing subjugation to his beloved’s 

wishes is neither servile nor reprehensible, we allow that there is 

one—and only one—further reason for willingly subjecting oneself 

to another which is equally above reproach: that is subjection for the 

sake of virtue. If someone decides to put himself at another’s disposal 

because he thinks that this will make him better in wisdom or in any 

other part of virtue, we approve of his voluntary subjection: we con-

sider it neither shameful nor servile. (184c–d)

Insofar as the goal of such heavenly love is the teaching and ac-

quisition of virtue, this kind of love (which clearly includes physical 

favors) is analogous to the teaching of the Sophists, a form of social-

ization into the life of the polis and a guarantee of success there, with 

if not a sexual quid pro quo, a monetary one for the teacher.36 In Di-

otima’s version of love (of proper pederasty followed by further and 

further ascents), on the other hand, love makes no contribution to 

the life of the polis at all; rather it isolates the lover, moving him from 

the appreciation of another human (albeit without the vulgarities of 

touch) through the abstraction of that appreciation and into fi nally a 

assume that Xenophon is misremembering his Plato ( pace Bowen at 123), then it would be 
Plato who distanced Socrates even further from general Athenian usage by giving Pausa-
nias the distinction between “vulgar” and heavenly love, with Socrates rejecting even that. 
In short, while Xenophon cannot, of course, be taken as a reliable guide to Socrates’ (or 
Plato’s) views (any more than Plato can), he certainly does suggest that he understood too 
that Socrates’ version of eros was in opposition to Athenian pederasty.

36. Note that Plato slyly makes the imputation of Pausanias’s connection to Sophistry 
clear, when Plato—well, actually Aristodemus, or is it Apollodorus?—says, “Pausanias 
fi nally came to a pause (I’ve learned this sort of fi ne fi gure from our clever rhetoricians)” 
(185c; the pun works equally well in Greek, of course). Pausanias, it is being hinted, be-
longs to that party of clever rhetoricians, the Sophists. For “fi ne fi gure,” the Greek reads 
ι[σα λεvγειν = equal speaking, almost certainly a reference to Isocrates’ rhetorical style. 
For excellent commentary on this moment, see Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s 
Dialectic at Play, 60.
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total abstraction of contemplative engagement with the Forms. For 

Diotima, the highest kind of love not only ends asexually, it begins 

asexually: “A lover who goes about this matter correctly must begin in 

his youth to devote himself to beautiful bodies,” but not, God forbid, 

to have the pleasure of their touch. “First, if the leader [ηJγουvμενος = 

Eros] leads him aright, he should love one body and beget beautiful ideas 

[logoi = ideas, discourses, speeches] there” (210a).37 Beautiful ideas are 

clearly not begotten by the deposit of semen.38

A closer look at the text of Diotima’s “ladder” will make this 

clearer.39 She begins, describing the “lesser mysteries” by informing 

us that all humans “are pregnant both in body and in soul, and, as soon 

as we come to a certain age, we naturally desire to give birth” (206c). 

Pregnancy, here, it is to be observed, is already a reference to a poten-

tial for reproduction and a desire for it, and not a particular state of the 

(female) body. In this dual possibility—body and soul—of pregnancy 

that human beings uniquely are presented with, however, “some peo-

ple are pregnant in body,” while “others are even more pregnant in their 

souls than in their bodies” (208e–209a; emphasis added). Both, by the 

way, are men! The former love women and beget children with them. 

But what do the latter do? If the former turn more to women, then 

clearly the latter turn more to men. In the course of this high-minded 

male-male relationship, more pregnant in soul than in body, the man 

37. Emphasis mine. For Eros as the leader, see Symposium 193b, “Eros our leader and 
general” (οJ Ε[ρως ηJμι̃ν ηJγεμω;ν και; στρατηγο vς). Allan David Bloom, “The Ladder of Love,” in 
Plato’s Symposium, by Plato, trans. Seth Benardete (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 143, does not see this distinction at all; indeed he imagines the philosopher (even 
the one who is pregnant in soul) alternating “between sex and conversation” (147). See 
also David M. Halperin, “Platonic Erōs and What Men Call Love,” Ancient Philosophy 5 
(1985): 185: “We cannot successfully pursue both our sexual and procreative responses to 
beauty simultaneously,” whilst, on my reading of Plato, we cannot do both at all, not even 
in turns.

38. Pace A. W. Price, Love and Friendship in Plato and Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1989), 37–38, the fact that there is no physical sex involved in such a relation-
ship does not de-eroticize it. For the fullest justifi cation and compelling verifi cation of 
this argument, see Virginia Burrus, The Sex Lives of Saints: An Erotics of Ancient Hagiography, 
Divinations: Reading Late Ancient Religions (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2003). Also see Mark Jordan, “Flesh in Confession: Alcibiades beside Augustine,” in 
Toward a Theology of Eros: Transfi guring Passion at the Limits of Discipline, ed. Virginia Burrus 
and Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 23–37.

39. Much of the following discussion in this paragraph is guided by G. R. F. Ferrari, 
“Platonic Love,” in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 155–59.



 “The Truest Tragedy” 295

who is its subject “makes contact” with another’s beauty in body and 

soul and “keeps company” (αJπτοvμενος γαvρ οι j˜μαι του̃ καλου̃ και; οJμιλω̃ν 

αυjτωÛ˜) with the view toward begetting “wisdom and the rest of virtue, 

which all poets beget, as well as all the craftsmen who are said to be 

creative” (209c and 209a). Although it is not explicit in the text what 

kind of contact with the other’s beautiful body is recommended, the 

implied sexual practice encoded in these words seems compelling.40 

This point is only strengthened if we translate kaloû as “his beautiful 

one,” a translation the Greek certainly supports if not favors.41 The 

continuation supports this interpretation as well, since immediately 

following, it says, “whether with him or without him,” which can only 

refer back to the beautiful one and not beauty in the abstract.

This virtue is good for the polis: “The greatest and most beautiful 

part of wisdom deals with the proper ordering of cities and house-

holds, and that is called moderation and justice” (209a). In other 

words, this sort of soul-eros teaches what the Sophists teach, the 

crafts of wisdom and virtue, and its fi nal telos is the good government 

of the polis.42 Note that it is here that Socrates refers to Diotima’s 

discourse as “in the fashion of perfect Sophists” (ω{σπερ οιJ τεvλεοι 
σοφισταιv, 208c), referring to the sophistic views expressed vis-à-vis 

the mysteries of philotimic love, those that will be transcended by 

philosophy in the greater mysteries. Socrates makes this remark with 

respect to Diotima’s fi rst disquisition, the one in which she is essen-

tially repeating the views of Pausanias as a lower order of erotica be-

fore going on to her greater mysteries, the break between the two 

being her remark that this lower order might even be achievable by 

Socrates. This sort of love, which begins with the physical pleasure 

of men and ends with Solon and Lycourgos (209d) and the immor-

tal children they have begotten (Athens and Sparta themselves), is 

the very instantiation of Pausanias’s heavenly love, marked as clearly 

lower on the Platonic scale by its associations with poets and crafts-

40. Certainly one of the senses of both verb forms used here is “to have sexual inter-
course,” as used at least once in Plato himself, Laws 84c. Cf. Liddell-Scott ad loc.

41. See Robert Gregg Bury, The Symposium of Plato (Cambridge: W. Heffer and Sons, 
1932) who asserts (correctly, imho) that kaloû here is masculine, not neuter. See also com-
ment by Dover, Symposium, 154, implicitly supporting this reading.

42. Nehamas even sees this sentence as yet another explicit allusion to the Protagoras; 
Nehamas and Woodruff, Symposium by Plato, 56n87.
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men.43 Even though this love begets beautiful deeds and every kind 

of virtue and immortal children (209e), it is not yet Platonic love. 

Relegated to the lesser mysteries,44 it is not yet correct (οjρθω̃ς ). And 

it is of this love that, with mock contempt, Diotima remarks to a 

Socrates not yet turned philosopher but still a Sophist himself, “Even 

you, Socrates, could probably come to be initiated into these rites of 

love” (209d–210a). I think we fi nd here a clear hermeneutic hint that 

these lesser mysteries belong to the world of the Sophists, to a kind of 

demotic (but not pandemotic) Athenianism, and also that Socrates, 

before his metamorphosis into a philosopher, was indeed—almost as 

Aristophanes portrayed him—a Sophist.

Diotima’s Platonic love, however, is different, fi rst in that it begins 

in a love of bodies that does not involve touching, contact, or mixing 

at all, but only the begetting of beautiful ideas. We thus fi nd two types 

of soul-love, even setting aside the vulgar love of men for women or 

men for men that, even according to Pausanias, is primarily physically 

oriented and goes nowhere. Pausanian heavenly love, which belongs 

to the lesser mysteries, is philotimia (208c), while Platonic love is phi-

losophia (205d). Platonic love does not, therefore, begin where Athe-

nian (and Spartan) love ends, but somewhere else, in a love of beauti-

ful bodies that is never realized sexually at all. It is only this kind of 

lover, the philosopher, who could ever hope to achieve knowledge of 

“just what it is to be beautiful” (211d):

43. Contra David Cohen, Law, Sexuality, and Society: The Enforcement of Morals in Clas-
sical Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 175, who thinks that Uranian 
love is unconsummated, I see no evidence to that effect in Pausanias’s speech. Through-
out sections 182–184, Pausanias is speaking constantly of the rules in which it is appropri-
ate for the beloved boy to gratify his lover, for example: “το ; εjραστηÊ˜ παιδικα; χαριVσασθαι” 
(184d3). On my interpretation, then, Pausanian love is always at least sparingly consum-
matable, however heavenly it may get, while Platonic love is never consummated. A fur-
ther argument in this direction is provided by the fact that the very distinction between 
vulgar and heavenly is provided by the two Aphrodites, and Aphrodite is always a signifi er 
of sex. Richard Hunter is, at any rate, quite clear on this, writing with reference to the 
passage I have just cited, “[Pausanias’s] ‘heavenly erôs’ thus also involves physical relief for 
the lover, but only under specifi c circumstances,” Hunter, Plato’s Symposium, 47. See too 
Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 83–84. Much of these arguments on all sides will need to be 
re-evaluated in the light of James Davidson, The Greeks and Greek Love: A Radical Reap-
praisal of Homosexuality in Ancient Greece (New York: Random House Pub. Group, 2009), 
which reached me literally in the last days of preparing this book.

44. Ferrari, “Platonic Love,” 255.
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When someone rises by these stages, through loving boys correctly, 

and begins to see this beauty, he has almost grasped his goal. This is 

what it is to go aright, or be lead by another, into the mystery of Love: 

one goes always upwards for the sake of this Beauty, starting out from 

beautiful things, using them like rising stairs: from one body to two 

and from two to all beautiful bodies, then from beautiful bodies to 

beautiful customs, and from customs to learning beautiful things, and 

from these lessons he arrives in the end at this lesson, which is learn-

ing of this very Beauty, so that in the end he comes to know just what 

it is to be beautiful. (211c–d)

It is clear enough from this passage that this correct loving of boys 

does not involve physical sex, else we would have to imagine a Plato 

who sees having sex with two beautiful bodies a higher practice than 

having sex with one, and having sex with all beautiful bodies an even 

higher rung than that.45 It’s a nice fantasy, but not, I think, Plato’s.46 

Rather, for Plato, as opposed to Pausanias, all this loving is not physi-

cally consummated, hence the move from loving one beautiful boy 

45. For this argument to different ends, see J. M. E. Moravcsik, “Reason and Eros in 
the ‘Ascent’-Passage of the Symposium,” in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, ed. John P. 
Anton (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1971), 291.

46. Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 313, does not consider this a reductio ad absurdum and inter-
prets that it is through a recommended promiscuity that the young Socrates is supposed 
to become contemptuous of all bodies: “Promiscuity is initially attractive but quickly 
becomes boring.” I fi nd this interpretation unconvincing, although I cannot prove it 
wrong. Again in another place, Ludwig has essentially the same feeling about the relation 
of sex to philotimic and philosophical love that I do, but then adopts the same, to my 
mind, somewhat odd interpretation of Diotima: “Child production required bodily con-
tact, and even the philotimic couple were allowed to touch; but ‘correct’ pederasty (211b 
5–6) means leaving bodies behind, at fi rst leaving other people’s bodies but eventually also 
leaving one’s own body. Diotima counsels promiscuity for Socrates as a young man as a 
way of making his taste go off bodies” (Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 368). Taking the “promiscu-
ity,” however, as a promiscuity of visual pleasure alone, as I think we are meant to, makes 
the proposition considerably less grotesque than an allegedly disgusting promiscuity 
that makes us disgusted with bodies as Diotima’s recommendation. See too: Loving all 
beautiful bodies, not just one, looks like Don Juanism” (Price, Love and Friendship, 36). I 
can’t prove this, and don’t know how one would, but it makes no sense to me as “Plato’s” 
“intention.” Nor does it to Price himself, it seems, writing as he does, later on, “What is 
envisaged is not precisely sexual promiscuity: the lover was aim-inhibited (as Freud would 
say) from the beginning, for his attachment to one body only produced words (210a7–8). 
Hence the only Don Juanism in question is one of attraction, not of gratifi cation” (47). 
See too his n. 54, in which he considers (and rejects) Martha Nussbaum’s suggestion that 
what is being suggested by Plato is loveless promiscuous sex.
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to loving many constitutes a move in the direction of appreciating 

beauty as a substantive in itself and not as a character of bodies, 

thence in the direction of the Form of Beauty. We see, accordingly, 

not one ladder, but two, one beginning with physical love and end-

ing with good government (the lesser mysteries) and one beginning 

with an eros only of eyes and ideas and ending with contemplation of 

Beauty itself (the greater mysteries).47 Pausanian love, rhetoric, run-

ning institutions, the lesser mysteries—these are all the province of 

banausic man. Philosophy belongs only to daimonic man.48 The most 

that Pausanian heavenly love can engender is “images of virtue,” those 

images afforded by an education in wisdom (sophia, not philosophia), 

while contemplation of the Forms leads to “true virtue” (212a).49

A further point in support of this argument of two parallel ladders 

is the following consideration. Even though in the end, of course, the 

philosophical lover will achieve something much higher than the phi-

lotimic lover, the beautiful logoi that the philosophical lover begets at 

the beginning of his ascent are sensuous ideas and, as such, lower than 

the logoi of the philotimic lovers at the culmination of their ascent, 

which are at least useful, if only to the polis. On this reading, it is 

clear that the greater mysteries do not begin where the lesser myster-

ies leave off, but that two incompatible, hierarchically evaluated lad-

ders are involved, two entirely different paths in life, philotimia and 

philosophia. The philotimic, banausic lovers produce “ideas and argu-

ments about virtue—the qualities a virtuous man should have and 

the customary activities in which he should engage” (209b–c)—while 

the philosophical lover, at the lowest rung, produces songs of praise 

to beautiful bodies, love songs, essentially.50 Plato’s philosophers will 

never, resolutely never, be much good to the polis, moving, as they 

47. For another acceptation of Ferrari’s position that there are two ladders (without, 
however, referring to him), see Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 50.

48. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 55–59, citing Symposium 203a as compared with 
Republic 495d–e following a suggestion of Dover, Symposium, 141. See also Andrea Wilson 
Nightingale, Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in Its Cultural Context 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 123–27.

49. τι vκτειν ουjκ ει[δωλα α jρετη̃ς, αJ vτε ουΔκ ειjδωvλου εjφαπτομε vνωÛ , αjλλ’ α jληθη̃, α{τε του̃ αjληθου̃ς 

εjφαπτονμεvνωÛ  (to give birth not to images of virtue [because he’s in touch with no images], 
but to true virtue [because he’s in touch with the true beauty]).

50. Price, Love and Friendship, 41. This is clearly not the only possible interpreta-
tion (see n. 43, there), but I fi nd it compelling. I am grateful to John Ferrari for having 
reminded me of Price’s comment.



 “The Truest Tragedy” 299

do, from beautiful ideas to mystic experience and truth (at best they 

will make it as philosopher-kings in an imaginary Kallipolis). Far from 

one following on the other, then, these two ladders are parallel and 

incommensurable paths.51

These two different incommensurable ladders are, as Ferrari re-

marks, suitable for two different kinds of lovers. In the passage on 

love in the Laws, we fi nd the same dichotomy between the lover who 

loves with the body and the lover for whom the desire of the body 

is incidental (837b).52 In the Laws, Plato explicitly marks the wholly 

spiritual love as the love of a “philosophical pair,” this love without 

sex, while the less philosophical, the lovers of time (honor), even at 

their most honorable, engage in sex sparingly (256a–d).53 The lesser 

ladder, leading only to the lesser mysteries as a glass ceiling, is equiva-

lent to Pausanias’s “heavenly love” with its political ends, while the 

second ladder, the one for philosophers, leads away from the polis 

entirely and into the heavens.

Even if one were to object that this interpretation cannot quite 

be proven in the Symposium, it can certainly be proven in the Pha-

edrus (251e), where there is as eloquent a description of passion for a 

51. Alcibiades realizes this well, confessing that he has to avoid hearing Socrates’ siren 
song, because it would make his political career impossible and show it to have been 
worthless (216a–b). See too 218e, in which the terms of comparison are doxa and aletheia.

52. For a profound discussion of this passage, see Seth Benardete, Plato’s “Laws”: The 
Discovery of Being (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 240–44. Each of the 
types of love of which Plato speaks has a body kind and a soul kind, and it is clear which 
of these is favored by Plato (without denying that he makes place for the fi rst as well). 
Benardete here (242) partly misleads, I think, as he glosses this passage as referring to two 
different impulses within the lover and not two different kinds of lovers. The passage is, 
I think, however, clear. There are two confl icting impulses within each lover, but 
then—crucially—there are two different kinds of lovers, those who follow the fi rst and 
those who follow the second of these impulses.

53. Thus I can agree with David M. Halperin that “a coherent account can be given of 
Platonic eroticism without collapsing either its sexual or its metaphysical dimension into 
the other,” and that sexual desire is not a metaphor for philosophy in Plato or philosophy 
a “sublimation” of sexual desire, and yet disagree with Halperin in the implication that 
there is only one path or tenor of relating the two faces of eros. Since the love of time is 
precisely what drives political actors, this opposition, not entirely surprisingly, encodes 
the opposition between the democratic politician/Sophist/rhetor and the philosopher-
king who would rule in Plato’s Kallipolis. It should be said that I am not, of course, 
claiming that all Sophists were democrats or that rhetoric could serve only democracies. 
My claim is rather that sophism and its practice, rhetoric, constitute an epistemology that 
makes democracy possible, while philosophy—in the Platonic sense—stands against such 
an epistemology and thus against democracy.
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beautiful boy as one could possibly imagine, but its consummation 

is purely through the eyes and the soul: no penises or other touching 

organs need apply. Lest one imagine, moreover, that this is not being 

presented there as Socrates’ “true” view, his behavior with Alcibiades 

as reported in the Symposium bears out this interpretation.54 Given 

the textual support for this interpretation in the Symposium and its 

virtual ineluctability in the Phaedrus, at least on the basis of Ockham’s 

razor, I would think that one would assert it for both texts. As Lud-

wig has put it memorably, “Phaedrus and Pausanias are really prais-

ing politics, not eros.” 55 Diotima’s disdain for these then is precisely 

a rejection of the life of the polis itself. Socrates is being goaded to 

leave the life of the Sophist, of the polis entirely, to abandon the path 

of the lesser mysteries and engage in the new practice of philosophy. 

Diotima is, in this sense, none other than Plato.

Socrates completes his ventriloquistical Diotiman peroration by 

insisting: “Such, Phaedrus, is the tale which I heard from the stranger 

of Mantinea, and which you may call the encomium of love, or what 

you please.” By enacting in the discourse the substitution of dialectic 

(philosophy) for encomia (rhetoric), Diotima has matched the form 

of her expression to its content as well, replacing physical eros and 

the rhetorical, political, ethical socialization that is attendant on it—

Pausanias’s “heavenly love”—with an even more heavenly love that 

does not at all belong to the world of getting and spending (pun in-

tended). The progress for the philosophers (or even for nascent phi-

losophers) is not from bodies experienced corporally (sex) to souls 

experienced spiritually. For those in the category of philosophers 

(congenitally), it is progress from bodies experienced spiritually to 

souls experienced spiritually, then to the Forms. Such philosophers 

do qualify themselves to be philosopher-kings or the leaders of philo-

sophical academies, but not citizens of the democratic polis.56 The 

54. For a similar view, see Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 113.
55. Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 38.
56. Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 2002), 56, writes that for Diotima/Socrates/Plato “the highest form of intelligence 
consists in self-mastery and justice, and these are exercised in the organization of cities or 
other institutions. Many historians have seen in this mention of ‘institutions’ an allusion 
to the founding of Plato’s school, for in the following lines Plato clearly gives us to under-
stand that the fruitfulness he is talking about is that of an educator.” The passage to 
which Hadot refers is 209a, where the Greek has “και; καλλι vστη τη̃ς φρονηvσεως ηJ περι; τα;ς 
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political body and the physically reproductive, sexual body are on one 

side of a line; the philosophical body that begets only souls on the 

other. The bottom line of the Symposium is that Greek eros has been 

entirely transformed from the attraction to beautiful bodies into the 

interaction of souls through dialogue. Once again, rhetoric has been 

marked by Plato as specious, while Socrates’ dialogue, which is also 

a “power play,” has replaced pederasty. Pederasty becomes pedagogy. 

The break with the patterns of socialization in the Athenian polis is 

total. As Ferrari has remarked, “The transition from the Lesser to 

Greater bears comparison, then, with the crucial shift of focus in the 

Republic from institutions grounded in the honor code (Books II–IV) 

to those derived from rule by philosopher-kings (Books V–VII).” 57 For 

Plato, it would seem, the body’s beauty, as well as language’s beauty, 

and the beauty of the community of ordinary human beings shar-

ing views and reaching conclusions and decisions, as well as sharing 

bodily fl uids and sometimes making babies, all belong to the realm 

of the false-seeming, the realm of appearance, the dreaded doxa, the 

very stuff of which democratic decision making must always be con-

stituted, and all of them together are to be replaced by the eros of 

love of the Forms, epistēmē. The education of Socrates by Diotima, his 

transformation from a Sophist—and one who thus thinks Diotima is 

a “perfect Sophist” too—into a philosopher is the enactment in a sort 

of biographical allegory, if you will, of Plato’s own transformation of 

Athenian thought from even the most heavenly of sophism to a phi-

losophy that, for him, is wholly other to sophism and the rhetorical 

politics of the democracy. The transformation of Socrates is a meta-

phor for the transformation of Athenian intellectual life.

On my reading, the discursive or parodic relationship of Diotima 

to Aspasia is crucial for understanding the counterpolitical eros of 

the Symposium.58 Not only is Diotima a prophetess from Prophet-

τω̃ν ποvλεωvν τε και ; οι jκηvσεων διακοσμη vσεις.” All of the translations that I have consulted 
render the second term (οιjκηvσεων) in its seemingly obvious sense of “households” or 
“dwellings,” so I am genuinely unsure upon what Hadot is leaning here. Moreover, insofar 
as this line refers to those who partake only of the lesser mysteries, Hadot’s reading of 
these “institutions” as the Platonic school just doesn’t seem to work, since these are surely 
in contrast with and lower than the Academy.

57. Ferrari, “Platonic Love,” 256. See on this point also Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 313.
58. I hasten to make clear that by writing “counterpolitical,” I am not indicating that 

Platonic love escapes the political, but rather that it claims to. The use of eros in political 
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ville (in Halperin’s delightful translation of Mantinean) and thus a 

source of authority, but also, as such, she is totally out of the corporal 

politico-erotic economy of the city. Her Peloponnesian origin is not 

beside the point, and it is marked explicitly in Socrates’ address to 

her, “O stranger” (204c).59 This notion of Diotima as doubly marked 

“outsider” (as an apparently celibate woman and as a non-Athenian) 

is key to my reading of the Symposium.60 Phaedrus’s and Pausanias’s 

notions of eros fi nd it entirely in service of the polis; social solidarity 

and intergenerational socialization are entirely its products. Perhaps, 

however, the most explicit and richest expression of an eros that 

motivates social solidarity and political participation is Pericles’ fu-

contexts is commonplace in Greek; for a profound exploration of the relations between 
that eros and the specifi c eros connected with sex and love for an individual human being, 
see Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 121–69. I don’t entirely agree, however, with his distinction 
between “generic” uses of eros, meaning desire or wanting in general, and “specifi c” uses, 
which are erotic, but then are metaphorically transferred to other objects. It seems to 
me that the indistinguishability of “generic” and “specifi c” forms (meanings?) of eros fuels 
much of the “fashionable” discourse on political eros and the generation of desire that it 
is his project to identify. Political eros is, in my view, always literal and fi gurative, always 
literally connected to the desire for sex as well as fi guratively described in such terms. An 
exemplum is Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 143n75, in which he argues that in the course of a short 
passage in Euripides, he uses generic, specifi c, specifi c (transferred), generic. To my mind, 
it is virtually impossible that such distinctions occurred in the minds of speakers or in the 
structure of the language. It is interesting that two books on roughly the same topic were 
published in the same year: Ludwig’s as well as Victoria Wohl, Love among the Ruins: The 
Erotics of Democracy in Classical Athens (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002), 
3–4. Both books are full of virtue, but I fi nd Wohl stronger in her sense of how metaphor 
works than Ludwig. On this point, S. Sara Monoson has commented acutely, “It is reason-
able for us to assume that Pericles could use specifi c kinds of erotic imagery not only to 
be dramatic but to be precise” (“Citizen as Erastes,” 254). I would suggest that Thucy-
dides’/Pericles’ usage in the famous phrase urging Athenians to become lovers (erastai)—
in the most explicit of sexual senses, “active, insertive partner in a sexual encounter” 
(255)—of Athens (2.43.1) is no more or less “metaphorical” than Diotima’s highest rungs 
on the ladder in which the same Athenians are presented as erastai of the Forms! See too 
on this point the usual clarity of Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 43, and especially David 
Nirenberg, “The Politics of Love and Its Enemies,” Critical Inquiry 33, no. 3 (Spring 2007): 
573–605. All of these considerations are likely to need reexamination once full measure is 
taken of the arguments of Davidson’s The Greeks and Greek Love, but I don’t think any of 
the major theses of this book will need to be abandoned.

59. ωΔ̃  ξεvνη. Constanze Guthenke reminded me of this last point.
60. Which in the end, is quite different from Halperin’s in its end. For Halperin, 

Diotima turns out to be “not so much a woman as a ‘woman,’ a necessary female absence” 
(David M. Halperin, “Why Is Diotima a Woman?” in One Hundred Years of Homosexual-
ity and Other Essays on Greek Love [New York: Routledge, 1990], 149). For me, Diotima is 
exactly a woman, but a woman who represents the absence of another woman, not for 
specifi c political reasons having to do with gender, but for reasons having to do with the 
reproduction of the democratic polis as opposed to the philosophical Academy.
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neral peroration, according to Thucydides: “And not contented with 

ideas derived only from words of the advantages which are bound up 

with the defense of your country, though these would furnish a valu-

able text to a speaker even before an audience so alive to them as the 

present, you must yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed 

your eyes upon her from day to day, till love of her fi lls your hearts” 

(2.43.1).61 The last phrase, in the Greek και ; εjραστα ;ς γ ιγνομεvνους 

αυΔτη̃ς, is better translated “till you become her lovers.” 62 Insofar as 

Diotima counters their views by treating eros as solvent and not as 

connector—as WD40, not as duct tape—it reveals itself as counter-

polis. I would argue that the very apragmones, those who refrain from 

politics and who for Thucydides are “good for nothing” (in Hobbes’s 

inspired translation), are academic philosophers. If to philotimon is, 

for Thucydides, the highest of motivations (2.44.4), as it is for Pau-

sanias, for Plato’s Diotima it is, as we have just seen, merely the key 

to the lesser mysteries. While Pausanias’s version of eros (matched, I 

think, by Diotima’s “lesser mysteries”) brings people together for the 

greater good of the community, Diotima’s drives them apart fi nally 

into an individual contemplation of Beauty. Philosophy, according to 

Plato, is the privation of “politics.”

There is a passage in the Republic that seems crucial for under-

standing this point. Here Socrates points out just how few are fi t for 

philosophy, and paradoxically it is their unfi tness for politics that 

makes them so:

That leaves only a very small fraction, Adeimantus, of those who spend 

their time on philosophy as of right. Some character of noble birth 

and good upbringing, perhaps, whose career has been interrupted by 

61. Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian 
War, ed. Robert B. Strassler, introd. by Victor Davis Hanson, trans. Richard Crawley (New 
York: Free Press, 1996), 115.

62. Note Hornblower’s comment: “A strong metaphor which should not be diluted 
in translation, as it is by versions such as ‘fall in love with her’ ”; Simon Hornblower, A 
Commentary on Thucydides, vol. 1, Books I–III (1991; repr., Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 
311. See also on this passage W. Robert Connor, The New Politicians of Fifth-Century Athens 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971), 97. More than a metaphor, I would say, 
this is a regular extension of the semantic range of erastes, indicative of ideas about eros in 
Athens broader than only referring to sexual love. If this be so, then such ideas must be 
seen as common to Plato and Thucydides, in spite of their opposing ideological positions 
as defi ned here. See elegant discussion in Ludwig, Eros and Polis, 320–21 and throughout.
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exile, and who for want of corrupting infl uences has followed his na-

ture and remained with philosophy. Or a great mind born in a small 

city, who thinks the political affairs of his city beneath him, and has 

no time for them. . . . Our friend Theages has a bridle which is quite 

good at keeping people in check. Theages has all the qualifi cations 

for dropping out of philosophy, but physical ill-health keeps him in 

check, and stops him going into politics. . . . Those who have become 

members of this small group have tasted how sweet and blessed a pos-

session is philosophy. They can also, by contrast, see quite clearly the 

madness of the many. They can see that virtually nothing anyone in 

politics does is in any way healthy. (Republic 496a–c)63

The opposition between the life of a philosopher and the life of 

the polis could not possibly be clearer than it is in this passage. The 

philosopher is an alien by birth or even by virtue of the ill-formedness 

of his body, which keeps him out of the erotic/political commerce 

described, for example, by symposiast Pausanias. Or the philosopher 

is one who is blessed with a certain mantic ability, as Socrates is. As 

Nightingale observes, “It is noteworthy that the defi ning criterion is 

political orientation rather than method or doctrine.” 64 The defi ning 

criterion of the philosopher is alienation from the city.

Diotima against Aspasia

Diotima fi ts the job description of alienated intellectual perfectly: she 

is certainly a very marked sort of alien, “a great mind born in a small 

city,” and is a Mantinean mantic to boot. Nightingale has already con-

nected this passage in the Republic with the Symposium at exactly the 

point at which it is of interest to my argument here. She writes: “What 

is the nature of this new brand of alien [the philosopher]? . . . One of 

the most prominent aspects of Plato’s defi nition of the philosopher is 

the opposition he forges between the philosophic ‘outsider’ and the 

various types of people who made it their business to traffi c in wis-

dom.” Nightingale then goes on to remark that “the clearest and most 

63. G. R. F. Ferrari, ed., and Tom Griffi th, trans., The Republic by Plato, Cambridge 
Texts in the History of Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 200–201.

64. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 19.
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explicit enunciation of this phenomenon in the Platonic corpus” is 

perhaps “the Symposium’s handling of the exchange of ‘virtue’ for sex-

ual favors.” 65 Although Nightingale does not seem to remark this, the 

contrast between Diotima and Aspasia is a most powerful emblem of 

the Platonic notion of the philosopher as the one who does not traf-

fi c in the city’s wisdom. By staging the opposition between Aspasia 

and Diotima, Plato is enacting precisely the opposition between the 

lover of bodies/time and the lover of souls/epistēmē: Aspasia versus Di-

otima equals Pericles versus Socrates, a binary opposition. By assign-

ing Aspasia the position of author of an epideictic speech (the Funeral 

Oration in the Menexenus) while he renders Diotima a dialectician, 

Plato heightens as well the agglomeration of these binaries: Aspasia 

= rhetoric, civic life, bodily enacted eros, childbirth—all the markers 

of the lesser mysteries (at best)—while Diotima is dialectic, distance 

from the polis, the birth of ideas, and the very personifi cation of the 

eros of discourse alone, paralleling perfectly the representational val-

ues of their male partners, as well. The project of the Symposium is, on 

my reading, “putting philosophy on the map” to borrow Nightingale’s 

felicitous formulation.66 If, following Halperin’s very attractive sugges-

tion, Diotima is a replacement for Aspasia, a more detailed account-

ing for Aspasia’s place in Platonic discourse seems necessary in order 

to understand Diotima. The Menexenus, in which Aspasia is presented 

ironically as a sort of teacher of rhetoric and the producer of a funeral 

oration in her own right, is a parody of Pericles’ funeral oration as given 

by Thucydides.67 The question of rhetoric is thematized in the style of 

the original and its parodic echo. Thucydides’ original and Plato’s lam-

poon are both marked by their close approximations (one serious and 

one parodic) to Gorgias’s high style, a point of some importance, since, 

for Plato, the theory of erotics and the theory of rhetoric are closely 

aligned. Socrates, throughout the corpus, has only two female teachers, 

Aspasia and Diotima. In the Menexenus, in a context in which Socrates 

65. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 43.
66. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 19.
67. For the Menexenus as parody: E. R. Dodds, ed., introduction to Gorgias: A Revised 

Text by Plato (1959; repr., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 129; Dennis Proctor, 
The Experience of Thucydides (Warminster, Wilts., England: Aris & Phillips, 1980), 6; Nicole 
Loraux, The Invention of Athens: The Funeral Oration in the Classical City (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1986), 311–27.
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is openly mocking rhetoric and speech making, he cites Aspasia as his 

teacher in rhetoric. In the Symposium, when Socrates wishes to laud dia-

logue over rhetoric, it is Diotima, his teacher in erotics, who represents 

dialogue. As we know, rhetoric and dialogue are, for Plato, positioned 

in an absolute binary opposition, with the former negatively marked 

and the latter positively. “Bad erotics” are associated with “bad” speech 

practice, rhetoric, and “good” erotics with “good” speech forms, dia-

lectic. I think that, in light of the more ancient tradition, according to 

which it was Aspasia who was Socrates’ instructor in erotics, we are not 

meant to miss this binary opposition: the seductive, fl attering, lying 

funeral oration (Menexenus 234c–235a) taught and given by the beauti-

ful, sexual, political Aspasia versus the true dialogue of the holy, alien, 

Peloponnesian prophetess, Diotima.

Both Aspasia and Diotima are presented as having taught Socrates 

some art in the form of a discourse. Aspasia, Socrates’ traditional in-

structor in erotics, becomes his instructor in rhetoric, while a new 

woman is produced to teach him proper erotics. The analogy (or bet-

ter, homology) in the realm of erotics is only too clear. Aspasia can 

teach only the false use of language, just as she would have been able 

to teach only the lower erotics that pursues pleasure, procreation, 

and political power, while Diotima can teach true erotics, because 

her sexuality is entirely out of all of these realms, and thus, to com-

plete the ratio, she teaches true speaking (dialectic), as well. Indeed, 

we could push the point even a bit further: for Diotima, dialectic, and 

nothing else, is true erotics.

I would say, then, that the precise choice of woman, or better put, 

the remarkably absent woman, the absent real woman, Aspasia, the 

woman who wasn’t there, as it were, is an essential aspect of the over-

all rhetoric of the piece. Since Plato is adopting a procreative model 

of erotic desire but is at the same time contemptuous of the physi-

cal procreation of corporeal children, the teacher cannot be a gyne 

(woman/wife) but must be a parthenos (virgin). Diotima may be female, 

but in Greek, I think, she is not (quite) a woman. She is, however, on 

this reading a real (if fi ctional) female.68

68. Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, in Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 112, conveniently give 
several reasons that have been offered for “Diotima,” none of which touch on the present 
proposal (perhaps, of course, only evidence for its untenability).
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There is more going on in the move from the physically procre-

ative eros of the heterosexual couple (Pericles and Aspasia) to the 

purely spiritual/intellectual one (Socrates and Diotima) than Hal-

perin has articulated,69 namely a strong displacement of procreation 

itself. Where Halperin’s argument seems to assume that the thrust of 

Plato’s innovation is to fi nd a way to assimilate male-male love to that 

of male and female, and therefore Diotima must be a woman, I would 

read it almost in opposite fashion as a way of making male-female love 

“as good as” male-male love, by removing the sexual element from the 

former as well as from the latter. Hence, on my view, the “vulgar” un-

derstanding of Platonic love as love without sex, whatever the sexes, 

has much to commend it. The relationship between Socrates and 

Diotima models, as it were, the possibility of a purely spiritual eros 

between a man and a woman while theorizing that nonsexual eros 

as procreative in both its same-sex and other-sex (but always no-sex: 

please, we’re philosophers) versions. The move that Plato makes is a 

decisive one away from the body, both the body of pleasure and the 

body of procreation, to a disembodied version of both. The question 

of an eros of speaking is, therefore, at the very heart of the Symposium, 

as much or even more (for being partly disguised) as in any of the dia-

logues, including the ones that most explicitly foreground it, such as 

the Gorgias and the Protagoras.

It is that transfer from anus, vagina, and womb to pure mind, from 

phallus to logos (or in another terminology, from penis to phallus), that 

explains why Diotima is not Aspasia. She is the possessor of neither a 

clitoris for pleasure nor a womb for physical procreation,70 but both, 

in her, are purely spiritual entities, metaphors that help us grasp the 

proper eros. When there is to be no actual sex, women are, opines 

Plato, just as good as men.71

On this reading, the substitution of the Mantinean mantic for 

the Athenian partner, lover, politician, mother (not demimondaine), 

was a very marked one indeed. If Aspasia is the female version of 

69. Halperin, “Why Is Diotima,” 136–37.
70. Monique Wittig, “The Category of Sex,” in The Straight Mind and Other Essays 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 1–8.
71. For a beautiful exposition of this point, culminating in a citation of Baudelaire’s 

line that “loving intelligent women is a pederastic pleasure,” see Price, Love and Friendship, 
226–28.
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Pericles, Diotima makes the perfect female version of Socrates, the 

anti-Pericles. Diotima has to be a woman, on this account, in order to 

negate Aspasia and all that she means. The ideal pair of Socrates and 

Diotima is thus located in semiotic contrast to two less-than-ideal 

pairings, Pericles and Aspasia, on the one hand, and Pausanias and 

Agathon on the other.

Rhetoric and Dialectic

The Symposium centers (or “turns”?) on a dichotomy homologous to 

that of the ladders leading to the two types of eros: the opposition be-

tween rhetoric and dialectic. The Socratic rejection of all of the expla-

nations and apologies for Greek love in the Symposium is matched by 

an explicitly thematized opposition between these forms of speech. 

Indeed, by the end of my reading, I shall suggest that the latter bi-

nary, and not the former, is the main work of the text, what the text 

is about.72 Just as all of the speakers up to Socrates defend Greek love 

while Diotima/Socrates attack it, all of the speakers preceding them 

speak in encomia (rhetorical speeches of praise), while these latter 

speak in dialectic.

The contrast between epideictic encomia and dialogue comes fi rst 

between the speeches of Aristophanes and Agathon, where Socrates 

is represented as attempting to lead the conversation into a “discus-

sion” or dialogue, and Phaedrus interrupts:

Agathon, my friend, if you answer Socrates, he’ll no longer care whether 

we get anywhere with what we’re doing here, so long as he has a part-

ner for discussion [dialegesthai]. Especially if he’s handsome. Now, like 

you, I enjoy listening to Socrates in discussion [dialegesthai], but it is my 

duty to see to the praising of Love and to exact a speech from every one 

72. This interpretation goes rather a long way, I think, to explaining why Agathon’s 
rather weak speech is placed in such a marked and privileged position. As Corrigan and 
Glazov-Corrigan put the problems: “Why should Agathon’s speech, for instance, be the 
‘culmination’ of the fi rst set of speeches? . . . Is it only because Agathon is the victorious 
host or is there another design at work? And why should Socrates spend so much time 
‘demolishing’ Agathon’s speech?” (Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 49). If Agathon is indeed the rep-
resentative par excellence in the dialogue of sophistic rhetoric, then defeating him with 
the “Truth” is, on my view, the whole purpose of the dialogue; we have, then, an answer to 
all of these questions.
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of this group. When each of you has made his offering to the god, then 

you can have your discussion [dialegesthai]. (194d)

In fact, the symposium (if not the Symposium) is conceived as a rhe-

torical competition, echoing the theatrical competition for which 

the party and Agathon’s victory therein is a celebration. Moreover, 

the text is already inscribing proper pederasty, à la Socrates, as the 

dialogue of the older philosopher and a beautiful boy.

I thus demur from Halperin’s remark that “the Platonic dialogue is 

true to this model of philosophical inquiry,” namely, “the atmosphere 

of good will and ungrudging exchange of questions and answers.” 73 

On my view, Plato neither reimagines eros as mutual nor imagines 

dialectic as reciprocal, although he mystifyingly presents it as such, 

as I shall propose below via a reading of parts of Socrates’ dialogue 

with Agathon. The anteros of all the young men for Socrates repre-

sents something else entirely, an inscription of how Socrates’ own ex-

traordinary beauty defi es the conventional notions of who and what 

is beautiful and sexually alluring, thus instantiating Plato’s own vision 

of beauty of the soul.74 The prototype of this antiaesthetic beauty is, 

of course, Socrates’ own statement at the beginning of the Protago-

ras that Protagoras is more beautiful to him than Alcibiades, echoed 

by Alcibiades’ own eros (not anteros) toward Socrates at the end of 

the Symposium, an eros that even more radically overturns Athenian 

norms. Perhaps it is not going too far to say that this love of all for 

Socrates is a kind of parable of the way that the beautiful (or God) 

participates in love by stimulating it, but not by feeling it.

For Halperin, the great departure of Plato is from the hierarchical 

model of sex to one of mutual desire and pleasuring. Halperin goes 

on to indicate that this reciprocity of active desire, “Plato’s remodel-

ing of the homoerotic ethos of classical Athens . . . has direct con-

sequences for his program of philosophical inquiry.” It results in an 

ethos of true conversation in which “mutual desire makes possible 

the ungrudging exchange of questions and answers which constitutes 

the soul of philosophic practice.” 75 Halperin concludes, “Since any 

73. David M. Halperin, “Plato and Erotic Reciprocity,” Classical Antiquity 5 (1986): 78.
74. See too Price, Love and Friendship, 233, on this anteros.
75. Halperin, “Why Is Diotima,” 133.
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beautiful soul can serve as a mirror for any other, reciprocal desire 

need not be confi ned to the context of physical relations between the 

sexes (which Plato, at least according to one reading of Phaedrus 250e, 

appears to have despised). The kind of mutuality in erôs traditionally 

imputed to women in Greek culture could therefore fi nd a new home 

in the erotic dynamics of Platonic love.” 76 I fi nd Halperin’s construal 

of the parallel between sexual and philosophic desire illuminating, 

even as I take it in rather a different direction. The mutuality of the 

“heterosexual” couple in ancient Greece is itself, I would suggest, a 

kind of chimera, since the only reason that the female was permitted 

to desire the male penetrator was that she was always already of dom-

inated, penetratable status. This would suggest that using eros/anteros 

as the model for “mutual desire [that] makes possible the ungrudg-

ing exchange of questions and answers which constitutes the soul of 

philosophic practice” could raise as many questions as it answers, and 

indeed, in my view, it does, as a further investigation of the Symposium 

will disclose. In short, I shall suggest that the eros of philosophical 

dialogue is, for Plato, as penetrative and hierarchical as Pausanian 

pederasty or, for that matter, Pericles’ liaison with Aspasia.

Socrates’ treatment of Agathon (“the good/beautiful”) is meant as 

a performance of proper pederasty—Agathon being the beautiful boy 

with whom Socrates would love to have conversation. This pairing 

opposes the presumably incorrect (however “heavenly”) pederastic 

relationship between Agathon and his actual boyfriend, Pausanias. 

The same relations of power and hierarchy apply as in Athenian man-

boy love—Agathon must assent to Socrates—but the realm is of the 

soul rather than the body. If Agathon the eromenos gratifi es the need 

of Socrates the erastes to penetrate his mind with logos (as he does with 

his body and Pausanias’s phallus—if, perhaps, only intercrurally), then 

presumably Agathon will receive some of the same things that the or-

dinary eromenos is supposed to receive from gratifying the desire of his 

erastes to penetrate his body with phallus.77

76. Halperin, “Why Is Diotima,” 136–37.
77. Plato’s moves here have to be correlated with other, even earlier, movements 

within Athenian thought. Plato’s own vision of philosophia, of course, owes much to Par-
menides, but also, as Froma Zeitlin has argued, much as well to Aeschylus. The very foun-
dations of philosophy, as a specifi cally European practice according to her, are grounded 
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On my reading, it is thus the speech of Agathon, or rather Socrates’ 

interaction with that dramatist and rhetor, that constitutes the heart 

of and hermeneutic key to the dialogue.78 Instead of Pausanias’s de-

scription of a good eros from which virtue fl ows in exchange for se-

men (or better put, perhaps, in which metaphorically semen is the 

material within which virtue fl ows), Diotima delineates an eros that 

is entirely spiritual in nature, outside the circulation (the traffi c) of 

the sociality of the polis. Above all, she is explicitly speaking against 

Pausanias, that ultimate representative of the highest-mindedness of 

Athenian eros, the one who sharply distinguishes between vulgar love 

(pederasty) and Uranian love (pederasty cum pedagogy). Socrates, it 

will be remembered, explicitly rejects Agathon’s request that he re-

cline next to him, “so that I can lay hold of you and thereby enjoy 

the benefi t of that piece of wisdom which occurred to you,” to which 

Socrates replies that “it is not in the nature of wisdom to fl ow from 

one person to another like liquid fl owing from a fuller vessel to an 

emptier one” (175c–e), thereby capsizing the entire self-understanding 

of the Athenian pederastic/pedagogical system.79 I would like to 

suggest that the Symposium is entirely of a piece with Plato’s whole 

oeuvre in its articulation of a doubled social space (the polis versus 

the Academy—a full two miles away from the agora)80 coarticulated 

with a doubled ontological space (the physical versus the immaterial) 

and a doubled epistemological space (what appears and what is true, 

in “bring[ing] together phallos and head . . . for the ending of the [Oresteia] is also 
concerned with a shift in modes and behavior, as it charts a progression from darkness to 
light, from obscurity to clarity. Representation of symbolic signs [symbolic here is not in 
the Lacanian sense—D.B.] perceived as a form of female activity gives way to the triumph 
of the male Logos. Representation and lyric incantation yield to dialectic and speech, and 
magic to science. Even more, this ‘turning away from the mother to the father,’ as Freud 
observed, ‘signifi es victory of intellectuality over the senses.’ ” Froma Zeitlin, “The Dy-
namics of Misogyny: Myth and Mythmaking in Aeschylus’s Oresteia,” in Playing the Other: 
Gender and Society in Classical Greek Literature, Women in Culture and Society (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 211. Zeitlin proceeds to provide an extensive list of the 
ontological oppositions grounded in the primary opposition of male as Apollo and female 
as Erinyes that grow from this “turning” or “victory” (212).

78. Cf. Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 5.
79. See too Halperin, “Why Is Diotima,” 148, and Bloom, “Ladder of Love,” 77.
80. “Perhaps also Plato thought the intellectual free-for-all at Athens a special obstacle 

to such a gradual doling out of wisdom as Diotima proposed; cf. Rep. VI 498a–c” (Ferrari, 
“Platonic Love,” 262). To which I can only respond: Indeed!
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doxa and epistēmē). There is, as I have been suggesting, a doubled fe-

male fi gure that corresponds to this doubling, as well: Aspasia, who 

is at home in the polis, versus Diotima, who belongs to the Academy, 

if not even farther away from the agora than that.81 Finally, there is 

a doubled space of logos as well: rhetoric corresponding to the fi rst 

of each of these binary pairs and dialectic corresponding to the sec-

ond. This consistent and persistent doubling has much more crucial 

consequences for the history of sexuality than any details of permit-

ting or forbidding this or that sexual practice.82 Encomia to love, 

beautiful speeches in praise of eros, stand for Pausanian, demotic sex 

in Plato’s economy, while austere dialectic, with its fearless search for 

so-called truth, stands for the true eros of love of the Forms. If the 

poets are to be exiled from Kallipolis,83 it is the philosophers who 

exile themselves from the Athenian polis.84 The interaction with Ag-

athon is Plato’s Socratic dramatization of this contrast.

It is no accident, by any means, that it is Agathon’s sophistic rhet-

oric that is the zenith/nadir of the preparatory text for Diotima’s 

speech. Plato explicitly represents Agathon as a rhetor, not a philoso-

pher, that is, as someone concerned with form, rather than with con-

tent or truth. After Agathon has fi nished his speech, “Socrates glanced 

at Eryximachus and said, ‘Now do you think I was foolish to feel the 

fear that I felt before? Didn’t I speak like a prophet a while ago when 

I said that Agathon would give an amazing speech and I would be 

tongue-tied? . . . How am I not going to be tongue-tied, I or anyone 

else, after a speech delivered with such beauty and variety? The other 

parts may not have been so wonderful, but that at the end!’ ”

The last part of Agathon’s speech is delivered in the high Gorgi-

anic style, virtually a parody of that form of rhetoric, and Plato has 

Socrates underline the ironic tone of his response to it:

81. See too Nightingale’s contrast of Aristophanes as “insider” critic of the democratic 
city as opposed to Plato as “outsider/socially disembedded” (Genres in Dialogue, 190–92); 
and see discussion in Josiah Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens: Intellectual Critics of 
Popular Rule (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998), 48–51.

82. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 155. In this matter, I am entirely in agreement as well 
with Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 236.

83. On which, see the illuminating Ramona Naddaff, Exiling the Poets: The Production of 
Censorship in Plato’s Republic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

84. Cf. Callicles’ brilliant and eloquent attack on philosophy in Gorgias 484c–486d. It 
could have been Isocrates speaking.
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Who would not be struck dumb on hearing the beauty of the words 

and phrases? Anyway, I was worried that I’d not be able to say anything 

that came close to them in beauty, and so I would almost have run away 

and escaped, if there had been a place to go. And, you see, the speech 

reminded me of Gorgias, so that I actually experienced what Homer 

describes: I was afraid that Agathon would end by sending the Gor-

gian head/Gorgonic head, awesome at speaking in a speech, against 

my speech, and this would turn me to stone by striking me dumb.

He is struck dumb by Agathon’s rhetoric, just as he claims to have 

been struck dumb by Protagoras’s rhetoric in his dialogue. Yet this 

assertion is coupled with a far more critical suggestion. As Kevin 

Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan have phrased it so well: “After 

the speech in Socrates’ Gorgianic-Gorgonic pun we hear, as it were, 

the distant echo of the Republic’s multiformed, polykephalic beast 

(Rep. 588e–590b), lionlike and snakelike (cf. 590b), which in no way 

matches the golden appearance before us but, with the merest hint 

of something much more sinister, betokens the corruption of such 

natures in their most devolved forms—that is, for Plato, the demo-

cratic nature (as ruled by the mob) and the tyrannical nature.” 85 As 

the Corrigans point out, Plato associates gorgianic rhetoric with the 

unleashing of mob rule (as indeed do some modern French Platonists 

as well). By sharp discursive contrast, Socrates declares that he will 

speak only under certain conditions. Rhetorical encomia are not for 

him: “But I didn’t even know the method for giving praise; and it was 

in ignorance that I agreed to take part in this. . . . Goodbye to that! 

I’m not giving another eulogy [encomium] using that method, not at 

all—I wouldn’t be able to do it!—but, if you wish, I’d like to tell the 

truth my way (198a–199c).”

His way, of course, is via dialogue, not speeches. On fi rst reading, 

it is not clear why this insistence on dialogue is so fraught with sig-

nifi cance, but since, as we have seen, Plato returns to it over and over 

again in dialogues as wildly different in theme as the Gorgias and the 

Protagoras, and now the Symposium, it becomes apparent that this is 

a central thematic in his work. T. H. Irwin has discussed this point: 

“Plato shares [the] Parmenidean ideal of rational compulsion, in con-

85. Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 95.
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trast to the Protagorean standard, also derived from Parmenides, of 

appearance and convention as the basis of belief. But we should be 

surprised that he accepts the Parmenidean ideal, if we look at his own 

works, for in his earlier dialogues he normally depicts Socrates in con-

versations about ethics. The basis for the conversation is common 

beliefs about ethics—the area in which Protagoras’ claims seem most 

plausible. Socrates seems to aim at agreement in conversation, not at 

some compelling proof that describes an independent reality. Why 

should a writer of such dialogues look for rational compulsion?” 86 As 

Irwin sharply sums up the question: “Why should Plato look for com-

pulsion and objectivity in such an unpromising place?” 87 The answer, 

of course, is that dialectic, when read from a discourse analysis point 

of view, is anything but “an unpromising place” for the production of 

“rational compulsion,” with the accent on the compulsion.88 So much 

for an ethos of true conversation in which “mutual desire makes pos-

sible the ungrudging exchange of questions and answers.” 89 As Irwin 

makes absolutely clear, for Plato the standard of absolute, objective, 

compelling epistemic knowledge is reached not through mathemati-

cal deduction (as it would be in Aristotle, for instance), nor even in 

contemplation of the Forms, but precisely in dialectic, Socratic con-

versation. Jowett provides an apt and revealing turn of speech when 

he refers to “the ruling passion of Socrates for dialectics,” Socrates, 

“who will argue with Agathon instead of making a speech, and will 

only speak at all upon the condition that he is allowed to speak the 

truth.” 90 In other words, we might say dialectic equals philosophy, 

that is, the search for truth,91 while encomia, rhetorical speeches, are 

86. T. H. Irwin, “Coercion and Objectivity in Plato’s Dialectic,” Révue Internationale de 
Philosophie 40 (1986): 53.

87. Irwin, “Coercion,” 54.
88. Mark Douglas Given writes: “In Vlastos’s own words, Socrates enters into this con-

text with complete prognostication of Vince Lombardi’s famous sporting logion, ‘Win-
ning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.’ This is a fatal admission for Vlastos’s defense of 
Socrates, for it is precisely this attitude for which Socrates condemns the Sophists and 
rhetoric generally in the Gorgias, and to which he counterposes his argument that it is 
better to suffer wrong than to do it”; Mark Douglas Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric: Ambiguity, 
Cunning, and Deception in Greece and Rome, Emory Studies in Early Christianity (Harrisburg, 
Pa: Trinity Press International, 2001), 16–17.

89. Halperin, “Why Is Diotima,” 133.
90. Benjamin Jowett, trans., The Dialogues of Plato, 2nd ed., (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1875), 2:15.
91. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 164.
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incorrigibly marred owing to their search for their own beauty, or, 

even worse, for mere crowd-pleasing effect.

In the Protagoras, as well, dialogue/dialectic occurs as anything but 

an atmosphere of good will and an ungrudging exchange of questions 

and answers. Indeed, Socrates’ treatment of Protagoras consists of 

manipulation and a play of dominance and submission that is any-

thing but egalitarian. In the Symposium, at the very zenith of Diotima’s 

exposition of true love, she makes the following remark to Socrates 

about the beauty of knowledge:

First, it always is and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither 

waxes nor wanes. Second, it is not beautiful this way and ugly that 

way, nor beautiful at one time and ugly at another, nor beautiful in 

relation to one thing and ugly in relation to another; nor is it beautiful 

here but ugly there, as it would be if it were beautiful for some people 

and ugly for others. (211a)

The best reason for this digression in my view is that Platonic love 

is being made explicitly to contrast with both a Heraclitean and a 

Protagorean account of reality as fl ux and relativity. Given the strong 

associations between the Symposium and the Protagoras, Plato alludes, 

on my reading, precisely to Protagoras’s great speech in which this 

point is argued. “Beautiful for some people and ugly for others”—

dismissed as an inept gloss by some critics92—is now seen to be the 

very heart of this brief speech, an explicit rejection of the human as 

the measure of all things, that they are or that they are not, even love!

Once again, we are sent back to Protagoras and the Protagoras, 

as once again, this time obliquely, the view of the Sophist is being 

dismissed.

In reading the Protagoras, we have seen that the question of debate 

versus dialogue can be taken as the very driving force of Plato’s work. 

That this is the central theme of the Symposium is brought home by 

one last crucial moment in the Symposium that, on my reading, ties it 

to the Protagoras. I bring Agathon back once more to the stage for a 

reprise before my own fi nale. Indeed, the considerations offered in 

92. See Nehamas in Nehamas and Woodruff, Symposium by Plato, 58n92, who, himself, 
dismisses the dismissal.
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this chapter may provide a clue to reading an otherwise seemingly 

trivial and puzzling bit of business. Socrates and Agathon are the last 

who remain to speak at the symposium, and Socrates (as usual) feigns 

modesty with respect to his fi nal interlocutor:

“If you ever get in my position, or rather the position I’ll be in after 

Agathon’s spoken so well, then you’ll really be afraid. You’ll be at your 

wit’s end, as I am now.”

“You’re trying to bewitch me, Socrates,” said Agathon, “by making 

me think the audience expects great things of my speech, so I’ll get 

fl ustered.”

At this point, Socrates “reminds” Agathon that having just won 

a contest in drama in front of all Athens, Agathon should hardly be 

nonplussed by speaking before so few. Agathon responds:

“Why, Socrates,” said Agathon. “You must think I have nothing but 

theater audiences on my mind! So you suppose I don’t realize that, if 

you’re intelligent, you fi nd a few sensible men much more frightening 

than a senseless crowd?!”

Socrates quite misses (accidentally on purpose) the point:

“I’m sure that if you ever run into people you consider wise, you’ll pay 

more attention to them than to ordinary people. But you can’t sup-

pose we’re in that class; we were at the theater too, you know, part of 

the ordinary crowd. Still, if you did run into any wise men, other than 

yourself, you’d certainly be ashamed at the thought of doing anything 

ugly in front of them. Is that what you mean?”

“That’s true,” he said.

“On the other hand, you wouldn’t be ashamed to do something 

ugly in front of ordinary people. Is that it?” (194a–d)

At this point, Phaedrus feeling an elenchus coming on, interrupts 

and bids Agathon move on to his speech, for, as we have seen, Socrates 

“will no longer care whether we get anywhere with what we’re doing 

here, so long as he has a partner for discussion.” Most readers seem to 

believe that this passage is merely comic relief or an embarrassment 
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of Agathon for its own sake. On my reading, it is a highly pointed 

interchange that marks the difference between the philosophical in-

quiry of the few and the contests for popularity among the many and 

thus the difference between oligarchy and democracy.93 We all realize 

instinctively, I think, that Agathon is somehow right here, that it is 

much more fearsome to perform before a group of one’s elite associ-

ates than before the thousands in the theater, and we are meant, I 

think, to take home the point that Plato is making throughout both 

texts: that democracy is the equivalent of a theatrical or a sophistic 

performance, one that seduces and manipulates the masses, and not, 

as Pericles would have it, a serious educative experience, improving 

and guiding doxa.

This reading puts quite a different spin on philosophical eros. To 

be sure, we can fi nd here in philosophical dialogue Platonic-style a 

strong model of male-male desire, as spiritualized and as intense as 

the male-male desire of a Byzantine monastery.94 That nevertheless 

should not blind us to differences in the ways in which that model 

of eros is constructed. My reading of Platonic dialogue assimilates 

Plato’s pedagogical ideal to pederasty in the clear asymmetry of the 

penetrator penetrated, taking the pederastic model of Athens at its 

best, as represented by Pausanias’s speech, and turning it on its head 

from its bottom, as it were.95 This reading of Platonic dialogue and 

eros as an inverted hierarchy of rhetorical eros thus raises problems 

for Halperin’s explanations for Diotima’s gender as signaling the 

mutuality of Platonic eros. So too does this reading challenge Fou-

cault’s similar insistence on the mutuality of the Platonic “dialectic 

of love.” 96

Socrates is looking for the Truth and is convinced that by his dia-

lectical method it can be found:

“I cannot refute you, Socrates,” said Agathon:—“Let us assume that 

what you say is true.”

93. See too a very interesting comparison of this passage with the Republic in Corrigan 
and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play, 77; too Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 53.

94. Eugene F. Rogers, Sexuality and the Christian Body: Their Way into the Triune God, 
Challenges in Contemporary Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).

95. Cf. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 164–65.
96. Foucault, Use of Pleasure, 240.
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“Say rather, beloved Agathon, that you cannot refute the truth; for 

Socrates is easily refuted.”

It is here that the element of coercion enters into the Platonic 

speech situation, for (as T. H. Irwin, following Richard Rorty, has 

noted) it is precisely the claim for absolutely objective “truth” that 

introduces the element of coercion into philosophical discourse. 

Like Protagoras in his eponymous dialogue, Agathon has been de-

feated by that coercive power play known as “The Truth.” Neither 

in love nor in philosophy is mutuality ever seriously comprehended. 

The co(n)textual connection of the Protagoras with the Symposium 

thus supports the thesis that one of the main burdens of the latter (if 

not its major task) is the overthrow of rhetoric by dialectic, because 

only dialectic allows “The Truth,” Plato’s Truth (even when aporetic 

or even apophatic) to appear.

The major theme of the Symposium, I therefore conclude, is indeed 

that of virtually the whole Platonic corpus: it is a protreptic speech 

in (pseudo)dialogue that champions the life of dialectic, with its ab-

solute and coercive “Truth,” over against what are according to Plato 

the shady and shaky claims of rhetoric/debate, with its allegedly very 

precarious grasp on truth.97 If you ask me what Plato does in the Sym-

posium, I would answer that he means to convince us to abandon both 

sex and the city, debate and democracy, in order to follow the only life 

he deemed worthwhile, the dialectical life of the Platonic Academy. 

In performing its textual transcendence of its declared subject, love, 

the Symposium is acting out, as well, its own theme of the transcen-

dence of that “which men call love” by philosophia. This is, then, Plato 

at his most serious and politically monological. In the next (and fi nal) 

chapter, however, I hope to reveal how Plato both affi rms and queries 

his serious program by means of a relapse of the hiccups and in par-

ticular the greatest hiccup (or Pantagruelistic moment) of all: Alcibi-

ades’ appearance at the end of the Symposium.

97. See similar formulation in Bloom, “Ladder of Love,” 123.
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A Crude Contradiction;

Or, The Second Accent of the Symposium

S
chlegel and Nietzsche, it seems, fi rst brought Plato’s dia-

logues into what would be the Bakhtinian ken by identify-

ing them as novels,1 and this identifi cation has found some cur-

rency among literary scholars. Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan 

defi ne the Symposium as a novel simpliciter, construing the rep-

resented “dialogue” between the various speakers as some sort 

of genuine dialogical text. As they write, “If it is characteristic 

of the novel as a genre that it be essentially dialogical and that, 

if dialogical, is also aware of itself as dialogical and aware also of 

its difference from other kinds of voice (e.g. epic, drama, lyric 

etc.), then the Symposium in the strict sense is the fi rst novel in 

history.” And they continue with the following justifi cation for 

their position: “It is only in the Symposium that the arts and sci-

ences of their day (i.e., in the personae of the early speakers, from 

Phaedrus to Agathon, namely as orator, Sophist, doctor, comic 

poet, theological tragedian) speak for themselves as individual 

players in a larger chemistry of presence and absence by which 

1. Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, “Plato’s Symposium and Bakh-
tin’s Theory of the Dialogical Character of Novelistic Discourse,” in The Bakhtin 
Circle and Ancient Narrative, vol. 3, ed. Robert Bracht Branham, Ancient Narrative 
(Groningen: Barkhuis Groningen University Library, 2005), 32.
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art and philosophy come together in the new form of the novel, which 

is specifi cally conscious of itself as a new genre among genres.” 2

The speakers in the Symposium, however, as in the Protagoras, are 

not at all presented as authentic voices. All of them are crammed 

rather into Plato’s consciousness and its protreptic aims for philoso-

phy. Note how Bakhtin describes the dialogical:

Within the arena of almost every utterance an intense interaction and 

struggle between one’s own and another’s word is being waged, a pro-

cess in which they oppose or dialogically interanimate each other. The 

utterance so conceived is a considerably more complex and dynamic 

organism than it appears when construed simply as a thing that ar-

ticulates the intention of the person uttering it, which is to see the 

utterance as a direct, single-voiced vehicle of expression.3

There hardly seems in the Symposium any intense interactions and 

struggle between the Platonic (or Socratic) word and the words of 

any other. The fl at, not even quite parodic (although surely reduc-

tive) production and refutation of the other speakers is not then, in 

the Bakhtinian sense, dialogical; it is a classic instance of monological 

dialogue.

Another writer who has described the Symposium in Bakhtin’s 

terms as a novel is Barbara Gold.4 Her argument, somewhat more 

nuanced than that of the Corrigans, nevertheless also proceeds from 

the understanding of the different speakers in the main body of the 

Symposium as genuinely “other” voices: “Although it is clear that the 

Symposium is not, by the modern defi nition of the word, a novel, it 

and other pre-novelistic works can be called a novel by Bakhtin be-

cause they transmit, mimic and represent other languages, words and 

speech, both spoken and written.” 5 Gold has advanced this question 

considerably in her identifi cation of the “combination of seriousness 

2. Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, “Plato’s Symposium,” 33.
3. Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. 

Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, University of Texas Press 
Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 348.

4. Barbara K. Gold, “A Question of Genre: Plato’s Symposium as Novel,” in “Compara-
tive Literature,” special issue, MLN 95, no. 5, (December 1980): 1353–59.

5. Gold, “A Question,” 1355.
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and levity” as the defi ning mark of the Platonic text, her marking of 

it as belonging with the genre of to spoudogeloion.6 On the other hand, 

she does not allow this insight to develop, going rather for the easy 

claim that “in the view of Bakhtin, each of these speakers and each 

of the statements is one voice in a multi-colored canvas. All previous 

genres are parodied in the Symposium.” 7 Pace Gold, however, system-

atic laughter at every voice but one’s own does not constitute a dia-

logical work. Clever parodies of rhetoric, medicine, and so forth do 

not constitute “speaking for themselves,” and there is precious little 

dialogism in the dialogue on that level. Allowing other voices to laugh 

at one’s own (and one’s “hero’s”) does constitute the dialogical text, 

and it is in this that I will seek the dialogism in Plato’s work.8

Nightingale has written: “In the case of parody, Bakhtin claims, 

the text will criticize, subvert, or co-opt the genre that it represents. 

When the targeted genre is denied authority, parody may decrease 

the ‘dialogism’ in the text. Nonparodic hybrids which grant the tar-

geted genre full semantic autonomy, by contrast, have a greater de-

gree of ‘dialogism.’ As I have suggested, Plato’s relation to the genres 

he targets is generally adversarial; . . . in different ways and for differ-

ent reasons, he forces poetic and rhetorical subtexts to serve his own 

purposes. His use of intertextuality should thus be analyzed as a spe-

cies of parody.” 9 Nightingale is surely right here, but there is more, 

perhaps, to be said on this, for the very effort “to force poetic and 

rhetoric” texts and genres to serve him as slaves, as it were, is often 

defeated by the very act of containment. Sometimes it is the slave-

master who is covertly and slyly leading the slave revolt.

In a brilliant reading of the Gorgias, Nightingale shows that that 

6. Gold, “A Question,” 1357.
7. Gold, “A Question,” 1359.
8. I wish to partially repay an intellectual debt here. From the beginning of my work 

on Plato, Mark Jordan had been skeptical of the overweening monologization implied by 
my reading, insisting that the last part of the Symposium has to be crucial for a reading. 
Although in the end I didn’t quite adapt his interpretation of the text, my reading of the 
Symposium here and thus my entire “take” on Plato has been deeply shifted owing to his 
instruction. For Jordan’s reading, see Mark Jordan, “Flesh in Confession: Alcibiades be-
side Augustine,” in Toward a Theology of Eros: Transfi guring Passion at the Limits of Discipline, 
ed. Virginia Burrus and Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 
23–37.

9. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 7.
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dialogue is produced entirely as a kind of parody of Euripides’ trag-

edy, Antiope.10 After demonstrating this, she queries, “What would 

motivate the author of the piercing diatribe in the Republic against 

poetry in general and tragedy in particular to attempt such an adap-

tation?” 11 and answers that it is precisely as part of Plato’s project to 

distinguish his discourse practice as something new and altogether 

more important than all of the other speech practices of Athenians—

poetry, rhetoric, drama, and everything else. She shows that the 

nonphilosophers are portrayed as seeing Socrates as comic and fool-

ish but that he turns the tables on them, making clear, as Plato de-

sires, that “the subject that philosophy addresses is the most ‘serious’ 

of issues and, as Socrates suggests at 509a, anyone who attempts to 

argue against the philosopher will always appear καταγεvλαστος [ri-

diculous].” So fi nally, “Callicles’ picture of the powerful orator and 

the helpless and ridiculous philosopher is thus reversed by Socrates. 

It is the philosopher who is serious and the orators and unphilosophi-

cal people ridiculous.” 12 While Nightingale’s point is astute, it is pre-

cisely the incorporation of the despised tragedic genre that threatens 

to burst its parodic bounds and reverse again the Socratic reversal, 

to turn Plato’s Socrates once again into that of Aristophanes. In the 

Symposium, above all others of Plato’s texts, we fi nd the double re-

verse thematized. A second reading of the Symposium will clarify this 

point. This reading, I hope, will more closely track what I take to 

be the deeply antithetical moment in Plato’s Socratic texts, encom-

passing both Socrates the almost ethereal hero of the quest for the 

Forms and potbellied Socrates, the almost Aristophanic sophomore. 

Skipping quite over the parts of the Symposium that I have read in the 

previous chapter, I cut right to the chase.

The Symposium as Drama

For me, as for some other readers, the key moment in the last part 

of the Symposium is Socrates’ “forcing” (προσαναγκαvζειν) of both Ag-

athon and Aristophanes to assert that the same person ought to be 

10. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 67–87.
11. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 87.
12. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 90.
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able to write tragedy and comedy. Jose Ortega y Gasset saw in this 

moment the beginnings of the novel. Claiming (in terms not incom-

patible with Bakhtin’s) that the novel is tragicomedy, he writes of the 

last episode of the Symposium: “In the novel as a synthesis of tragedy 

and comedy, the strange desire hinted at by Plato without any com-

ment has been fulfi lled. . . . This episode has not been satisfactorily 

explained, but I have always suspected, when I read it, that Plato, a 

soul seething with intuitions, was planting here the seed of the novel. 

If we prolong the gesture made by Socrates from the Symposium in the 

pale light of dawn, it will seem as if we come up against Don Quixote, 

the hero and the madman.” 13 Note that this interpretation of Ortega 

y Gasset’s does not read the Symposium itself qua novel but sees rather 

the conception of the novel in the cohabitation of tragic and comic 

in the same author. While I am not sure that it is not too mystical or 

prophetic to see here the birth of the novel, the insight that there 

is something highly signifi cant in this moment and that it has to do 

with the blending of the tragic and the comic is compelling.

The “Satyr Play”

In this reading I will bring on stage the scenes of the Symposium that 

were “cut” in the fi rst part of my discussion here, namely the “satyr 

play” with which the Symposium ends, Alcibiades’ inburst and out-

burst. These scenes have great implications for a strategy of reading 

the dialogue and thus the Dialogues. It is a matter of no small impor-

tance that Plato refers to Alcibiades’ speech as a satyr play, a silene 

drama (αjλλα ; το; σατυρικοvν σου δρα̃μα του̃το και; σιληνικο;ν καταvδηλον 

εjγεvνετο) (222d), for as we know well, the satyr play followed the trag-

edies on the Hellenic stage. If Alcibiades produces, or enacts, a sa-

tyr play, then that which came before (appropriately enough since 

Agathon orchestrated it) must be a tragedy.14 But since we know 

already that tragedy such as Agathon’s is not true tragedy, not at all 

spoudaios, nor even dedicated to holding on to truth—we know this 

13. Jose Ortega y Gasset, “The Nature of the Novel,” Hudson Review 10 (1957): 40.
14. Diskin Clay, “The Tragic and Comic Poet of the Symposium,” Arion 2 (1975): 249. 

For this used as a metaphor for the satiric and its relation to other discourses, see Mikhail 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1984), 88.
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in the Symposium from his speech, as confi rmed, ex post facto, in the 

Laws—then the fi rst tragedy, the conversations of Agathon and his 

friends, is a false tragedy, because Agathon himself—true to the char-

acterization of tragedians in the Laws—does not know or hold to the 

truth. Truth, it seems, begins to emerge in the second tragedy, the 

one spoken by Socrates himself. A point that must be made about 

the satyr play is that it was, of course, penned by the same author 

who wrote the tragedies, in this case, then, Plato. This is Plato’s satyr 

play; it must, therefore, somehow be powerfully related to the search 

for the True word that animates Socrates’ animadversions against the 

false tragedian Agathon and against rhetoric entirely. And indeed, 

Alcibiades has promised to tell the truth and not to be amusing (ηJ 

ει jκω;ν του̃ α jληθου̃ς ε{νεκα, ουj του̃ γελοιvου) (215a)—precisely echoing 

the moment in the Apology when Socrates says, “And perhaps I shall 

seem to some of you to be joking; be assured, however, I shall speak 

perfect truth to you” (20d4–6) (και; ι[σως με;ν δοvξω τισι ;ν υJμω̃ν παιvζειν. 

ευΔ̃ μεvντοι ι[στε πα̃σαν υJμι̃ν τη;ν αjληvθειαν εjρω̃). The truth Alcibiades 

has to tell is his satyr play (φημι; γα;ρ δη ; οJμοιοvτατον αυjτο;ν ειΔ̃ναι τοι̃ς 

σιληνοι̃ς) (215a). This reading is supported as well by a passage from 

Ion of Chios’s lost Visitations, “often cited as a precursor to the So-

cratic dialogue,” in which the author of that text is reported to have 

said: “Like a tragic tetralogy, αjρετηv should have its share of the satyric 

[σατυρικο;ν]” (Plut., Per. 5.4).15 Thus I fi nd anticipated in Plato that 

of which Lucian “accuses” himself, when he describes Zeus’s hard 

treatment of him: “Then he unceremoniously penned me [Dialectic] 

up with Jest and Satire and Cynicism and Eupolis and Aristophanes, 

terrible men for mocking all that is holy and scoffi ng at all that is 

right.” Diotima’s speech, I suggest, is the true tragedy that follows on 

the false one of Agathon, while Alcibiades’ true satyr play supersedes 

Aristophanes’ amusements, his geloion. The same person writes the 

tragedy and the comedy.

Let me begin with a synopsis of the silenic drama. Any epitome 

emphasizes that which the epitomizer sees as signifi cant, and this 

one is no different. I will mention moments left out in others’ syn-

15. Cited in M. D. Usher, “Satyr Play in Plato’s Symposium,” American Journal of Philol-
ogy 123 (2002): 224–25, who interprets the overall place of the satyric in the Symposium 
quite differently from the way I do. I thank my colleague Leslie Kurke for this reference.
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opses and leave out sometimes what others make much of. Socrates 

has just completed his speech to uproarious applause (a matter of no 

small importance) and Aristophanes is about to make some remark 

when a disturbance is heard near the door; drunken revelers and a 

fl ute girl (precisely the two things which had been excluded from this 

Symposium earlier on) appear. It turns out to be Alcibiades fl oridly, 

staggeringly drunk with garlands for Agathon (the most beautiful). 

Between his drunkenness and the garlands, he doesn’t notice the 

presence of Socrates until he has fl opped on the couch between Ag-

athon and Socrates. When he does, he remonstrates with Socrates 

for having chosen to sit next to the beautiful Agathon rather than the 

laughable Aristophanes. Socrates feigns jealousy and complains about 

Alcibiades’ jealousy, whereupon the latter takes some of the garlands 

from the head of Agathon and places them on Socrates’ head, declar-

ing that “he [Socrates] is victorious in words over all people, not just 

the day before yesterday like you, but every day” (213e). After some 

byplay about drinking, Alcibiades is instructed in the agreement for 

the evening’s entertainment and asked by Eryximachus to give his 

encomium to Eros. Alcibiades wittily proposes that he will praise 

Socrates himself, insisting that he “will tell the truth” (ταjληθη̃ εjρω̃) 

(214e). He even invites Socrates to interrupt him and object if Alcibi-

ades reports something untruthful in his praise. He then makes the 

following remarkable declaration:

I’ll try to praise Socrates, my friends, but I’ll have to use an image. 

And though he may think I’m trying to make fun of him, I assure you 

my image is no joke: it aims at the truth. Look at him! Isn’t he just like 

a statue of Silenus? You know the kind of statue I mean; you’ll fi nd 

them in any shop in town. It’s a Silenus sitting, his fl ute or his pipes in 

his hands, and it’s hollow. It’s split right down the middle, and inside 

it’s full of tiny statues of the gods. Now look at him again! Isn’t he also 

just like the satyr Marsyas?

Nobody, not even you, Socrates can deny that you look like them. 

But the resemblance goes beyond appearance, as you’re about to hear.

On my reading, there are multiple levels of irony in this passage. Al-

cibiades has pointed to the familiar (almost standard) Socratic irony 

in his own critique/praise of Socrates. He describes him as ugly in 
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mien and ridiculous in speech with all the beauty and divinity not 

in the outer form but in the inner (dare I say?) content, the golden 

agalmatha—phallic—images of the gods.

To this point, the irony is familiar to us as readers of Plato, all 

too familiar. This is the irony of the beginning of the Protagoras and 

throughout the corpus, but here there is another level of irony of 

which, it seems, Alcibiades is unaware and which comes out in the 

sequel. If his blame turned to praise is familiar, his praise turned to 

blame is not so. The terms within which Alcibiades praises Socrates 

are, as we shall immediately see, a mobilization of the charges against 

both rhapsodes and rhetors throughout the Platonic corpus. Socrates 

here is made to appear as Ion, Agathon, and Gorgias all rolled up into 

one. Alcibiades addresses Socrates:

You are impudent, contemptuous, and vile. No? If you won’t admit it, 

I’ll bring witnesses. And you’re much more marvelous than Marsyas, 

who needed instruments to cast his spells on people. . . . The only 

difference between you and Marsyas is that you need no instruments; 

you do exactly what he does, but with words alone. You know, people 

hardly ever take a speaker seriously, even if he’s the greatest orator; 

but let anyone—man, woman, or child—listen to you or even to a 

poor account of what you say—and we are all transported, completely 

possessed.

Now Alcibiades adddresses the company, speaking about Socrates:

If I were to describe for you what an extraordinary effect his words 

have always had on me (I can feel it this moment even as I’m speak-

ing), you might actually suspect that I’m drunk! Still, I swear to you, 

the moment he starts to speak, I am beside myself: my heart starts 

leaping in my chest, the tears come streaming down my face, even the 

frenzied Corybyantes seem sane compared to me—and let me tell 

you, I am not alone. (215a–e)

Earlier in the Symposium, it was Socrates who mockingly feared that 

Agathon’s speech would, like the Gorgon’s head, turn him into stone. 

Now, all of a sudden, it is Socrates who spellbinds and makes his hear-

ers drunk with his words. It is he who is the magician of rhetoric, 
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the purveyor of drugs. We fi nd here, that is to say, precisely the self-

critique of rhetoric that we saw in Gorgias’s Helen in the beginning of 

this book. And it is, most assuredly, “the truth,” truth being here the 

truth of Alcibiades’ experience and his report of it as the experience 

of others as well; hence, a truth more like Protagoras’s measures than 

like Plato’s epistēmē.

Alcibiades is not lying. Plato brilliantly, subtly, indirectly, through 

narrative reveals here that layer of critique of his own protreptic pres-

ent throughout the dialogues, namely the absolute and clear distinc-

tion between rhetoric which seduces, enthralls, inebriates, and So-

cratic dialogue which persuades through logismos, rational argument. 

As we have seen above in analyzing the Gorgias, it is when characters 

in the dialogues are permitted to describe Socrates in critical or ri-

diculous terms that a moment of dialogicality enters the text, enters 

and remains, doing its work. The Alcibiades speaking here performs 

something of the narrative-discursive function of the matrona and 

the laundryman of chapter 4’s Talmudic text, the “outsider” who is 

permitted to voice the critique of the insiders (Plato) with respect to 

their own institutions and practices (the Academy, philosophy). Cor-

rigan and Glazov-Corrigan have, moreover, pointed to the serious-

ness of the charge of hybristes that Alcibiades lays at Socrates’ door. 

This is no laughing matter: “This hybris is not ‘polite’ or the sort of 

characteristic contained easily within normal confi nes. Indeed, hybris 

designated a special offense in Attic law: anyone who struck, pushed, 

pulled, or restrained another person (and this could include a sexual 

element) could be liable for a prosecution on a charge of hybris.” 

Even more wonderful for my purposes is their conclusion from this 

observation: “So it does not fi t at all with Erasmus’s wish to include 

Socrates in the Litany of the Saints (Sancte Socrate, ora pro nobis)—or 

does it? Socrates’ hybris displaces ordinary perceptions; like an irrup-

tion of the unexpected, it unsettles the comfortable course of normal 

life.” 16 Readers who have slogged their way through this book till now 

16. Kevin Corrigan and Elena Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s Dialectic at Play: Argument, Struc-
ture, and Myth in the Symposium (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2004), 13. I would point out here a curious typographical error in this book that should be 
corrected so that it (the error) can be set aside. The authors write, “The dialogue is con-
cluded with Socrates arguing that the same poet cannot write both tragedy and comedy,” 
for which read, of course, “can write both tragedy and comedy” (23).
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will, I hope, fi nd here the echoes that I hear between this Socrates 

and the fat rabbis and Rabbi Me�ir. In all three of these texts, we fi nd 

a second accent introduced into the discourse via crudely contradic-

tory presentations of the heroes, Socrates and the rabbis.

This reading suggests a way through another aporia in Platonic 

studies, an aporia pointed to in my discussion of the Gorgias above, 

namely the queasiness that one feels on critiquing Socrates’ practices 

when all of the information on which the critique is built is given us 

by Plato and Plato alone. Plato must know what he is doing when he 

has given us the information upon which our very critique of Socrates 

is built; after all, it is Plato who provides us moments such as that 

naked exercise of power by Socrates when he interrupts Protagoras’s 

successful speech to enforce the Socratic rule on only short questions 

and answers, or the patently fallacious arguments that Socrates is 

made to produce against his opponents. At the same time, however, 

we cannot imagine that Plato seeks to undermine the true tragedy of 

dialectic and the kind of Truth it promulgates through this moment. 

The spoudaios remains spoudaios, the geloios remains geloios, but both 

are written by the same author, the tragedy and the comedy.

Rather than recuperating and reducing this disharmony (as does, 

for instance, Elizabeth Belfi ore in her brilliant essay),17 I suggest that 

this moment of Platonic contradiction is the moment of dialogism in 

the text, where Plato lets us know that he too is on to Socrates, that 

much as he praises him, much as he insists that he is the only true 

lover of wisdom, he is also very much aware of the rhetorical, and 

thus compulsive, effects of the Socratean speech. This is a point to 

which I will return, as it is key to my fi nal reading of the Symposium.18

The speech continues with some further meditation by Alcibiades 

on the Academy versus the polis. Alcibiades declares that he has shut 

his ears in order not to hear Socrates, because were he to allow himself 

to hear Socrates, he would not be able to leave his side and go about 

the Athenians’ business (τα; δ’ ’Aθηναι vων πρα vττω) (216a). Aside from 

the irony once again emphasized (and this will be doubled below) of 

17. Elizabeth Belfi ore, “ ‘Elenchus, Epode,’ and Magic: Socrates as Silenus,” Phoenix 34, 
no. 2 (Summer 1980): 128–37.

18. For an interesting reading that uncovers the critique of Socrates in Alcibiades’ 
speech (and thus its commitment to “truth”), see Michael Gagarin, “Socrates’ ‘Hybris’ and 
Alcibiades’ Failure,” Phoenix 31, no. 1 (Spring 1977): 22–37.
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Socrates as compelling (αjναγκα vζει), forcing Alcibiades to agree with 

him in something, there is other irony here. The Athenians’ business 

at this particular moment was, of course, the Peloponnesian War and 

the calamity to which Alcibiades was about to lead them. It has been 

noted before that the dramatic date of the Symposium is the summer 

of 416 BC, the summer between the Melian Massacre and the disas-

trous expedition to Sicily.19 This is the summer in which Agathon won 

fi rst prize at the Lenaean festival and in which The Trojan Women of 

Euripides came in second. Given that Alcibiades was the architect 

of Athens’s downfall and destruction, at least the last part of the dia-

logue seems to cry out for a contextualizing reading of Alcibiades, 

one that is hinted at (but unfortunately not more than that) at the 

end of Nightingale’s extraordinary discussion of the text: “It is no 

accident, fi nally, that Plato puts this speech into the mouth of a fa-

mous (and, indeed, infamous) politician. The foolish use of the lan-

guage of praise, he reminds us, poses a very real danger for the city as 

a whole.” 20 Shifting slightly the terms of her reading, in which the last 

acts of the Symposium prolong and extend the attack on encomia that 

she discovers throughout the text, I would prefer—this is a prefer-

ence and a choice, not an argument against her reading—to read this 

ending in a way that enables us to see it as putting into question the 

single-mindedness and single-voicedness of that very “tragedy,” the 

sustained attack on encomia and rhetoric of the text until now.

Richard Patterson also suggests that Plato is here defending 

Socrates implicitly against that Athenian jury that had condemned 

him to death in 399, thinking as they did that he was the cause of 

Alcibiades’ devastation, and not one who attempted to prevent it. 

Plato, according to Patterson, is reversing the view of Alcibiades and 

his failure. Where other Athenians, notably perhaps Thucydides and 

perhaps Euripides as well, saw it as Alcibiades’ failure to attend to any 

but his own needs, for Plato, Alcibiades fails because, recognizing the 

beauty of the philosophical life but failing to attend to his own true needs, 

he comes to reject the philosophical life for the life of the polis and 

gratifi cation of the demos. The demos of Athens is Alcibiades’ dema-

19. Richard Patterson, “The Platonic Art of Comedy and Tragedy,” Philosophy and 
Literature 6 (1982): 87.

20. Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue, 127.
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gogue, not he theirs! Patterson notes a certain irony in the situation: 

“The sorry events of 416 and after become a playing out to the bitter 

end of a tragic loss already implied in Alcibiades’ failure to turn away 

from a life of timē in the estimation of the many to life in the service 

of the true good of his soul. But then, only the Platonic philosopher 

could either love or pity Alcibiades for these reasons.” 21 What Patter-

son misses, I think, is that extra level of irony here, for Alcibiades in 

a strong sense is a follower of Socrates, precisely the Socrates who se-

duces and inebriates his listeners, the one who bites them like a viper 

and stings them like a ray. We should not seek to remove the stinger 

from the text.

Alcibiades continues with his satyrical praise of Socrates, inter-

preting him as one who is deceptively unattractive on the outside, 

both in his person and in his behavior, his appearance of overweening 

desire for boys. Inside this clay statue of a Silenus, however, when “he 

comes to be serious [spoudaisantos!]” (216e), then one can see the beau-

tiful statues inside, the golden agalmatha. For Alcibiades, this inside is 

made of moderation; Socrates pretends to be profl igate, but, when he 

is serious reveals the golden statues of his self-restraint, his resistance 

to the enactment of physical love.22 Alcibiades goes on, in the most 

famous part of this sequence, to recount how, stricken with philoso-

phy, he sought Socrates’ body (precisely the reverse of Diotima’s lad-

der) but Socrates “rebuffed” him, sleeping beside him, wrapped up in 

his arms, chastely, the whole night. Lest we miss this message, more-

over, Alcibiades reports Socrates’ brilliant language of reversal of the 

terms of Greek love (as these were given by Pausanias), thus reinforc-

ing the message of Diotima, as I have interpreted it above:

He heard me out, and then he said in that absolutely inimitable ironic 

manner of his:

21. Patterson, “Platonic Art,” 88–89.
22. Pace Jordan, Socrates’ exercising with Alcibiades, wrestling with him alone, accept-

ing his invitations to dinner, staying late, and then sleeping with him (“as a father or a 
brother”) do not contradict this reading; indeed, they emphasize my point that true eros 
(at some low level of the ladder) inolves attachment to the beauty of the object and not 
to the pleasure of his touch. Jordan, “Flesh in Confession.” (I am not doubting Socrates’ 
desire, but see Gagarin, “Socrates’s ‘Hybris,’ ” 29n31). Moreover, it is easy to see that this 
is the lesson that Socrates wishes to teach Alcibiades, a lesson learned, it seems, but not 
very well.
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“Dear Alcibiades, if you are right in what you say about me, you are 

already more accomplished than you think. If I really have in me the 

power to make you a better man, then you can see in me a beauty that 

is really beyond description and makes your own remarkable good 

looks pale in comparison. But, then, is this a fair exchange that you 

propose? You seem to me to want more than your proper share: you 

offer me the merest appearance of beauty, and in return you want the 

thing itself, ‘gold in exchange for bronze.’ ” (218d5–e)

Alluding to the Homeric Glaukos in this brilliant bit of sophistry, 

Plato reinforces the ironies of Alcibiades’ own praise of Socrates, 

turning Alcibiades’ words against him in a way that Alcibiades is per-

haps not able to understand.23 He, expecting that his beauty will be 

suffi cient to make Socrates want the conventional exchange of sexual 

favors for wisdom, is hoist on his own petard, for if Socrates is truly 

the beautiful one who can impart wisdom, Alcibiades can no longer 

be erastes. If I am ugly on the outside but beautiful on the inside, then 

you must be the reverse, so why would I want this false beauty? asks 

Socrates.

This is followed by a description of Socrates as being overcome 

with a paroxysm of otherworldliness in the middle of a battlefi eld, 

doubling his slip into abstraction on the way to the Symposium itself, 

moments that Charles Kahn has read—and I agree—as signifying the 

gap between the worldly concerns of all the symposiasts and “Dioti-

ma’s” representation of a Parmenidean, otherworldly Eros.24 With 

this, I come to the dénouement of Alcibiades’ peroration, in which 

we fi nd, once again, a justifi cation, now well supported, of Alcibiades’ 

comparison of Socrates to Silenus and satyrs:

There is a parallel for everyone—everyone else, that is. But this man 

here is so bizarre, his ways and his ideas are so unusual, that, search 

23. See Charles H. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Liter-
ary Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 69, who writes, “But the seismic 
gap between world views is most vividly dramatized in the frustrated passion of Alcibi-
ades, who is unable to establish emotional contact with Socrates even in bed, because 
they inhabit different worlds.” This is what is signifi ed by the talk of exchanges of gold for 
brass, as well.

24. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 69.
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as you might, you’ll never fi nd anyone else, alive or dead, who’s even 

remotely like him. The best you can do is not to compare him to any-

thing human, but to liken him, as I do, to Silenus and the satyrs, and 

the same goes for his ideas and arguments.

Come to think of it, I should have mentioned this much earlier: 

even his ideas and arguments are just like those hollow statues of Si-

lenus. If you were to listen to his arguments, at fi rst they’d strike you 

as totally ridiculous; they’re clothed in words as coarse as the hides 

worn by the most vulgar satyrs. He’s always going on about pack asses, 

or blacksmiths, or cobblers, or tanners; he’s always making the same 

tired old points in the same tired old words. If you are foolish, or sim-

ply unfamiliar with him, you’d fi nd it impossible not to laugh at his 

arguments. But if you see them when they open up like the statues, 

if you go behind their surface, you’ll realize that no other arguments 

make any sense. They’re truly worthy of a god, bursting with fi gures 

of virtue inside. They’re of great—no, of the greatest—importance for 

anyone who wants to become a truly good man. (221d–222a)

The satyr play about Silenus also produces an ugly and gross, gro-

tesque exterior that has within it golden gods. The tragedies in the 

tetralogy are in dialogue with the satyr play and the satyr play in dia-

logue with them. Socrates, who once claimed to us:

Well, there is one point at least which I think you will admit, namely 

that any logos ought to be constructed like a living being, with its own 

body, as it were; it must not lack either head or feet; it must have a 

middle and extremities so composed as to suit each other and the 

whole work. (Phaedrus 264c)

is now revealed to himself have a body which, while surely not lacking 

limbs, does not quite have a middle composed to suit the extremities. 

Neither, one can add, does his logos.25 Socrates and his discourse are 

25. Cf. reading of this passage at John Sallis, Being and Logos: Reading the Platonic 
Dialogues (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 14–17. It goes without saying, and 
indeed I have said before in the introduction of this book, that I am in complete sympa-
thy with Sallis’s statement that “in the interpretation of a dialogue not only is it inappro-
priate to extract from the speeches those which measure up to some external, or at least 
later, standard of what constitutes ‘philosophical discourse’; it is equally inappropriate to 
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both disproportionate and grotesque, with various features that are 

incongruous with each other.

Now, as made absolutely clear by Ralph Rosen, the theme of a satyr 

play comprises exactly the same themes that we fi nd in tragedies as 

well.26 The chorus of old men or wise or lamenting women of tragedy 

is replaced by a chorus of shepherds or satyrs,27 making the satyr play 

a kind of grotesque double of the tragedy. This strengthens, I think, 

my suggestion that in reading Alcibiades’ satyr play—so called, I re-

mind, by Plato—we are meant to read it as somehow a part of the 

Truth to which Plato’s true tragedy aspires as well. Both the tragic 

and the comic (in the form of the satyr play) are written, indeed, by 

the same author, and both, somehow, must contribute to the serious 

(and comic) enterprise of that most epistemic of authors, Plato.28 At 

one level, then, the explicit genre of the Symposium, which is a kind of 

hermeneutical key and synecdoche of the whole corpus, is the trag-

edy and the satyr play. (This will not preclude, of course, seeing it as 

“novelistic” in the broadest sense as well.)

Plato’s Self-Subversion: The Last Act

Socrates’ coercion of his interlocutors in the very last scene of the 

Symposium is a perfect text for me to end on, in that it connects end to 

beginning (of my book), Socrates to Gorgias, forming an inclusio, both 

formal and thematic. As recognized by Belfi ore, Gorgias’s ideas about 

rhetoric as magic and drug expressed in the Encomium to Helen match 

up well with Plato’s descriptions of rhetoric as magic and pharmakon 

in the Republic and elsewhere.29 Now at the beginning of my argument 

abstract the speeches themselves from the dramatic features to which they are joined in 
the dialogues.” For further animadversions on this point, see below my brief discussion of 
Francisco Gonzalez’s reading of the Protagoras.

26. Ralph M. Rosen, Revisiting Sophocles’ Poimenes: Tragedy or Satyr Play? Departmental 
Papers (Classical Studies) 5 (Philadelphia: ScholarlyCommons, 2003), http://repository
.upenn.edu/classics_papers/5.

27. For the relationship between these two types, see Rosen, Revisiting Sophocles’ 
Poimenes, 6.

28. See too Helen Bacon, “Socrates Crowned,” Virginia Quarterly Review 35 (1959): 430, 
whose beautifully written conclusion goes before me partly on the way.

29. Belfi ore, “ ‘Elenchus, Epode,’ ” 130–31. What I don’t quite understand is how this 
“gives much support to the view that Plato is attacking the sophists,” since the arch-
sophist Gorgias himself is problematizing and not celebrating this confusion between 
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in the fi rst chapter above, I proposed (a virtual commonplace) that 

it is Parmenides who fi rst distinguished absolutely between persua-

sion (by reason) and necessity (by magic), while Gorgias in his work 

disrupted that binary. I would suggest now at the end that Plato is 

doing something here very much like what Gorgias himself does in 

the Encomium, acknowledging the limits of the distinction between 

magic and reason, between persuasion and force, between rhetoric 

and dialogue.30 For Plato, at this key moment, to portray Socrates as 

compelling his interlocutors is astonishing and revealing of how much 

Plato is letting us in on the secret that this is how he meant to portray 

Socrates’ similar behavior in, for instance, the Gorgias, as I have shown 

above.31 This moment thus doubles as well the speech of Alcibiades 

about Socrates’ compulsion of his listeners through verbal magic.

Richard Patterson bases his interpretation of this moment on the 

passage from the Laws that I have cited in the introduction to this 

book (and as one of its epigraphs), in which Plato indicates that the 

tragedians are not spoudaioi, or tragic, but rather it is the philosophers 

who are both: “Let us return fi rst to the Laws’ combination, in the 

philosopher, of (true) tragedy and (popular) comedy. We may recall 

that the philosopher alone knows the nature of the noblest and best 

life, so that he alone can knowingly imitate it in logos. Since such a life 

will inevitably appear comic to the multitude, his tragic fi gure will 

just as inevitably be popularly comic. Thus he creates at once true 

tragedy and popular comedy, and is the only one capable of doing so 

by knowledge or technē.” 32 As Patterson shows, at least one of Plato’s 

charges against tragedy is that it cannot be genuinely spoudaios, be-

cause the tragedians are not philosophers, and cannot hold on to the 

“truth.” They cannot show an audience what it is to be the best sort 

of human being, since they do not know themselves. They are like a 

man ignorant of horses, selling a donkey as a horse, to another man 

who believes that donkeys are horses. Tragedy is thus not “true,” and 

persuasion and force, just as much as Plato is. If anything, this is the point where the op-
position between the Sophist and the philosopher collapses.

30. For quite a different “take,” see Belfi ore, “ ‘Elenchus, Epode.’ ”
31. Lest anyone think that what Plato means is “forcing” them to assent by the sheer 

logic of his argument, let them remember that Plato explicitly writes that they were being 
forced even though they weren’t following, since they were falling asleep.

32. Patterson, “Platonic Art,” 84.
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only philosophy is truly tragic, spoudaios.33 “Any dialogue featuring 

Socrates as protagonist will qualify as spoudaios—hence ‘tragic’ in the 

sense appropriated by Plato in the Laws.” 34

According to this view, when Plato has Socrates insist at the end 

of the Symposium, as his tragic and comic poets Agathon and Aristo-

phanes are falling asleep, that the same person must be able to write 

both comedy and tragedy, his insistence grows out of this double 

meaning—on the literal level, the authors of comic and tragic dra-

mas; on the metaphorical, the authors of the truly “serious,” that is, 

philosophers, must also be able to “write” comedy, to be spoudogeloion. 

For the ordinary dramatists, whether tragedians—including of course 

Euripides—or comedians, drama is not serious. A tekhnē, not founded 

on epistēmē (my formulation is slightly different from that of Patterson 

here), drama is practiced by men skilled in the writing of either trage-

dies or comedies, not both. As Socrates has demonstrated, neither of 

his dramaturgical interlocutors knows much of anything of the topics 

of which they write. But Platonic drama (always in this sense tragic, 

whether externally comic or tragic in form), based on epistēmē, will 

always represent the same Truth, since Truth is always one, and the 

same philosopher can truly write in either mode.35 On this reading of 

Plato, there is a reversal of terms; for doxa, Agathon appears spoudaios 

and Aristophanes, geloios, but from the aspect of epistēmē, neither Ag-

athon nor Aristophanes is spoudaios, and the genuine artist, the phi-

losopher, can write tragedy or comedy equally spoudaios and geloios. I 

fi nd here all the more the multiple ironies that I have noted above 

in the double-reverse of Alcibiades’ praise of Socrates as ugly and 

ridiculous on the outside but beautiful and wise on the inside. This 

carnival of reversals is acted out in the narrative when Alcibiades asks 

of Agathon that he take some strands of the victory garland that he 

has won in the tragic contests and place them on the head of Socrates 

(213d), thus alluding to the idea in the Laws (if not to the passage, of 

course) that the philosopher is the true tragedian, the true spoudaios, 

the one who holds to the truth.36 Diskin Clay argues that the impor-

33. Patterson, “Platonic Art,” 83.
34. Patterson, “Platonic Art,” 84.
35. Patterson, “Platonic Art,” 85. This reading, as Patterson does not fail to register, 

helps make sense of the centrality of Agathon, the nontragic tragedian in the Symposium.
36. On the signifi cance of this act, see Bacon, “Socrates Crowned.”
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tance of the hiccups of Aristophanes is that “unexpectedly a comic 

and a tragic poet are brought together,” 37 suggesting by this that the 

fi nal enigma of the Symposium is something that was deep, deep in the 

plan of the work; indeed that it is essential to the piece. Socrates ends 

up sitting between the one whom Alcibiades calls kallistos (Agathon, 

note the allusion to his name) and the one whom Alcibiades names 

geloios (Aristophanes, of course).38 Socrates, the one who sits between 

the tragic and the comic poet and insists that were they true, they 

would be one, imputes to himself the character of the spoudogeloios. 

This seems to me right; the question is to what end. Why the insis-

tence in the satyr play on Socrates as spoudogeloios, on the comic as 

tragic? If the only true spoudaios is the tragic philosopher, why the 

geloios? Why is he also a clown?

Joel Relihan has located the primary impulse for Menippean satire 

in the tenth book of The Republic, just before the Myth of Er, which he 

takes as “in most of its elements a Menippean satire, with a statement 

doubting the ability of words to express anything other than the low-

est level of phenomenal reality. Menippean satire accepts this caveat 

and takes the Myth of Er, and Platonic mythologizing in general, as 

perfect demonstrations of how not to go about proclaiming truth 

and defi ning reality.” 39 This insight needs to be developed further. 

What does it mean to refer to a part of Plato’s writing as Menippean 

satire?40 It can only mean that Plato himself is refl ecting on, self-

refl exive of, the limitations of his own intellectual practice, philoso-

phia, and his own institution, the Academy. The text is Menippean 

in that peculiar sense of a text that both advances and undermines 

a program at one and the very same time. Relihan has written of the 

Menippean satire: “Here [in Lucian’s Icaromenippus] Menippus is 

identifi ed as comic because he is lost in thought, mumbling about 

interplanetary distances; he knows that his friend will think that he 

is speaking nonsense.” 41 Utterly reminiscent of Socrates on the bat-

37. Clay, “The Tragic and Comic Poet,” 242.
38. For the question of the seating order, see Corrigan and Glazov-Corrigan, Plato’s 

Dialectic at Play, 26–27, together with discussions of other scholars’ positions, as it were.
39. Joel C. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1993), 11.
40. Sara Rappe, “Father of the Dogs? Tracking the Cynics in Plato’s Euthydemus,” 

Classical Philology 95, no. 3 (July 2000): 282–303.
41. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 105.
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tlefi eld in Alcibiades’ description, as well as at the beginning of the 

Symposium, this comic moment has the potential to open the Platonic 

text to a specifi c Menippean reading, which reading I pursue now to 

end (but not close) this book.

Bakhtin has articulated the problem that the doubled voice of Me-

nippean satire poses thus:

The whole mass of ideology, both organized and unorganized, from 

the form-shaping principles to the random and removable maxims 

of the author, must be subordinated to a single accent and must ex-

press a single and unifi ed point of view. All else is merely the object 

of this point of view, “sub-accentual material.” Only that idea which 

has fallen into the rut of the author’s point of view can retain its sig-

nifi cance without destroying the single-accented unity of the work. 

Whatever these authorial ideas, whatever function they fulfi ll, they 

are not represented: they either represent and internally govern a rep-

resentation, or they shed light on some other represented thing, or, 

fi nally, they accompany the representation as a detachable semantic 

ornament. They are expressed directly, without distance. And within the 

bounds of that monologic world shaped by them, someone else’s idea 

cannot be represented. It is either assimilated, or polemically repudi-

ated, or ceases to be an idea.42

The question is whether such monologicity is an essential and 

given function of the text, or is it, perhaps, rather given by the mode 

of reading that is promoted by the reader/critic. Bakhtin actually 

suggests this second possibility (although perhaps willy-nilly), when 

he writes, “Everyone interprets in his own way Dostoevsky’s ultimate 

word, but all equally interpret it as a single world, a single voice, a single 

accent, and therein lies their fundamental mistake. The unity of the 

polyphonic novel—a unity standing above the word, above the voice, 

above the accent—has yet to be discovered.” 43 The same, perhaps, 

can be said of Plato himself, and of the Talmud too. Neither of them 

is a novel—quite. As I have argued, they both belong to that same 

42. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 
84–85.

43. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 43.
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prehistory of the novel nevertheless, in that they provide a discursive 

space in which their own deepest held convictions and desires both 

ethical and institutional are put into question, through the mobiliza-

tion by the very authors of antithetical discourses, crude contradic-

tions, and second accents.

Epilogue

The stories of the fat rabbis, perfectly represented by the searing im-

age of them on the frontispiece of this book, have occupied a large part 

of my imagination in the thirty years or so since I fi rst encountered 

them. The bodies of undisciplined, obese rabbis with bits and pieces 

of exaggerated size protruding, as well as the obtrusion of fabulous 

stories about them in the midst of “serious” discourse, are an ideal 

fi gure for the Babylonian Talmud itself, antidecorum and antigenre. 

To pull this rather indecorous discourse itself together in at least 

rough-and-tumble fashion, I will turn back to that frontispiece, Yig’al 

Tumarkin’s illustration of our fat rabbis with their sexual equipment 

to match and the little ox walking between and underneath them.44 

This collage captures brilliantly the thesis of this book as a whole, in-

corporating both the holy and the grotesque, one on the top and one 

on the bottom in the fi gure of the angel with his Gabriel’s horn that 

hovers over the fat, almost demonic “Jewish silenoi” below him.45 In-

deed, it was the fi nding of this image that gave me the title for this 

book and generated its dominating narrative fi gure. More than once 

now I have referred to the moment in the Phaedrus in which Plato 

compares a well-formed logos with a well-formed body, that is, a body 

whose extremities are in appropriate proportion to its middle. Our 

silenoi, both these Jewish ones and the very Greekish one of the end 

of the Symposium which I have just been discussing, are marked pre-

44. I am grateful to my wife, Chava Boyarin, for fi nding this image. It was originally 
made by Tumarkin as an illustration for another book. I am very grateful to Mr. Tumarkin 
for providing permission to use it here.

45. Malcolm Schofi eld, the distinguished Cambridge Plato scholar, upon being shown 
the image and knowing nothing of the talmudic background to it, immediately exclaimed 
“Jewish silenoi!” thus inadvertently confi rming for me the success of the image as a quilt-
ing point between Socrates and the fat rabbis.
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cisely by the disproportionality of their bodies. Insofar, then, as they 

are the signs of discourses, of logoi, they make perfect representations 

for what I have been claiming for both the Talmud and Plato, a pow-

erfully meaningful ill-formedness of their discourses.

Just as I have promoted Tumarkin’s work from an illustration of a 

story in the Talmud into an illustration of the Talmud itself, so too do 

I see the Talmud’s grotesque stories of its important sages as marking 

something essential about the Talmud as a book. The Talmud is a fat 

rabbi, just as the novel is a “baggy monster.” Michael Holquist wrote, 

“Bakhtin loves novels because he is a baggy monster.” 46 It would be 

not inapposite, if surely immodest, for me to write, “Boyarin loves 

the Talmud because he is a fat Rabbi.” Lest the point be lost, however, 

or even attenuated, please remember that I am not claiming that the 

Talmud or Plato are simply grotesques. Such a conclusion would, it-

self, be grotesque. It is not for nothing or out of false consciousness or 

misplaced piety that both have been read as embodying and commu-

nicating the deepest truths of their respective cultures for millennia 

(we must not forget the angel at the top of the picture either; if for 

Freud, Schnitzler shows himself in his narrative art to be a psychoana-

lyst of talent, in this image Tumarkin so marks himself a Talmudist).

What the Talmud has to contribute to this thesis about discourse, 

about both Plato and itself, I think, is the rather bare fashion in which 

the contrasts between the serious and the comical, the “classical” 

(monological dialogue!) and the grotesque (narrative), are thematized 

in the talmudic text. This gives us a richer mode for analyzing these 

contrasts/contradictions in Plato as well, reading the dialectic as 

equivalent, mutatis mutandis, to the halakhic dialectic of the Talmud 

and the narrative as comparable to the biographical legends. Bakhtin 

has provided the following account of the carnivalistic in Plato:

The image of Socrates himself is of an ambivalent sort—a combina-

tion of beauty and ugliness (see the characterization of him by Alcibi-

ades in Plato’s Symposium); Socrates’ own characterizations of himself 

46. Michael Holquist, introduction to The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail 
Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, University of 
Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), xviii.
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as a “pander” and a “midwife” are also constructed in the spirit of 

carnival debasings. And the personal life of Socrates was itself sur-

rounded by carnivalistic legends (for example, his relationship with 

his wife Xanthippe).47

The point of the talmudic menippea is not to undermine the seri-

ousness of the halakha, any more than, in the end, Plato undermines 

the drive to epistēmē. In good Menippean fashion, both the Talmud 

and Plato “pull the rug out from under the reader” 48 but not quite, 

not really. What distinguishes Plato and the Talmud from most of 

the rest of the Menippean tradition is the total absence of a desire 

to obliterate the seriousness of the serious part of the discourse. The 

rug is not really pulled out from under the reader, but the ground is 

nevertheless made to shake. Plato remains committed to philoso-

phy and the Talmud to halakha. Lucian, for instance, is fairly char-

acterized as attempting “to prove the absurdity of philosophers,” 49 

something one would never say of Plato even at his most ludic. In-

terestingly, if we focus on the place of philosophy in the Talmud, one 

might indeed be able to say of it, as Relihan as of Lucian: “One should 

forget inspection of the heavens and contemplation of the begin-

nings and ends of things, reject the syllogisms of the contradictory 

philosophers, and consider all their works nonsense.” 50 Of philoso-

phers, perhaps, the Talmud would agree, but surely not with respect 

to the endless arguments of its own heroes, the Rabbis, about the 

proper halakha—hence the necessary angel in the picture. And even 

Lucian, as we have seen, is not single-voiced on this, as he reveals in 

his deeply contradictory moments of (apparently sincere) great admi-

ration for philosophers. The tone, therefore, with respect to Socrates 

on the Platonic side or the Rabbis on the talmudic is not quite one 

of “incongruity,” but certainly one that points to the gap between the 

ideal world and real life. That is to say, the Platonic and talmudic me-

nippea allow us to see the difference between the possibilities of an 

ideal world with ideal behavior and ideal knowledge, projected in the 

serious, dialectical moments of both textual corpora, and the matter 

47. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 132.
48. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 116.
49. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 109.
50. Relihan, Ancient Menippean Satire, 110.
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of which the real world is made. They thus allow us to look into the 

abyss that conditions even the most bright and confi dent of intellec-

tual enterprises at bettering human life.51

Both Plato and the Talmud can thus be read dialogically if we look 

for dialogue in the right places, and that is most assuredly not in their 

represented dialogues. In both texts, there is a voicing of the most 

serious and important, the most truth-committed of the enterprises 

of a community of intellectuals, that which is spoudaios for the writers 

themselves: for Plato dialogue in search of the Truth; for the Rabbis 

of the Bavli dialectic in search of the correct praxis, and for both, 

even beyond the results of the search, an absolutely vital protreptic 

for a way of life and discourse, philosophia/Torah. But both of these 

dead-serious commitments are turned on their heads within the 

same texts via a grotesque, satirical narrative framework in which 

things are shown not to be what they seem; truth is contingent and 

bound up with the jealousies, envies, sexual desires, and passions of 

historical moments.

Plato teaches us to read the fat rabbis as, indeed, silenoi. Socrates 

really is, at this level, a satyr, and the rabbis are silenoi too. The Tal-

mud helps us see how to read Plato dialogically. The fat rabbis are—

the Rabbis. But in neither text is the voice of seriousness ever, not 

even for a moment, silenced by the silenoi. Deep, genuine dialogue 

emerges in the spoudogeloion, in the dialogue of every moment of the 

texts in which the serious voice of Truth (mutatis mutandis) is in con-

tention, in which, as Bakhtin puts it:

an intense interaction and struggle between one’s own and another’s 

word is being waged, a process in which they oppose or dialogically 

interanimate each other. The utterance so conceived is a considerably 

more complex and dynamic organism than it appears when construed 

51. This matches, I think, the conclusion of David Kraemer, who also fi nds that it is 
“the Bavli which, characteristically, gives voice to the fullest range of explanations and re-
sponses, and allows for even the most radical expression of questioning or doubt.” David 
Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1994), 213, compares it, thus, to the biblical books of Job and Kohellet (207). 
Cf. too Galit Hasan-Rokem, “To Be or Not to Be: Job in Aggadic Literature?” in Mehqerei 
Talmud: Memorial Volume for Ephraim E. Urbach, ed. Ya’akov Sussman and David Rosenthal 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2005), 385–402 (in Hebrew), who sees in Job itself (or at any rate 
its rabbinic readings) Menippean satire.
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simply as a thing that articulates the intention of the person uttering 

it, which is to see the utterance as a direct, single-voiced vehicle of 

expression.52

Dialogue is thus revealed as the ability to keep in mind and in text the 

struggle between my word and the other’s antithetical word inside 

my own thought, speech, and discourse.

In the spoudogeloion, the serious is not canceled out by the comic, 

nor the comic by the serious; neither are they in a dialectical relation 

with each other, but together they produce a dialogical text. Plato as 

the author of the dialectic certainly means what he says and seems 

dead serious in his call to the only good and worthwhile life, the life 

of philosophy, but he is the “author” as well of the comic, sometimes 

grotesque, narratives in which the serious dialectics are embedded. 

The overall semantic effect is, I would suggest, analogous to Bakhtin’s 

description of the carnivalized hero:

Carnivalistic legends in general are profoundly different from tradi-

tional heroicizing epic legends: carnivalistic legends debase the hero 

and bring him down to earth, they make him familiar, bring him close, 

humanize him; ambivalent carnival laughter burns away all that is 

stilted and stiff, but in no way destroys the heroic core of the image.53

Socrates, and thus the philosophical life, remains the hero of the 

Platonic corpus, the heroic core of the image. Even amid the ambiva-

lence, the primary accent is still unambiguously antisophistic, but a 

second accent nevertheless is allowed/allows itself to be heard. This 

language, of course, raises its own theoretical and philosophical prob-

lems, problems having to do with the hoary issues of intention and 

meaning and their location in an author, a text, a reader, a reading 

practice. Plato’s corpus lies not only at the foundation of the prac-

tices of Truth that we call philosophy but also powerfully fertilizes 

the tradition that we will come to know of as Menippean satire. To 

recite Bakhtin once more:

52. Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, 348.
53. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 132–33.



 A Crude Contradiction 343

The authentic spirit of the novel as a developing genre is present in 

them [the seriocomic genres] to an incomparably greater degree than 

in the so-called Greek novels . . . the serio-comical genres . . . antici-

pate the more essential historical aspects in the development of the 

novel in modern times, even though they lack that sturdy skeleton 

of plot and composition that we have grown accustomed to demand 

from the novel as a genre. . . . These serio-comical genres (especially 

the Socratic dialogues, and Menippean satire [including the Satyricon 

of Petronius]) were the fi rst authentic and essential step in the evolu-

tion of the novel as the genre of becoming.54

My reading throughout this book suggests one important modi-

fi cation of Bakhtin’s claim. For me, it is not ultimately the Socratic 

dialogue (about which we, after all, know almost nothing) that marks 

the beginnings of the seriocomical genres, but rather Plato in his 

double-voiced presentation of his hero, Socrates, in which a compli-

cated kind of dialogue (answering to other Bakhtinian descriptions) 

between the author and his own hero ensues, such that the hero’s voice 

challenges the voice of the author even while that one is both lifting 

up and objectifying, challenging, the voice of his creature, philosophia, 

as well. It is in this manner that the Platonic dialogue can be read into 

the prehistory of the novel, not in the monological pseudodialogues 

between Socrates and his fall guys.55 The Talmud, a thousand years 

later, constitutes, I suggest, a peculiar Jewish working-out of this pos-

sibility for a dialogical text, the text of a dialogue between one’s deep 

commitment to a given practice and one’s own self-refl exive critique of 

it at one and the very same moment, between the dominant voice of 

authoritative discourse, the Torah, and the ongoing developing inner 

convictions of a given community, the stamma. As in Plato, the dialogue 

is ultimately a dialogue of the self with the self, of the asserting self with 

the self that doubts itself, and thus one in which, always “the unity of 

the polyphonic text has yet to be discovered.”

54. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by 
Mikhail Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson, Uni-
versity of Texas Press Slavic Series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 22.

55. John Beversluis, Cross-Examining Socrates: A Defense of the Interlocutors in Plato’s Early 
Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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On the Postmodern Allegorical

L
et me briefl y encounter another reading here, one that is 

almost directly antithetical to my own, bringing the Pro-

tagoras back on stage for an encore before my curtain closes. 

Francisco Gonzalez begins his “retracing” of the Protagoras 

with a declaration of intent with which I am in deep intellec-

tual, methodological sympathy. Following Socrates’ dictum in 

the Phaedrus about logoi and bodies having extremities suitable 

to their middles and the reverse, Gonzalez begins by insisting 

that reading a dialogue must involve reading all of its parts and 

not “amputat[ing] one limb or another (for example, the argu-

ments for the unity of virtue or the account of the ‘science of 

measurement’) and examin[ing] it in isolation, while ignoring 

that ‘middle’ from which these extremities derive their life and 

meaning.” 1 Moreover, he identifi es the same piece of the Protag-

oras I have made central, namely the controversy over dialectic 

v. rhetoric, as precisely this middle that should not be mutilated 

(like Alcibiades’ herms). So far we are in complete consonance. 

1. Francisco J. Gonzalez, “Giving Thought to the Good Together: Virtue in 
Plato’s Protagoras,” in Retracing the Platonic Text, ed. John Russon and John Sallis 
(Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2000), 113.
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I shan’t rehearse his reading of the text here—suffi ce it to say that he 

does it well and skillfully—but I want to point to certain aspects of 

his strategies of reading that are different from the strategies that I 

have adopted and which produce real intellectual (and even ethical) 

discomfort for me. For Gonzalez (as for Patrick Coby), Plato/Socrates 

can do no wrong and Protagoras can’t get anything right. Socrates is 

all-sincere in his insincerity, while Protagoras must be read as insin-

cere even when appearing sincere.

We are introduced to this style of reading from the very begin-

ning. Socrates’ fi rst exchange with Protagoras involves a discussion of 

whether or not they should conduct their conversation in public or in 

private. Protagoras remarks on Socrates’ thoughtfulness in this mat-

ter, alluding to the danger of being a Sophist, a foreigner come into 

Athens, trying to persuade the beautiful/good ones to abandon their 

customary webs of association and adhere to him. On this Gonzalez 

comments without the slightest trace of irony, “Here we get a clear in-

dication of the deep antagonism that exists between Protagoras and 

the people.” 2 The contradiction ought to have stared us in the face, 

considering Socrates’ own relationship to those families and their 

sons and his ultimate fate. Socrates was surely killed by the Athenians; 

Protagoras’s somewhat similar fate is the product of a dodgy legend. 

Socrates’ insistence on openly doing what he does and ultimately suf-

fering the consequences is lauded on all sides, while Protagoras’s in-

sistence that honesty is the best protection and that he will claim the 

name Sophist in public is put down (fi rst of all by Socrates) to a mere 

desire to be a crowd pleaser. We have seen how deeply meaningful 

this little limb (a fi nger perhaps of the logos?) might be, since on the 

question of dispute in public or in private hangs the very question of 

persuasion in a democratic speech situation versus the compulsion 

(’Αναvγκη) in a private situation where Socrates can work his Marsyas-

like magic. (Compare the famous incipit to the Melian Dialogue in 

Thucydides 5.85.) My point is not—precisely not—to indict Plato’s 

bad faith (although it might have been that at an earlier stage in my 

thinking, and some indigested bits of that menu might still persist 

in this book), but to take exception to a style of reading in which the 

2. Gonzalez, “Giving Thought,” 116.
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same sorts of activities, descriptions, modes of speech are evaluated 

in precisely opposite fashion depending on whether they are mobi-

lized by the philosopher or the Sophist; indeed to quibble at the very 

acceptance of this as a fi rm binary opposition even in Plato’s writing, 

let alone in the world.

I will adduce one more example. I shall need to quote Gonzalez 

at some length here (acting more generously to him than Socrates 

does to Protagoras). We are at the point in the dialogue which I too 

have identifi ed as being its central moment and crisis, the moment in 

which the decision of length of speech needs to be made. Socrates in-

sists on short, quick dialectic, while Protagoras would like to be able 

to develop his ideas in longer, less antagonistic fashion. As we have 

seen above, Socrates threatens then to take his football and go home. 

Of course, I am being tendentious in my presentation, but listen to 

how Gonzalez epitomizes this:

We thus arrive at the central crisis of the dialogue. Socrates, claiming 

to be forgetful and therefore unable to follow long speeches, insists 

on short answers. Protagoras protests that his answers should not 

be shorter than necessary (ē dei). Socrates, of course, agrees. It im-

mediately becomes apparent, however, that Protagoras is not assum-

ing here an objective standard of appropriate length, since he proceeds 

to ask: “Should I answer at the length that seems necessary to you or 

at the length that seems necessary to me?” (334e2–3; my translation). 

This question does not allow that one of them might be right and 

the other wrong: What seems necessary to each is necessary for him. 

We have here an application of the relativism expressed in Protago-

ras’s speech on the good: What is good for Socrates is simply not the 

same as what is good for Protagoras. But given two different views 

concerning what is appropriate or necessary (to deon) in a discussion 

and no objective standard by which to evaluate these views, how do 

we decide between them? What Protagoras proceeds to say (335a) 

shows that he sees in the discussion nothing but a “contest of words” 

and that his strategy for winning such contests is not to converse (di-

alegesthai) in the way his opponent considers necessary or appropriate. 

But as Socrates indicates in both word (335a) and deed (he gets up to 

leave the discussion), Protagoras’s view is nothing less than a refusal 
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to dialegesthai, since dialogue depends on a genuine “being together” 

(sounoisa).3

The only possible way to produce this reading is to know a priori 

that Socrates is right and that anything that opposes him is simply 

venal in one way or another. Socrates will set the rules for their dis-

course because there is “an objective standard by which to evaluate 

these views,” the only criterion that anyone would ever need in fact: 

Socrates is right! Socrates’ refusal to conduct a discussion on the terms 

that are appropriate to Protagoras is heroic; indeed it is the very pre-

condition for genuine dialogue, while Protagoras’s extreme reluc-

tance to engage in eristics with Socrates is a marker, mirabile dictu, of 

his refusal of dialogue. Socrates gets up and leaves the room when his 

conditions are not met, and this demonstrates Protagoras’s refusal to 

engage in dialogue. It is not Socrates who has defeated you, old man: 

it is the Truth!

On the one hand, Gonzalez’s reading and the community of Pla-

tonic readings to which it joins are a methodological advance over 

philosophical readings that simply ignore the dramatic framing, but 

on the other hand, in terms of the results, Gonzalez’s reading is hardly 

more critical than that of traditional philosophical interpreters (to be 

fair, critique is not at all the project of the contributors to the inter-

pretative undertaking embodied in the Russon and Sallis collection).4 

Whatever possible dialogism we might fi nd in Plato is relentlessly to 

be stamped out. Plato’s portrayal of Protagoras is simply taken at face 

value; the Sophist is a self-seeking charlatan and nothing more, and 

even Plato’s own hints at a self-critical voice within the text are tram-

pled on. On the one hand, Plato invites such a hammering reading of 

Protagoras, but, on the other hand, he also gives us the tools to query 

it. Is there indeed such an absolute moral gap—or even epistemologi-

cal gap—between Socrates and the other Sophists? For me, of course, 

the middle of that body (of Socrates and his logos) is the fat and riven 

body of a Silenus, not the buff marble classical statue of an Apollo. 

My move is to take seriously the notion that all of the critique—if 

3. Gonzalez, “Giving Thought,” 122–23.
4. John Russon and John Sallis, eds., Retracing the Platonic Text (Evanston, Ill.: North-

western University Press, 2000).
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my critique is at all telling—that I have been able to mobilize against 

Socrates’ use of discourse grows out of information given me by 

Plato himself about Socrates—surely not the historical Socrates, but 

Plato’s own, which makes the thesis so much more interesting—and 

this character’s modes of discourse and argumentation. I go back and 

reread the Protagoras again, not changing the interpretation or evalu-

ation, but in full cognizance that Plato himself, knowingly and not 

naively or misleadingly, allowed me to see the ambivalence of Socratic 

practice. Or better put, Plato lets me see his own inner dialogue on 

the binary opposition of philosophy and rhetoric. The Socrates of 

Alcibiades is also Socrates, and that Socrates unlocks much that is 

otherwise inexplicable in Plato’s portrayal of the serious Socrates in 

other dialogues. The literary fi gure in which such a double movement 

of assertion and withdrawal, withdrawal and assertion, can take place 

is the dialogue between the serious and the comic (the tragic and the 

comedic), the tragedy and the satyr play. Such Menippean juxtaposi-

tions occur throughout the corpus, in its extremities and its middles. 

It is in this fashion—only?—that we can fi nd the third way between 

an epistemic seriousness that imposes a single vision of the truth and 

a single method for attaining it, on the one hand, and an anarchic 

relativism, in which nothing is ever seriously advanced (a parody ver-

sion of Protagoras) on the other. Plato, I think, is fi rmly identifi ed 

himself with the voice of Socrates (philosophy over rhetoric, epistēmē 

over doxa), but fi nds a way to let us listen to Protagoras as well. Mo-

nological philosophical readings of Plato (even those carried out in a 

continental mood), block that listening once again.

There can be no doubt, I think, that Plato’s project throughout 

was the assertion of the sole value of a new way of teaching, learning, 

conducting an intellectual life, one that was directly antithetical to 

the Sophists. In order to pursue this aim—which is the one constant, 

I think, throughout the corpus—Plato relentlessly discredits the 

Sophists and shows them up as either fools or charlatans. Sallis’s gloss 

on Plato, as we have seen, recapitulates Plato’s ideological stance 

perfectly: “Philosophy is never a matter of someone’s opinions; it is 

rather that decisive transcending of opinion through which man is 

subordinated to a higher measure in such a way that, thereby, it is es-

tablished that man is not the measure of what is.” Insofar as Protago-

ras is merely parodied and satirized in the dialogues, these dialogues 
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are anything but dialogical. But Protagoras, I have argued elsewhere, 

is anything but a fool or a charlatan. He is a serious thinker, one whose 

very logion “The human is the measure” raises a serious challenge to 

the Platonic regime of the Truth. Plato, of course, knows this and 

shows that he knows this in the Protagoras. Fully committed as he is 

to his epistemological project in which, as Richard McKeon has put 

it, “[Dialectic] is, fi nally, the only science that does away with hypoth-

eses, in order to establish principles in eternal forms and transcen-

dental ideas,” 5 he nevertheless allows the second accent, the “crude 

contradiction” to take place through the medium of a new form, the 

seriocomic, fi gured by that antithetical fi gure, Socrates. The Babylo-

nian Talmud, I suggest, is a distant inheritor of this fi guration of dia-

logicity through the seriocomic contradiction of different elements 

within its own text.

5. Richard McKeon, “Greek Dialectics: Dialectic and Dialogue, Dialectic and Rheto-
ric,” in Dialectics, ed. Chaïm Perelman (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1975), 4.
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