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My thanks, first, to Michael Ruse for organizing this unusual but highly enjoyable event, and to each of you for taking time out of your busy schedules to come listen to your elders. I am especially happy to meet up again with two of my former students now at Florida State—Maria Morales and Jamie Feldman. Since most of my comments today relate to research matters, let me say straight off that my greatest professional pleasures and rewards have come from teaching undergraduates at Maryland and at UNC—from getting to know people like Maria and Jamie, and playing some small part in their professional development. Some years ago I calculated that at that point I had taught roughly 5000 students, which still seems to me an amazing figure. Of course by now most of the 5000 are only names on the well-worn grade sheets in my file cabinet, but I am still in touch with many students and take great pleasure from these continuing relationships. How lucky I was to fall into such a profession!


In the email he sent to his former classmates Michael observed that each of us in some way had ‘reached out beyond the narrow bounds of analytic philosophy’ and thought this might be worthy of some comment. I actually don’t think that I ever moved entirely away from analytic philosophy—or even that it moved entirely away from me. It’s true that if one conceives of analytic philosophy as a body of work produced largely in Britain and America during the latter half of the 20th century then, since I have been engaged mainly in the study of ancient philosophy, I cannot have had much to do with it. But if one takes ‘analytic’ to designate a characteristic set of concerns and practices, then it is possible to do philosophy in an analytic way in connection with any text or topic, modern or otherwise. So I thought I might say something about my encounter with the analytic approach during my years at the University of Rochester and how that shaped my study of ancient Greek philosophy.


No one at Rochester exemplified the analytic approach more than James Cornman, the toughest-minded philosopher I have ever known. You may or may not remember Jim Cornman as the co-author with Keith Lehrer of the introductory text Philosophical Problems and Arguments, but Cornman also published widely on the mind-body problem and the theory of knowledge. Shortly after I left Rochester, he moved on to the University of Pennsylvania and taught there until his tragic death in an automobile accident at the age of 49. Cornman came to philosophy from the study of engineering, at Dartmouth as I remember, and he seemed to me to retain something of an engineer’s obsession with structure. He would attack a philosophical argument in much the way an engineer might analyze a building—identifying its key supporting points and putting them under intense pressure to make sure they could stand up under a full load. To be on the receiving end of one of those Cornman critiques, for me at least, was a terrifying and yet enormously worthwhile experience. I learned from those assaults, first, how hard it was to get an opponent’s position formulated with complete fairness and accuracy, then how hard it was to get the premises of his or her argument stated and arranged in exactly the right way, and then how really, really hard it was to come up with a persuasive and worthwhile objection. I suspect that Cornman felt that none of us ever measured up to his high standards, but I came away from the experience with a sense, really for the first time, of what would be required of me if I were to do philosophy in a productive way.


So when by a series of accidents I decided to write a dissertation on Plato’s Theaetetus, even though I knew very little about either Plato or the Theaetetus, I felt that I was nevertheless ready for the assignment—for by then  I had become one lean, mean, analytic machine. I decided to focus on the passage in Plato’s Theaetetus known as ‘Socrates’ dream theory of knowledge’ since this seemed to me to raise a number of questions relevant to modern theories of knowledge. The view Socrates claimed ‘to have heard as in a dream’ was that there can be no knowledge of any of the simple elements of which we and all other things are composed, since no logos or ‘rational account’ can be given of any of them, whereas we can give a logos, and thereby acquire knowledge of a complex entity, a logos being understood in a minimal way as a combination of names. My plan was to try to unearth the rationale behind this proposal (drawing in part on the fact that Plato had elsewhere endorsed the idea that knowing required having and being able to give some sort of rational account). I would then attempt to formulate and evaluate Socrates’ objections to the theory. My hope was that, in the process, it would become clear what lesson Plato intended for his readers to draw from the whole exercise. 


It did become clear to me, soon after I began to reconstruct the main thesis of the dream theory and the objections made against it, that Plato was using two different Greek words for knowledge, gnôsis and epistêmê, in an entirely consistent manner. Whenever Socrates expressed agreement with the dream theory, what he said was that, yes, there can be neither a logos nor any epistêmê or ‘scientific knowledge’ of the simple elements, although we can give a logos and thereby have epistêmê of the larger complexes. But when he expressed his disagreement with the theory, what he challenged was its claim that there can be no gnôsis, no ‘acquaintance with’ or ‘recognition’ of any individual element. In his concluding remark, taking as his test case how we come to know the letters of the alphabet, he stated that ‘if we are to argue on the basis of our own experience of letters and syllables, we ought to conclude that elements in general give us gnôsis that is much clearer than that of the complexes’. 


I inferred from all this that Plato was making essentially the same move Aristotle would soon make in the concluding chapter of the Posterior Analytics when he posited the existence of an alternative kind of knowledge in order to explain how the indemonstrable first principles of a science could be known even though we could have no epistêmê apodeiktikê or ‘demonstrative knowledge’ of them. It would also become a central thesis in the philosophy of logical atomism developed by Russell and Wittgenstein that however large and complex the body of human knowledge might become, it must ultimately be grounded in direct perceptual acquaintance with a set of individual facts or states of affairs. So I argued that through the presentation and refutation of Socrates’ dream theory Plato was pointing up the need for some form of perception-based acquaintance with the world, in addition to having a body of reason-based propositional knowledge about it.


At least three good things came out of my dissertation experience. First it brought my stay in cold and cloudy Rochester to an end and sent me on to a job in a warmer climate. Second, some two years later, I was able to publish my account of the dream theory in the Journal of Hellenic Studies. I confess to you that I succeeded in condensing my entire dissertation into a six-page note with no significant loss of content whatsoever. Two years later, when I met the distinguished classical scholar John Ackrill, he asked if I was ‘the Theaetetus Lesher’. He then explained that he had devoted an entire session of his Oxford seminar to discussing my JHS article, and largely agreed with it. That moment, perhaps more than anything else, made all those dissertation labors worthwhile.


Sadly, perhaps, I would no longer claim to know what lesson Plato was seeking to impart through the statement and refutation of Socrates’ dream theory. I still think that Plato held that having epistêmê entailed being able to give some sort of rational account, and that simple elements must be known if we are to have any knowledge of complexes. After all, Socrates explicitly stated that ‘If anyone tells us that the complex is by its nature knowable while the element is unknowable, we shall suppose that he is playing with us.’ But I now see that from this point on a number of options present themselves. Perhaps, as I had originally thought, Plato was trying to point up the need for some non-epistêmê way of knowing simple elements. But, alternatively, his point might have been that while we must indeed know the elements, we can do just that by discovering how they link up with one another within the larger complex. At one point in Republic VII Socrates characterized knowledge as ‘viewing things in their connectedness’ (537c) and at Sophist 253 the Eleatic Stranger will state that we will attain epistêmê of letters of the alphabet, or of individual musical notes, of the elements of any other subject, when we master the ways in which they can and cannot be combined with one another. So if it is proper to take clues to the meaning of a passage in the Theaetetus from things said in other dialogues, then this might be a viable interpretation. However, it is also possible that Plato expected his readers to sense the inadequacy of thinking of a logos as a mere ‘combination of names’ and to come up with an alternative conception of logos that would make it possible to give a logos of the elements. Finally, perhaps all Plato really intended to do was simply to pose the problem of how a logos-less element can be known—without having a clear sense of the best solution. On this reading, we could think of the dream theory as Gregory Vlastos thought of the Third Man Argument in the Parmenides, as a reflection of Plato’s ‘honest perplexity’.


In any case, it was clear to me as soon as I had finished my dissertation that I still had a lot to learn about early Greek ideas about knowledge. As I followed the epistemological disputes being waged in various dialogues I felt as though I were coming into a conversation that had been going on for some time. What, I wondered, did Greek thinkers before Plato’s time have to say about the requirements for gnôsis and epistêmê?  I had no idea. When I set out to find the answers I was led back first to a late-6th and early-5th-century poet named Xenophanes of Colophon who, so far as we can tell, was the first Western thinker to explore epistemological questions. That research led to writing a paper on Xenophanes’ ‘scepticism’ for the journal Phronesis, which in turn led to an invitation to write the Xenophanes volume for the Phoenix Series on the Presocratics. As I began work on these early ideas about knowledge I thought I also ought to learn what the leading poets of ancient Greece had had to say on the subject. And in order to determine the full meaning of the standard Greek knowledge nouns and verbs, I realized I would also need to learn something about the meaning of their Proto Indo-European roots. You can imagine how happy I was when I learned that there was nothing earlier than Proto-Indo European I would also need to study. At this point my journey back to the Presocratics was over and I could begin working my way back to the classical philosophers.


The main product of this first period of research was a series of studies of the central terms in the ancient Greek knowledge vocabulary—an article on seeing and knowing in the Iliad and Odyssey, the article on Xenophanes’ skepticism and another on Xenophanes’ view of the nature of inquiry and discovery, a paper on Parmenides’ conception of knowledge, another on Heraclitus’ epistemological vocabulary, and finally a study of nous and gnômê (or ‘mind’ and ‘intelligent decision’) in fragment 12 of Anaxagoras. Along the way I wrote broader accounts of early Greek interest in knowledge for a Cambridge companion volume and an Oxford handbook. In recent years I have put some of the fruits of this early research to use in discussions of Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge, the meaning of saphêneia (or ‘clear and sure knowledge’) in the divided line passage in Plato’s Republic, and in two recent discussions of the meaning of epistêmê and saphêneia in Aristotle. I am still trying to figure out Aristotle’s account of how we come to know the first principles.


Not once, in all this time, have I felt that I had left the concerns and methods associated with analytic philosophy completely behind. In my view, questions relating to the conditions of knowledge and the relationship between knowledge, belief, truth, sense perception, and the exercise of our rational faculties have been matters of interest to ancient and modern philosophers alike. I even have some sympathy for ordinary-language philosophy, so long as the ordinary languages involved are Homeric and classical Greek. 


It is true that what counted as a paradigm case of knowing during this early period differed markedly from what counts as one today. Ancient thinkers do not appear to have been interested in the conditions of ‘knowledge as such’, that is, they did not attempt to say what must be the case whenever some person S knows that p, where ‘S’ can be any person and ‘p’ any proposition whatsoever. On some occasions, what they were seeking to define was the special combination of information and skill that constituted ‘practical wisdom’ or a generally intelligent approach to living. This is evident even in the oldest Greek literature known to us, the Homeric poems, when figures such as Odysseus and Penelope serve as paradigms of the practical uses of intelligence, while hot heads like Achilles and Penelope’s suitors personify just the opposite. On other occasions, as often in Plato and Aristotle, the topic under discussion is what is required in order to know the essential nature or ‘what it is to be’ of a thing of a particular kind. And sometimes, especially in Aristotle, the focus was on neither of these, but on the requirements for ‘expert knowledge’ or complete mastery of a particular discipline. 


The distinctive focal points of these ancient interests in knowledge does not, I would argue, make their accounts unsuitable subjects for philosophical inquiry. We can still attempt to identify the specific capacities the philosophers were seeking to illuminate and evaluate the plausibility of the accounts they provided. We can also seek out the stated and un-stated considerations that may have motivated their accounts, as well as identify the individuals whose positions they were seeking to overthrow. If in formulating answers to these questions we find ourselves reading the classic works of ancient Greek literature, that is simply a consequence of the fact that during this early period Greek philosophers were constantly engaged with the leading poets of Greece, often attacking them as authors of mistaken views and values, but just as often employing their poetic terminology in their own rival creations.


One clear example of the interplay of poetic and philosophical elements during this early period is fragment B 34 of Xenophanes. At some point in the early decades of the 5th century Xenophanes crafted the following hexameters, almost certainly as part of a larger work:

And indeed no man has been nor will there be anyone who knows the clear and sure truth

About such things as I say about the gods and all things. For even if one were to succeed better than others in speaking of what is brought to pass, 

Still he himself would not know. But opinion is fashioned for all.

Obviously it would help us to evaluate the plausibility of this assessment of the prospects for knowledge if we could determine what conditions Xenophanes thought were relevant to ‘knowing the clear and sure truth (eidenai to saphes)’. It might also be useful to know whether his verdict was meant to stand on its own two feet or whether it assumed some broader framework of beliefs. More specifically, it would be good to know how the blanket rejection of knowledge issued in lines one and two related to the hypothetical or ‘even if’ scenario envisaged in lines three and four—or how, in other words, the argument was supposed to go.

It was a commonplace of early Greek poetry that human beings are fated to think of things only in terms of the small range of things they happen to have experienced. So Odysseus explains the human condition to the suitor Amphinomus: ‘For the mind of men upon the earth is such the day which the father of gods and men brings upon them. (Od, XIII, 136-37). Similarly, Archilochus Fr. 70: ‘Of such a sort, Glaucus, is the mind of mortal man, whatever Zeus may bring him for the day, for he thinks such things as he meets with.’ In the generation after Xenophanes, Empedocles will reaffirm the link between knowledge and direct experience and deny that mortals have much of a claim to either:

...having seen [only] a small portion of life in their experience, [mortals] soar and fly off like smoke, swift to their dooms, each one convinced of only that very thing which he has chanced to meet, as they are driven in all directions. But each boasts of having seen the whole.  In this way, these things are neither seen nor heard by men nor grasped with understanding… (B 2, Inwood trans.)

We also know that from the time of the Homeric poems down to Aristotle forms of the adjective saphês were used to designate what is ‘clear’ or ‘sure’ to an individual in so far as he or she is in a position to observe matters directly or first-hand. Thus, for example, when in the seventh book of the Iliad Ajax comes out from among the ranks to challenge Hector to a duel he proclaims:

Hector, now indeed you will know sapha one on one

What kind of leaders there are among the Danaans

In the generation following Xenophanes, Herodotus will also speak of direct experience as the key to achieving a piece of ‘clear and sure knowledge’:

Moreover, wishing to get some clear and sure knowledge (saphes ti eidenai) of this matter from the point where it was possible to do so I took ship to Tyre in Phoenicia where I heard there was a very holy temple of Heracles. There I saw it, richly equipped with many other offerings. (History II, 44)

Thus when Xenophanes denies in B 34 that anyone has known or will ever know to saphes, we may take him to mean that no one has grasped, or ever will grasp, the sure truth (concerning such matters as he specifies) on the basis of his or her own direct or personal experience.  The scope of those matters as described in line 2—‘what I say about the gods and all things’— immediately confirms this reading in so far as nothing could be at a greater remove from the direct experience of mortal beings than the actions of the gods and the ‘the nature of all things’. As Xenophanes elsewhere explained, mortals fashion their conceptions of the gods on the basis of their own typical human traits—Ethiopian gods look like Ethiopians, Thracian gods look remarkably like Thracians, etc., while the divine is ‘not at all like mortals in either body or thought’. The hypothetical scenario envisioned in lines 3 and 4—even if one were to succeed better than others in speaking of what is brought to pass—would serve to reinforce the original negative assessment by pointing out that even on a best case scenario, when someone is able to speak of events as they come to pass—perhaps a reference to the seers and diviners with whom the philosophers often came into conflict—that person would still lack knowledge. No knowledge of individual events as they occur, in other words, could justify a claim about the nature of things as they exist at all times and places. In B 34, then, Xenophanes appears to have embraced the traditional view that during their brief lifetimes mortal beings will witness only a small portion of a vast cosmos, assumed the usual connection between enjoying direct access to events and having clear and sure knowledge about them, and drew the logical conclusion: about such far-off matters as the gods and the nature of things as they exist in all places and times, no mortal being has known, or ever will know the sure truth. It is possible, in other words, to reconstruct the line of argument that underlies Xenophanes’ gloomy assessment of the prospects for knowledge, but doing so requires that we know something about the special language he spoke and the degree to which he was speaking within an older tradition.


In reminding the members of his audience of the connections between sure knowledge and direct experience Xenophanes was putting something of a damper on the speculative theorizing that had characterized the first phase of Ionian philosophy—the attempts made by Thales and his Milesian associates to identify a single basic substance of which ‘all things’ are composed. But he also set a problem, perhaps best termed ‘the locality problem’, that would be taken up by virtually every subsequent Greek thinker until the time of Aristotle: namely, how can anyone claim to know with any degree of certainty about matters that lie beyond the circle of their direct experience? In the next generation Heraclitus will respond to this challenge by identifying a single principle, ‘the logos’, perhaps best termed ‘the unity of the opposites’, that can be seen at work throughout the cosmos. Thus once we understand in a single instance how things that appear to be in conflict with each other are actually in deep agreement, we possess the key to understanding events as they occur far removed from our view. ‘This account’, as he puts it, ‘holds forever’, is ‘common’, and ‘is the same of all’ (B 1, 2, and 30). Empedocles will respond to Xenophanes’ challenge by identifying alternative routes to knowledge and urging his reader ‘to think on each thing in the way it becomes clear’ (B 3). Parmenides, as later Plato, will attempt to sever the connection between knowledge and sense experience that underlay Xenophanes’ pessimistic outlook and maintain that it is the business of reason and not our sense faculties to supply us with knowledge. When Aristotle discusses how we can come to grasp the universal principles that represent the ultimate principles of explanation he will argue that we acquire universal concepts and principles, including the ultimate principles of explanation, through a process that begins with the perception of sensible particulars. I have told part of this story in the paper on the humanizing of knowledge I sent to Michael, but my understanding of these later responses is still work in progress.


Like the philosopher Mr. Ramsay in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, I do not feel that I have yet reached the end of my philosophical alphabet—as Mr. Ramsey felt that he had made it only to the letter Q. I am happy to have cast a bright light on Xenophanes and to make the case for his inclusion in our histories of early Greek thought. It is also now generally accepted, I think, that philosophers before the time of Plato and Aristotle reflected on the nature, conditions, and limits of human knowledge, and this was not always thought to be the case.  I count myself fortunate to still be teaching bright and interested students and to be a member of a department that values work in the history of philosophy. For all this, but especially for my former classmates whose friendship helped me to survive those four cold years in Rochester, I am extremely grateful.

