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ABSTRACT. Candiotto Laura, The Role of the Old Interlocutors in Plato's Dialogue. A New Philosophical
Meaning of Old Age.

This paper highlights the platonic conception of old age as very different from the traditional one. In order to
demostrate it, the Parmenides and the Laws will be analyzed as key texts to understand the new philosophical
meaning of old age that finds his main characterization in connection with young age. The topic of old age will
be discussed along with youth training and the birth of the philosopher as a “result” of a proper philosophical
cducation. At length, well-educated youths will be able to become philosophers who, in turn, will evolve into
masters of others.

Keywords: Plato, old age, Parmenides, Laws, Plato’s political philosophy, paideia.

INTRODUCTION

My intention is to analyze the role of the old interlocutors in Plato’s di-
maieutic approach, in order to highlight how
| conception of old age which differs from
[ will analyze the role of the elderly in two
he Laws, as they address the role of old
line their pedagogical and political

alogues through a literary and
Plato develops a philosophica
the traditional one. To this aim,
texts in particular: the Parmenides and t
people in relation to youths and clearly out
function.

In the Parmenides, for examp
to the youth of Socrates and Aristot
significance regarding the necessity 0 |
Athenian represents wisdom at the servi
self, usually represented as an old pers
Maturity that can be accomplished through p

le, the figure of the old Parmenides, in contrast
le, reaches an exceptional philosophical
f philosophical exercise. In the Laws, the
ce of a good constitution. Socrates him-
on, expresses the perfef:t philosophical
hilosophical practice.
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The topic of old age will be discussed along with youth training anqg the 1

of the philosopher as a “result” of a proper phxlos.ophlcal education, At 3zbm},
well-educated youths will be able to become philosophers who, ip ¢ n

- um w.’
evolve into masters of others. » Wijj

. ANALYSIS OF THE INTERLOCUTORS

Over the last few years Platonic dialogues have been increasingly interpreteq
through a literary analysis' capable of underlining stylistic and dramaturgjc,y
elements that cast a new light on the author’s writing.

In addition, there has been a development of maieutic approaches? that em.
phasize the transformative effects of the dialogue on interlocutors and readers
An analysis of the interlocutors that includes biographical details is therefore

crucial to grasp their role within the dialogue.
In accordance with this perspective, in this paper | will use textual analysis

to discuss the role of the elder in Platonic dialogues.

Socratic interlocutors in early platonic dialogues are historical characters and
can be categorized as follows:? aristocrats, sophists, orators, politicians, mem-
bers of Socrates’ and Plato’s entourage, representatives of a trade or of a rechne.
The age and the relationship between the interlocutors (fathers/sons, lovers/be-
loved, masters/disciples) are elements that transcend these categories.

In the dialogues, old age appears in contrast to youth. Socrates’ favorite in-
terlocutors are young people,* whilst he plays the role of the elder. Arguably -
[ will further explore this point later — this underlines the educative and political
task that the elders are called to perform. In the early dialogues Socrates’ only
old interlocutor is Cephalous, who features in the first book of Republic, but a5
soon as Socratic confutation becomes serious, he is replaced by Polemarchos,
his son. It seems thus that the method of confutation is not directed to elders, but
to youths, except for an interesting counter-example represented by Parmenides’
confutation of young Socrates. In that case, however, the confutation differs
from the typical Socratic model: it is in fact expression of Parmenides’teachfﬂg?
which will be exemplified in the second part of the Parmenides.

rred to

Important elder interlocutors appear in later dialogues, which are refe ;
eni

as dialogues of maturity or late dialogues. More specifically, in the Parm

'Already in the first half of the 20th century some interpreters pointed out the nweﬁ!l)‘_::
a philosophical and literary scrutiny of the dialogues. In particular, the works of Gold.s‘:hm;:g!
Schaerer, Merlan and Tarrant demonstrate a specific attention to the relation between dialog'™™
structure and conceptual elaboration in the Platonic texts. See Candiotto 2012b.

*I refer to the interpretation suggested by Gill, cf. Gill 2006: 53-75.

3See Candiotto 2012a.

*See Candiotto 2013,
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.nd in the Laws we find elder interlo
; cutors who play a
central role: they replace

. crates’ elenctic met i :
Gocrale hod with Parmenides’ dialectic and with the affirmative-

lcgislativc method proposed by the Athenian

(g N Ag——
2. THE ROLE Ol lH['.zthD[LRS. PLATO’S TRANSFIGURATION OF
FRADITIONAL VALUES

what is the role of old interlocutors in Plato’s dialogues?

The answer to this question requires an analysis of b%)th tiw terms adopted by
plato and the texts in which they are inserted. Of the two terms used by Plato to
name the elders, one recurs more often than the other. Gheron-gherontos T€Curs
39 times, mainly in the Republic and in the Laws. The term presbys-presbytes
recurs 222 times, with a peak of the comparative form in the Parmenides 140el—
155d1, 58 times within the First Hypothesis.

The word gheron-gherontos is typically adopted by comedians to represent
the character of the elder. In the Homeric lexicon it indicates the “royal coun-

» |t comes from the stem gere, which means “to become mature”. Similarly

selor
Thucydides

the term presbys—presbyteron indicates a political role, especially in
and Aeschylus, and can be translated into “magistrate”.

However, compared to gheron-gherontos, presbys-presbytes explicitly con-
veys an idea of excellence, superiority and wisdom. At the same time it defines
a guiding role, as it refers also to the person leading the cattle. Etymologically,
it comes from pre-pros-pro that means “ahead” and from gyfes that, in turns,
comes from the stem ga, indicating the act of being born. The presbys is thus

“the one who is born ahead”.

The use of the comparative for
the elder is so in relation to the yout
is very important in the Parmenides.
above emphasize the political and educ

Why does Plato prefer presbys to gheron?
In my opinion, this is the case as Plato transforms the meaning of the concept

of old age elaborating upon the situation of his times, characterized by both the
tradition of the old aristocracy and the power of the new democracy.

As we will see by analyzing various passages, Plato cannot accept that old
aristocrats are considered wise merely on the basis of their age (e.g. Critias in
the Critias and in the Timeous) or that an old new rich (e.g. Cephalous in the
Republic) holds political power. BY contrast, the elder is considered wise and
can play a political and educative role only as a result of a lifelong commitment
o philosophy. To sum up, in Plato’s passages the term presbys is associated to

the political and educative function of philosophical wisdom.
Plato rethinks the traditional conception of seniority: this point is supported

m underlines the relational aspect of the term:
h. We will come back to this point since it
In summary, the two aspects mentioned

ative role of the elder.
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by the fact that the term gheron recurs more often in the Republic and in the
Laws, which are the more eminently political and educative among Plato’s texts,
Thus, it is possible to maintain that the interesting semantic shift from gheron 1o
presbys implies a reformulation of the conception of old age as wisdom.

3. CASE 1: PARMENIDES

Again, what is the role of elder interlocutors in Plato’s dialogues?

In order to answer this question I am going to analyze some elder characters,

In the Parmenides we find an old Parmenides dialoguing with young Socrates.
It is worth noting that this is the only appearance of Socrates as a youth in the
Platonic dialogues. Here Socrates plays the role of interlocutor rather than that
of guide. This last function is performed by Parmenides. His old age, highlighted
in many occasions, is linked to his role as a philosopher and a guide. Moreover,
in contrast with the figure of Socrates in Plato’s dialogues, Parmenides is a car-
rier of knowledge. Although Parmenides plays the role of the confuter in the first
part of the dialogue, he suggests to Socrates an exercise (gymnasia) to moder-
ate the enthusiastic soul of his young interlocutor. The proposed gymnastic is
explained in the second part of the dialogue through an example. In Parmenides
136 d1, Parmenides recognizes that he is asking Socrates a huge effort, given his
age. It is thus emphasized that the exercise is dedicated to young people and that
it is very strenuous. In 135 d4—6 Zeno mocks Socrates for not understanding the
wearisomeness of the exercise.’

In Theaeteus 183¢5—6, Parmenides is called “venerable and awesome” on the
basis of his age. The elder, traditionally conceived as a wise and knowledgeable
man who transmits wisdom to the community by means of myth-telling, is now
a philosopher who must be confuted. Because of his old age the confutation is
far from being easy — young people are the usual target of confutation. Never-
theless Plato, in the Sophist, thanks to the Stranger from Elea, commits to this
purpose. However, the meaning of the confutation becomes different from that
of the Socratic method: the Stranger says he is loyal to the father and exposes
a philosophical proposal that originates from Parmenides’ teaching.

On the one hand, the confutation of the old philosopher demonstrates Plato’s
will of questioning the auctoritas that is accorded to the elders just on the basis
of their age. On the other, the confutation is reformulated in a positive light, asan
attempt to pursue the philosophical tasks initiated by the father. The traditional

SFor an interpretation of this passage cf. Migliori 1990 and my article The education of the
youth in Plato’s Parmenides, which will be soon published in the proccedings of the conference
“O Parménides de Plato”, Coimbra University, 14-16 June 2012, promoted by the International
Plato Society.
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4. CASE 2: THE ATHENIAN

In the Laws.* the character of the Atheni
elders (the Spartan and the Cretan) re
old age proposed by Plato. Here we w
where the tone itself is that of old age.
sive style of the elderly substanti

an who dialogues with two other
flects to a certain extent the new role of
itness peaceful discourses among clders,
Itis interesting to notice how the discur-
ally differs from that of the young. This aspect
emerges clearly if we confront, for example, the enthusiasm of young Socrates
with the calmness of old Parmenides in the first part of the Parmenides. More
generally, it is possible to detect a shift in the dialogical tone
from the first platonic dialogues — defined, consistentl
as youthful — to those of old age. Whilst the reasons for this change cannot
be explained completely through an interpretative scheme opposing youth to
old age, I believe that such scheme might provide an interesting
analysis. j ) )
However, the role of the elders is explicitly dclmg*d through thc. formula-
tion of the “Nocturnal Council”,’ book XII, 960b-968¢. The Council flin-]s. at
safeguarding the laws and the constitution an.d must b? composed of dIV'InC
elders (966-967) and some youths. Tl.w (?ssentlzll role‘oildWTnL: cfdcrs consists
in safeguarding the laws and the constitution. Moref)vcr l ey are rt:Sf)(m‘Sl‘b]C IOT
; : nd for education. The divine elder is thus
completing and amending the laws a

also in the passage
y with this distinction,

avenue of

*See Plat. Leg. 664c4-d4.
Brisson 1996: 15. ¢ ctual dialogue and therefore share
. . can be read as an actua ;
*Note that according to Gill the Laws ¢ g
some tipical features of socratic dialogues. See Gi
*See Brisson 2001a. ok
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a magistrate who oversees the youths 'and their masters and cqmrols the infly,.
ences which might corrupt them, that is to say contents transmmed by. poets o
coming from abroad. The elder’s functions include also observu?g fore}gn tradi.
tions (Ihus he must travel abroad to obscr\.«f fmd therl report his findingg) and
controlling the courts. As they have a “verifying role”, the elders' perform also
a religious function and must demonstrate the excellence of their values.
council is thus divided in 5 groups, of which 4 are composed by elders:

| The ten oldest Guardians of the Laws;
_The Minister of Education and his retired colleagues;
. The Scrutineers;
. The Observers;
. Young people. )

Education is central both to the relationship between the elder and the youth
within the council and to the personal development of the elder. Is the elder di-
vine per se or does his divinity depends on the extent to which he has exercised
philosophy during his lifetime?

Lachetes 188b1—4 is extremely clear:

(S S

And I think that there is no harm in being reminded of any wrong thing which we are, or have
been, doing: he who does not fly from reproof will be sure to take more heed of his afterlife;
as Solon says, he will wish and desire to be learning so long as he lives, and will not think that
old age of itself brings wisdom.

The elder is divine if he is a philosopher, that is to say someone who is will-
ing to research and question himself over the span of his whole life. Possessing
specific knowledge is thus not enough (968 a-e): it is necessary to combine the
Socratic conception of philosophy as research with a Platonic philosophy focus-
ing on the knowledge of contents. ;

- Unfortunately the text stops here, but Luc Brisson' tracks in Epinomides

e ‘i“..-;.,_(through a comparison with the 7" book of the Republic) the characteristics of

- education which have been lost in the text of the Laws. The elder must excel

el in:the following disciplines: arithmetic, geometry, stereometry, harmonics, a5
. tronomy, and dialectics.

/-Memory, traditionally linked to old age, assumes a new meaning. It is Qm

only the ability that enables old people to narrate fables, but also the abi,l".ty
through which they can approach the divine. : 5

‘Memory is both an element open to the intervention of education (bOOkS-_;f*.",T

of the Republic) and a divine and eternal part of the soul, which connect«s-._e
earthly and the divine by assimilating the former into the latter." T

1°See Brisson 2001a:176.

, s .ochia 2
- ""To further explore this thread of analysis, cf. Brisson 2003; Pradcau 2003; [,avc@?l”a ;
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e

Laws 066 d9-e2 points out that the soul is the oldest element that presides

,‘:[]lC birth of the body. The divine elder is the philosopher'2 who took care of
o.m vn soul (se€ Phaedrus on this topic) and, freed from bodily passions related
his © expresses the divinity of the soul. The body of the elder — free, thanks

Lo, from material necessities — is similar to those of Gods."
lO Thg elder is therefore a link, or we could say a /metaxy o daimon, between the
divine world rca_chc('i in the afterlife and life on carth. Death for the philosopher
pecomes & glorification, as much as it is for a warrior in battle. The best example
in this respect is the role played by old Socrates in the Phaedrus and the Crito:
he embodies in fact the wise philosopher who hopes for eternity. Ol.d age should
pe lived in the sign of philosophy; otherwise it makes the elder a child instead of
enabling him to approach the divine. In the passage 646a4—>5 of the 'Laws Plato
e,m)hasizes the situation in which the elder returns a child, due to an illness that,
like drunkenness, impairs his reasoning.

It is possible to notice again how, on the one hand, the concept of old age

acquires its meaning in relations to youth, on the other, it needs to be associated

with philosophy.

To sum up, the old philosopher, not just the old man, is the best candidate to
perform an educative role for youths and a political role towards the city.

5. CONCLUSION: THE MODEL OF THE WISE ELDER PHILOSOPHER

Socrates, who — with the exception of the Parmenides — is always depicted as
an elder, represents the philosopher who is committed to an educative and politi-
cal function. At the same time, however, he incarnates some subversive features
different from those of the Athenian. These features make him an awkward char-
acter, who will be therefore killed by the polis. In the shift from Socrates to the
Athenian we can grasp a change in Plato’s political orientation.

For the re-foundation of the polis, the divine elder must be included in the
constitutional bodies, must be an example of tolerance and balance rather than
of polemical verve, must be capable of preparing, proposing and safeguarding
the laws.

Although Socrates is an elder, he represents the key functions of youth: en-
Fhusiasm, critique, questioning, and research. This is how Plato represents him
In the Parmenides, after the Socratic dialogues: a youth.

The Athenian, by contrast, represents the Platonic reformulation of old age

—

—— R

l_‘,“‘ i
b 200s. lll-.l.] the Nocturnal Council corresponds to the philosophers in the Repubblic”, Brisson

" Brisson 2003.
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the polis: frugal, balanced, proponent and Warr'am

as a resource at the service ol

ol the law. .. : S Y PP
Both play an educative and political rolc, but eventually Plato scems topr, * |

fer the method of the Athenian and lhc‘judicmry, cxpl.lcnlytlmkcd to the eld&rs, i
i1 the Nocturnal Council. The education of you'lhhS]fS ,1210 tailhym:re del”"‘eﬂ;
by means of Socratic confutation or through a hf‘c l]vdt. 'a deth clz)ldemy, bui
through a preferential relationship between the best elders and the best youths_ .
within the Council.
Also in this case, Plato presents !
proposing the new by combining tradi

himself as the grand reformist capable of -
tional models with novel categories, The
particular relationship between elders and youths .w.ithin the Noc.turnal Coqnci), :
replicates the elitist and elective features of the tradmonz.il pcderasn.c model, butit
adds the fundamental innovative element of a philosophical education of the soul. - |
In conclusion it is crucial to emphasize how the model of the old wise man
is neither the traditional one (old people are wise per se) neither that of thenew |
democracy (c.g. the rich Cephalous in the first book of the Republic). Moreover, -
the analysis of the old and wise philosopher let us problematize the interpreta:
tion that would understand Plato’s political philosophy as totalitarian. By con-
trast, the best model is that of the philosopher who committed his whole life to
philosophy and, by doing so, could nurture the divine character of his soul and
assume an eminent role in the polis. His task is the education of the youth, the
political administration of the polis and the safeguard of laws. It is not a coin-
cidcncc that this is the purpose that directed Plato’s entire life and that inspired
.hm:a,. as an old man, to write the Laws — after having tried to build a perfect city
in S'I‘Clly zmd. l‘mvi.ng founded and directed the Academy. b
' Ihe glorification of the wise and old philosopher appears thus, in the last -
instance, as Plato’s glorification of himself and his own life. L

BIBLIOGRAPHY

/\r.(madio 1985: I. Aronadio, // Parmenide ¢
Brisson 1982: L. Brisson, Platon [es mots u
Brisson 1996: | l
1996,
Brisson 2001a: L. Brisson, Le College de veille
and its Historical Significance, Sele y

Thought (Salamanca, | 998)
Brisson 2001b: 1. ,

la sintassi dell eidos, Elenchos 1985, 333“35_5,{;.- G
les mythes, Frangois Maspero, Paris 1982.

.. Brisson ‘oduction 4 ; e
s Introduction g la philosophie du mythe, 1 Sauver les mythes, vrin, Pans 2

(nukterines sullogos), in: F. Lisi (ed.) Pl_"m?f% £
Ak at ed Papers of the I International Congress o :.,4n_¢, :
Brisson, Vers un ‘:,dimm Vcrlﬂ.g,’Sankl Augustin 2001a, 161-177. nqﬂ‘
dialogue dans le corpus plagon; ogue apaisé. Les transformations affectant 102[’.’ el 1 ¢

Pus platonicien, in: F. Cossutta, M. Narcy (eds.) La Forme d;alogvl!'.’.‘

Platon: évaoluri Z

; dion et réception, Edit

1, Edi s Jérdme Millon. G 225 8
Brisson 2003: L. Brisson, Les eans dclmns Jérdome Millon, Grenoble 2001b, 209-226. -

Collogue, Presses ( ifbersiia: J.S' dieux, in: J. Laurent (cd.), Les dieux de Platon-:
Brisson 2005- = sttaires de Caen, Caen 2
rsson 2005: 1. Brisson, Ethics anc easra 003, 1 1=23

) ) » 4 - \ V
phy™ 28 (2005). 9312 ] | I Politics in Plato Laws, *Oxford Studics 1n A"‘_"’?‘P

Scanned by CamScanner



THE ROLE OF THE OLD INTERLOCUTORS IN PLATO’S DIALOGUE 23

5011: L. Candiotto, /f metodo adatto per Eutifrone: una calma distanza, “Pcitho. 1ixa-
1(2)/(2011), 39-55.
Candiotto, Le vie della confutazione. I dialoghi socratici di Platone, Mimesis,

Candiotto 20111
mina antiqua
Candiotto 20]21}: L
Milano-Udine 2012, | | | 5 ”
, 2012b: L. Candiotto, Perché Platone scrisse dlaloghl soeraticl? Asatist det wivlo

dell uditorio, in: A. Bordoy (ed.), Una mirada actual a la _/l‘/l).\’().{i(.l gri(';;({.' I’nnfvu-i'm: del

]I Congreso Internacional de Filosofia Griega de la Sociedad Ibérica de Filosofia Griega,

Ldiciones de la SIFG, Madrid-Mallorca 2012, 455-468. B o
. i'iolll‘ 2013: .. Candiotto, Socrate e [ 'edzwuzionc.dct gf()V(IHI (l‘I’I..S'l-()CI‘U‘llCL 1! caso di ({1:1(1

‘ Jn:-mnc esempio di mascheramento operalo dai difensori socratici, in: I. d(:‘ I,UISf:, /\ Stavru
(eds), Socratica /11. Studies on Socrates, the Socratics, and the Ancient SocraticLiterature,
Academia Verlag, Sankt Augustin 2013, 190-198. e

Chantraine 1968 n.c. 1999: P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire e{ymoloquuc de la langue grecque: hi-
stoire des mols, Editions Klincksieck, Klincksick, Paris 1968. . N ‘ .

Comelli, Lisi (eds), 2010: G. Cornelli, F. Lisi, Plato and the City, C:ollcglum l’o!lllcum, Contribu-
tions to Classical Political Thought, vol. 4, Academia Verlag, }sankt Augustin 2010.

Dover 1974: K.J. Dover, Greek Popular Morality, Blackwell, ()xlo.rd 1974. »

Fronterotta 1998: F. Fronterotta, Guida alla lettura del Parmenide di Platone, Laterza, Roma-Bari
1998, 17-24. .

Gill 2003: C. Gill, The Laws. Is it a real dialogue?, in: L. Brisson, S. Scolnicov (eds), The Law.?':
from Theory to Practice: Proceedings of the Vi Symposium Platonicum, Academia
Verlag, Sankt Augustin 2003, 42-47. _

Gill 2006, Le dialogue platonicien, in: L. Brisson, F. Fronterotta (eds), Lire Platon, Puf, Paris 2006.

Havlicek, Karfik (eds), 2005: A. Havlicek, F. Karfik, Plato s Parmenides. Proceedings of the Fo-
urth Symposium Platonicum Pragense, OYKOYMENH, Praga 2005.

Larivée 2003: A. Larivée, L 'incarnation législative du soin de |’ame dans les Lois: une héritage
socratique?, in: S. Scolnicov, L. Brisson (eds), Plato’s Laws: from Theory to Practice. Pro-
ceedings of the VI Symposium Platonicum, Academia Verlag, Sankt Augustin 2003, 98-102.

Lavecchia 2006: S. Lavecchia, Una via che conduce al divino. La «homoiosis theo» nella filosofia
di Platone, Vita e Pensiero, Milano 2006.

Lisi 2000: F. Lisi, Les fondements métaphysiques du nomos dans les Lois, Revue philosophiques,
1 (2000) 57-82.

Mattioli 1995: U. Mattioli, Senectus. La vecchiaia nel mondo classico, Patron, Roma 1995,

Migliori 1990: M. Migliori, Dialettica e Verita. Commentario filosofico al *“Parmenide” di Plato-
ne, Vita e Pensiero, Milano 1990.

Mouze 2000: L. Mouze, Education et politique dans les Lois, “Cahiers Glotz”, 11 (2000), 57-69.

Mouze 2006, Eduquer {'humain en [’homme: ['ocuvre esthetique et politique du philosophe, in: L.
Brisson, F. Fronterotta (eds), Lire Platon, Puf 2006, 201-208.

Nails 2002: D. Nails, The people of Plato. A prosopography of Plato and Other Socratics, Hackett
Publishing Company, Indianapolis 2002.

Pradeau 2003: J.F. Pradeau, L ‘assimilation au dieu, in: ). Laurent (ed.), Les diewx de Platon. Actes
du Collogue, Presses universitaires de Caen, Caen 2003, 41-52.

Pradeau 2008: J.F. Pradeau, La communauté des affections. Etudes sur la pensée éthique et politi-
que de Platon, Vrin, Paris 2008.

Radi?e 2003: R. Radice, Lexicon I. Plato, Biblia, Milano 2003.

Rom[:]l)f d1691971, n.c. 2001: J. Romilly de, La Loi dans la pensée grecque, Les Belles Lettres,

aris 1971.

ROSSC.tIi 2000: L. Rossetti, Le Leggi di Platone nel contesto della cultura e della letteratura giu-

ridica attica, in: F. Lisi (ed.), Plato’s Laws and its Historical Significance. Selected papers

from the first International Congress on Ancient Thought [Salamanca 1998], Academia Ver-
lag, Sankt Augustin 2000, 203-220.

Candiottc

Scanned by CamScanner



