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There has been a revival in Isocratean study lately which
recognizes his theoretical ability and claim to the title of
philosopher. Cahn (1989), Too (1995), Timmerman (1998), Poulakos
(2001), Muir (2008), Haskins (2009), Wareh (2012), and Crosswhite
(2013) have all written about the philosophical work of Isocrates.
These commentators often have different readings of Isocrates, but
one characteristic remains constant: Isocrates was an educator who
believed that instruction in how to speak (Adyoc) would inform
and benefit the student’s ethical interactions in general and not
just his speaking ability. He writes:

Those wishing to obey the prescriptions of my philosophy will be
helped more quickly to reasonableness and politeness (émteticetav)
than toward facility in rhetoric (ontogeiav). And let no one think
that I am saying just-living (dtkatioovvnv) is teachable. For, in short,
there is no art by which to implant justice (ducaxtoovnv) or prudence
(ow@poovvny) into those who are deviant (kakwc) with respect
to virtue (&petr)v). But, nevertheless, I do think that the study of
political discourse (Twv Adywv TV MoAtikwv) would be the most
preparatory and helpful toward this end.’

Here Isocrates identifies his philosophia with 6 Adyog t@wv
rtoAttikv or political discourse, and he suggests that studying
political discourse will encourage a person to conduct herself in a
way which demonstrates the qualities of justice and prudence. We
can think of political discourse here as the most formal mode of
public speaking, i.e. what would occur in the Athenian assembly.
By suggesting that the most specific mode of speaking can be
used as the paradigm for our general ethical conduct Isocrates
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is, effectively, advertising the breadth of application of what his
philosophia teaches; it applies to all activities and interactions from
the formal to the spontaneous and day-to-day.

In the following examination I will explain how and why
Isocrates thinks his philosophia is capable of teaching how to
speak well and how to conduct yourself well. I will begin with an
analysis of good speaking for Isocrates. Then I will examine how
good speaking is actually a pedagogical tool with which we can
learn how to interact with others. Throughout this explanation
of Isocratean ethics I have used Plato as a point of comparison
because Plato is now and has always been Isocrates” most ardent
competition both as a teacher in Athens and as a philosophical
figure.

GoOOD SPEAKING

In Against the Sophists, Isocrates castigates Sophists who falsely
claim to teach virtue and happiness and those who suggest that
their teaching will garner a student abilities which approximate
those of the gods.? Isocrates distinguishes between speaking and
writing to explain his criticism:

I am amazed whenever I see these men [the sophists] deeming
themselves worthy of student; who fail to notice that they are using
the paradigm of an ordered and structured art (tetaypévnv téxvnv)
to describe a creative process (oot medyuatoc). For who,
besides those teachers, does not know that letters are without change
and remain fixed, so that we always continue to use the same ones
in the same ways, but discourse [i.e. the use of words] (t@v Adywv)
is altogether the opposite of this? For what is said by one person is
not equally useful (xorjowuov) for another speaker; on the contrary
for he seems of the utmost skill who speaks worthily of the situation
(moarypatwv), and yet is able discover [things to say] which are
different from those things said by others. And the greatest sign of
this difference is that speeches cannot be beautiful (kaAdc) unless
they participate in the specific circumstances (tT@v ka@v), propriety
(Tov mEemdVTWS), and originality (tov katvawg) of a given situation,
and none of these characteristics extend to letters. >

2. Against the Sophists 1-5

3. Against the Sophists 12-13: Oavudlw o' Otav dw TovTOLS HAONTOV
AELOVEVOLE, Ol TOUTIKOD TOAYHATOS TETAYUEVNV TEXVNV TAQADELY A
PéoovTec AeAnBaat oQac avTovG. TIC Yop ovk 0ide ATV TOVTWV OTLTO HEV TV
YOOUUATWY AKIVATWS EXEL KAL HEVEL KATX TAVTOV, (DOTE TOIG AVTOLS &el el
TV AVTOV XQWHEVOLIATEAODEY, TO OE TV AGYWV TAV TovVavTiov témovOev:
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According to Isocrates, the reason this analogy between writing
and speaking fails pedagogically is that writing relies on a static
system of signs, i.e. letters and their corresponding phonemes, but
when speaking a rhetor cannot take for granted that every audience
understands the same system of references, e.g. cultural allusions
or historical paradigms. Therefore, instructing someone to speak
in the same way that she might spell a word fails to consider the
possibility that this student might encounter an audience which
does not understand the same system of references and arguments
which the student has been prepared to use. It also precludes
the student from ever learning to improvise because if we treat
speaking like spelling or writing, then we presuppose that there
is a correct spelling and grammar for every speech like there is for
words and sentences, respectively.

Isocrates is also suggesting here that teaching good speaking
and learning to speak from a written document is ineffective because
the implicit claim of any manual for good speaking is that it is,
or attempts to be, universally applicable. By writing a manual we
imply that there is some way to codify the proper way to speak
in all cases. Michael Cahn suggests that part of Isocrates’ overall
project is to emphasize the teacher-student relationship over
the reader-handbook relationship. In order to do this, however,
Isocrates, according to Cahn, must argue that what he is teaching
is not the same discipline as that which the Sophists are teaching.*
Cahn thinks Isocrates undermines the institutional teachability of
rhetoric as a discipline in order to affirm his own school which
focuses on the student’s natural ability as primary to whatever the
teacher contributes. Cahn writes: “By revolutionizing its teaching
procedures and its institutional framework, [Isocrates] was able
to shatter the confidence in rhetoric as an art and to reconstitute
it is a rarified confidence in his own school.”*

Cahn’s conclusion would suggest that Isocrates was trying to
create a systematic prioritization of what the student brings to a
moment in which he or she is going to speak. In his critique of

TO YOQ U@’ £T€00V ONOEV TQ AEYOVTL LET  €KEIVOV OUY OHOIWS XONOLUOV E0TLV,
AAAT 000G elvat DOKEL TEXVIKWTATOS, O TIS &V AEIWG PeV AEYT) TV oAy UATWY,
UNdEV d¢ TV avT@V TOlG AAAOLG eVRloKEY DUV TAL UEYLOTOV OE ONHElOV TG
AVOHOLOTNTOC AVTWV: TOUG HEV YAQ AGYOUG OUY OLOV Te KAAQC EXELV, TV UN) TV
KALOWV KAL TOD TRETIOVTWS KL TOV KAWVWS EXELV HETAOXWOLV, TOLG ¢ YOAUUXTLY
0VLOEVOG TOVTWV TQOTEdENTEV.

4. Cahn 1989, 128-130, 134

5.Tbid. 140
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Sophists he is emphasizing that to teach speaking from a handbook
or to teach speaking as if it is writing ignores the contingent and
particular by relying on vague heuristics.

Plato also criticizes writing and teaching with written
documents. However, it is important to see how Isocrates’ critique
of writing is different from Plato’s.

In The Phaedrus, Socrates explains that the problem with writing
is that it seems to contain true knowledge but is really only a
semblance of what someone truly conversant in such knowledge
would know. For such a person, the writing would serve as a
reminder. Plato concludes that like medicine, poetry, and music,
rhetoric or the art of speaking is more than just the sum of its parts.
There is something which enables the synthesis of all the forms
and techniques into the successful application of those techniques.
Socrates explains to Phaedrus that what made Pericles such a
great speaker was his investigation into the nature of things with
Anaxagoras. For Plato, this third-term is philosophy or dialectic.®

In The Seventh Letter Plato denies ever having written his doctrine
down and suggests that even if he were to have written it down his
true insight is only accessible psychically in a moment of sudden
epiphany and must be self-sustaining, i.e. without reference to
documents.” It is hard to say which aspect of the nature of this kind
of knowledge denies its translation into written language more.
On the one hand the fact that this knowledge must occur in the
individual soul suggests that there can be no reference to a text or
manual. And, on the other hand, the fact that the knowledge must
be self-sustaining similarly implies that there can be no reference
to a text which, in and of itself, is entirely ephemeral.

And, finally, in The Statesman Plato explains that codified laws
cannot be constructed so as to be relevant to all people at once. He
argues that the best government is a single ruler who continually
institutes new policies and alters old laws in order to benefit the
entire city. According to Plato, the overarching legal principle is
that the law truly benefit the community. This critique of codified
laws can be expanded to include a critique of writing in general.
In the same way that codified laws fail to apply to all cases at
all times, a piece of written communication cannot always be
translated in a particular situation. The problem is that a written

6. Ibid. 267-270
7. Seventh Letter 341c-d
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law particularizes a universal principle which, by definition,
undermines the universality of the principle. Writing attempts
to preserve an approximation of a kind of knowledge which can
only be thought.® Gadamer is very helpful in understanding the
relationship between the written law and application of it. With
Aristotle, he explains that “the law is always deficient, not because
it is imperfect in itself but because human reality is necessarily
imperfect in comparison to the ordered world of law, and hence
allows of no simple application of the law.”’

Plato’s critique of writing in these three examples includes
every example of written communication, while Isocrates’ critique
targets the fallacious pedagogical analogy between speaking and
writing. That said, the fundamental difference between Plato’s
and Isocrates’ views on writing is that Plato distrusts writing as a
communicator of absolute knowledge, while Isocrates denies that
the task of writing, which relies on a static system of signs, can be
compared to the process of speaking which must be spontaneous
and relative to a specific audience. Put differently: Plato seems
to think that there is no way for an absolute truth only accessible
to the mind to be translated into writing while Isocrates, who
is unconcerned with absolute truths, thinks that the writing is
altogether too static to react to the demands of a moment. I would
not argue, however, that Plato’s prioritization of the absolute
denies him the ability to attend to the particular. On the contrary,
Plato is constantly trying to attend to the particular but only with
the reference to the universal.

Kairos aAND Doxa

For Isocrates there is no universal principle or absolute truth to
which we must refer while speaking or acting. Rather, all ethically
determinative criteria and standards exist within the very moment
itself. And so, even though their criticisms overlap in some regards,
because Plato and Isocrates disagree about the existence of these
fundamental absolute principles, they do not share the same
critique of writing. To make this distinction clearer we need to
analyze two important Isocratean concepts: kairos and doxa.

Isocrates says: “Speeches cannot be beautiful (kaAwg) unless

8. The Statesman 294a-296e
9. Gadamer 2004, 316
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they participate in the specific circumstances (twv kKaw@v),
propriety (To0 mpemovTwe), and originality (Tob katvac) of a given
situation, and none of these characteristics extend to letters.”!°
The three qualities Isocrates requires for beautiful speaking all
serve to emphasize the specificity of each and every attempt at
successful eloquence. According to him, the speech must relate to
that moment or kaigog; it must be appropriate or proper to that
ka(og; and it cannot be a replication of some prior speech meant
for some other kaipoc. Though each of these qualities is distinct,
the truth is that participation in the kaigog is chief among them.
The other two qualities (propriety and originality) are defined in
terms of the katgog. There is no way to recognize what is proper
for a speech or to know what is an original way of expressing
an argument without first understanding what the moment is in
which the speaking occurs.

Siaporra tells us that, for Isocrates, “an understanding of the
importance of kaigog as a dynamic principle rather than a static,
codified rhetorical technique is integral to rhetorical success.”!
We are not, therefore, to consider the xaipog as a technique
which is part of our rhetorical tool-box. The kaigog is a principle
with which we must contend while formulating a speech and
the arguments therein. As Siaporra puts it: “The opportune
moment must be chosen for a particular treatment of a theme,
the appropriate arguments for each of the historical events must
be marshalled, and the actual arrangement of the words must be
skillful.”*? Because the ka(goc is dynamic it is constantly changing
in relation to the interpreter and the evolution of other events
around it. Each xaipog brings with it a new set of implicit demands
which neutralize or invalidate a piece of writing written for a
different kaigog and, simultaneously, make necessary a mode
of communication which relates to the kaigog in and through a
relation to the audience.

Plato too notices the importance of the kaipog as it relates to
rhetoric, but he does not conceive of the demands of the moment
in the same way as Isocrates. We see this manifest partly in The
Phaedrus when Socrates and Phaedrus refer to the specificity
of their location and how it is the location itself which is, in

10. Against the Sophists 13
11. Siaporra 1990, 125
12. Ibid.
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part, dictating their conversation.” But Plato’s most important
reference to the kaigog appears at the climax of the discussion of
rhetoric as Socrates explains that a rhetor must have a dialectical
understanding of the kinds of souls and the kind of rhetoric which
corresponds to each soul." This is, perhaps, Plato’s most explicit
engagement with rhetoric’s place in the particular. Before this
part of the dialogue Socrates and Phaedrus think of rhetoric as a
theoretical art or craft, but now Socrates claims that only when a
rhetor can identify the actual representative of a kind of soul and
know which kind of rhetoric he will need to persuade that particular
person will the rhetor be a master of the art. It is the emphasis
Socrates puts on the actuality of this application that indicates a
move from theory into practice.'

Along with this knowledge of the souls and corresponding kinds
of rhetoric, the rhetorician will also know what the corresponding
time (kaipog) is for speaking or not speaking.’® This appeal to
the notion of katlpoc demonstrates, at some level, an affinity to
Isocrates” definition of the concept, but what we have to notice is
that for Plato kaipoc does not contain the determinative elements
of what we ought to say. For him, we look at people as if they
are representative of a kind and to that kind we will apply the
corresponding kind of rhetoric and if the moment calls for it we
will give a speech. For Isocrates, it is the kaipoc which determines
the arguments and the words we will use for speaking. Isocrates
and Plato both recognize the necessity of the moment implicit in
any successful attempt at persuasion, however Plato’s theory that
we can theoretically prepare for any type of soul with a dialectical
analysis of types of rhetoric is not the same as Isocrates’ insistence
on being practically aware of the d6&at of the audience.

Yunis suggests that when confronted with the problem of
choosing what to do in a given kaipog, Plato refers to the process
of leading souls based on previous dialectical analyses of those
souls, which is to say Plato makes use of something outside of
the kalpog itself.”” I would argue that Plato’s dialectical analysis
of kinds of souls and kinds of rhetoric does not recommend the

13. For kaigog in the Phaedrus see 229a and 272a; for references to the specific
location see e.g. 230b-c, 238¢, 242a

14. Phaedrus 271-2

15. Cf. Yunis 2011, 216

16. Phaedrus 272a

17. Yunis 2011, 217



34 GLOVER

same kind of imminent criteria for speaking as Isocrates’ insistence
on the attention to dd&a.
Isocrates writes:

Those [teaching] philosophy pass on to their students all of the kinds
(déac) which discourse (Adyoc) happens to use. And once they have
made them experienced and conversant in those techniques, they
exercise them again, and make them accustomed to work, and then
[the teachers] compel [their students] to synthesize those things they
have learned so that they have a firm grasp on it and so that they are
nearer to the opportune moments by means of the judgements [of
those moments]. For, on the one hand, it is not possible to embrace
all of these situations [with one technique] since in every scenario
they elude exact science (émiotipac), but, on the other hand, those
who most heartily put their minds to this task and are able to see the
consequences, they most often hit up on the opportune moment. '

Here, good speaking combines rote memorization of different
forms of speeches and rhetorical techniques with the ability to
apply those forms and techniques to unique situations. That
ability is perfected, however, by gaining some proximity between
ourselves and the kaigoc through the judgments or opinions
(06&ag) in those moments.'? Notice how, unlike Plato, the different
kinds of speeches and techniques are not applied to souls but
selected because of the kaigoc and the d0&a therein.

Isocrates makes a point of distinguishing d6&a from émiotun
as a possible means for understanding the necessity of the
moment: “Since in every scenario they [the moments] elude exact
science (¢miot)uac).” Isocrates makes this distinction in order to
emphasize that there is no way to deduce or scientifically analyze a
moment or kaigog outside of that very xaipoc. The kaipog eludes
ériotu), for Isocrates, because there is no way to anticipate the
uniqueness of a kaigog before it has happened. Any attempt to

18. Antidosis 183-4: ol d¢ meQL TV @LA0COPIAV OVTES TAS WG ATAoag, alg 6
AGY0G TUYXAVEL XQWHEVOGS, dLeE€QxOoVTaL TOLG HAONTALS. EUTElQOVS dE TOVTWV
O OAVTEG KAl dXKQLBOOAVTES €V TOVTOLS TAALY Yuuvalovoty avtovs, Kal
novelv €0iCovot, kat ovveigey kab' &v ékaotov OV épabov avaykalovowy, tva
TAUTA PEPALOTEQOV KATATXWOLKAL TV KALQWV EYYVTEQW TALS DOEALS YEVWVTAL.
T PEV Y eldéval meQIAafelv avTovg ovY 0loV T £0Tiv: €ml YAQ ATAVTWY
TV TOAYHATWV dAPEVYOLOL TAS ETUOTHUAG, Ol O HAALOTA TOOTEXOVTES TOV
VOOV Kal DUVAUEVOL OEWQELV TO TLUBATVOV WG ETTL TO TOAD TTAELOTAKIS AVTWV
TUYXAVOULOL.

19. It is better to think of d6&a as a judgment rather than an opinion, in this
case, because Isocrates is suggesting that our ability to read the room or judge
which arguments and words should be used is determinative of how effective
our speaking will be.
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prepare for a kaigog assumes certain knowledge about it which
would actually inhibit the speaker’s ability to react should those
assumptions prove false. Isocrates insists that rather than attempt
to scientifically prepare for a kaigog we should react and adapt
to the demands of that moment as it arises. In The Phaedrus when
Socrates tells us that we must know the kinds of souls and their
corresponding kinds of rhetoric this suggests that we are to
construct a science or é¢miotjun around these kinds of souls and
kinds of rhetoric. This, I contend, is one of the methods Isocrates is
fighting against. He would rather we attend to the judgments and
opinions present in the moment than attempt to inject something
into the moment from outside.

IpeENTITY AND DOXA

The difference between Plato and Isocrates comes down to
how the rhetor identifies his audience. In his essay, “Isocrates’
use of doxa,” Takis Poulakos argues that Isocrates uses 06Ea in a
way which prioritizes the identity of the audience over the goal of
persuasion. Poulakos posits: “If the orator can succeed in guiding
auditors to see the new situation as confirming their traditions and
as validating their familiar notions of self, then there is hardly any
need for persuasion.”?’ Poulakos goes on to demonstrate that, for
Isocrates, successful speaking occurs when an orator smoothly
integrates a novel situation into the prevailing opinions of the
audience. In this way the audience is not persuaded to change its
mind, but its identity is affirmed in the alternative propositions
of the speaker. Poulakos’ argument enriches our understanding
of d0&a because it suggests the d0Eat of a given kaipog arrive
with the audience; they are the contentions and the propositions
with which the audience is familiar. In this way the audience itself
dictates, to some degree, how is most appropriate to speak in the
given situation.

In contrast to Isocrates, for Plato, rhetoric is the art of leading
souls. He compares it, in The Phaedrus, to a lover encouraging his
beloved to behave and think like a particular god. This analogy
implies that the rhetor, like the lover, knows where the beloved/
audience is before the leading takes place. That is to say, before I
lead an audience toward a new idea, I must first make sure of how

20. Poulakos 2001, 69
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close to (or far away from) the audience is in relation to that idea.
But this system relies on a metaphysical distinction (i.e. where a
soul actually is compared to where it could be in relation to where a
rhetor wants to lead it), the knowledge of which the rhetor brings to
bear on the kaigoc. In this way, Plato does recognize and attend to
the practical and the pragmatic, but he only does so with reference
to absolutes which remain outside the kaigoc.

Isocrates, on the other hand, wants speakers to be sensitive to
the audience as an other and to engage with that audience on its
own terms. This requires recognizing the historical and cultural
tradition of the audience and being aware in some capacity of
what the audience thinks of you as the speaker. For Isocrates we
use the audience itself as the target of our persuasion; persuasion
is simply the re-affirmation of the identity of an audience in a
novel situation. This is not to say that Isocrates wants to avoid
transforming an audience’s d0Eat. But effective use of d96Eat occurs
when a rhetor can demonstrate how an audience’s current d6&at
gives rise to something new.?! A rhetor should work to recognize
those d0&at and use them as a mechanism through which he can
translate the present into some alternative.

We could argue that for Plato we are also leading the audience
toward themselves in so far as we are leading them to the ideal
of what they could be. But Isocrates does not think of speaking as
this process of leading in the same way Plato does. For Isocrates,
the arguments and strategies a speaker employs are dictated by
the identity of the audience in the moment not a hypothetical
ideal of that audience. He wants us to show the audience that
the novel alternative is consistent with the current moment; he
is looking for an almost neutral translation, and not a movement
toward and ideal.

How AND WHY SPEAKING WELL TEACHES US TO LIVE WELL

Up until this point we have been examining, a mode of A6yog, i.e.
TV Adyog moAttkwv. This mode of Adyog refers to public speeches
for which young aristocrats and royalty in 4™ century B.C.E Athens
would be trained by teachers like Isocrates. But Isocrates does not

21. I am intentionally avoiding words like “improvement” and “progress” in
reference to this aspect of Isocrates’ theories because those terms imply a sort of
goal or ideal toward which we are moving.
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think Adyoc is only at work in these formalized institutions. Rather
Adyoc for Isocrates represents the actual limits of human speaking,
doing, and thinking. There is no activity which occurs outside of
Adyog, so learning how to function within the realm of political
discourse can teach us how to conduct ourselves with others. The
logic of our ethical interactions (between the self and the other) is
the same as that of the rhetor and his audience.

Isocrates’ clearest description of his concept of Adyog appears
in To Nicoles and is repeated in The Antidosis:

Regarding the other [powers] we have, we surpass no other form
of life, but we are lacking, in terms of swiftness, strength, and
many other faculties, but born into us is the capacity to persuade
one another and to make clear to one another what we desire, and
through this not only do we distance ourselves from the lives of
beasts, but also we come together and found cities, set-down laws,
and discover arts, and in nearly all of our constructions, discourse
(Aoyoc), which helps in all of these institutions, is there. For [in
and through discourse] we set down laws concerning just things
and unjust things and shameful things and beautiful things, and
[without those laws] we would not be able to come together and
live (oiketv) with one another. And it is through [discourse] that we
indict (¢£eAéyopev) evil things and praise good things. Through this
we educate the ignorant (dvorjutoug) and approve the practically
wise (pooviuouvg). For it is necessary that being able to speak well
(t0 Aéyew) is the greatest sign of practical thinking, and true and
just discourse (A6y0cg) is the image (¢idwAov) of a good and faithful
(motnc) soul. With this ability [discourse] we both contend and seek
knowledge about matters which are unknown; for we use those same
arguments in private deliberation as in public debate, and we call
someone eloquent (ontoptkovg) if they can speak in front of many
people, and we consider well-advised, those who debate the best
with themselves about public affairs (twv moaypdtwv). And if it is
necessary to sum up this ability [discourse], then we must say this:
we shall find that none of our intellectual deeds (t@v @oovipws
noattopévawy) are without discourse (dAAdywc), but that in all of our
deeds and thoughts we are led by [discourse], and it is most employed
by those having the most wisdom (vovv). Therefore, those who dare
to blaspheme against educators and philosophers deserve our hatred
just as much as those who profane in the places of the gods.?

22. Nicoles 5-9: Tolg pév yao dAAolg oig éxopev ovdév TV AAAwV CHwv
dlxpéQopeV, AAAX TOAADV KAl TG TAXELKAL TR QWU Kol Taic dAAag evTropiag
KATADEETTEQOL TUYXAVOUEV OVTEG: £YYEVOREVOL O MLV ToD TelBery dAAAovg
Kot dNAOLY TTEOC NUAS AVTOVS TTERL WV v BovANO@LLEV, OV UOVOV TOD ONELWwd@S
(v ammAAGyn ey, aAAX kol cUVEABOVTEG TTOAELS iiTapey Kal VOpHOUG €0£€eOa
KAl TéXVAG eDQOUEV, KAl OXEDOV ATIAVTA TA L UV HepnXavnéva Adyog Uiy
£0TIV O OUYKATAOKEVATAS. OUTOG YOO TTEQL TV dIKALWV KAl TV AdIKWV kAl TV
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In this passage, often called the “The Hymn to Adyog,” there are
two premises which are fundamental to Isocrates” thought. Firstly,
Adyoc is the defining ability of the human species. It is comparable
to the speed and strength of other animals, which is to say that
it is not, for Isocrates, a semi-divine characteristic. And secondly,
because Aoyoc is the medium by which we persuade one another
and make clear our own desires to others, it allows us to do things
together. Therefore, it is in terms of these two modes of interaction
(persuasion and the clear expression of our own desires) that we
participate in all human activities and endeavours.

Itis important to note that Isocrates does not discuss any use of
Adyog which happens in an isolated or private domain. He makes
a single reference in this passage to individual use of Adyog, but he
does so only to claim that individual and interactive use of A6yog
relies on the same arguments. He, thereby, denies any radical
difference between the way we interact through Adyoc and the
way we think or reflect privately. The fact that we use the same
arguments privately as publically means that our thinking and
decision making process is inherently discursive and mediated
through A6yoc which is always already intersubjectively oriented.
Thus, we should see that for Isocrates our ethical categories do
not come to us from some transcendent realm of pure thought.
Rather, in Adyog we generate our own ethical categories and then
maintain them.

Isocrates moves through a conceptual archaeology of ethical
categories such as justice and shame in order to show how such
ethical norms depend on human interaction via A6yog. This

ALOXQWV KL TV KAA@V Evopo0étnoev: v un dxtaxOévtwy ok av olol T’ fpev
OlKELV HET AAANAWV. TOVTE KAl TOUG KakoLg EEeA€yXopLeV kal Tovg ayaBovg
£YKWULALOHEY. DX TOVTOL TOUE T  AVONTOUG TTAdEVOUEV KAl TOUS PQOVIHOUG
doxipalopev: TO YaQ Aéyetv g del TOD PQOVELY £V HEYLOTOV ONUEIOV TOLOVUED,
Kat Adyog aAnO1g kat VOpLLLOG Katl dikatog PuxNg ayabng kat moTng eDwWAOV
£0TIV. HETA TOVTOL KAl TEQL TOV AUPLOPNTNOIUWY AywVvilopeOa kal teol TV
&yvoovuévwy okomovpeda: talg Yo mioteov aig tovg aAAovg Aéyovteg
nelBopev, Talg avTaic TavTag BovAgvopevol XQWHEDa, kal ONTOQKOUG LEV
KaAoDpev toug &v 1@ mA0eL duvapévoug Aéyetv, evBovAovg d¢ vouilopev
oftvec av avTol MEOG abTOLG AQLOTA TEQL TV TRAYHATWV dAexOwotv. el
0¢ del CLAANPONV TeQL TG dLVAEWS TAVTNG ELTELV, OVOEV TV PQOVIHWS
TEATTOUEVWY EVQNOOUEV AAOYWE YIYVOUEVOV, AAAX KAl TV €QYwWV Kal TV
JLAVONUATWY ATIAVTWYV 1) YEROVA AOYOV VT, KAl HAALOTA XQWHEVOUS aUT@
TOUG MAELOTOV VOOV €XOVTAG: (OTE TOLG TOAUOVTAG BAaT@NUEly TEQL TV
TAUDEVOVTWYV KAl PLAOTOPOVVTWV OHOIWE AELOV HLOELV OTIEQ TOVS EIG T TV
Oeav éLapaptavovtac.
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means that what is just or unjust is not something deduced from
transcendent concepts and then symbolized in language. Rather,
justice and injustice are deliberated on and require some sort
of agreement or human interaction to take shape. Interestingly,
Isocrates posits that shame and praise appear in the same logical
step as justice and injustice. This association of the concepts of
justice and laudability implies that the realms of the social in which
shame and praise occur as well as the realm of the judicial in which
justice and injustice occur, are not only co-original to one another,
but logically subsequent to the realm of Adyoc.

In his “Hymn to Logos” Isocrates also manages to convey that
Aoyog represents the boundaries of human knowing.? That Adyog
is the sufficient condition for human activity implies that there is
no activity for humans which occurs outside of discourse or Adyoc.
Therefore Isocrates does not consider the possibility of any a priori
concepts which transcend or resist language. Such concepts may
very well exist, but he neither discusses them nor would their
existence have any real ramifications for human activity.

Because Isocrates does not think that there are such things as
absolute ethical criteria, 00&a becomes the hinge on which we
can collapse the ability to speak well into the ability to conduct
herself well. It is through d6&a that a speaker may gain access to
the words and arguments appropriate to her speech, and, similarly,
it is through d6&a that she can aim at the most appropriate way to
conduct herself. That d6&a represents this criteria is remarkable
because it implies first and foremost that what it means to act well
and speak well is ultimately relative to the context of the action and
the speaking. By basing our conduct on d6&a and not something
universal, Isocrates demonstrates his lack of concern for acting in
a way which will garner the agent universal approval. The criteria
for good conduct is specific to a moment and that given context.
Isocrates says:

For since, in the nature of man it is not possible to ascertain through
science (émiotiunv) what we must do (moaxtéov) or what we must
say (Aextéov), out of this, I consider wise those who can recognize
the judgements (d6&at) most of the time, correspondingly, they are

philosophers who spend time gathering such a practical wisdom
(podvnowy) as quickly as possible.?

23. Nicoles 9
24. Antidosis 271: £meidn) yaQ ovK &VeoTv €V ) QUOEL T TV AvOQWmwv
o Uy Aafetv fjv €xovteg av eldeipev 6 Tt moaxtéov 1) Aektéov €oTiv, &k
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Notice first that Isocrates associates knowing what to do with
knowing what to say. For him this knowledge comes from the
same source, namely, d6&at. The ability to internalize and make
use of the d6&at quickly, he calls podvnotv or practical wisdom.
For Isocrates, we determine the appropriateness of our words when
making a formal oration to an assembled audience, in the same
way we determine an appropriate action in our everyday dealings.

It may sound as if Isocrates is arguing for a sort of valueless
relativism. But this interpretation misunderstands the fact that
for Isocrates we must always be working toward the benefit and
perpetuation of our community. For Isocrates we achieve this
perpetuation in two ways: (1) always disposing ourselves toward
civic agency, and (2) constantly working toward agreement or
concord. That is not to say that Isocrates simply posits alternatives
to the prevalent universal categories. On the contrary, Isocrates
actually understands ethics and ethical interaction from the
perspective of a speaker who deals moment to moment and not
in terms of absolutes.

In his Antidosis there is a difficult passage in which Isocrates
attempts to explain how wanting to speak well encourages
virtuosity in the name of the city and human welfare. Isocrates
writes:

But, for me, people improve and become more worthy, if they
dispose themselves toward speaking well in a way which deserves
honor (puAotipweg), and toward being able to persuade those
listening, and also those who desire advantage (mtAeoveing). I
don’t mean the kind of advantage which the unlearned consider
advantage, but what it means to truly possess this power [to
persuade]. And that this is so, I intend to make quickly clear.

For firstly, someone choosing to speak and write speeches worthy of
praise and honor will not make them about topics which are unjust
or small or deal simply in private matters, but they will choose large
and magnificent topics about human welfare and public situations ...
Someone experienced in contemplating and examining such topics
will have that experience not only with respect to their speaking but
in their actions as well. It follows therefore that good speaking and
practical thinking (pooveiv) will reward those who are intended
toward discourse. >

TV AOLTIWV 00POVS PEV VOUILW TOUG TALG DOEAILS EMUTUYXAVELY (WG ETTLTO TTOAD
OV BeATIOTOVL dLVAHEVOLGS, PLAOCTOPOUG D¢ TOVGC €V TOVTOLS dlatoiBovTag €€ v
Taxota APovtal TV Toxd TNy @QOVNOLY.

25. Antidosis 275-277: o0 unv dAA” avtoig Y avt@v PeAtiovg av yiyveoOal
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According to Isocrates, as we learn to speak well we begin
to become conversant in those issues which are important to
humanity in general. We learn to value these civically and
politically relevant topics ahead of those which are private and
small. In other words, we learn to put others before ourselves. We
are not simply determining the value of actions arbitrarily from
situation to situation. Rather, we are always looking outwards to
others and considering: What are my audience’s opinions? What
is my audience’s history and cultural tradition? How do I appear
to my audience? What topic is most critical to the perpetuation of
the society in which we all live (oikeiv)? These questions inform
the content of our speeches as well as how we conduct ourselves
day to day, but, critically, the answers to each of these questions
are relative to the kaigog and contained, for the most part, in d6&a.

For Isocrates we also perpetuate our community by constantly
seeking agreement. Eucken says that Isocrates” understanding
of human interaction is grounded in shared and corresponding
experiences and not everyone simply doing as they want. He
further insists that the measure of d0&a’s appropriateness comes
out of a public consensus.? Eucken’s claims corroborate Yun Lee
Too’s assertion: “After Adyoc establishes community, it stops
persuading and starts perpetuating the community it generated.”#
In a way we can also return to Poulakos’ theory that Isocrates’
use of d6&a prioritizes the identification of the audience and
not persuasion because what we are looking for is agreement
and the perpetuation of the community and not an ideological
homogeneity.

Isocrates” emphasis on agreement and consensus comes across
nicely in the following passage. Here he pits the unyielding

Kkat mAéovog a&iovg, el mEOS Te TO Aéyewv €0 @LAotipwe dateOetev, kat Tov
nte(Oerv dVvaoOat Tovg dkovovTag épaobetev, Kol TTEOS TOVTOLS TG MAgoveing
emBvpnoatev, ur s LTTO TOV AVOTTWYV VOLULOUEVNS, RAAX THS WS AANOQC TV
dOVAHLY TAVTNV EX0VOTG. Kal Tavl’ w¢ oUtw mMéPuie, TaXEWS olpat dMNAwoeLv.

TOWTOV HEV Y O AéyeLv 1) YOA@eLY Qoagovevog Adyoug d&iovg émaitvov
Kal TG ovk €0ty OMws moujoetal T VTOOETES AdIKOVG 1) HIKQAGS 1) Tteol
TV Wilwv ovuPoAainv, AAAX peydAag kat kaAdg kal @AavOQwWmovs Kal el
TOV KOWQV TOXYHATWYV: UT| YOO TOLAVTAGS €0QIOKWVY 0VdEV dATOALETAL TV
deOVTWV... 0 0¢ TG TolrvTag oLVeDILOEVOS Bewelv Kal doKLUALey oV HOVOV
TeQL TOV EveoT@Ta AdYoV AAAQ Kal Tepl Tag dAAac mealels v avtv éfet
TavTNV dOVAULY, Wo0™ &ua TO Aéyewv €D Kal TO QOVELV TAQAYEVITETAL TOIG
PLAO00PWE KAl PIAOTILWS TIEOS TOVS AOYOUC dLAKELUEVOLS

26. Eucken 1983, 33

27.Too 1995, 4
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certainty of scientific knowledge (¢ tiotrjun) against the possibility
of agreement in studying d6&a. Isocrates writes:

Those who consult d6Eat are more agreeable (Opovoovvtac) and
more successful (katopOovvtac) than those who claim to have
scientific knowledge (émiotiunv), and it seems to me likely to
disregard such time-sinks and consider them immature and trivial,
and not a way to care for (émipuéAiav) the soul.

In this passage “agreeable” or opovoovvtag literally means “to
be of the same mind.” That Isocrates chooses this word instead
of op6Aoyog which literally means “to be of the same language”
suggests that to be cognisant of d0&a is not simply speaking
the same language or using the same argument. Rather to be
conversant in d0&at and to use them in speaking and doing
creates a certain kind of identity between an agent and the others
with whom she interacts. From another perspective we could
say that opovoovvtog implies that we are not looking for cosmic
confirmation that our perceptions actually reflect reality. Rather
good conduct and good speaking manifest in a meeting of minds
around an issue not by applying normative doctrine to something
novel. This seeking of agreement as a means to discovering ethical
criteria for conduct implies that these sorts of questions can be
answered in discourse and do not depend on scientific derivations
or analysis of the essence of things. We can use d6&a to be ethical,
and this, in turn, makes us more agreeable.

IsocrRATEAN PHILOSOPHY AND PLATO

What makes Isocrates so problematic for Plato is that, as Jaeger
puts it, “he makes a virtue of necessity.”” Instead of conceiving
of an ethics which derives the criteria for good conduct from
an absolute ideal, Isocrates thinks that each moment and its
circumstances necessitates its own specific set of ethical criteria,
i.e. the d6&aut of that kalpoc.

For Plato, that truth must always come first makes it impossible
for him to recognize Isocrates” system as philosophical. In The
Phaedrus Socrates speaks as Persuasion personified:

28. Against the Sophists 7-8: u&AAov 6povoodvTag kal mAelw katopfovvtag
TOUG TALS dOEAIS XQWHEVOUG T TOUG TV EMOTHUNV €XeLV EmayyeAAopévoug,
£IKOTWS OlHAL KATAPQEOVODOL, KAl VORLILovaty adoAeoxiov Kal HKQOAOYiav GAA’
o0 tNg YuxNc émpéAelav elvat Tag ToldTag dAToLBAGC.

29. Jaeger 1939, 65
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For I do not cause those ignorant of the truth to learn to speak, but
if my advice means anything, they will procure this first before
acquiring me. For this greatness of myself I speak: without me the man
who knows reality (tax dvta) is no closer to the art of persuasion.*

Plato reminds us here that the bare truth is not persuasive. And
someone who is fully aware of the way things really are is no more
capable of communicating those facts than anybody else, unless she
possess the ability to speak well. In this way, for Plato, the abilities
to speak well and persuade are properly informed by the truth or
facts (tax Ovtar). Persuasion-personified also suggests here that we
investigate truth prior to learning the art of persuasion. So, if Plato
had his druthers, it seems that learning the art of persuasion would
come only after learning to do dialectic and studying philosophy.

Contrary to the Palinode, in the second speech of The
Phaedrus Plato describes a rhetor who uses rhetoric without ever
investigating or learning the truth. Plato imagines an ethical system
in which the ideal, so to speak, is d6&a led by Adyoc.’' Though
this may seem similar to what Isocrates prescribes, the difference
is that for Isocrates Adyocg is the condition for d6&a. It is not that
there is more than one kind of d6&a or some d6Ea which can be
led by Adyoc. There is only Adyoc in which we make use of d6&a.
Poulakos describes this well:

Plato’s scheme demand|[s] something that Isocrates was not prepared
to do: distinguish d6&a into two levels, an inferior and a superior
06&a, and demonstrate under what conditions and on the basis of
what standards superior d6Ea could approximate wisdom, or sophia.
Unwilling to go this route, Isocrates remain[s] committed to situating
phronesis within the troublesome domain of political life, that is, on
the same level as the ambiguous world of d6&a.*

There is no divided line of onto-epistemological realms for
Isocrates. There is only Adyoc and the interactions humans have
within A6yog produce d6&at and those 06Eat determine how we
can continue interacting. In the ethical schema Plato creates for the
middle speech Adyog has a beneficial effect on d6&a — as if Adyog
can make a given 00Ea better than some other d06&a. But there is
no room for this kind of hierarchy for Isocrates.

30. Phaedrus 260d: éyw yap o0déVv’ dyvoovvta taAnBég avaykalw pavOavev
Aéyewy, aAA’, el TL Eun) CUUPOVAT), KTNOALEVOV €KEIVO OVTWG €UE AauBdavery:
TOOE O’ 00V péya AéYw, WG AVEL EHOD TQ T OVTA £100TL OVOEV TL HAAAOV EoTort
ne(@ewv Téxvn.

31. Phaedrus 237

32. Poulakos 2001, 73
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In the Palinode, Socrates describes the ovoia Ovtwe ovoa as
“uéve Beatn vo” or “only visible to the mind.”*® This phrase,
“novew Beatr) v,” suggests that what really is, the truth, is neither
describable in language nor visible to the eyes. The word “Oeatr)”
is etymologically related to the word from which we derive the
words “theory” and “theorize,” and its root word can also be
translated as “contemplate.” The etymological implications of
Oeatr) emphasize that Plato is not talking about physical visibility
but something more akin to intellectual accessibility. He is claiming
that true reality, is not available to the senses, but only accessible
in and through our minds or vovc. The onto-epistemological
structure Plato describes here precludes the possibility of true
reality being accessed from inside the realm of A6yog and d6&a,
so, for Plato, whatever information we might glean from the
realm of true reality would be lost if we follow Isocrates’ ethical
prescriptions to stay attuned to the fluctuating d6&a of each kaigoc.

NORMATIVITY

Now, we come the final question: Is there a normative principle
for Isocrates in the same way that there is for Plato? In other
words: How do we judge, for Isocrates, that a given act is more
appropriate than another?

For Plato we glean normative principles for ethical conduct from
studying ethical absolutes, e.g. The Good and Justice. And in this
way Plato argues for a double attention to both the universal and
particular. It is, however, problematic in some ways to expect the
demand of normativity implicit in Plato’s idealistic ethics to be
met in Isocrates’ kairic or pragmatic ethics. If we think that ethical
conduct can be explained in and through recourse to absolutes
and ideals, then we implicitly require some sort of standard or
criteria to which to compare our conduct and assess its value. For
Isocrates there is no such absolute demand. Moreover, as I noted
above, in Plato’s Meno he discusses the functional equivalency of
“true opinion” and knowledge. If we were to act rightly because
of opinion, i.e. through our own judgements without recourse to
the ideal, then there would be no way of determining whether
we deduced it from the ideal or not. Plato admits in this way
that there is no practical demand for a normative principle in so

33. Phaedrus 247¢
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far as “true opinion” is just as effective as knowledge. Of course,
for him, philosophical knowledge of the Good would secure
certainty that all your actions are universally good and just,
whereas, for Isocrates, this certainty is impossible for humans to
attain. Confronted with the question of studying such questions
Isocrates responds: “Likely conjecture (do&alewv) about useable
things (t@wv xonotpwv) is far more powerful (ikpetttov) than exact
knowledge (émiotacOat) of useless things (twv dxonotwv).”*
This line summarizes the Isocratean position on the necessity of
ascertaining perfect certainty in ethical conduct: deciding whether
there is or is not a normative principle for ethical conduct is not a
useful endeavour, in so far as, not having one (as is the case with
“true opinion”) does not always result in evil deeds and can result
in right action. Therefore, it is more powerful (read: applicable)
to be able to estimate and hypothesize good conduct than it is to
try to gather functionally irrelevant certainty.

CONCLUSION

This article is a reflection on the philosophy and ethical system
of Isocrates. Isocrates thinks that teaching people to speak well
also teaches them to conduct themselves ethically in so far as the
basis of human interaction is Adyoc. For Isocrates, being well-
spoken and conducting yourself well both require a fine tuned
attention to the kailpog and the d6&a of those with whom you are
interacting. Isocrates tells us that to speak well requires “a brave
and doxastic soul (Yvxng avdeung kat dofaotiknc).”* We must be
brave in order to attempt novel and unique arguments but remain,
simultaneously, attentive to what is conventional and customary
so as to maintain appropriateness to the historicity of the kaigoc.

34. Helen 5
35. Against the Sophists 17
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