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Now then, if I have made myself clear, you will
understand my original meaning in which what
| said about relatives. My meaning was, that if
one term of a relation is taken alone, the other
is taken alone; if one term is qualified, the other
is also qualified.

That is no pleasure to read, but was Plato’s
prose even that good? Here is the same passage as
Plato seemed to have written it, presented in the
Loeb translation, to be read by no one but other
translators. Cornford thoughtfully included it in
his preface, presumably to show the difficulties in
translation arising from Plato’s awful writing:

‘This then’, said | ‘if haply you now under-
stand, is what you must say | then meant, by
the statement that of all things that are such as
to be of something those that are just them-
selves only are of things just themselves only,
but things of a certain kind are of things of a
certain kind.’

Most readers would not want to read much
more of such stuff, both because it is so badly put
and because it is such a commonplace idea. All
that Plato means to say is that the definition of a
word like ‘science’ changes when used with ‘cor-
relative terms’, like medical-, physical-, social-,
library-, chiropractic-, and so on. Needless to say,
the definition of the correlate changes as a func-
tion of the word that is modified. Deep thought,
dude.

I was first struck by the overriding influence of
translation skill when | spotted a footnote in a
1944 article by Merlan, comparing Plato and
Freud®.

While that comparison is—ho hum—hardly
startling news, Merlan pointed out that literal
translation makes Plato even more Freudian. For
example, in Plato’s The Republic, the description
of the ‘beast’ that comes out to frisk while we
sleep includes this passage:

6 Actually passed to me by an undergraduate student in
1994,

Which appetites do you mean? | mean those
which are awake when the reasoning and hu-
man and ruling power is asleep; then the wild
beast within us, gorged with meat or drink,
starts up and having shaken off sleep, goes
forth to satisfy his desires; and there is no
conceivable folly or crime—not excepting in-
cest or any other unnatural union, or parricide,
or the eating of forbidden food—which at such
a time, when he has parted company with all
shame and sense, a man may not be ready to
commit.

That was the Jowett translation (571), authori-
tative until the 1940s. But Plato was unaware of
nineteenth-century sensibilities and used more
graphic words, if Merlan is to be credited. For
example, Plato did not refer to ‘incest’”:

But here also | must observe that where Jowett
speaks of ‘incest’ and ‘any other unnatural
union’ Plato speaks in much less abstract terms
and literally of one’s sexual intercourse with his
mother, or anyone else, be it man, a god, or a
beast.

I don’t know what words Plato actually used,
but it appears that Cornford reported matters
more accurately in his translation of 1945, where
he wrote that ‘In phantasy it will not shrink from
intercourse with a mother or anyone else, man,
god, or brute....’

Merlan’s comment on the then-authoritative
Jowett translation set me off on other compari-
sons. For example, one passage was extraordinar-
ily well put by Cornford. In it, Plato described
those who lack the understanding requisite to
appreciating material on the lofty level of the
Theory of Ideas®:

A thing, then, that every soul pursues as the
end of all her actions, dimly divining its exis-
tence, but perplexed and unable to grasp its

7 Merlan, P., 1944. An ldea of Freud’s in Plato. The Per-
sonalist, 25: 54-63 (p. 55).
8 Or of Malonews, for that matter.









