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Abstract: 
We will compare both Plato’s and Isocrates’s conceptions of the art of rhetoric and of 
philosophy. Obviously, there are similarities between the two of them which allow us to 
observe the parameters of each author, as well as to discern in what ways they diverge 
with respect to the art of rhetoric and, inevitably, philosophy, especially so because each 
of them understood those practices and terms distinctly. Plato vehemently differentiated 
philosophy from rhetoric, while Isocrates identified as philosophy that which was 
historically recognized as the art of rhetoric, even though he distanced its educational 
purpose (paideia) from the other sophists. In comparing the definitions and prescriptions 
of each author, we will see how this distinction between rhetoric and philosophy only 
makes sense for Plato, but not for Isocrates, and how this distinction is explained by its 
context, especially in Phaedrus, in contrast with the Isocratic conception. In addition, we 
will examine in detail each author’s prescriptions for excellence as an orator. As an 
addendum, we will look at two passages in which Hermias addresses the same subject. 
Keywords: 
Rhetoric; philosophy; nature; learning and exercise. 
 
Resumo: 
Faremos uma comparação entre as concepções de arte retórica e de filosofia de Platão e 
de Isócrates. Obviamente há semelhanças entre eles que permitem observar os 
parâmetros de cada um desses autores, discernindo também em que divergiram acerca da 
arte retórica e, inevitavelmente, acerca da filosofia, especialmente porque cada um deles 
entendeu diferentemente essas práticas e esses termos. Platão diferenciou 
veementemente retórica e filosofia, enquanto Isócrates nomeou como filosofia o que 
historicamente se reconheceu por arte retórica, ainda que ele distanciasse sua proposta 
educativa (paideia) de outros sofistas. Veremos, comparando as definições e prescrições 
de cada um deles, como essa distinção entre retórica e filosofia apenas faz sentido para 
Platão, não para Isócrates, e como tal diferença é explicada em seu contexto, 
especialmente no Fedro, contra a concepção isocrática. Além disso saberemos no detalhe 
qual é a receita de cada um deles para o exímio rétor. Como apêndice, veremos duas 
passagens em que Hermias trata do mesmo tema 
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1. Concurrence 

 
At the end of the dialogue, a reader of Plato’s Phaedrus may be left with the false 

impression that Socrates had praised Isocrates (Pl. Phdr. 278e8), comparing him to 
the logographer Lysias, whose speech Phaedrus reads in part at the beginning of the 
dialogue. However, we shall attempt to show that this supposed praise of Isocrates is 
in fact ironic, indeed amounting to a vituperation, especially if it is better 
contextualized by the Isocratic definitions of rhetoric, against which Plato was 
diametrically opposed. Though we are not alone in such a reading, we believe there is 
still value in adding our contribution to this perspective. Comparing how each of 
them presents their prescriptions for rhetoric and the specific meanings that may be 
surmised from those prescriptions will allow us a more precise reading of the extracts 
in question and a better understanding of the far from cordial relationship between 
Isocrates and Plato. 

 
In the general condemnation of rhetoric that Plato presents us with in Phaedrus, 

Lysias and Isocrates are in fact placed at different levels, either due to their actual 
practices or due to the political concept they represent in the scheme of the dialogue. 
On the one hand, Lysias may be characterized as a metic logographer, one who never 
or almost never was allowed to exercise his rhetorical arts in the courts, but was forced 
to sell his speeches to others. On the other hand, Isocrates, as a citizen of Athens, 
might really have had or appeared to have a better reputation in the eyes of Plato, 
even though he also sold his speeches to others. He did, however, open a school of 
rhetoric, a practice which, incidentally, he designated as “philosophy”. This last fact 
is one of the most important elements in our approach, but we must first return to 
the comparison between Lysias and Isocrates.  

 
The apparent hierarchy presented by Plato, in which Lysias ranked lower than 

Isocrates, is completely undone by the ad hominem and devastating attack he in fact 
launches against Isocrates, largely due to the latter having remained away from the 
city during the Peloponnesian War, studying with Gorgias, “outside of the walls”, far 
removed from the city’s political problems. Plato’s condemnation of Isocrates is quite 
evident and justifies the perception that his final mention of Isocrates is hardly 
complementary, taken together with his previous direct and indirect allusions to 
Isocrates, especially his conception of rhetoric and its nomenclature. Thus, the more 
predictable and apparent vituperative scale becomes inverted, with Isocrates ending 
up lower than Lysias, especially if we consider the nature (phýsis) of each of them as 
the defining parameter for the proper use of the art of discourse. Isocrates would be 
lower on the scale exactly due to his being Athenian, though one might expect him 
to rank higher for that reason. That is not the picture painted in the dialogue, however. 
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Though the name and figure of Isocrates are only referenced at the end of the 
dialogue, Lysias and Isocrates form a pair of darlings (paidikois), the respective 
favorites of Phaedrus and Socrates. Thus, just as Phaedrus was benevolent to Lysias, 
Socrates should be so to Isocrates, at least on the surface. According to Socrates, the 
latter is of excellent character and has in him a “certain philosophy” or “something 
of philosophy” (ti philosophías). Some commentators understand this passage as a form 
of reconciliation between Plato and Isocrates, but most are not so optimistic on this 
point, seeing Plato once again as a detractor of Isocrates and with no holds barred 
(Rowe, 1989: 215-216; Yunis, 2011: 243-246; De Vries, 1969: 15-18).  

 
Hackforth doubts that the expression “fair Isocrates” is ironic, claiming to agree 

with Wilamowitz on this point (Hackforth, 1952:167). Rowe, on the other hand, 
understands the expression “fair Isocrates” as being ironic (Rowe, 1989: 215-216), 
just as H. Yunis does, echoing those who see the entire passage as full of irony, even 
going so far as to consider Isocrates as a representative of the kind of rhetorical 
culture Plato rails against in the dialogue as a whole (Yunis, 2011: 243-246). Along 
these same lines, De Vries has also noted the profound epistemological differences 
between Plato and Isocrates, in addition to noting the possible prior allusions to the 
latter, highlighting that in none of those references does Plato appear notably friendly 
(De Vries, 1969: 15-18). Adopting the same view as Rowe, Yunis, and De Vries, we 
understand the evocation of “fair Isocrates” as indeed an ironic reference, along with 
the later phrase “something of philosophy” (ti philosophías) which appears to be the 
key to the passage. Very probably it is a demonstration of one of the principal points 
of this long discussion, that is the confusion perpetuated by Isocrates between 
rhetoric and philosophy which Plato seeks to use Phaedrus to undo. This aim is the 
clearest in the expression “something of philosophy” (ti philosophías). We shall return 
to this point at the end of this essay, but first we must examine in more detail the 
parameters of rhetoric and philosophy according to Isocrates and Plato, observing 
what elements and tools we may extract from those parameters in order to reach an 
early conclusion concerning the serious differences between them. 

 
In Panegyricus, Isocrates understands that an orator should rely on historical facts 

in making his speech, awaiting the proper or opportune moment (en kairôi) and a 
congenial arrangement (eû diathésthai) of the discourse, both highlights of the Isocratic 
conception: 

 
Αἱ μὲν γὰρ πράξεις αἱ προγεγενημέναι κοιναὶ πᾶσιν ἡμῖν κατελείφθησαν, 

τὸ δ' ἐν καιρῷ ταύταις καταχρήσασθαι καὶ τὰ προσήκοντα περὶ ἑκάστης 

ἐνθυμηθῆναι καὶ τοῖς ὀνόμασιν εὖ διαθέσθαι τῶν εὖ φρονούντων ἴδιόν 

ἐστιν. 
 
For the deeds of the past are, indeed, an inheritance common to us all; but 
the ability to make proper use of them at the appropriate time, to conceive 
the right sentiments about them in each instance, and to set them forth in 
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finished phrase, is the peculiar gift of the wise. (Isoc. Pan. § 9, trad. George 
Nornlin, 1928) 

 
These rhetorical parameters, the opportune moment (kairós) and a congenial 

arrangement (eû diathésthai), will be taken up by Isocrates again in other passages and 
to some extent sustain his prescription for rhetorical excellence. Beyond the two 
variables already mentioned, in Helen Isocrates organizes other elements in more 
detail, stating that (1) invention (heuresis), (2) learning (mathein) and (3) mimesis 
(mimésasthai) are not difficult technical parameters, while the most difficult is (4) 
disposition (ten sunthesin – composition), based on which one may “compose” adequate 
speeches. We shall see how this occurs: 

 
Ἔστιν γὰρ τῶν μὲν τοιούτων συγγραμμάτων μία τις ὁδὸς, ἣν οὔθ' 

εὑρεῖν οὔτε μαθεῖν οὔτε μιμήσασθαι δύσκολόν ἐστιν· οἱ δὲ κοινοὶ καὶ 

πιστοὶ καὶ τούτοις ὅμοιοι τῶν λόγων διὰ πολλῶν ἰδεῶν καὶ καιρῶν 

δυσκαταμαθήτων εὑρίσκονταί τε καὶ λέγονται, καὶ τοσούτῳ 

χαλεπωτέραν ἔχουσι τὴν σύνθεσιν ὅσῳ περ τὸ σεμνύνεσθαι τοῦ 

σκώπτειν καὶ τὸ σπουδάζειν τοῦ παίζειν ἐπιπονώτερόν ἐστιν.  

 
Such compositions follow one set road and this road is neither difficult to 
find, nor to learn, nor to imitate. On the other hand, discourses that are 
of general import, those that are trustworthy, and all of similar nature, are 
devised and expressed through the medium of a variety of forms and 
occasions of discourse whose opportune use is hard to learn, and their 
composition is more difficult as it is more arduous to practice dignity than 
buffoonery and seriousness than levity. (Isoc. Hel. §11 trad. Larue Van 
Hook, 1944) 

 
The element of composition (tèn súnthesin) appears in Isocrates as the “most 

difficult” (chalepôtéran), comparable to the difficulty of mockery versus praise or 
seriousness versus jest. In fact, in the last example, there seems to be a reference in 
Phaedrus itself to the passage by Isocrates, when Socrates is asked and accused by 
Phaedrus of mocking or jesting at his expense, right after Socrates has praised 
Phaedrus. Phaedrus then asks: “P: So you see fit to make fun of it (paídzein), do you?”, 
to which Socrates replies: “S: Do I seem to you to be joking (paídzein) and not to be 
in earnest (espoudakénai)?” (Phdr. 234d7-8), in a probable mention by Plato of the 
passage by Isocrates, considering the juxtaposition between paídzein and spoudádzein as 
an intertextual allusion to the latter author.  

 
The nomenclature for the knowledge of the forms of discourse (ideôn) is echoed 

in Syrianus of Alexandria, a Neoplatonic author, specifically in his treatise Perì Ideôn 
(On Forms of Discourse), which also follows Isocratic rhetorical parameters (cf. Sallum, 
2012). It is important to note, however, that Isocrates prefers a formulation of his 
prescriptions which affirms the ease of some parameters in contrast to others. He 
does the same on another occasion, but not always maintaining the same scheme 
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between the parameters. In other words, Isocrates does not maintain the same 
prescription for his rhetorical formulation, which he refers to a philosophy and paideia, 
but rather presents a variation in the presentation of this formative necessity. 

 
In comparing the two passages from Isocrates there arises a noteworthy doubt, 

namely, if he uses the terms congenial arrangement (eû diathésthai) and composition (ten 
súnthesin) as synonyms. This conceptual doubt extends to our comparison with Plato, 
an area in which Isocrates would seem quite relevant. According to Howland, in 
Phaedrus 236a3-4, there is a reference to this passage of Isocrates, when Socrates states 
that sometimes it is necessary to praise the arrangement (diáthesin), not the invention 
(heúresin), in a speech. When this is not possible, when the orator lacks a congenial 
arrangement, one should immediately praise his invention (heúresin) (Howland, 1937), 
in a relatively sarcastic game in which one attempts to save what the speech does best, 
seeking to assess that which perhaps does not even deserve assessment. Platonic 
Socrates plays with these fundamentals of rhetoric, táxis (dispositio) and heuresis (inventio) 
to apparently criticize Isocrates in an attack in which he says that Isocrates is awful at 
arrangement, especially because Isocrates himself claims to be an expert in that regard, 
having defended that his art was especially notable for its dispositio (táxis) (Isoc. Soph. 
16). 

 
Obviously, our sensitivity to these subtleties many times becomes deathly 

opaque. Constant practice and special attention are required to observe such 
resonances, to test them, and ultimately to embark on new inquiries. Truth be told, 
one must also count on a bit of luck in such cases as not everything is crystal clear 
even for the “ideal reader” of Plato, an imaginary figure alas. Even with all of the 
above, we are certainly far from an infallible sensitivity to details of such subtlety. An 
educated reader of these dialogues at a time closer to the date of their creation would 
necessarily be more informed and probably have a greater degree of sensitivity to 
some themes than a reader in the XXI century, no matter how advanced his research, 
how erudite the critical editions, or how specialized the cross-checking of information 
is. We may be assured that something of import in these subtle details will always 
escape our notice. It is also the case that sometimes older or Neoplatonic 
commentaries disappoint us by failing to offer solutions to passages which we 
consider to be difficult to interpret, such passages likely having been difficult for those 
authors as well. It does give us some brief comfort to know, however, that Hermias - 
to take one example - was also at a loss for how to interpret some passages of Phaedrus. 
(Hermias, 2012: 167, 24). 

 
 Following this line of investigation, one which seeks to assess the evidence of 

to what extent Plato was implacable in his listing of the deficiencies of Isocrates, 
Howland states that this veiled citation, though not all that veiled in the end, allows 
us to take the term “disposal” (diáthesin), as Plato uses it, as corresponding to 
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Iscocrates’ preferred term “composition” (súnthesin) (Howland, 1937: 154). We believe 
that Howland is correct, especially, as we have seen, because the correspondence 
between the terms can be demonstrated using internal evidence in the writings of 
Isocrates himself. But what more may we glean from this assessment of Plato writing 
with respect to Isocrates?  

 
Continuing with the texts of Isocrates, we have the rhetorical forms (ideôn), their 

application at the opportune moment (kairôn), and composition (ten súnthesin), offered 
as the most challenging nucleus (kalepôtéran) in learning the art of rhetoric. Indeed, 
Isocrates, in recognizing this difficulty, immediately offers to teach how to overcome 
it in a school of his own making. From this Isocratic perspective, proper 
speechmaking requires that the speaker also be aware of the limits between the 
ridiculous and the serious, so that there is no possibility of confusion between the 
different registers. Isocrates again discerns one part of the learning of the art of 
speechmaking as being the most difficult in his Against the Sophists. Let us now examine 
that passage: 
 

Φημὶ γὰρ ἐγὼ τῶν μὲν ἰδεῶν, ἐξ ὧν τοὺς λόγους ἅπαντας καὶ λέγομεν 

καὶ συντίθεμεν, λαβεῖν τὴν ἐπιστήμην οὐκ εἶναι τῶν πάνυ χαλεπῶν, ἤν 

τις αὑτὸν παραδιδῷ μὴ τοῖς ῥᾳδίως ὑπισχνουμένοις ἀλλὰ τοῖς εἰδόσιν 

τι περὶ αὐτῶν· τὸ δὲ τούτων ἐφ' ἑκάστῳ τῶν πραγμάτων ἃς δεῖ 

προελέσθαι καὶ μείξασθαι πρὸς ἀλλήλας καὶ τάξασθαι κατὰ τρόπον, ἔτι 

δὲ τῶν καιρῶν μὴ διαμαρτεῖν ἀλλὰ καὶ τοῖς ἐνθυμήμασι πρεπόντως 

ὅλον τὸν λόγον καταποικῖλαι καὶ τοῖς ὀνόμασιν εὐρύθμως καὶ 

μουσικῶς εἰπεῖν, ταῦτα δὲ πολλῆς ἐπιμελείας δεῖσθαι καὶ ψυχῆς 

ἀνδρικῆς καὶ δοξαστικῆς ἔργον εἶναι, καὶ δεῖν τὸν μὲν μαθητὴν, πρὸς 

τῷ τὴν φύσιν ἔχειν οἵαν χρὴ, τὰ μὲν εἴδη τὰ τῶν λόγων μαθεῖν, περὶ δὲ 

τὰς χρήσεις αὐτῶν γυμνασθῆναι, τὸν δὲ διδάσκαλον τὰ μὲν οὕτως 

ἀκριβῶς οἷόν τ' εἶναι διελθεῖν ὥστε μηδὲν τῶν διδακτῶν παραλιπεῖν, 

περὶ δὲ τῶν λοιπῶν τοιοῦτον αὑτὸν παράδειγμα παρασχεῖν ὥστε τοὺς 

ἐκτυπωθέντας καὶ μιμήσασθαι δυναμένους εὐθὺς ἀνθηρότερον καὶ 

χαριέστερον τῶν ἄλλων φαίνεσθαι λέγοντας. Καὶ τούτων μὲν ἁπάντων 

συμπεσόντων τελείως ἕξουσιν οἱ φιλοσοφοῦντες· καθ' ὃ δ' ἂν ἐλλειφθῇ 

τι τῶν εἰρημένων, ἀνάγκη ταύτῃ χεῖρον διακεῖσθαι τοὺς πλησιάζοντας. 

 
[16] Now that I have gone this far, I wish to speak more clearly about 
these things. I contend that it is not all that difficult to gain a knowledge 
of the forms (ideai) that we use in speaking and composing all speeches, if 
a person surrenders himself not to those who make easy promises but to 
those who know something about them. But to choose from these the 
necessary forms for each subject, to mix them with each other and arrange 
them suitably, and then, not to mistake the circumstances (kairoi) but to 
embellish the entire speech properly with considerations and to speak the 
words rhythmically and musically, [17] these things require much study 
and are the work of a brave and imaginative soul. In addition to having 
the requisite natural ability, the student must learn the forms (eide) of 
speeches and practice their uses. The teacher must go through these 
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aspects as precisely as possible, so that nothing teachable is left out, but as 
for the rest, he must offer himself as a model, [18] so that those who are 
molded by him and can imitate him will immediately appear more florid 
and graceful than others. When all these conditions occur together, then 
those who practice philosophy will achieve success. But if any of the 
points mentioned is left out, the students will necessarily be worse off in 
this regard. (Isoc. Against the Sophists § 16-18, trad. David Mirhady, 2000) 

 
First it is necessary to note here Isocrates’ use of the term epistéme. It is quite 

distinct from Plato’s use and also from our usual understanding of the term, in part 
due to Plato’s use – but not only on account of him. The latter use in the strong sense 
of the term, in the sense of an established science, is far from the sphere where 
Isocrates places it. Obviously Isocrates could not have used the term in the later and 
historically consecrated sense. To our ears, a statement such as that of Isocrates, that 
“it is not very difficult to acquire the science” of the art of rhetoric, might appear 
exotic or mere superficial praise of learning of the rhetorical arts, above all because it 
is also accompanied by a description of the difficulties and the most thorny points in 
learning those same skills. One must bear in mind, however, that Isocrates had a 
school of rhetoric and defended an effective path of education, a paideia, a fact which 
would necessarily give him a certain sense of optimism regarding the teaching of 
rhetoric. Additionally, there are the dissonances in his lexicon, given their reception, 
the doubtlessly the principal of these being his use of the term philosophy to define 
rhetoric. 

 
Free from these possible anachronisms, with respect to rhetoric itself, Isocrates’ 

emphasis in now on the variety (meixasthai) and the choice (proelesthai) of themes, on 
the discursive combination effected through the use of invention (heuresis) and, once 
again it would seem, on arrangement (dispositio – táxasthai), elements that define 
mastery of the art of speechmaking from an Isocratic perspective. Moreover, it is 
necessary to master the opportune application (kairôn) of those elements, using words 
as if they were music, and to practice extensively, so as to develop a courageous soul 
and a “doxastic” result, that is, the skillful use of dóxa (public opinion). Thus, Isocrates 
arrives at type of synthesis, affirming the need for (a) natural propensity (phýsin), (b) 
knowledge of the forms (eidê) of rhetoric and (c) sufficient practice (gymnasthênai) in 
their use. 

 
This portrait of education in the rhetorical arts has an exact counterpoint in 

Plato, who has more to say as we shall see. Leon Robin understands the structural 
proximity between Isocrates and Plato as a truism, but De Vries disagrees with this 
reading and notes that the extract in fact corresponds to Isocrates’ educational 
program (De Vries, 1953: 40). Although Plato also presents nature as one condition 
for the rhetorical arts, he adds understanding (epistémen) as an additional condition, 
and this separates him greatly from Isocrates. The latter was not so conceptually astute 
on this question, as we have seen, as his rhetoric was evidently more based on taxis 
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and on rhetorical adequacy than on any foundation in truth or knowledge, both of 
which were important to Plato. Both authors agree on the need for practice, though 
each employs a separate term for this. While Isocrates uses the term gymnasthênai, Plato 
prefers melétên (melétên Pl. Phdr. 269d). In the following passage we may see how Plato 
organizes the requirements for an ideal orator in what amounts to an antistrophe, a 
counterpoint or response, to the extract from Isocrates: 

 
τὸ μὲν δύνασθαι, ὦ Φαῖδρε, ὥστε ἀγωνιστὴν τέλεον γενέσθαι, εἰκός--

ἴσως δὲ καὶ ἀναγκαῖον--ἔχειν ὥσπερ τἆλλα· εἰ μέν σοι ὑπάρχει φύσει 

ῥητορικῷ εἶναι, ἔσῃ ῥήτωρ ἐλλόγιμος, προσλαβὼν ἐπιστήμην τε καὶ 

μελέτην, ὅτου δ᾽ ἂν ἐλλείπῃς τούτων, ταύτῃ ἀτελὴς ἔσῃ. ὅσον δὲ αὐτοῦ 

τέχνη, οὐχ ᾗ Λυσίας τε καὶ Θρασύμαχος πορεύεται δοκεῖ μοι φαίνεσθαι 

ἡ μέθοδος.  

 
S: If you mean how can one become a finished performer, then probably 
– indeed I might say undoubtedly – it is the same as with anything else: if 
you have an innate capacity for rhetoric, you will become a famous 
rhetorician, provided you also acquire knowledge and practice; but if you 
lack any of these three you will be correspondingly unfinished. As regards 
the art itself (as distinct from the artist) I fancy that the line of approach 
adopted by Lysias and Thrasymachus is not the one I have in view. (Pl. 
Phdr. 269d, trad. Hackforth, 2001) 

 
It is clear that the formulas of the two are far from identical, even though the 

same structured and tripart means of laying out a basic prescription for an orator 
resonates in both. Though both begin with the need for a natural disposition (phýsis), 
the sine qua non for the acquisition of any art, and end with the need for practice, each 
employing their own term for this last condition, even when they coincide, they do 
so by applying these terms in different ways and referring to different ideas. In Plato 
there is no evident hierarchy between the necessary conditions, while in Isocrates 
there is, in addition to his distinction between which skills are easier or harder to 
acquire. 

 
The proximity between the two prescriptions for orators, even when they evoke 

the same natural elements as necessary conditions, does not amount to an effective 
similarity or concurrence, but rather represents a substantial divergence, primarily 
because how each of them understands the role of natural disposition is quite distinct. 
Plato, for his part, philosophically sets up much of the discussion regarding nature, 
always seeking to discern that which may be acquired by tékhne from that which is 
innate or natural in the this more specific sense. For him, too, there are important 
elements deposited in the soul. In contrast Isocrates equates all such rhetorical insight 
without ever theorizing about such a distinction in nature, though he does elevate 
nature, as we shall see, as the most important component. But it is precisely here that 
the epistemological opposition between the two thinkers is at its apex, even when the 
words they use are the same. 
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Next, Plato’s belief in the need for understanding, for epistéme, constitutes the 
second great divide between their two conceptions, as well as being the source of 
several other divergences. Whereas Isocrates states that it is easy to acquire such 
understanding, Plato employs all dialectic efforts in the search for anamnesis, a 
singular exercise in rehabilitating the potential imbued in the soul that can only 
thereafter be recognized and skillfully applied as a separate science (epistéme). This is 
also the origin of the notions of what one should seek to understand that remain at 
odds in the two authors, with Isocrates only looking to the form of such insights. In 
one part of the dialogue Plato describes, he gives an example of the difference 
between the rudiments of an art and true art (Pl. Phdr. 268b1-269a3), perhaps seeing 
Isocrates from this perspective as someone only concerned with the rudiments and 
deprived of complete access to true art as such.  

 
Another indicator that Plato is in fact responding to Isocrates in this definition 

or prescription may be found in the use of the verbs “lack” (elleípêis), as Plato would 
have it, and “left out” (elleiphthêi) as Isocrates says. These verbs come immediately 
after the listing of the three parameters and in each case refer to a failure to satisfy the 
requirements In the prescription for becoming an orator, one of those parameters 
falling short of fruition and the rhetorical endeavor remaining incomplete or 
unfinalized (teleiôs, in Isocrates, and atelês, in Plato). In the three-legged approach of 
both men, if one of the legs is not well-supported, the whole will be compromised. 
This is perhaps the only formal agreement between them, which in fact goes to show 
that one set of prescriptions is a response to the other, given that we cannot perceive 
such indications in the structure itself of each of their prescriptive formulas. Thus, it 
is building on this formal concurrence that we may base a comparison at other points 
of both authors’ writing on the theme. 

 
In Antidosis 186-9, Isocrates presents another version of this prescription, 

without, however, saying which of the necessary elements is easy or hard, but still 
reiterating the same general scheme of physis, paideia and empeiria gumnásion, this time 
establishing a new hierarchy: 

 
Ὁ μὲν οὖν τύπος τῆς φιλοσοφίας τοιοῦτός τίς ἐστιν. Ἡγοῦμαι δ' ὑμᾶς 

μᾶλλον ἂν ἔτι καταμαθεῖν τὴν δύναμιν αὐτῆς, εἰ διέλθοιμι τὰς 

ὑποσχέσεις ἃς ποιούμεθα πρὸς τοὺς πλησιάζειν ἡμῖν βουλομένους 

Λέγομεν γὰρ ὡς δεῖ τοὺς μέλλοντας διοίσειν ἢ περὶ τοὺς λόγους ἢ περὶ 

τὰς πράξεις ἢ περὶ τὰς ἄλλας ἐργασίας πρῶτον μὲν πρὸς τοῦτο 

πεφυκέναι καλῶς, πρὸς ὅπερ ἂν προῃρημένοι 187.5 τυγχάνωσιν, ἔπειτα 

παιδευθῆναι καὶ λαβεῖν τὴν ἐπιστήμην, ἥτις ἂν ᾖ περὶ ἑκάστου, τρίτον 

ἐντριβεῖς γενέσθαι καὶ γυμνασθῆναι περὶ τὴν χρείαν καὶ τὴν ἐμπειρίαν 

αὐτῶν·  

ἐκ τούτων γὰρ ἐν ἁπάσαις ταῖς ἐργασίαις τελείους γίγνεσθαι καὶ πολὺ 

διαφέροντας τῶν ἄλλων.  
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Εἶναι δὲ τούτων προσῆκον ἑκατέροις, τοῖς τε διδάσκουσιν καὶ τοῖς 

μανθάνουσιν, ἴδιον μὲν τοῖς μὲν εἰσενέγκασθαι τὴν φύσιν οἵαν δεῖ, τοῖς 

δὲ δύνασθαι παιδεῦσαι τοὺς τοιούτους, κοινὸν 188.5 δ' ἀμφοτέρων τὸ 

περὶ τὴν ἐμπειρίαν γυμνάσιον· 

Ταῦτα μὲν οὖν ἐστιν ἃ κατὰ πασῶν λέγομεν τῶν τεχνῶν· εἰ δὲ δή τις 

ἀφέμενος τῶν ἄλλων ἔροιτό με, τί τούτων μεγίστην ἔχει δύναμιν πρὸς 

τὴν τῶν λόγων παιδείαν, ἀποκριναίμην 189.5 ἂν ὅτι τὸ τῆς φύσεως 

ἀνυπέρβλητόν ἐστιν καὶ πολὺ πάντων διαφέρει· 

τὸν γὰρ ἔχοντα τὴν μὲν ψυχὴν εὑρεῖν καὶ μαθεῖν καὶ πονῆσαι καὶ 

μνημονεῦσαι δυναμένην, τὴν δὲ φωνὴν καὶ τὴν τοῦ στόματος 

σαφήνειαν τοιαύτην ὥστε μὴ μόνοις τοῖς λεγομένοις, ἀλλὰ καὶ ταῖς 

τούτων εὐαρμοστίαις συμπείθειν τοὺς ἀκούοντας. 

 
[186] Now that you have a brief sketch of philosophy, I think you would 
learn its power better if I rehearse the claims I make to those who wish to 
study with me. [187] I tell them that those who are going to excel in 
oratory, or public affairs, or any other profession must first have a natural 
talent for what they have chosen to do; then, they must be educated and 
gain knowledge of that particular subject; and third, they must practice and 
become familiar with its use and its implementation (empeiria). After this, 
whatever the profession, they will become accomplished and far outstrip 
others. [188] Both teachers and students have their own parts to play: in 
particular, the pupils’ responsibility is to bring the requisite natural ability, 
and the teachers’, to be able to educate these kinds of students, but 
common to both is practical experience (empeiria ). Teachers must 
meticulously oversee their students; students must resolutely follow what 
they have been taught. [189] That is what I have to say about every art. If 
someone, leaving aside the other arts, should ask me which of these plays 
the greatest role in education in speaking, I would respond that nature 
(physis) is paramount and stands far ahead of everything else. Someone 
must have a mind capable of inventing, learning, working hard, and 
memorizing; a voice and clarity of speech that has the capacity to persuade 
audiences not only by what he says but also by his harmonious diction 
(Isocrates, Antidosis 186-9, trad. Yun Lee Too, 2000.) 

 
In this text, unlike his previous work, Isocrates lays out a new hierarchy between 

nature (physis) and the other important aspects of rhetoric, claiming that nature is more 
important than invention (heurein), education (paideian), exertion or effort (ponesai), 
memorization (mnemoneusai), speech (phonen), clarity of diction (sapheneia) and proper 
harmonization (euarmostiais) of one’s words so as to be convincing. 

 
We may form a summary table of the fluctuating formulations of Isocrates on 

the art of oratory along the following lines, i.e. that which is (a) easy, that which is (b) 
hard or that which is (c) necessary (without any distinction as to the degree of 
difficulty involved): 

 

http://www.revistarodadafortuna.com/


82 
Campos, Rogério Gimenes de  

Isocrates and Plato: Prescriptions for Aspiring Orators 
www.revistarodadafortuna.com 

 
 

 
 

Roda da Fortuna. Revista Eletrônica sobre Antiguidade e Medievo, 
2020, Volume 9, Número 1, pp. 72-93. ISSN: 2014-7430 

 

 

Work of 
Isocrates 

Easy Difficult Necessary 
(No distinction 
between easy or 
difficult) 

Panegyricus.9   Kairós 
prudent use of the 
opportune 

   Eû diathesthai 
good disposition 

   Eû phronúntôn 
good sense 

Encomium of 
Helen 11 

Heurein Ideôn  

 Mathein Kairôn  

 Mimésasthai Tén súnthesin  

Against the 
Sophists 16-
18 

labein ten 
epistêmen 

Proelésthai  

  meixasthai 
pròs allélas 

 

  táxasthai katà 
trópon 

 

  kairôn mê 
diamarteîn 

 

Antidosis 
187-189 

  1 pephukenai kalôs 
2 paideuthênai kai 
labein ten epistéme 
3 entribeis genesthai 
kai gumnasthenai 
ten kheiain kai 
empeirían autôn 
To be trained and 
exercised about the 
basic requirements 
and the application 
(empeirían) of the 
same 

   188 
1 phýsin 
bring out the specific 
nature [students] 
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2 dunasthai 
paideusai 
be able to train them 
3 ten empeirían 
gumnasion 
both in common 
about empirical 
exercise 

   189 
phýseôs > heurein 
mathein ponesai 
mnemoneusai 
phonen sapheneia 
euarmostías 
inventing (heurein), 
learning (mathein), 
suffering or striving 
(ponesai), 
memorizing 
(mnemoneusai), 
speaking (phonen), 
clarity in diction 
(sapheneia) and good 
harmonization 
(euarmostial) words 
to persuade. 

 
 

The summary table allows us to observe that Isocrates does not have a single 
prescription, but several, though some terms tend to predominate, such as his 
emphasis on táxis (eû diathesthai, tén súnthesin, táxasthai), on kairós and on the 
predominance or superiority of phýsis, at least as they appear in Antidosis. 

 
 
2. Dissension 

 

The great difference between the two prescriptions for orators in Isocrates and 
Plato is a microcosm of the innumerable differences between those two writers in 
general, as represented in the wide array of their written work, especially as concerns 
what each practiced and understood regarding the written word. While Isocrates 
deposited all of his knowledge in the form of expression, especially as he was not 
skilled at diction, Plato, despite being the great writer that he was, did not show the 
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same optimism with respect to that foundational element. Rather, he was always 
questioning the limits of the written language, aware that what he wrote could not 
contain the fullness of his thought and accepting of the fact that his writings were not 
the carriers of all of the knowledge he intended to transmit. For Plato, the most 
important knowledge, the most noble (timiotera), could only be transmitted via the 
spoken word, by the dialectical relationship developed between a teacher and his 
disciples, and thus such knowledge could only be stored in orality. In Phaedrus, the 
expression graphetai en psukhei, in inscribe in the soul, illustrates the psychic writing 
that only occurs through oral transmission of philosophical knowledge. From this 
perspective, those of Plato’s dialogues that we know of were only created for an 
external, exoteric community and were not necessarily the material used in the esoteric 
curriculum of the Academy, where the famous but until today almost unknown, 
unwritten doctrines (ágrafa dógmata) were transmitted. 

 
Socrates explains to Phaedrus that acquiring the prerequisite rudiments of an art 

is not the same as mastering it and illustrates the point with the example of a 
harmonist who knows how to extract high and low notes from a musical instrument 
but still has not mastered the art of harmony. Likewise, one who has learned how to 
write has not necessarily mastered the art of writing tragedies, just as one who has 
learned the effects of certain drugs cannot be considered to be a doctor (Pl. Phdr. 
268b1-269a3). In the same manner, for Plato, the art of rhetoric is also a complex 
body of knowledge, not limited to the forms of discourse and their effects on men’s 
souls, but also requiring suitable application of those forms and knowing when the 
opportune moment (kairós) is nigh. The question is if the art of public speaking in 
Plato has ethical and epistemological applications, as he is concerned with how it 
articulates with the truth and with the nature of the soul, not only with the adequacy 
of particular words to persuade. We shall see how this occurs: 

 
{ΣΩ.} Ἐπειδὴ λόγου δύναμις τυγχάνει ψυχαγωγία οὖσα, 271.d.1 τὸν 

μέλλοντα ῥητορικὸν ἔσεσθαι ἀνάγκη εἰδέναι ψυχὴ ὅσα εἴδη ἔχει. ἔστιν 

οὖν τόσα καὶ τόσα, καὶ τοῖα καὶ τοῖα, ὅθεν οἱ μὲν τοιοίδε, οἱ δὲ τοιοίδε 

γίγνονται· τούτων δὲ δὴ οὕτω διῃρημένων, λόγων αὖ τόσα καὶ τόσα 

ἔστιν εἴδη, τοιόνδε 271.d.5 ἕκαστον. οἱ μὲν οὖν τοιοίδε ὑπὸ τῶν τοιῶνδε 

λόγων διὰ τήνδε τὴν αἰτίαν ἐς τὰ τοιάδε εὐπειθεῖς, οἱ δὲ τοιοίδε διὰ τάδε 

δυσπειθεῖς· δεῖ δὴ ταῦτα ἱκανῶς νοήσαντα, μετὰ ταῦτα θεώμενον αὐτὰ 

ἐν ταῖς πράξεσιν ὄντα τε καὶ πραττόμενα, ὀξέως τῇ αἰσθήσει δύνασθαι 

ἐπακολουθεῖν, ἢ μηδὲν εἶναί πω πλέον αὐτῷ ὧν τότε ἤκουεν λόγων 

συνών. ὅταν δὲ εἰπεῖν τε ἱκανῶς ἔχῃ οἷος ὑφ' οἵων πείθεται, 

παραγιγνόμενόν τε δυνατὸς ᾖ διαισθανόμενος ἑαυτῷ ἐνδείκνυσθαι ὅτι 

272.a.1 οὗτός ἐστι καὶ αὕτη ἡ φύσις περὶ ἧς τότε ἦσαν οἱ λόγοι, νῦν 

ἔργῳ παροῦσά οἱ, ᾗ προσοιστέον τούσδε ὧδε τοὺς λόγους ἐπὶ τὴν τῶνδε 

πειθώ, ταῦτα δ' ἤδη πάντα ἔχοντι, προσλαβόντι καιροὺς τοῦ πότε 

λεκτέον καὶ ἐπισχετέον, 272.a.5 βραχυλογίας τε αὖ καὶ ἐλεινολογίας 

καὶ δεινώσεως ἑκάστων τε ὅσα ἂν εἴδη μάθῃ λόγων, τούτων τὴν 

εὐκαιρίαν τε καὶ ἀκαιρίαν διαγνόντι, καλῶς τε καὶ τελέως ἐστὶν ἡ τέχνη 
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ἀπειργασμένη, πρότερον δ' οὔ· ἀλλ' ὅτι ἂν αὐτῶν τις  272.b.1 ἐλλείπῃ 

λέγων ἢ διδάσκων ἢ γράφων, φῇ δὲ τέχνῃ λέγειν, ὁ μὴ πειθόμενος 

κρατεῖ.  

 
S: Since the function of oratory is in fact to influence men’s souls 
(psicagogía), the intending orator must know what types of soul there are. 
Now these are of a determinate number, and their variety results in a 
variety of individuals. To the types of soul thus discriminated there 
corresponds a determinate number of types of discourse. Hence a certain 
type of hearer will be easy to persuade by a certain type of speech to take 
such-and-such action for such-and-such reason, while another type will be 
hard to persuade. All this the orator must fully understand; and the next 
he must watch it actually occurring, exemplified in men’s conduct, and 
must cultivate a keenness of perception in following it, if he is going to get 
any advantage out of the previous instruction that he was given in the 
school. And when he is competent to say what type of man is susceptible 
to what kind of discourse; when, further, he can, on catching sight of so-
and-so, tell himself “That is the man, that character now actually before 
me is the one I heard about in school, and in order to persuade him of so-
and-so I have to apply these arguments in this fashion”; and when, on top 
of all this, he has further grasped the right occasions for speaking and for 
keeping quiet, and has come to recognize the right and the wrong time for 
the Brachylogy, the Pathetic Passage, the Exacerbation and all the rest of 
his accomplishments, then an not till then has he well and truly achieved 
the art. But if in his speaking or teaching or writing he fails in any of these 
requirements, he may tell you that he has the art of speech, but one mustn’t 
believe all one is told. (Pl. Phdr. 271d-272b, trad. Hackforth, 2001) 

 
Contrary to Isocrates, who focuses on the types of discourse, Plato looks to the 

types of souls and how they differ from one another, as one must first know souls in 

order to know the types of discourse to adequately address to them (εἰδέναι ψυχὴ 

ὅσα εἴδη ἔχει: to know as many forms as may be found in souls). Psychagogy is an 
action that depends on this effective knowledge of the nature of the soul that one 

seeks to guide. Following this discernment (διῃρημένων) it becomes possible to 

proceed, having thought, contemplated and practiced (νοήσαντα, μετὰ ταῦτα 

θεώμενον αὐτὰ ἐν ταῖς πράξεσιν ὄντα τε καὶ πραττόμενα 270e) this alignment 

between souls and forms of discourse, as well as monitoring (ἐπακολουθεῖν) – that 
is, evaluating – the various discursive phenomena and their reaction on the soul. 
Summing up, the prescription is: (1) to know the various forms of the soul, (2) to 
have the necessary discernment (regarding the relation between the types of souls and 
the forms of discourse), (3) to have sufficiently thought (noésanta) about the matter, 
(4) to have contemplated the beings themselves in action, (5) to have practiced this 
art, (6) to be able to carefully monitor the sensation all of this may cause. 

 
Here Plato defines the potentialities of discourse when applied as psychagogy, 

the art of directing souls, and considers the variety of souls and the discourses that 
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are capable of persuading each type. Moreover, there is also an emphasis in the 
passage on the formation of the orator, especially his having practiced and 
experimented with such discursive effects on the soul, as well as his having learned to 
identify the adequacy of the moment and the use of the resources of the oratory arts. 
In fact, Plato uses the term kairós, as used by all orators, but especially develops the 
idea of this ability by the use of two other expressions: the opportune moment 
(eukairían) and the lack of the opportune moment (akairían). Before passing through 
the process prescribed, one may not be considered a complete orator and any detail 
that has been left out, that is, left to one side, will result in failure in the rhetorical arts 
and one’s force of persuasion. Once again, here we see the expression “to leave to one 
side (elleípêi) any of the elements of public speaking, teaching or writing” as a formula 
that gets repeated in Plato’s precepts, given that, in all of those analyzed here, the verb 
leipô exercises this limiting role. It goes to the point that, if the formula is not strictly 
followed, the final result will be compromised, despite all of one’s efforts. The term 
leipô is also used in mathematics, in the context of geometry, as for example in Mênon 
87a4 by Plato, in which elleípein refers to the remnant, that left over, that which was 
left of the surface indicated. Regarding this extract, a note by the translator Maura 
Iglésias (Iglésias, 2001, note 28: 115) explains that the term is derived from the 
mathematical context and is well established in Proclus (in Comm. In Eucl., I, 44), with 
its origin among the Pythagoreans. The term also refers to that which was abandoned 
(apoleípô), that is defective (elleîmma) (cf. leipô in Chantraine, 1999: 628). 

 
In addition to this leipô, in this excerpt, a similar expression appears as a 

conditioner as well, “or there will be no fullness” (ἢ μηδὲν εἶναί πω πλέον), also 
demarcating the need for these parameters, without which all the effort is threatened. 

 
Hermias of Alexandria comments on the same extract from Plato, inserting some 

Aristotilean terms such as “substrates” (hypokeimenon), when he mentions, for 
example, knowledge of the forms of souls, a reference that he complements with the 
expression “to know the true and the false”. He also uses the concept of definition 
(oristikòn) as an important step in this process, even though Hermias generally follows 
Plato’s text closely, inserting conceptual elements derived from Aristotle and the 
Hellenistic School, as we have noted, most notably stoicism. Let us look at Hermias 
comment in more detail: 

 
<Δεῖ δὴ ταῦτα 271d>  

Ποῖα λέγει; σχεδὸν ἑπτά τινά ἐστιν ἃ λέγει· πρῶτον μὲν τὸ εἰδέναι τὸ 

248.5 ἀληθὲς καὶ τὸ ψεῦδος, εἶτα τὸ διαιρετικὸν, ἔπειτα τὸ ὁριστικὸν, 

εἶτα τὸ ὑποκείμενον (τουτέστι ψυχῆς φύσιν κατιδεῖν, πότερον ἁπλοῦν 

ἢ σύνθετον), ἔπειτα τὰ τῶν λόγων εἴδη κατιδεῖν, εἶτα ἁρμόσαι ποίοις 

μέρεσι καὶ ἤθεσι ψυχῆς ποῖοι λόγοι ἁρμόζουσιν, ἐπὶ πᾶσι δὲ τὸ εἰδέναι 

τὸν καιρόν.  – Διὸ <δεῖ ταῦτα ἱκανῶς νοήσαντα> καὶ καθ' ἑαυτὸν 

διελόμενον, ἤγουν παρὰ 248.10 τῷ διδασκάλῳ ἐν τῷ ἔργῳ αὐτοῦ καὶ 

τῇ χρήσει, ἐπιγινώσκειν· <ὀξέως τῇ αἰσθήσει>, ὅτι ταῦτα ἦν ἢ ἐκεῖνα 
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περὶ ὧν ἐποιούμεθα τοὺς λόγους ἐν τοῖς βιβλίοις.  –  <Ἢ μηδὲν εἰδέναι 

πω πλέον>, τουτέστιν ἄχρι λόγων ἐστὶν αὐτῷ ταῦτα μὴ προσλαβόντι 

τὴν πεῖραν, καὶ μάτην <ἂν> εἴη ἀκηκοὼς εἰ μὴ προσφόρως χρήσεται 

αὐτοῖς ἐν τῷ πράγματι.  – Τὸ δὲ <ξυνών>· λείπει 248.15 »τῷ 

διδασκάλῳ».  –  <Ὀξέως τῇ αἰσθήσει>· ὡς ἀπὸ ἀγγέλου τῆς αἰσθήσεως 

βούλεταί πως διανοητικῶς ἀγγέλλειν. 

 
<These things are necessary 271d> 
What does it say? It says that there are approximately seven: (1) first, to 
know the true and the false; (2) next, to discern (divide); (3) then, to define; 
(4) later, the substrates (that is to know the nature of the soul, if it is of a 
simple or composite nature);  (5) then, to know the forms of discourse; (6) 
then, to relate the parts and harmonize the discourses with the character 
of the soul; (7) after all of this, to know the opportune moment. – Hence, 

thus <it is necessary to have thought (noḗsanta) on the question sufficiently 
>, to have discerned for oneself, that is, along with the teacher in his own 
work, and to have recognized, <with the sharpness of the sensation>  and 
in the application, that which is this or that manner in the discourses we 
make and which are written in books. – <or there will not be a fullness of 
knowledge>, that is, until one has one’s own grasp of the discourses, with 
these rudiments not having been acquired by trial (peiran) and error, being 
thus useless to any who hear them, if they have not been proclaimed in a 
useful manner through one’s actions. – These <once gathered together>, 
displace the teacher. In <the sharpness of the sensation>, just as in the 
origin in the messenger of the sensation, there is a desire to transmit the 
thing as a reflection.  (Hermias, 2012: 248,4-16) 

 
It is also important to note that, for Plato, knowledge of the types of souls is 

fundamental and will determine the forms of discourse to be applied, contrary to that 
seen in Isocrates. In the latter, the forms of discourse exist separately, though they are 
among the parameters which are the hardest to discern. Even so, they are not related 
to any discernment regarding the nature of each soul to which a particular discourse 
may be addressed. Plato prescribes knowledge of the soul to be addressed, whereas 
Isocrates is more focused on the discourse itself, though, as we have seen, in Antidosis 
he highlights the importance of nature as a predominant aspect. Even there, however, 
he limits his description to the relationship between that form of knowledge and its 
application in discourse. 

 
The divergences between Plato and Isocrates regarding the recipe to form a 

good orator is only one aspect which reverberates among other important themes, 
just as we have seen in the case of the concept of understanding (epistémen). I take the 
opportunity here to list some other important aspects of their contrasting positions, 
such as Plato’s anti-democratic stance versus Isocrates’ democratic one. It is true, 
though, that Isocrates’ position in favor of democracy is quite peculiar, as he defends 
an older democracy: he states that the city attained political hegemony at the time of 
Solon and Clisthenes, as if it were possible to install in his time a similar regime, 
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without regard for the changed historic circumstances. One difference between the 
older democracy praised by Isocrates and that practiced in the post-Peloponnesian 
War period in which he lived is the forsaking of elections among the most able to 
govern. Isocrates condemns the drawing of lots (klêros) nature of the newer 
democracy, as, in his view, it opened the flanks of democracy to the oligarchs within 
the system (Isoc. Aerop. 22-23). 

 
 

3. Something of Philosophy (ti philosophías) 
 
 

 Now we must end our text with some observations on the tense relationship 
between Plato and Isocrates, one which has already been described in some of its 
aspects by De Vries (1953). That relationship takes on new contours, however, on the 
crucial point of the formulation of the necessary fundamentals for an orator, with the 
term “orator” having different denotations and connotations as employed by each 
author, as we have seen. 

 
 First, it must be seen that the question of learning, in addition to being of some 

importance and one often addressed in Greek philosophy, perhaps due to its role in 
sophistry, always appears as a theme of great emphasis in the formulation that 
opposes phýsis to nómos, that is, nature to culture. Thucydides, in I, 121, of his speech 
to the Corinthians, is of the assured opinion that the warlike nature of the Corinthians 
surpasses and cannot be compared with any form of possible learning: “what we (i.e. 
Corinthians) have of worth in our nature (phúsei), they (i.e. the Athenians) cannot 
acquire the like through learning (didakhêi)” (Tuc. I, 121, 30-31). Contrary to this 
radical opinion, according to which learning is nothing when compared to a 
propitious nature, we have, for example, Protagoras, who, in the dialogue of the same 
name by Plato, defends the thesis that virtue may be taught, that it is the fruit of effort 
(epimeleias), of training (askéseôs) and of teaching (didakhês) (Pl. Prot. 323d7-8), and not 
the fruit of nature (ou physei) or even merely the result of chance (automatou) (Pl. Prot. 
322c4-5). This position is quite at odds with what we find in Phaedrus, as well as in 
Isocrates, who, each in his own way, defend nature as a fundamental starting point 
fundamental for each and every successful form of learning. 

 
We believe that the prescriptions for the formation of an able orator in Plato 

and in Isocrates contain a resonance which reveals a formal and more or less explicit 
correspondence between them, De Vries (1953) noted some very likely links, as well 
as others which depend upon a more determined conviction as to the dates of the 
relevant texts. In these apparently similar structural similarities, which reveal 
themselves in the prescriptions for orators, we may note equally marked conceptual 
differences. Thus, we may find a clearer meaning of the expression “something of 
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philosophy” (ti philosophías) in the extract of Phaedrus under analysis. After all, contrary 
to what its formulation might suggest, that there is philosophy in Isocrates’ ideas, the 
expression “something of philosophy” actually refers more specifically to the Isocratic 
view of rhetorical education, which he himself referred to as “philosophy” and which 
was deplored by Plato for the same reason. This Isocratic counterpoint to certain 
varieties of Sophists, a type of shift from the Sophist tradition which made up his own 
background, has Isocrates, in Plato’s eyes, “invading” the field of philosophy, but 
without consideration for the pre-requisites stipulated according to Platonic dictates. 
Plato, for his part, shows a similar need in Phaedrus to develop a shift in his philosophy 
in relation Sophist teaching in general, either from the Sophist lines that we now call 
traditional, or from the Isocratic view that intended to differentiate itself at the time. 
Plato needs to denigrate the latter together with all the others or perhaps even, as we 
have suggested here, to prepare an even more “sophisticated” trap opposed to 
Isocrates and his claimed “philosophy”. This trap was to lay out in Phaedrus his 
philosophy of rhetoric as an antidote to the Isocratic view, which, even when called 
rhetoric, holds more epistemological ties to dialectics and, thus, to philosophy. Along 
these lines we may affirm that, whereas Isocrates proposes a rhetorical “philosophy”, 
Plato responds, in this case, with his philosophic rhetoric in Phaedrus, strengthened by 
dialectics. 
 
 
4. Appendix: Hermias, the Emphasis on Nature and his Alleged Praise of 
Isocrates 
 

Curiously, the same three aspects that are necessary for an orator under Plato, 
phýsis, epistémen and meleten (nature, understanding and practice), resound centuries later 
in Syrianus, who produces a crystalized synopsis of Platonic rhetoric in a passage in 
his commentary on Stasis by Hermogenes2. Hermias, a disciple of Syrianus, who has 
left us a systematic though not always clarifying commentary on Phaedrus, also analyzes 
the same extract of Plato. We shall see what they have to say: 
 

σιαʹ <Τὸ μὲν δύνασθαι ὦ Φαῖδρε 269d>  

Ἐπειδὴ ὁ Φαῖδρος τὴν τοῦ ῥητορικοῦ τέχνην τοῦτο ἔλεγε τὸ 

ῥητορεύειν, [243.15] διὰ τοῦτο ἐπάγει ὁ φιλόσοφος ὅτι· «τὸ ῥητορεύειν 

<δύνασθαί> σε ποιεῖν φύσεώς ἐστι δεξιᾶς καὶ οὐχὶ ἐπιστήμονος 

τοσοῦτον,» καὶ λαμβάνει τρία τινὰ, ἅπερ ἐφ' ἑκάστης τέχνης καὶ 

ἐπιστήμης ἄραρε, <φύσιν, ἐπιστήμην, μελέτην>· εἰ μὴ γὰρ τὰ τρία 

συνδράμοι, οὐ δύναταί τις ἄριστος γενέσθαι κατὰ τέχνην. Φύσεως 

χρεία διὰ τί; ἐπειδὴ φύσεως ἀντιπραττούσης πάντα [243.20] κενά. Τί δὲ 

 
2 Commentarium in Hermogenis librum perì staseôn, vol. 2, Ed. Rabe, H. Leipzig: Teubner, 1893, p.4: ἐν δὲ 

Φαίδρῳ ‘εἰ γάρ σοι ὑπάρχει φύσει ῥητορικῷ εἶναι, ἔσῃ ῥήτωρ ἐλλόγιμος προσλαβὼν ἐπιστήμην τε καὶ μελέτην· 

ὅτου δ' ἂν τούτων ἐλλείπῃς, ταύτῃ ἀτελὴς ἔσῃ.’ Cf. also Syriani, Sopatri Et Marcellini Scholia Ad Hermogenis Status, 

Scholia ad Hermogenis librum περὶ στάσεων. 
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εἰ φύσιν τις ἔχοι, ἐπιστήμην δὲ μή; οὐ δῆλον ὅτι ἀνεπιστήμων ὢν ὡς 

ἔτυχε χρήσαιτο τῇ φύσει διαπίπτων καὶ μὴ εἰδὼς ὅ τι ποιεῖ ἢ λέγει; 

Εἰ δὲ καὶ ταῦτα συνδράμοι, μελέτης χρεία ἵνα μὴ τῇ ἀμελείᾳ καὶ τῇ 

ῥᾳθυμίᾳ ἀπολέσῃ ἃ μεμάθηκε.  – Τὸ δὲ <ἴσως δὲ καὶ ἀναγκαῖον>· τὸ 

ἀναγκαῖον προσθεὶς ἐκόλασε τὸ εἰκός.  –  <Ὥσπερ τἄλλα>, τουτέστιν 

ὥσπερ 243.25 ἐπὶ πάσῃ τέχνῃ καὶ ἐπιστήμῃ δεῖ τούτων τῶν τριῶν πρὸς 

τὸ γενέσθαι ἄριστον τὸ ἀποτελούμενον, οὕτως καὶ ἐν τῇ ῥητορικῇ. 

 
<To be capable, oh Phaedrus! 269d> 
Immediately thereafter Phaedrus speaks of the rhetorical arts and of how 
to be an orator, which according to the philosopher, [should] “be a 
rhetoric <capable> of ably recognizing what is in your nature and not so 
deeply rooted in understanding”3, comprising three aspects, adjusting art 
and understanding to each case: <nature, understanding and practice>. If 
the three elements do not coincide, it is not possible for someone to 
become skilled in accordance with the art.  But how does one use nature? 
Furthermore, nature is contrary to all that is void. How can someone have 
a propitious nature, but lack understanding? Is it not evident that an 
ignorant man might think to use something he has in his nature, but 
without knowing what he is doing or saying? 
If there are also coincidences in these matters, one must draw on practice 
in order for the learning acquired to not remain without use and [not] be 
easily ruined. And as to that which is <perhaps necessary>, the necessary 
imposes a break with the credible. <Other matters>, that is, just as in all 
art and knowledge it is necessary that the three aspects emerge in order 
for the best and the most polished to appear, so it is also true in rhetoric. 
(Hermias, 243, 14-26) 

 
From the above commentary, it is clear that, much later in time, Hermias is 

questioning how a propitious nature manifests itself, tying it to expertise, as if this 
were the necessary nexus between nature and its manifestation in rhetorical technique, 
something which is not described exactly this way in Plato. In Phaedrus, Socrates says 
that a propitious nature alone, without practice and understanding, threatens the 
entire set of fundamentals. This is the clear meaning of the original text, that in the 
three-part scheme, no one aspect predominates. Nevertheless, though Hermias 
apparently agrees with Plato, his commentary reveals that for him, Hermias, it would 
be impossible for the three elements to be both completely distinct and 
interdependent. In other words, Hermias believes that a propitious nature finds its 
expression in discursive argument, even when a student has not yet acquired 
understanding nor had sufficient practice. Thus, he considers nature to be more 
important than understanding, different from Plato’s views.  

 
Subtly summing up the argument, Hermias superficially agrees with the text by 

Plato on which he is commenting, but, at the same time, he highlights the 

 
3 This extract is a quotation whose authorship has not been determined, neither by Couvreur nor by Lucarini 
& Moreschini. 
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improbability of the affirmation that someone might have an adequate nature for the 
practice of rhetoric, but not in fact be capable of achieving any results upon speaking 
as he lacks knowledge of full and perfect technique. In this regard, Hermias is closer 
to Isocrates. 

 
And, finally, in Phaedrus, Hermias himself believes that Plato is praising 

Isocrates, contrary to what we have seen seems to be the more likely alternative. 
Plato’s praise, according to Hermias, is not for Isocrates’ art as a speechwriter, but for 
his nature and character: 
 

Ἐπαινεῖ δὲ ὁ φιλόσοφος τὸν Ἰσοκράτην οὐ κατὰ τὴν τῶν λόγων 264.25 

τέχνην (νέος γὰρ ἦν καὶ ἡττᾶτο κατὰ τοῦτο Λυσίου), ἀλλὰ κατὰ τὴν 

φύσιν καὶ τὸ ἦθος αὐτοῦ. 265 

<Τίνα αὐτὸν φήσομεν εἶναι 278e> 

Οἷον λογογράφον, φιλόσοφον <ἢ> τί καλέσομεν αὐτόν;  –  <Νέος ἔτι 

ὦ Φαῖδρε Ἰσοκράτης>· ᾔδει γὰρ ὁ Σωκράτης ἐξ ὄνυχος τὸν λέοντα καὶ 

τὸν Ἰσοκράτην δὲ γνῶναι ᾔδει οἷός ἐστι τὴν φύσιν.  

<Δοκεῖ μοι ἀμείνων 279a>  

Ὅρα πῶς οὐκ ἐπαινεῖ αὐτὸν εἰς τὸ συγγράφειν ὡς βελτίονα Λυσίου, 

ἀλλὰ κατὰ τὴν φύσιν· τῷ δὲ χρόνῳ, φησὶν, ὡς τὸ εἰκὸς, πολὺ αὐτοῦ τοῦ 

Λυσίου ἔσται κρείττων.  

 
The philosopher praises Isocrates not for his art of discourse (as he was 
younger and inferior to Lysias), but for his nature and for his character 
(êthos). [265,26] 
<And what will we say of him? 278e> 
A logographer, a philosopher <or> what shall we say that he is? – 
<Isocrates is young yet, Phaedrus>. This is what Socrates noted, for his 
lion’s claws, and he observed this understanding of Isocrates, what his 
nature was like. [265.5] 
<I think he is better 279a> 
See how he does not praise his writing as if it were better than Lysias, but 
conforming to his nature. With time, he says, how likely it is that he will 
be far superior to Lysias. 
(Hermias, 2012: 264,25-265,8) 

 
 In this case, Hermias, in addition to not understanding Plato’s irony at play 

against Isocrates, is also mislead by the chronology purposely fabricated by Plato, 
given that, historically, Isocrates was not as young as he was portrayed at the time at 
which it is supposed Plato wrote Phaedrus. According to Hackforth, this was around 
370 BC, while according to Panagiotou is was around 365 BC. (cf. Panagiotou, 1975, 
Yunis, 2011). But Isocrates was already an exponent of a school of rhetoric which 
rivaled that of Plato, such that, to say that he would still develop, as he was young yet, 
is a sarcastic way of referring to Isocrates’ teachings as being primary. As to the praise 
for his nature, we hope that this journey has provided sufficient evidence to show 
that, despite a certain correspondence between the structure of their statements, the 
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terms used by Plato are all employed to show the abysmal distance between Isocrates 
and himself. Indeed, Plato likely conceived his dialogue so as to amplify and highlight 
that distance, disparagingly assigning Isocrates to a place closer to the traditional 
Sophist perspective, all this despite Isocrates’ efforts to also distance himself from 
that perspective. That effort by Isocrates may be especially seen in the paideia which 
he developed and which he likewise referred to as philosophy, which in turn, as may 
be seen in Hermias, was able to gain adherents even among the Neoplatonists. 
Perhaps this is the most interesting indicator of how Isocratic ideas were received 
with so much success and how its precepts gained new momentum, often surpassing 
the philosophic perspective that Plato conceived and crystalizing in the fusion 
proposed by Isocrates between philosophy and rhetoric, obviously undergoing 
modifications and receiving new elements with each revival. 
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