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COLLOQUIAL STYLE AND ITS USE IN
PLATO’S LATER WORKS?

Holger Thesleff

Is is a well-known fact that Plato uses so-called colloquial language to a
greater extent in the dialogues of the first and middle periods, than in his
late works. Indeed, it seems characteristic of the style of his late works that
colloquial traits are absent. In his late works Plato prefers an abstract, heavy,
twisted baroque prose that has been sometimes referred to as dyxoc (vheavy
heaped-up bulk»). The difference between Platonic colloquial style and late
Platonic onkos is easily noticed if one compares two typical passages such as
the following, the first taken from the early Laches, the second from the late
Laws:

1. La. 194 e—195b

AA. Hdvw pev odv 6pdds adtov dowtds, @ Zdwpates, ol eimérw
ve Thve gnoly adty elva.

NI1. Todtygy Eywye, & Adync, ty tdv dewdv xal Yapoaléwy Emiotyiuny

195 xal év moAéuw xal &v Toic GAloic dmaow.

AA. “Q¢ droma Aéyer, & Zdnpare.

2. Tlpoc ti 1007 elmes PAéwas, o Adyng;

AA. Igog 6 ti; yweic Onmov copic éotiv dvdpeic.

28, Obxovy gnol ye Nuxiag.

AA. Ob pévror pa Aler tattd Tor xal Anpel.

202. Odxodv diddoxwpey adtov, aria urn Aowdopduey.

NI1. OB, Ada pot doxel, & Zaxpares, Adync émidouclv xdué pavijrar

b undéy Aéyovra, 6ti xal adrog dpti Towdrog Epdv.

AA. Iavo- pév odv, & Nuxie, xal mepdoopal ye dmogival. 090y yap
Aéyets émel adtine év taic voools ody ol iatpol Ta dewa SmiocTovtal; 1) of
avdpeiot doxotoi oot émioracdar; 7 10V lateovs 0¥ Gvdpeiovs xaleis;

N1. 036 émworody.

1 Paper read at the sth International Congress of Classical Studies at Bonn, Sept. 2nd,
1969.
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2. Lg. IX. 857 bc

KA. Iléc on Aéyouey, @ Eéve, undev dwapéoery 10 xAémrovte péya 7)
outxpoy Spelouévw xal € tepdv 7] ooiwy xal doa GAAa oTi mepl xAomi
mdoay avouolotnTe Exovta, oic 08l mowilole obow Emeoidal Tov vouodérny
unoey ouoiars Cnuices Cnuodvra;

AOB. 7Aoo, & Klewia, oyeddv ti ue domep pepducvor avtixgodoag

c  avprelpag, vvevonxrota 08 xal mOTEQOY VIEuynoac, 6TL TA TEQL TNY TV
vouwy Féoy 0ddevi Tedmew mdmoTe Yéyovey Go0d¢ dwamemovnusve, ¢ ye
&V T VOV MEQATETTWHOTL Ayety.

The Laches passage is notably lively, and the colloquial style may appear
to correspond to this liveliness. The passage from the Laws, again, though it is
formally dialogue, exhibits an abstract, circumstantial and, in general, ex-
pansive style; the vocabulary is largely above the colloquial level, as a closer
analysis would indicate.

The following passage from the Timaeus is another illustration of onkos
style. Notice here the twists in the thought and, hence, in the sentence struct-
ure:

3. 11.48 c-e

viov 0€ oty 10 ye mag’ HudY OOe ExETw: THNY uEV mEPL ATAVTWY €iTe GoyTY
elire apyag eite 6ny doxel TobTwY L TO YOV 00 gnTéov, O diAo uev 0Bdér,
da 6¢ 10 yalemov elvar xata Tov mepovTa TEdmov Ti¢ OeEddov dnAdoa
Ta doxodvra, Nt oty Vuels oicode delv due Aéyew, oBT adtoc ab meldew
Euavtoy einy dv dvvatde, w¢ 6pPd¢ Eyyetgoi’ dv tocottoy Emifalidueros
d  Zpyor 10 §¢ xat’ dpyag ondév dtapvidTTRw, THY TAOY elndTwy Adywy Mvauw,
metpdaopet undevog NTTov gixdta, udrlov ¢ xal dumpoodey dr’ dpyijc meol
Endotwy xal Evumavroy Aéyew. Jeov 01 xal viv En° Goyi] TV Aeyouévaw
cwtijpe €& atomov xal andovs Omyrnoews mPos TO TV EixdTOY OOYUQ
e  Oweodlew Nudc émnalecauevol wdlw apydueda Aéyew.

Though it is easy to see a difference in style between the Laches passage
(sample text 1) and the two other passages, it is reasonable to ask how we
can know that the former reflects colloquial Attic, or indeed, how we can
know in what (generic) ’style’ it is written. This should be the place for a
theoretical consideration of style and stylistic analysis, but I shall deal with
theory very briefly. I shall not enter upon the question whether there is,
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strictly speaking, such a thing as ’colloquial language’ (sermo jfamiliaris or
cottidianus, ’Umgangssprache’) in Wunderlich’s, Bally’s, Spitzer’s and J. B.
Hofmann’s sense — i.e. colloquial language as a generic manner of speech.
But at any rate there are such things as colloguialisms. The criterion of a collo-
quialism, I take it, is not ’affectiveness’ or ’expressiveness’ or ’banality’ or
‘ungrammaticality’ or whatever general qualitative indications have been
suggested. The only reliable heuristic criterion of a colloquialism — be it a
form, a word or a phrase — is simply its habitual context: the criterion of a
colloquialism is the fact that the phenomenon in question is preferred in
contexts of informal speech (such as non-literary passages in Comedy, in
Xenophon’s Socratic works, and in Plato’s early writings) and, on the other
hand, avoided in formal contexts (such as high poetry or rhetoric or scientific
prose or legal style). Some colloquialisms are for various reasons more striking
than others, and some are preferably used in cultivated conversation, some
in lower social strata (’vulgarisms’, ’slang expressions’, etc.). The distinctions
are necessarily vague. But for the present purpose it is sufficient to state that
if colloquialisms are somehow predominant in a piece of speech or writing,
then this may be said to have a colloquial style. A checking of the habitual
context of the words and expressions of the Laches passage will show that
nearly everything in it is either distinctly colloquial (though without a vulg-
ar flavour) or stylistically neutral (i.e. not markedly preferred in any genre
of style). v

For comparison I quote from the FEuthydemus another example of vivid
colloquial style:

4. Euthd. 287 bc

Eiw, dpn, o Zdonpateg, 6 Awwoddwpog dmoiafaw, oftwe el Kodvog,
WoTe 4 TO TWEDTOY elmouey vV avauipynoxel, xal el Ti mépvow elmov, viy
avauynodoer, toic & &v T® mapdvte Aeyouévors ody Eeic 6 i yoff; Kel
ydo, Epmyv Eya, yalemoi eiol mdvv, eixdtwe: mapa copdy vap Aéyovtar
émel nal TOUTQW TR Televtaiw mayydiemov yoncacPai dotw, @ Aéyets.
70 Y0 00x% Eyw § Tt yoduar Ti mote Aéyers, @ Awvvoddwos; ) dijiov bTi g
= 3 5 Ié ] V4 > AY 3 / 7 3/ -~ ~ A} ¢ ~ A
c  odx Eyw éleléybar adTov; émel sinmé, TL oot dAo voel TodTO TO PfjuUc, TO
oVx &yw & Te yorjoouat Tols Adyors; AN & o Aéyes, Epn, TovTR TOL TTAYY
A} ~ > R 3> Vé \ \ > / 5 5 -3 7 5
yoremoy yonjodar Emel amdxowar. Ilply oé dmoxpivaciar, 7y & éyd, @
Awrvoddwge; Obdx amoxpiver, Epn. "H nai dixatov; Alxaiov uévror, Eon.
Keava tiva Aoyov; 7y & éyod . . .
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This passage includes a ’vulgarism’, to judge from parallels in Comedy:
odtwg el Kodvog »are you so stoneage. ..’ Plato of course very seldom
employs vulgarisms, and when he does, they always have a special point:
the present case is meant to characterize the speaker, Dionysodoros.

I hope I have made it sufficiently clear what I mean by colloquial style
and how it can be traced in Plato’s writings. In my book on Plato’s styles
(1967) I have given a tentative survey of the distribution and function of
colloquial sections in Plato’s works of the early and middle periods. It seems
that colloquial style has, generally speaking, three functions in these works:
First, it is used as a basic style from which various passages with higher style
stand out, either as parody or with more serious intentions. Colloquial Attic
represents the mimetic play, the mawid, which constitutes the basis of all or
most of these dialogues, and it contributes to their realistic setting. Second-
ly, in vivid passages the colloquial style often becomes clustered, condensed,
as it were. It can be seen that the variation between mimetically more lively
and less lively sections, between colloquial style condensed and colloquial
style rarified (or evaporating into other styles), creates a compositional rhythm
or pulse in the dialogues, which corresponds to their formal structure: an
opening conversation is often vividly colloquial, the conclusion is sometimes
so, and inside the work there can be found several colloquial interludes.
And thirdly, colloquialisms are often used for character portraiture, in the
first place of Socrates, occasionally of others.

A study of the function of style — the interrelation of ’Gehalt’ und ’Gestalt’
(Kakridis) — naturally contributes to interpretation. Very much remains to
be done regarding Plato’s colloquialisms from this point of view. I should
like to concentrate here on two special questions that have received almost
no attention so far: What happened to the colloquial style in Plato’s late
works? And if there are colloquialisms in the late works, have they any notable
bearing on the interpretation of Plato?

It will be useful to start with some works where Plato’s late style, the onkos,
makes its first appearance. Of the works which in various ways point forward
to the late period, the Republic, Books II—X, and the Phaedrus are best suited
for our purpose. Here we can observe how the onkos style grows up and
forces colloquial style out of its way.

In the Republic, after the introductory scenes of the 2nd book, colloquial
Attic does not function as the basic style nor has it any obvious function of
character drawing left. There still occur clusters of colloquialisms, but they
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seem to have chiefly a structural function. Colloquial or semi-colloquial inter-
ludes offer retardation, relaxation, relief, as indeed they often do in the earlier
dialogues; but it is interesting to note (and this is less manifest in the earlier
dialogues) that from the latter part of the 2nd book of the Republic onwards
such interludes seem to come as a rule immediately before sections of parti-
cular importance. Colloquial style is becoming a contrast style for relief.

This contrasting and, hence, underlining function of colloquial style can be
observed for instance in Book IV, tracing the true nature of justice (R.IV.
432 b-e); at the end of Book VI, introducing the similes of the Line and the
Cave (R. VI. 509 c); and in Book X, introducing the concluding section on
the immortality of the soul (R. X. 608 cd). It is possible that a closer study
of the retarding and structuring function of colloquial style could give some
clues to what Plato himself though particularly important in this gigantic
work.

Similarly in the Phaedrus, after the extensive playful introduction, the chief
function left for colloquial style seems to be retardation and contrast. There
is an illustrative example in the centre of the work, at the peripeteia where
Socrates refers to his inner voice, the daimonion, which causes a radical
change of approach:

5. Phdr. 242 b-d

20Q. “Hvlx Buelhov, dyabé, tov motauoy SwaPaively, 10 datudvidy te
u , wyave, U s U

) A} 3 ) -~/ 4 b 4 5> A\ 4 3 7 [A )

¢ nat 10 giwboc onueiov por yiyveolar éyéveto — del 06 ue émioyel & dv
4 4 I4 ) o S 7 > =~ (74 3 S
uéldw moartewy — xai Twve oy Eofe adtdley dxoToat, 7] ue odx &G

dmeévar oy dv dpootdowuat, O¢ 0 Tt NuaeTnxoTe eig 10 Ociov. siul O1)
0%y udvtic pév, 0% mavy 0¢ omovdalog, AAL domep oi Ta. Yoduuate paiilot,
doov pey Euavtd udvov ixavds capds ody 7o pavldve 10 audeTnuC.
w¢ 0N Tot, A Evalge, pavtixoy yé T xal 1 yoyr): §ué yop Eboake uév T xal

/ 4 Y ’ 7 4 / 274 4 )
mahar Aéyovra tov Adyov, xel mws Edvowmoduny xat’ ” Ifvxov, uv T1 mwapa.

Oeolc
d approaray Tipoy mweoc avlodmwy aueipn:

vov 0" fjolnuar 10 audgTnua.

DAL Aéysig d¢ on 74

2. Aewov, & Paldpe, dewoy Adyoy adtos Te dnduioas éué te Nrdyxracas
ElTuely.

DAL Iwc o7;

2Q. Ebd0n xal vnd 11 doefi] o6 tic dv sin dewdrsgog;
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The style of this passage has notably few literary traits for being from the
Phaedrus. 1t characterizes of course Socrates the eipwy, but this is certainly
not its only function. The contrast to the surrounding sections is evident,
indeed magnificent, if it is remembered that what has preceded is the awk-
ward first speech of Socrates, and what follows immediately after this rather
down-to-earth interlude is the palinodic speech about the cosmic flight of
the soul, with a display of high styles that lend some of their colour to the
rest of the work.

Having discovered that Plato towards the end of his middle period tended
to use colloquial style chiefly as a structural contrast style, we may turn to
the late works.

It is true in general terms that Platonic onkos colours all these works. And
we can see from sample text 2 that a piece of onkos dialogue need not include
any obvious colloquialisms. But this is not always so. By closer examination
we can detect a fair amount of colloquialisms in Plato’s late works. The great
majority, it is true, consists of isolated words and expressions which are on
the whole more common in the earlier dialogues and in other evidently coll-
oquial contexts and which probably have been adopted in the late works
as mechanized dialogue idioms. As such they do not give a distinct colloquial
flavour to their onkos context — I am referring to occasional instances of
val, opidpe, drre, deictic -, mov, Tdy’ dv ilowg, and the like, and various
combinations of particles, and some idiomatic formulae. The question whether
such apparent colloquialisms received a different flavour or became ’neutral-
ized’ in the course of the 4th century, after having been more distictly coll-
oquial in the early classical age (this is what happened e.g. to the verb ladéw),
is a difficult separate problem which I cannot discuss here.

Some apparent colloquialisms, however, look rather more unmechanized,
sometimes even striking. Such instances have probably to be regarded as
conscious or unconscious lapses into the usage of spoken Attic, such as an
occasional mamei (Lg. IV. 704 c), or adtixe meaning »for instance» (V. 727 a).
But whether these words and expressions are classed as real colloquialisms or
not, it is essential to note that they are, on the whole, quite isolated.

Yet sometimes they occur in clusters. It is true that they never actually
predominate over the onkos or otherwise literary context so as to create a real
colloquial style. But the clusters give a certain colloquial flavour to the ex-
position. These passages of ’condensed’ colloquialisms in Plato’s late works
certainly do not serve the purpose of character portraiture: all characters in
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these works are non-individual mouth-pieces for different approaches above
the mimetic level. Nor do such passages really emphasize the external com-
positional rhythm, the alternation between conversation on one hand and
elenchos or monologue on the other (besides, this rhythm is largely blurred
in the late works). But the colloquializing passages seem to have some kind
of relief function for the internal structure of the exposition. They appear
to introduce sections of eminent importance.

This can be seen, for instance, in the Philebus. Apart from the introduction,
there occur some passages where the tone of the discussion becomes livelier
and which have a slight concentration of colloquialisms. This is obvious at
three points in particular: just before the main theme is entered upon (23 b),
and when a new and better approach to pleasure and pain is introduced
(27 e—31 a), and just before the final contrasting of the views of Philebos
and Socrates (58 e—60 a).

Is it that Plato gets excited when he approaches points of fundamental
importance? Or is he getting careless when he envisages the end of an argument
that has turned out to be unsatisfactory? Or is this just a reminiscence of his
earlier practice of vivid interludes? I should think that the second and third
explanations are more relevant than the first one. The colloqualizing passages
finish an old argument rather then open a new one (though of course in
Plato old and new arguments are usually somewhat interwoven). But to us
such passages at the same time indicate that something fresh is to follow.
At any rate it would seem that we have here an instrument for detecting
what Plato himself wanted to emphasize — a very modest instrument, to be
sure, and certainly not an infallible one, but a support for other considerations
of his intentions.

The structural contrast function of colloquializing passages can also be seen
in the Sophisies and the Politicus. In the monologues of Timaeus, Critias and
the #7th Letter I have found no obvious traces of it (though there are isolated
colloquialisms), but it should be remembered that these works do not lend
themselves to the adoption of a practice developed in the dialogues.

Now, what about the Laws? Can the study of the distribution of colloquial-
isms throw any light on the structure of this seemingly chaotic mass of material
and thoughts?

First, it can be stated that there occur slight fluctuations in the frequency
of colloquialisms in the Laws. It is natural that most of the extensive mono-
logues (especially in the 5th book with its prooimion’ and the 8th and gth

15 — Arctos
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books with their specimens of laws) have a very low frequency of colloquial-
isms. The frequency is on the whole higher in the three introductory books,
in the 7th book (which is concerned with education), in the 1oth book (on
theology), and in the 12th book (in particular in the section dealing with the
Nocturnal Council, g6o b—g66 b). As a general reason for this I suggest that
these sections include a greater variety of approaches, and matters that invited
irony and play. The question may be worth further study.

But in addition to this general fluctuation, there occur fairly marked clusters
of colloquialisms at some nine or ten points, most of them in Books I—IV.
If these passages are taken as structural indicators, they direct our attention
to some ideas which may be regarded as fundamental in the first five books
of the Laws, and which perhaps, if emphasized, give some glimpses of an
internal progressive order of thoughts. The interpretation that I am going
to suggest is by no means revolutionary: it follows partly Friedlander, partly
some others, but it puts the emphasis somewhat differently. The following
ideas become underlined by colloquializing passages: the superiority of
owppootvy and vodg over mere bravery (there is a crisis with playful colloquial-
isms at I. 629 b); the irrelevance of common opinions (coll. at II. 658 a-e);
the necessity of engaging all forces of the community in a harmonic appreciation
of what is right (the three choruses, introduced at II. 664 d—665 b); the
development of city states culminating in the Dorian state (coll. at III. 680 cd);
the failure of the Dorian state (coll. at III. 686 c-e); the failure of all human
institutions and the superiority of theocracy (coll. at I'V. 712 de, sample text 6);
and finally, the importance of persuading people to obey the laws (coll. at
IV. 722 c-¢). The development of the last two points, theocracy and persuasion,
may be said to correspond to the visionary central sections of Plato’s earlier
works. It is therefore interesting to note that one of the most manifest clusters
of colloquialisms, perhaps the most obvious one in the whole of the Laws,
is that which occurs immediately before the Kronos myth and the famous
speech on the majesty of divine law. Part of the passage runs as follows:

6. Lg. IV. 712 de

ME. Kai pipy Evwoddy ve, & &éve, iy év Aaxedaiuove moliteiay odx
Eyw oot podlew oftwe, TyTva mpooayogedewy adtrny Oel. xal yap Tveavvidt
doxel pot mpoceotnévar: TO Yo TV EPopwy FavUaoToY (¢ TVEAYVIXOY 8V aDTT]
véyove. xal Tig &vioté por paiverar maodv TOY molewy Onuoxpatovuévy
udiior’ dowévar. 10 & ad un pdvar aglotoxpatioy adTnw glval TaVTATACLY
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e  dromov: xai uny On Pactieie ye do Piov T éotly Ev adTii xal doyawoTdTy
mAODY 20l TEOS TWAVTWY Avdodmwy xal NudY adTdy Asyoudvy. dyw O
o¥tw viv Efalpync dv éowtndelc dvrwe, Smeo elmov, 0dx Eyw dwptodusvos
gimety, Tic To0TwY 0Tl TMWY TOMTELDY.

Notice here the aporetic embarassment of Megillos. The colloquialisms reflect
this, e.g. xal puny . . . ve (and soon afterwards xal uny o7 . .. ye), probably
0dx & with infinitive (resumed at the end of the passage), xai ydo, devuactor
¢, nal T, dromov (at least when emphasized as here; mavrdmaow dromov
may be something like Engl. coll. »extraordinary»), indefinite odrwe twice —
along with literary and intellectual traits. The last sentence is typical: »Well,
being asked now suddenly like this, really, as I said, I can’t say exactly which
of these governments Sparta has.» Also the repetition of the commonplace
verb eimov may be a colloquialism. From this down-to-earth aporia Plato
then rises to myth and vision. The technique reminds of the Phaedrus, though
it is less dynamic.

But after the 5th book of the Laws there are few traces left of the structural
contrast function of colloquialisms. Apart from the general fluctuation to
which I have referred, the vanishing pulse of contrasting can still be heard
at two or three points. At any rate it has little significance in the later books.
I do not believe its disappearance can be used as an argument for spuriousness
or extensive revision: all through his literary career Plato tended to elaborate
the first halves of his works more than the latter halves.

It may have become clear that I do not doubt the Platonic authorship of
the Laws. The stylistic pulse, however feeble it is, rather indicates authenticity.





