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Morning 9h30 -13h  
9h30-10h15: Debra Nails (Michigan State University) 
The Mathematical Milieu of Socrates and Plato 
Abstract. Philosophers have been slow to recover from the influence of a nineteenth-century assault on Greek 
mathematics generally for its geometrical basis, and on Plato in particular as having been a bystander to prominent 
mathematicians in the Academy who were making mathematical discoveries in the time of Plato’s maturity, the 
middle of the fourth century BCE.  Gregory Vlastos and Myles Burnyeat were influential in cementing the latter 
view.  Meanwhile, mathematicians such as Benno Artmann and the architectural historian, J. J. Coulton, uncovered 
evidence that important mathematical developments should rather be moved backward from the time of Plato’s 
maturity to the presocratic era.  Yet the reluctance among philosophers to credit Plato’s mathematical sensibilities 
has persisted, and the majority view is that Plato stood only in the reflected light of genuine mathematicians.  David 
Fowler initiated, and Terence Echterling has recently expanded, the project of rethinking Plato’s place in the 
history of mathematics.  In this paper, I contribute to that project in an ancillary way by demonstrating that Plato’s 
deployment of history and biography in the writing of his dialogues provides useful evidence for mathematical 
practices in the time of Socrates that ought not to be dismissed.  Moreover, if we take seriously what and whom 
Plato represented in his dialogues, we gain better tools for the interpretation of his texts. 
 
10h15-11h: Carmen Di Lorenzo (University of Salerno): 
Number as “horizontal divider” in the Philebus 
Abstract. As known, Plato devoted particular attention to the διαίρεσις in his late dialogues as the Sophist, the 
Statesman and the Philebus, where a further method specification is offered concerning the procedures regarded 
as specific to the dialectic thought. In the case of the Sophist and the Statesman, the διαίρεσις functions in a vertical 
and dichotomic way: this technical use of διαίρεσις as both a vertical and a dichotomic method of analysis depends 
on the purpose of these dialogues, namely reaching a suitable definition, respectively, for “sophist” and 
“statesman.” In this way, the term under investigation is reconduced to a general idea through the sinagogic 
process, to which the διαίρεσις is applied in order to isolate this term for all that is not included in its definition. 
The dichotomy is further applied until a proper difference is reached, which shows the exact definition of the object 
analyzed. However, in Statesman 287b10 the Stranger suggests a possibility: when dichotomy is not possible, then 
a division into more than two kinds could be used. The case of a διαίρεσις that looks for two, or if not for three or 
some other numbers is illustrated in the Philebus. In this dialogue the goal of the discussion is to establish a correct 
participation relationship between the “pleasure”, the “knowledge” and the “good”. If there is this peculiar kind of 
relationship, then the objects analyzed belong to the same plane: the distinction is horizontal, and its main tool is 
number. The allusion to the faculty of ideas to participate in one another calls into question the definition of τὸ ὄν 



as δύναμις τοῠ ποιεῖν καὶ τοῠ πάσχειν (Soph. 247e) that seems to allude to a certain dynamism of ideas as it is 
explained in the theory of κοινωνία τῶν γενῶν. In this context, once established the existence of participatory 
relations between ideas, the Stranger argues in favor of the thesis which assumes a selective κοινωνία of intelligible 
genres, because of which the participation of ideas in each other is ordered by numerical relations and expressed 
by them. In other words, there is among ideas an order of prior and posterior as the first is prior to the second, and 
second posterior to the prior, in that it is the logic and ontologic condition to the other. For this reason, exactly as 
happens in the Philebus, the διαίρεσις gives us the sequence of conditions and conditioned, prior and posterior, in 
order to reconstruct the numerical relations that hold between the ideas 
11h-11h30: Break 
 
11h30-12h15: Elisabetta Cattanei (Università degli Studi di Genova) 
The Two Sides of the Metretike in Plato’s Statesman 
Abstract. The aim of my paper is to suggest in three steps how the “bipartition” of the metretike in Pol. 283 c 8-
285 c 3 does not refer – like many argue – to a “quantitative” art of measurement opposed to a “qualitative” one, 
but to one metretike, which presents two sides insofar it is modeled on the antyphairesis applied to the opposite 
cases of commensurable ad incommensurable magnitudes.   

1) The Eleatic Stranger mentions quite early «arithmetics and other technai of the same kind» (Pol. 258 d 
4), but in the course of the dialogue he does not pay particular attention to arithmetics, showing a little 
more interest in logistike (257 a 7, 259 e 1) and geometry (257 a 7, 266 a 79). He privileges the metretike 
(283 d 1, 284 d 2, 285 a 1, 285 c 1, 286 d 1), which is added by the Laws (VII 817 e 6-7) to the catalogue 
of the “sister disciplines” (mathemata adelphea) of Resp. (VI 510c5, 511b2; VII 530d8) and described 
like a theoretical study of commensurability or incommensurability of the magnitudes in three dimensions 
(Leg. VII, 819 c-820 e). So the Stranger in the Statesman 

i. records the “divorce” between arithmetics and geometry, that probably took place inside the 
Pythagorean School in consequence of the discovery of the incommensurability.  

ii. He looks favorably at the intellectual tools developed in order to heal the rift: the logistike, 
which can be understood as a theoretical study of logoi or relations between numbers (Gorg. 
451 b, Charm. 166 a; 47 B 3 DK) and especially the metretike, that can be understood as a 
sort of “geometric correspondent” of the logistike based on the antyphairesis (Philodemus, 
Gaiser 1988, 76-77, 88-91). The first geometric example chosen by the Stranger is not by 
chance that of the diagonal of the square (266 a 5-b 9), which alludes to Meno, 82 c-83 d 9. 

2) The nature and the standard-procedures of the antyphairesis constitute the mathematical background of 
the “metretical” digression in Pol. 283 b 5-285 c 3 and let us better understand its construction, 
terminology and meaning. In particular 

i. the repeated substraction corresponds to the binary measurement of excesses and defects 
(283 d 6-7, 10-13) and is sufficient in cases of commensurability, 

ii. the reciprocal substraction, which consists in the infinite approximation of 
incommensurable excesses and defects to a common measure, corresponds to the ternary 
measurement of exceses and defects (283 d 8-9, e 3-12), that converge towards a measure 
which cannot be exactely determined, called in the Statesman metrion instead of metron.  

3) The consequences of this way of reading the digression are essentially two:  
i. Both the repeated and the reciprocal substraction apply to quantities and not the first to 

quantities and the second to qualities (if it is possible to attribute to Plato a clear distinction 
between the two – even in Arist. Cat. 6, 8 we are to meet intersections between quantity and 
quality). On the other hand the Stranger underlines how both the forms of measurement (i.e. 
both the forms of substraction) can be extended to every field of knowledge.  

ii. We don’t find in the Statesman an epistemologically “strong” binary art of measurement, 
typical of mathematics, and a “frail” ternary art of measurement, typical of ethics and 
politics, but a double mathematical metretike, tha can be a good model in every field of 
knowledge. 

  



 
12h15-13h: Henry Mendell (California State University Los Angeles) 
Some Unjustified Interpretations of Plato on Principles and Diagrams 
Abstract. In the Divided Line passage of the Republic, Socrates says that those practicing geometry, calculations 
(or whatever λογισμοί are) and the like hypothesize the odd and even, figures, and the three kinds of angles, and 
the kin of these in different studies, but that they give no account of them, but that the dialectician will, and 
further that though they make their arguments about things in the realm of belief they actually reason about other 
things, square itself, diameter itself.  Much has been written elaborating on what Plato must mean by 
hypotheses:  definitions, expositions of the initial conditions of a proof, existence assumptions.  I will first argue 
that we have no way of knowing what Plato intends Socrates and Glaucon to mean—indeed that it is even 
possible that Plato intends something open ended and indeterminate.  A second issue is the status of the seen 
things, i.e., diagrams and the like which the scientists make their arguments about.  Clearly, diagrams are 
representations.  Are they also, in some sense, instances?  Again, Plato is clearly indeterminate here as 
well.  However, elsewhere, e.g., in the discussion of astronomy, Socrates makes some remarks that might well 
indicate something of Plato’s views.  

 
Afternoon14h30 -17h  
14h30-15h15: Barbara Sattler (Saint-Andrew University) 
The method of diairesis and Plato’s employment of mathematical structure in his late 
works 
Abstract. The late Plato not only employs mathematical structures and methods in a variety of cases, but also 
demonstrates how these have to be adapted to fit the realm of philosophy. In this paper I will first look at the way 
in which Plato explicitly uses geometry in the Timaeus in order to account for the basic building blocks of the 
physical world and how he deals with problems that the transfer of geometrical structure poses for his natural 
philosophy. I will suggest that we can understand his way of adapting geometry to his physics as paradigmatic 
also for another, implicit employment of mathematics for the method of diairesis in the Sophist, Phaedrus, and 
Statesman. While the method of exhaustion seems to be a source for the method of diairesis, it displays 
insufficiencies and problems when used for the division of a conceptual field, problems that Plato again tries to 
counter in the specific way he adapts this mathematical method to the field of philosophy. 
15h15-16h: Luc Brisson et Salomon Ofman (ENS et IMJ-PRG) 
Dynameis in mathematics and dynameis in the soul in the Theaeteus  
Abstract. Let us begin by a general remark on the dialogue. Contrary to the usual interpretation, Plato did not 
write a eulogy of Theaetetus. As a matter of fact, each of his definitions of epistêmê in the whole dialogue is 
harshly refuted by Socrates. In this lecture, we will try to show that Theaetetus’ definition of his famous dynameis 
(‘powers’) in mathematics is ambiguous and ill-formed as well as his conception of dynameis (‘faculties’) in the 
soul is defective, missing their dynamical aspect. The connection between both mistaken definitions of the same 
term in different fields, is one (among others) testimony of a point, which seems to have been forgotten in modern 
time: that the mathematical part of the Theaetetus (147d3-148b2), far from being an irrelevant digression in the 
dialogue, is the key for its understanding. We will conclude on a mathematical error pertaining Thaetetus’ 
conclusion which can be traced to Pappus (4th century BCE), and which has been unanimously supported by 
modern historians of mathematics. 
16-16h15: Break 
 
16h15-17h: Terence Echterling (Michigan State University) 
What Did Theodorus Draw? 
Abstract. In Plato’s Theaetetus, the youth Theaetetus describes his tutor’s use of a diagram to demonstrate a point 
about incommensurability. My paper examines the criteria for an appropriate diagram that Theodorus might have 
drawn and Plato could have included in his dialogue. Did Theodorus’ diagram show the actual proofs of 
incommensurability or did he draw something less rigorous to display results of his own previous investigations.  
A key issue is how the mathematics of the time did without ‘irrational’ numbers and I suggest they treated what 
we call the ‘roots’ of non-square numbers in a special way; that this special way is geometrical in form. I argue 
that one particular drawing could well be the drawing that Plato imagined Theodorus producing for the boys that 
graphically displays the relationship among the square roots of the first seventeen whole numbers, and supports 
my view of  three living issues associated with the dialogue - Plato’s use of the term dunamis and its cognates;  the 
method of proof—if proof it was—used by Theodorus to establish the incommensurability of certain square roots; 
and  the reason Theodorus stopped with √17.  



 
Saturday July 13th 
 
Morning 9h30 -13h 
9h30-10h15: Mary-Louise Gill (Brown University) 
The Varieties of Platonic Division 
Abstract. Many scholars think that Plato has a preferred method of dialectic in his late dialogues, known as 
“division.” In my view Plato uses a variety of dialectical techniques, and even if we limit discussion to the pair of 
procedures known as collection and division, each includes a family of related practices differing in their structure 
and aims. Different topics and problems call for different techniques. This paper focuses on division and argues 
that Plato uses division in multiple ways, sometimes to differentiate distinct but similar kinds called by the same 
name (Phaedrus), sometimes to define a target kind at the bottom of a genus-species tree (Sophist, Statesman), 
sometimes to shed light on a kind by viewing it from various perspectives (Philebus), and sometimes to define a 
kind by dividing it into its elements (Theaetetus). I aim to show the ingenuity of Plato’s late dialogues in choosing 
techniques suited to the topic and designed to train students to extend the investigation further by developing new 
ones. 
10h15-11h: Sophia Stone (Lynn University) 
Arithmetic and Geometric Relations in Plato’s Metaphysics 
Abstract. When we hear about Forms in the Phaedo, (74a-79b) Socrates makes it very clear that even though 
sensible objects have their characters by sharing or participating in Forms, Forms and sensible objects are two 
ontologically different and distinct objects. Forms are eternal, unchanging, moreover, they are not extended in 
space nor do they have any sensible characteristics. They are simple, unitary objects. In contrast to Forms, sensible 
objects change, they are located in space and are perceptible. They are complex, composite objects. The inevitable 
result of this distinction presented in the Phaedo is that a common character cannot be shared in the same way 
between Forms and sensible particulars. The Form of Beauty, for example, is beautiful in an incommensurable 
way to the beauty of Helen. To understand why Helen is beautiful, we must think of her in a particular context, 
historical or literary. We can consider her beauty from a particular point of view, from Hecuba, Menelaus or Paris. 
We can focus on the youth of her skin or the sheen of her hair or the color of her eyes, if these characteristics are 
available for discovery by us. The beauty of Helen is contextualized within time and space. None of the instances 
of her beauty will be identical to the Form. Sensible objects have their characters in geometric relations. Forms 
have their characters in simple arithmetic relations. So how are Forms and sensible objects related? Forms are the 
boundaries, the organization or limit of the characters we find in sensible objects but they are not identical to those 
characters. I suggest here that we think of the Form-sensible particular relation as analogous to the relations we 
find in early Greek mathematics and use the problems that concerned the great philosophers and mathematicians 
during Plato’s time to reexamine Plato’s metaphysical claims about the relation of Forms and sensible objects in 
the Phaedo, Republic, the Parmenides and the Sophist. Of course to give an extensive account will require several 
papers. Here, I give my first sketches of an analysis, using Greek accounts of arithmetic and geometric relations 
and how they might inform our understanding of Plato’s metaphysics.  
11h-11h30: Break 
 
11h30-12h15: Gaetano Chiurazzi (Università di Torino) 
« Comme tu as su comprendre leur pluralité sous l’unité d’une forme » (Théétète, 148d): 
dynamis et logos dans le Théétète 
Résumé. À la différence de lectures plus traditionnelles du Théétète de Platon, centrées sur ses enjeux 
gnoséologiques, la présente communication l’inscrit décidemment dans le débat autour des nombres 
commensurables et incommensurables, dont Théétète a été le protagoniste incontesté. Le dialogue montre à notre 
avis, précisément dans ses méandres argumentatifs, l’importance de ce débat pour les questions qui y sont posées. 
Notre hypothèse est alors que déjà à partir de la, à première vue, marginale « leçon de mathématique » (Theaet. 
147 a ss.), le lien entre l’incommensurable, c’est-à-dire la dynamis, et la possibilité de réduire une pluralité à une 
forme commune trace le cadre général au-dedans duquel se déroule, quoique de manière non linéaire, le véritable 
méta-problème du dialogue, celui de la possibilité même de la définition. 
12h15-13h: Anna Pavani (University of Cologne/Brown University) 
Trying to catch the sophist. On the explanatory power of the eight divisions in Plato’s 
Sophist 
Abstract. At the beginning of the Sophist, the unnamed xenos from Elea replies to Socrates that it is difficult to 
determine clearly (διορίσασθαι σαφῶς) what the sophist, the statesman, and the philosopher are (217b2-4). How 
exactly will the xenos and Theaetetus answer the question “τί ποτ᾽ ἔστιν ὁ σοφιστής;” (218c6-7)? According to 



the widespread interpretation, the interlocutors aim to define the sophist with the help of the method Socrates 
introduces in the Phaedrus (265c-266c). Furthermore, the standard reading supposes that the method is applied six 
times unsuccessfully and two times successfully before and after what is considered the “core part” of the dialogue.  
Through a close reading of the text, I aim to show that this interpretation is misleading. Starting from what is 
usually considered the introduction of the new methodos (218b6-219a3), I shall show its structural deficiency. 
Then, I shall challenge the explanatory power of the paradigmatic search for the angler (219a4-221c5). Through a 
close analysis of the following seven divisions (221c6-232a8 and 264b11-268d5), which need to be read in 
connection with the discussion of Difference and Falsehood, I shall argue that it is far from clear (i) what the 
method’s goal is and (ii) how concretely it has to be pursued. Is the long summary at the end of each of the eight 
divisions supposed to be a “definition”? According to which criteria should division proceed? How can the 
interlocutors tell if any, some, or none of those division’s chains account for the essence of the sophist?  
Contrary to what he does at length in the Statesman, the xenos in the Sophist does not explain how and how 
successfully they are proceeding. It is precisely by focusing on Theaetetus’ questions that we readers become 
aware of the striking lack of instructions for use that affects the hunt for the sophist. At the same time, however, it 
is by taking seriously Theaetetus’ concerns (and not by referring to other dialogues) that we can detect the hints 
we need to understand how the xenos’ method is supposed to reach its goal. By collecting and connecting the 
methodological reflections scattered across the whole dialogue, I will show that the method’s goal cannot be 
reduced to an Aristotelian “definition” and that it is only by considering them together, i.e. as parts of one single 
pedagogical process, that the eight divisions can explain what the sophist is. 
 
Afternoon 14h30 -17h 
14h30-15h15: Pauline Sabrier (Sun Yat-Sen University) 
Division and Definition in the Central Sections of the Sophist  
Abstract. In the Sophist, at 253d1-e3, the Eleatic Stranger connects the communion of Forms with division. In 
that passage, dividing by kinds is described as ‘not thinking either that the same form is different or, when it is 
different, that it is the same’ (Rowe, 2015). On the whole, and inspired by the method of division that is developed 
at the beginning of the dialogue, critics have usually assumed that the ultimate purpose of division here is to arrive 
at the definition of a Form. This view relies on a certain understanding of the structure of the divisions that makes 
it possible to derive a definition from the elements obtained. By contrast, I shall argue that divisions as they are 
described in the central sections of the Sophist cannot aim at definition, and that Plato is aware of it. 
15h15-16h: Roman Svetlov (Herzen unisersity in St. Petersburg) 
Сomputation in the Statesman 
Abstract. In the Statesman of Plato, the method of diairesis is presented in its most complete form. Depending on 
the situation, the diairesis may be dichotomous and non-dichotomous. I will look at diairesis in the context of 
examination of a statesman as a “square” person. The analysis will be started with a geometric metaphor of 
separating human nature from the nature of the “last of the remaining” kind of animals (266a-b). Its final expression 
will be the art of the statesman-weaver, who is properly intertwining courageous and balanced people (308d). The 
“dynamis” of such a statesman can be considered as the essence of political being. 
 
 
 
 


