
 
 

POLIS INSTITUTE OF LANGUAGES AND HUMANITIES 
Graduate Program in Ancient Philology 

 
 
 
 

Fernando Luís Barreto de Morais 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE TURNING AROUND OF THE SOUL: A SEMANTIC ANALYSIS OF THE 
PLATONIC VERBS FOR CHANGE OF MIND AND REGRET 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
JERUSALEM 

2018 
 



 
 

 
FERNANDO LUÍS B. DE MORAIS 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE TURNING AROUND OF THE SOUL: A SEMANTIC ANALYSIS OF THE 
PLATONIC VERBS FOR CHANGE OF MIND AND REGRET 

 
 

 
Thesis submitted in fulfillment of the requirements for the 
degree of Master of Arts in Ancient Philology at the Polis 
Institute of Languages and Humanities 
 
Advisor: Prof. Christophe Rico 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

JERUSALEM 
2018 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
                                                                Y a-t-il une possibilité pour que dans le crépuscule  

nous puissions saisir quelque chose de ce qui a été 
l’aurore? Y a-t-il quelque chose qui dans le dernier 
moment réponde au premier moment? Nous sommes 
peut-être dans une nuit qui va précéder un nouveau 
jour. 
Nous sommes à la veille du plus énorme changement 
sur la terre. Est-ce que dans cette nuit nous ne 
pouvons pas avoir quelques clartés sur ce qui fut 
l’aube de la pensée humaine et sur l’originaire à 
venir? 

 
                                                                    Martin Heidegger 

(Arnoux, 1960, p.8, apud M. Jean Wahl, L’idée d’être chez Heidegger, 1951) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

φιλόλογος ὁ φιλῶν λόγους καὶ σπουδάζων περὶ παιδείαν 
(Phrynichus, s.v. φιλόλογος, p. 43 Rutherford, apud Jeager, 2001, p. 2) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
 

This work is an analysis of the semantic field of regret, repentance, change of mind, change of 

plan and opinion in Plato's works. Although some nominal correlatives are occasionally 

mentioned and addressed, this study is concentrated solely on verbs, and, at first, primarily on 

the 

verbs: μεταβουλεύεσθαι, μεταγιγνώσκειν, μεταδοξάζω, μεταμέλει, μετατιθέναι and ἀνατιθέναι. 

Other verbs or verbal locutions usually left unmentioned or unnoticed by scholars and 

lexicons, but which in the course of our research proved themselves relevant for a thorough 

understanding of the semantic field, have also been incorporated into the analysis, according 

to their respective relevancy. These are: μετανοεῖν, μεταμανθάνω, μεταπείθομαι and δόξαν 

ἐκβάλλειν. This study has been conducted in the hope that a more detailed understanding of 

the changes undergone by the human soul in its strive for truth will shed light upon the inner 

life of the platonic περιαγωγή. 
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1 The self-transcendent soul and its enemies  
 

In his book Anchors in the Heavens, professor Rémi Brague made a strong case 

for why metaphysics matters by pointing out one particularly dramatic consequence of its 

Modern demise: humanity’s tranquil refusal to exist. Dreadful as it may be, such consequence 

at least holds the merit of showing in full light the nature and meaning of the historical drama 

of which it has emerged as a consequence and plausible finale. Now that its colonnades and 

friezes, its buttresses and gargoyles have definitively been lain down on the ground and, with 

them, also the entire edifice of metaphysics, it is its cornerstone, the idea of Good, that is 

finally under attack. The only problem, says professor Brague, is that the stone rejected by us 

Moderns does not stand there alone. The stone of Good still supports that of Being, and it 

wouldn’t be incoherent for us collectively, once Good itself has collapsed, to chose in the end 

not to be, thus avoiding the slings and arrows of meaninglessness. This briefly summarizes 

why metaphysics is not, in professor Brague’s own words, a superfluous superstructure but an 

infrastructure indispensable for the continuation of life. 

This capitalized Good, from which both being and its intelligibility are derived, is 

of course the Platonic idea of Good, as already suggested by the very title of the work, taken 

from a sentence1 echoing a image, found in the Timaeus (90a), by which man is compared to 

an upside down tree whose roots grow upward. They grow toward the sun, nourishing source 

of all things visible and the bestower of visibility itself. That is to say, according to the 

Platonic metaphor (R. 508e, 509b-c ), that man actualizes his being as he grows toward the 

Good, source of both intelligence and of all things intelligible.  

But Being is bestowed to individual beings according to their particular nature. 

That which is good for an animal would not profit a rock. In the case of man, Good and Being 

are received through freedom, for good is something we do or should do, if we are to keep up 

to ourselves. This of course entails the possibility of refusal, a possibility which is simply 

denied in the case of other beings. Good has to be first admitted before it can be known, and 

the perverse soul will never reach its contemplation, as says Plato in his Seventh Letter (344a). 

Moving from the epistemological to the ethical domain, it is obvious that we can 

act well in view of some more factive goods, without recurring to any hypothetical Idea of 

 
1 “Tout État (…) est un vaisseau mystérieux qui a ses ancres dans le ciel”. Rivarol, Discours préliminaire du 
Nouveau dictionnaire de la langue française.  
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Good. Such possibility, however, already assumes existence, and the real question here at 

stake is whether existing and making choices is something to be deemed good in itself.  

That the metaphysical animal, is his attempt to evade the riddle and discard 

metaphysics, ends up succumbing and destroying itself, that is a tragic but by no means an 

irrational consequence.  It is a perfectly reasonable step taken by a sort of reason which, as a 

mere instrument, declares itself neutral in matters of values and therefore remains impotent to 

set its own goals. It is frequently believed that it was only by such liberation from the idea of 

Good that reason was made truly rational. The consequence, however, was that from then on 

its goals were no longer bound by either reason or Good.  

But such divorce between reason and the Good is not inevitable. In Plato, from 

whom professor Brague took inspiration, reason is not a blind instrument but a normative 

force naturally spreading from the idea of Good. Partaking in the idea of Good is the opposite 

of self-destruction. It is a communication of Being and, in the case of man, a process of 

becoming what one is, for, as mentioned before, the commerce between the rational animal 

and the idea of Good does not take place involuntarily. It requires a decision, an initiative. It 

is an action. The activity by which man acts rationally upon himself in view of the 

maximization of his own being has been called education. 

Every education puts forward an anthropological ideal to be achieved, and a 

civilization only gets to consciously formulate such an ideal after a long process of experience 

and reflection. “A civilization must achieve its true form”, says Marrou (1964, xiii), “before it 

can create the education in which it is reflected”. Experience and reflection are here solidary 

steps. In the beginning, experience is necessarily taken as material for reflection, but the 

meaning of that which reflection later introduces does not become clear to us before “we read 

its history and follow its attempts to realize itself”, as stated by Jaeger in reference to that 

“unique educational genius” of the Greeks he called παιδεία, “the secret”, he adds, “of the 

undying influence of Greece on all subsequent ages” (1946, Preface). The παιδεία of history is 

the history of παιδεία. 

A historical process, however, is no imperturbable flux ever immune to 

disruption.  Reflection must continue, though, and moments of crisis are in fact a great 

catalyst pushing the metabolism of experience into thought. The paideutic ideal of philosophy 

elaborated by Plato emerged in a moment of crisis.  The fact that crisis is a catalyst rather than 

an inhibitor liberating a menaced organism from superfluous tasks only shows to which 

extant, in such circumstances, education becomes a matter of survival, for it is the intellectual, 

if not the physical, continuity of the community that is at risk: that very character that makes a 
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community one community, a unity, a living organism still capable of reproduction rather 

than a postponed corpse. It is doubtless no coincidence that the reproductive drive of Eros is 

described by Plato in the Symposium as the inner force pushing the soul toward self-

transcendence, that is, toward immortalility and the educational care of others. Speaking on 

reflection and survival, it is perhaps symptomatic that no one has so far attempted, following 

Jaeger’s example, to explain the interaction between the historical process by which the 

Modern character was formed and the intellectual process by which we abdicated any ideal of 

humanity.    

But maybe Jaeger himself has already provided us with a more fruitful alternative: 

to go back to the sources and inquire their oracles. This necessarily leads us back to the 

anthropological ideal of παιδεία, a word summarizing an entire civilization, although only 

documentated at a later stage of Greek History2, after the mid-fifth century B.C. Perhaps even 

more important for us today is the fact that, at this very moment in history, there is no exact 

equivalent for παιδεία in any modern language. As already pointed out by Jaeger (1995, p.2), 

our modern vocabulary is able to grasp, though one at a time, certain isolated aspects of the 

Greek word, but a just rendering of  παιδεία in completely modern terms would require a 

word encompassing simultaneously the notions of civilization, culture, tradition, literature and 

education. One might suggest adding the word “language” to the list. 

The concept of παιδεία has of course a history predating the word itself and which 

remained afterwards, to a certain extent, more or less independent of it. This can be seen not 

only in the early stages of its own development (where it would have been called ἀρετή or 

καλοκἀγαθία), but pretty much at any time along the history of its formation (and 

deformation). It has been handed over through generations under names such as μουσική3, 

φιλοσοφία, humanitas and philologia4.  

Such history has found in Plato a critical turning point entailing the emergence of 

a new, higher meaning for a certainly much older word. Plato’s critique of the traditional 

concept of παιδεία5 as some sort of knowledge poured into the soul from outside brought to 

light, on the one hand, a new epistemology (his theory of knowledge as recollection), and, on 

the other, a new understanding of the soul (a new anthropology) according to which human 

 
2 Its earlisest occurence, says Jaeger (1946, Vol.1, p. 4, fn. 7), is found in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes, 
where it still means merely τροφή, “child-rearing”. In the light of what we have been saying, his derivation from 
the semantic field of nourishment and caretaking is no mere detail.  
3 Aristidis Quintiliani de musica libri tres. Reginald Pepys Winnington-Ingram (ed.). Lipsiae: Teubner, 1963. 
4 It is of course Martianus Capella and his De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii that I have in mind here. 
5 “(…) τὴν παιδείαν οὐχ οἵαν τινὲς ἐπαγγελλόμενοί φασιν εἶναι τοιαύτην καὶ εἶναι. φασὶ δέ που οὐκ ἐνούσης ἐν 
τῇ ψυχῇ ἐπιστήμης σφεῖς ἐντιθέναι, οἷον τυφλοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ὄψιν ἐντιθέντες.” R. 518b7-c2.   
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nature (and, therefore, also knowledge) is at once grounded but not entirely bound by nature 

itself. Pushed forward by an educational eros, as primary inner, cognitive drive, the soul 

naturally strives for transcendence, i.e. for its own “actualization as reason”6. The role of 

philosophy, ergo, as a form of παιδεία itself, is to lead back the soul to its source so it can 

finally become what its nature had always required it to be. 

This turning point in the history of παιδεία sets an entirely new goal for education: 

the turning around of the soul, or more precisely, the turning around, along with the entire 

soul, of that faculty which, in the soul, strives for the contemplation of Good7. The word Plato 

uses at this point in the Republic (518d4) to define this educational technique and goal is 

περιαγωγή, i.e. “turning, carrying around, revolution” or, in Latin, “conversio”, from which 

we get out the word “conversion”.  

The phenomenon of conversion was not entirely new to the Greeks of the time, 

who nevertheless perceived and experienced it as something primarily political8, not as a 

typically religious or philosophical phenomenon. Plato retains this political aspect while 

articulating it with other dimensions of life, both infra and suprapolitical. The soul is the city, 

after all, and collective, political changes have an impact on the soul just as much as the 

conversion of the soul, or souls, influences politics. The microcosmos of the soul indeed 

provides, according to Plato, such an accurate picture of the political macrocosmos to the 

point of enabling a critical assessment of society as a whole.  

But whereas the idea of changing one’s mind or opinion was grounded on 

political experience, the other aspect of Plato’s περιαγωγή as well, that of a τέχνη or a 

discipline leading to the accomplishment of a long-term goal, was also previously known in 

Greece, at least among certain philosophical circles, where the practices each of those 

philosophical communities adopted as their way of life were usually called simply a ἀγωγή, 

meaning “way of living and way of teaching”9. Once put together, these two aspects, the 

philosophical and political one, help us grasp the tension operating inside the notion of 

conversion, a phenomenon which, says Hadot (1988, p. 175): 

 
6 Scolnicov, 1988, p. 79. 
7 “ (…) τὸ ὄργανον ᾧ καταμανθάνει ἕκαστος, οἷον εἰ ὄμμα μὴ δυνατὸν ἦν ἄλλως ἢ σὺν ὅλῳ τῷ σώματι στρέφειν 
πρὸς τὸ φανὸν ἐκ τοῦ σκοτώδους, οὕτω σὺν ὅλῃ τῇ ψυχῇ ἐκ τοῦ γιγνομένου περιακτέον εἶναι, ἕως ἂν εἰς τὸ ὂν 
καὶ τοῦ ὄντος τὸ φανότατον δυνατὴ γένηται ἀνασχέσθαι θεωμένη· τοῦτο δ' εἶναί φαμεν τἀγαθόν. ἦ γάρ;”  
R. 518c5-d1. 
8 “C’est surtout dans le domaine politique que les hommes de la Grèce antique on fait l’éxperience de la 
conversion. La pratique de la discussion judiciare et politique, en démocratie, leur a révélé la possibilité de 
‘changer l’âme’ de l’adversaire par le maniement habile du langage, par l’emploi des méthodes de persuasion.” 
Hadot, 1987, p. 176.  
9 Nock, 1988, p.167. 
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refléte l’irréductible ambiguïté de la réalité humaine. D’une part il 
témoigne de la liberté de l’être, capable de se transformer totalement, en 
réinterprétant son passé et son avenir; d’autre part, il révèle que cette 
transformation de la réalité humaine résulte d’une invasion des forces 
extérieures au moi, qui’il sagisse de la grâce divine ou d’une contrainte 
psychosociale. 

 

Apart from this structural opposition concerning agency (which is typical of any 

educational setting or process, where the final augmentation of one’s self and its powers is 

necessarily preceded by an initial constraint often experienced as external and restrictive even 

when self-imposed), the idea of conversion issues another polarization, and one which, if not 

originated from Plato, is particularly stressed by his περιαγωγή, to say the least: the tension 

between the notion of change or rupture and that of a return to a previous and purer condition, 

a recovering of one’s original state, as though one has embarked into an ontological νόστος. 

The whole domain of human experience set within the reach of such tensional 

forces is of a sort as to enable a great variety of actual behaviours (not to mention feelings, 

motivations, perceptions, judgements, realizations, etc. – and all this in many levels of self 

and outer awareness), going from a mere change of opinion on pragmatical, day-to-day 

matters to a complete recast of one’s personality. This larger spectrum of human experiences 

is to be found also where the ultimate goal, clearly stated from the very beginning, is a 

complete transformation of the self in all its aspects. That is the case with Plato’s περιαγωγή, 

and also with all philosophical conversions both after and before his. Precisely because it is a 

περιαγωγή, and therefore necessarily an ἀγωγή as well, it assumes a sudden and definitive 

change setting the soul in motion and followed by a long pathway leading, through advances 

and setbacks, to a final state from where there is no coming back. We have therefore change 

and continuity as both distinct, separated steps and simultaneous opposing forces. It is the 

balance between these forces that allows the soul to continue moving. One is inevitably led to 

ask what exactly the soul experiences while walking on the razor’s edge. 

If we take a look, however, at Plato himself, we shall find it somehow difficult to 

have such grasp of the overall process. In the Seventh Letter (341c4-9), he says that there is 

not and shall never be a writing work (σύγγραμμα) of his about such topics, for they, unlike 

other sorts of knowledge (ἄλλα μαθήματα), cannot be put into words. It is only after a long 

intercourse with the subject that this kind of knowledge emerges within the the soul, just as 

light emerges from a springing fire.  

He then tries to explain in more detail why this is so, stating that knowledge of 

anything cannot be attained before one is capable of distinguishing between name (ὄνομα), 
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definition (λόγος,), image (εἴδωλον,) and knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) itself. By dialectically going 

up and down thoughout all these aspects (ἡ δὲ διὰ πάντων αὐτῶν διαγωγή, ἄνω καὶ κάτω  

μεταβαίνουσα ἐφ' ἕκαστον) one can finally, though with difficulty, reach the fifth step of the 

ladder and get to know what is knowable and truly real (ὃ δὴ γνωστόν τε καὶ ἀληθῶς ἐστιν ὄν), 

i.e. that which is naturally good, provided he who knows is naturally good as well (ἐπιστήμην 

ἐνέτεκεν εὖ πεφυκότος εὖ πεφυκότι). A man of such kind would definitively be able to 

understand a work of Plato on such matters, precisely and only because he would not need it.  

The similarities between this five-step ladder and the Allegory of the Divided  

Line presented in the sixth book of the Republic are quite obvious. But before we address 

how Plato, in the Republic, “unfolds the whole process of education in its social context10”, it 

is perhaps advisable to take a step back and ask what is actually being unfolded and why. 

The soul is reason, a normative principle of order, and education is the process by 

which the soul actualizes its rational nature and attains knowledge. By such actualization, the 

soul transcends its empirical state and moves itself from the realm of mutability (περὶ γένεσιν) 

to that of the essences (περὶ οὐσίαν) or ideas, where it truly belongs. In this path, the soul is 

innerly driven by a philosophical eros encompassing two distinct but not separated forces: the 

recollection of the ideas and the desire for immortality11. Recollection, or the transition from 

opinion to knowledge, requires awareness of ideas (Phaedo) and the giving of reasons 

(Meno). But knowledge is necessarily knowledge of what is and, therefore, is also intelligible, 

whereas opinion only concerns the sensible world. The transition from the sensible to the 

intelligible world, or from opinion to knowledge, is “deemed possible because of the degree 

of rationality displayed by the sensible world, and this rationality is given its justification in 

the theory of ideas and participation”12. 

These two worlds and their respective subdivision is precisely what is displayed 

by the Allegory of the Divided Line. The upward journey of the soul begins in the lower 

section of the sensible world, inhabited by images, shadows and man-made objects, like 

pictures, sculptures and, I would say, also names. From this realm of mere likeness and 

representation (εἰκασία), the soul ascends to the upper section of the sensible world, where the 

real things, of which the lower section offered but images, are to be found. At this point the 

soul attains faith (πίστις). The intelligible world also has a twofold division: the lower section 

 
10 Scolnicov, 1988, p. 3. All aspects we shall discuss here and in the following paragraphs are exhaustively and 
systematically examined by professor Scolnicov in chapters seven to twelve of his Metaphysics of Education. 
This particular work of his has been one of my great inspirations.  
11 For a more detailed account see Scolnicov, 1988, ch. 9. 
12 Scolnicov, op. cit., p.86. 



16 
 

is that of the mathematical objects, within which the soul can achieve understanding 

(διάνοια), or the possibility of knowledge, but not knowledge yet. 

In this section of Book VI, as also later in Book VII, Plato dedicates a great deal 

of time to explaining why the mathematical sciences do not provide the soul with true 

knowledge. The reason is that reality is absolutely required by the very distinction between 

knowledge and opinion, and the mathematical sciences, given their deductive nature, can only 

proceed, or descend, from an accepted hypothesis to the necessary conclusion, but never 

ascend to the principles (οὐκ ἐπ'ἀρχὴν πορευομένη ἀλλ'ἐπὶ τελευτήν). In the end, the 

mathematical sciences deal with ideal, rational objects but still by means of sensible 

imagination, this being the reason why they can only provide internal consistency, i.e. the 

mere possibility of knowledge.  

Dialectics, on its turn, moves solely within the purely rational realm of ideas, 

moving not downward from hypotheses to their consequences, but upward, from the 

hypotheses to their higher principles, and from these last, finally, to the idea of Good. The 

dialectical démarche (διαλεκτικὴ πορεία) is a two-step process. It first requires the criticism of 

the hypotheses (the Socratic elenchus). Once a hypothesis has withstood elenchus, a new, 

higher hypothesis is postulated as an explanatory principle for that first one, and again 

submitted to elenchtic method. The process goes on until the upward chain of hypotheses is 

concluded. It is only then, “at the last point of the hypothecial ascent, [that] transparency and 

validity, instrinsic explanation and truth, coalesce”13. The soul is at last facing that 

“teleological principle of the interdependence of parts and whole Plato called Good”14.  

The soul’s journey along the intelligle domain through mathematical and 

dialectical reasoning is carefully dealt with by Plato, who nonetheless leaves unmentioned the 

passage from the sensible to the intelligle world. The continuous movement, the ἀγωγή , from 

empirical experience to cognition of ideas is supposedly depicted by the Allegory of the Cave, 

but there again we will not find “a step-by-step description of the actual psychological 

processes involved in the acquisition of knowledge”15.  The present thesis is a first step at 

filling this gap. Our aim here is to try and map the changes to which the soul is subject along 

its rational ascent by analizing the verbs describing such changes. This need for a more 

detailed description becomes clear after one realizes the rather generic character of the terms 

and metaphors used by Plato when referring to the educational process as a whole. 

 
13 Scolnicov, op. cit., p. 90. 
14 Op. cit., loc. cit. 
15 Op. cit., p. 98. 
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The first and most important word he employs is of course περιαγωγή. It occurs, 

however, only four times16 in Plato, and bears the technical meaning we are concerned with 

here only in the seventh book of the Republic. In the Statesman, περιαγωγή means merely the 

movement of celestial bodies. In R. 518e4 it refers to the way the faculty of thought17 can 

become beneficial or harmful depending on the way it is turned18. In the other two passages, it 

is either the complement “ψυχῆς”19, of the soul, or the broader context that clarifies the 

meaning of περιαγωγή. In either case we have a metaphorical image depicting the beginning 

and the end of the motion, but no clue of what the soul actually does or of what is done to it in 

the process.  

Another word Plato uses20 to describe the ascensional movement of the soul is 

μεταστροφή. Here again, the meaning is quite generic, referring to a sort of “turning aside 

from” only qualified by the complement21 “τῆς ψυχῆς”, specifying the agent, or the 

complement introduced by “ἀπό” 22 plus genitive and then followed by ἐπί plus accusative, 

which set the limits of the movement.  Περιαγωγή also describes the movement in a similar 

fashion, but μεταστροφή seems to stress the point from which the motion departs rather than 

the final goal.  

The verbal correlative of μεταστροφή, μεταστρέφεσθαι, is another evidence for the 

generic character of the action taking place. Only two out of a total of sixteen occurrences in 

Plato do refer to the “turning aside” of the soul. The other occurrences display a large variety 

of situations and actions, such as turning one’s back to go away23, to go back and reexam24 

something previously said, to turn one’s head back to see something25, to replace26 something 

with something else, to change the movement of the celestial bodies27, to twist28 or turn about 

something, to distort, ruin, misuse or to confuse something with something other29 and, 

finally, to change the subject in discussion30.  

 
16 Stm. 270a1; R. 518d4, 518e4 e 521c6.   
17 “ἡ δὲ τοῦ φρονῆσαι [δύναμις]”. 
18 “(...) ὑπὸ δὲ τῆς περιαγωγῆς χρήσιμόν τε καὶ ὠφέλιμον καὶ ἄχρηστον αὖ καὶ βλαβερὸν γίγνεται.” 
19  “ἀλλὰ ψυχῆς περιαγωγὴ ἐκ νυκτερινῆς τινος ἡμέρας εἰς ἀληθινήν”, R. 521c6.  
20 R. 525c5, 532b7. 
21 “ἀλλ' ἕνεκα πολέμου τε καὶ αὐτῆς τῆς ψυχῆς ῥᾳστώνης μεταστροφῆς ἀπὸ γενέσεως ἐπ' ἀλήθειάν τε καὶ 
οὐσίαν.” R. 525c5. 
22 “(...) μεταστροφὴ ἀπὸ τῶν σκιῶν ἐπὶ τὰ εἴδωλα καὶ τὸ φῶς”. R. 532b7.  
23 Phd. 116d2. 
24 Cra. 428d6 ; Tht. 191c2 ; Phdr. 272b8. 
25 Smp. 174e9, 213b. R. 327b6.  
26 Cra. 418c2. But here we have the active voice, instead of the middle one. 
27 Stm. 273a1; Smp 190e3 (active voice). 
28 Smp. 190e6 (also in the active voice).  
29 Grg. 457a1; R. 367a7. 
30 R. 587d12. 
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In R. 518d5, μεταστρέφεσθαι refers to the turning about of the soul. This is in fact 

the same passage in which περιαγωγή had appeared before, and the use of μεταστρέφεσθαι in 

the immediately following sentence provides περιαγωγή with a suggestive image: 

 
Τούτου τοίνυν, ἦν δ' ἐγώ, αὐτοῦ τέχνη ἂν εἴη, τῆς περιαγωγῆς, τίνα 
τρόπον ὡς ῥᾷστά τε καὶ ἀνυσιμώτατα μεταστραφήσεται, οὐ τοῦ 
ἐμποιῆσαι αὐτῷ τὸ ὁρᾶν, ἀλλ' ὡς ἔχοντι μὲν αὐτό, οὐκ ὀρθῶς δὲ 
τετραμμένῳ οὐδὲ βλέποντι οἷ ἔδει, τοῦτο διαμηχανήσασθαι.  
 
 

The implicit subject of the passive μεταστραφήσεται is “τὸ ὄργανον ᾧ 

καταμανθάνει ἕκαστος”, “the organ by means of which one understands”, mentioned a few 

lines earlier by Plato. The imagery suggested by the discussion on how this organ will, as 

easily and efficiently as possible, be turned about, evokes the physical turning about of men’s 

faces and organs done by Apollo in the Symposion (190e3). Such connection is reinforced by 

the explanation according to which this organ has been so far unable to see what it was 

supposed to comtemplate not out of blindness, but because it is not turned the right way, “οὐκ 

ὀρθῶς δὲ τετραμμένῳ”. In the above-mentioned passage from the Symposion, Apollo, after 

cutting human beings in two, turns their faces toward their wound so they can contemplate 

their incompletedness. The realization of our wounded and incomplete nature is the inner 

drive of philosophical eros, and therefore the moment initiating the whole περιαγωγή. 

The passage in R. 526e3 keeps again the same imagery, but here the very subject 

(whether the more advanced portions of geometry are or not beneficial for turning the eyes of 

the mind to its proper object) intimates more exactly how this turning of the soul may take 

place. Τóπος, i.e. place, is by the way an important component of the image, since the soul is 

said to be forced to turn itself to its proper object as though to a physical place, “ἀναγκάζει 

ψυχὴν εἰς ἐκεῖνον τὸν τόπον μεταστρέφεσθαι ἐν ᾧ ἐστι τὸ εὐδαιμονέστατον τοῦ ὄντος, ὃ δεῖ 

αὐτὴν παντὶ τρόπῳ ἰδεῖν”. 

Such consistent use of physical imagery is perhaps a useful reminder that the soul 

in its enterity, not only that ὄργανον ᾧ καταμανθάνει ἕκαστος, is the true object of the 

περιαγωγή. The verb περιστρέφεσθαι31, “turning around”, employed by Plato four32 times, but 

only once to refer to the conversion of the soul, is another example of the same imagetic 

associations stired up by περιαγωγή and μεταστρέφεσθαι. The passage is of course, again, in 

the seventh book of the Republic (519b4) and it states, even in the case of those who are 

 
31 This verb is not even mentioned by Des Places in his Lexique de la langue philosophique et religieuse de 
Platon. 
32 In Cra. 411b7 and Ly. 519b4, it means “go around, wander”; in Stm. 303c7, “turn against”. These are all 
stances of real and concrete local motion.  



19 
 

morally reproachable, their faculty of thinking, i.e. ἡ δὲ τοῦ φρονῆσαι33 (the word δύναμις is 

here implied), which is in the end that same ὄργανον ᾧ καταμανθάνει ἕκαστος above-

mentioned, could be made to see things clearly (ὀξύτατα ἑώρα) by getting rid of those (evil) 

things, ὧν εἰ ἀπαλλαγέν, and turning to the truth (περιεστρέφετο εἰς τὰ ἀληθῆ).  

This passage makes clear that the conversion of the soul meant by Plato is at once 

cognitive and ontological, hence the suitableness of physical imagery. The περιαγωγή to 

which the soul is subjected is a motion/transformation as concrete as it can get, for one can 

only reach truth from within, by becoming, in a sense, truth himself.  

All this leaves us with an immense animic territory in which, however, no clear 

boundaries have been established, like a vast land without a map. We have only beginning 

and end, an imprecise idea of the contour, but yet no solid ground where to step. The purpose 

of this work is to try to fill this gap by means of a semantic analysis of the verbs which are 

most likely to describe the journey of the soul in its philosophical περιαγωγή: the verbs 

bearing the meaning of change of mind, plan or opinion, or else expressing the ideas of 

repentance and regret. These verbs depict the inner struggles, the intimate enemies the 

transcendent soul has to overthrow and expel before it can claim possession of its own 

territory. Paradoxically enough, what seems to characterize such state of animic warfare is not 

a defensive and self-shrinking attitude, but an aggressive and radical openness bounded only 

by the limits of Being. In my view, this is what Henri Bergson had truly in mind when he first 

coined the expressions “open soul” and “open society”34.  

As for our personal struggle here in this work, its battlefield is the Corpus 

Platonicus and wherever our pursuit of those verbs have led us. This means we sometimes 

had to take into account, for the absolute impossibility of doing otherwise, passages and 

occurrences from works considered spurious. This is in our view justifiable under the premise 

that a broader, more detailed picture of a semantic field is always preferable than a narrower, 

less detailed one. Moreover, in the majority of cases we also had authentic sources to which 

compare and balance the spurious ones. There was only one case in which, for lack of other 

sources, we had to rely on a sole occurrence found in a spurious text. 

 
33 518e2. 
34 In his work Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion, first published in 1932. Even if we take 
“openness” to mean merely this sort of cosmopolitan character that renders modern, liberal democracies 
appealing and potentially able to embrace all humanity, we have to place its roots not in the democratic ideal as 
such, even less in ordinary (Greek or Modern) politics, but precisely in the philosophical reflection and criticism 
that turned philosophers suspicious of ordinary politics and therefore willing to withdraw or to reform it. V. 
BROWN. E. “Socrates the cosmopolitan”. Stanford Agora: An Online Journal of Legal Perspectives, 1, 74-87. 
Available at: https://www.academia.edu/2846740/Socrates_the_cosmopolitan.  
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Our aim here is to understand how those verbs compare to each other in reference, 

primarily, to the broader idea of conversion (of which, we suppose, they are solidary 

components and steps) and also to the tensional forces operating whithin that concept, which, 

according to Hadot, “répresente une des notions constitutives de la conscience occidentale”35.   

   

2 An attempt at a map of the journey 
 

In his Lexique de la langue philosophique et religieuse de Platon36, Édouard des 

Places presents six verbs bearing the general meaning of “change of mind” or “change of 

opinion”. These verbs are: μεταβουλεύεσθαι, μεταγιγνώσκειν, μεταδοξάζω, μεταμέλει, 

μετατιθέναι and ἀνατιθέναι. Another verb pertaining to that group but yet not mentioned in his 

lexicon is μετανοεῖν, which occurs in Plato only once (Euthyd. 279c9). Apart from μετανοεῖν, 

in the course of this research we came across the verbs μεταμανθάνω37, μεταπείθομαι38, and 

the locution δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν39. Since these last seemed to present, either by context or 

meaning, close conections with other verbs, it is within that frame, rather than independently, 

that they shall be analyzed here. 

For the sake of convenience, we begin our study by addressing the verbs 

compounded with μετά, which represent the absolute majority of verbs here collected. But 

before we get to the verbs themselves, it shall be worth considering more attentively the 

common feature they all share: the preverb μετά. 

 

2.1 The preposition μετά 
 

In Attic prose, the preposition μετά takes either the genitive – usually conveying a 

comitative meaning equivalent to the English preposition “with” and the Latin prepositional 

phrase cum + ablative – or the accusative, in which case its meaning is temporal: “after” or 

“post”. Most grammars40 also mention the poetic use of μετά + dative, whose meaning is 

spatial rather than temporal: between, among, “inter”.  

 
35 Op. Cit., p. 175. 
36 Platon Oeuvres Complètes tome XIV: Lexique de la langue philosophique et religeuse de Platon. Paris: Belles 
Lettres, 2003. 
37 R. 413a1 
38 R. 413b5 
39 R. 412e7-8. Unfortunately we haven’t been able to map all occurrences of δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν. 
40 Fontanier, 2012, p.632. 
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This rare, poetic use attests the original spatial meaning of μετά (between, 

among), as still seen in nominal compounds such as μέτωπον41 (the space between the eyes) 

as well as in Homer, where μετά usually keeps its primary spatial meaning (although the 

temporal meaning of μετά + accusative is already attested) with all three cases.  

Contrary to the binary opposition found in Classical prose, the opposition was 

concerned, back then, whith certain perceived qualities (whether they were plural or singular, 

and continuous or discrete objects) of the nominal complements of the preposition. Based on 

those criteria one could distinguish between, on one hand, “between” (always taking the 

dative, although the dative could also sometimes mean “among”) and “among” (taking 

primarily the genitive). As for the accusative, a constrast in similar terms would help 

differentiate between, for instance, a motion toward a plural referent (i.e. a motion by the end 

of which the subject is to be found among a plural referent) and the spatial meaning of 

being\moving behind something of someone42, from which the temporal meaning, “after”, 

evolved43. Apart from that, and in contrast with both the genitive and the dative, μετά + 

accusative tended to emphasize the continuous or durative nature of its complement. 

Examples of such use could be found in certain idioms which were still extant in Attic prose, 

such as μετὰ χεῖρας (in one’s hands, i.e. among one’s hands), μετὰ βίον (during one’s 

lifetime), μεθ'ἡμέραν (during the day). Conversely, in prepositional phrases like μετὰ 

κινδύνων or in sentences such as μετὰ πλείστων πόνων ἐλευθέραν ἐποίησαν τὴν Ἑλλάδα, one 

can see to which extent the early spatial meaning (among), the later comitative (with) and the 

even later instrumental meaning (by means of) could somehow overlap.  

As a preverb, μετά could convey the notion of: participation, as in μετέχω; sharing 

or partaking, as in μεταδαίνυμαι (share the feast); being among, between or amidst, as in 

μεταίχμιον (space between two armies); temporal sucession, as in μετέπειτα (afterwards) and 

μετακλαίω (weep afterwards); and, last but not least, the idea of change, as in the case of 

μεταβαίνω, μεταβάλλω and all compound verbs with μετά here analyzed.  

 

2.2 Μεταβουλεύεσθαι 
 

 
41 Luraghi, 2003, pp. 244 – 255. From which the example was taken and upon which, along with some other 
sources, this summary is based.  
42 According to Chantraine (1968, p. 689): “(…) avec l’accusatif et un pluriel pour ‘se rendre au milieu de’, cf. 
Il. 3,264, d’où par extension ‘vers à la recherche de, cf. Il. 10, 73 βῆ ῥ' ἰέναι μετὰ Νέστορα, d’où ‘a là suite de, 
derrière’, cf. Il. 13, 492 μετὰ κτίλον ἕσπετο μῆλα (...)”. 
43 “The feature that allows to discriminate between the two meanings,‘among’ and ‘after’, is nominal number: 
when the accusative is singular and does not have collective reference, the landmark is uniplex, and the meaning 
of the preposition is ‘after’.” Luraghi, Op. cit., p. 247. 
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The verb μεταβουλεύεσθαι occurs solely in Epin. 982d1, a work whose author, 

according to the present consensus, was certainly not Plato. Had we opted to restrict ourselves 

only to the works considered authentic by the majority of the Platonists today, this 

occurrence, the only we have, would have been dismissed, thus impairing our ability to grasp 

the semantic field as broadly as possible. Hence this question concerning authenticity, 

although not to be entirely neglected, isn’t to be taken here too strictly either.  

These things being said, and for the sake of clarity, we shall look at the entire 

passage which immediately precedes μεταβουλεύεσθαι and provides it with a context. A 

broader view of the context, and also the occurrences of βουλεύεσθαι in the same passage, 

may help us grasp the particular value attached to μεταβουλεύεσθαι. 

 
ἡ ψυχῆς δὲ ἀνάγκη νοῦν κεκτημένης ἁπασῶν ἀναγκῶν πολὺ μεγίστη 
γίγνοιτ' ἄν – ἄρχουσα γὰρ ἀλλ' οὐκ ἀρχομένη νομοθετεῖ – τὸ δὲ 
ἀμετάστροφον, ὅταν ψυχὴ τὸ ἄριστον κατὰ τὸν ἄριστον βουλεύσηται 
νοῦν, τὸ τέλεον ἐκβαίνει τῷ ὄντι κατὰ νοῦν, καὶ οὐδὲ ἀδάμας ἂν αὐτοῦ 
κρεῖττον οὐδὲ ἀμεταστροφώτερον ἄν ποτε γένοιτο, ἀλλ' ὄντως τρεῖς 
Μοῖραι κατέχουσαι φυλάττουσι τέλεον εἶναι τὸ βελτίστῃ βουλῇ 
βεβουλευμένον ἑκάστοις θεῶν. τοῖς δὲ ἀνθρώποις ἐχρῆν τεκμήριον εἶναι 
τοῦ νοῦν ἔχειν ἄστρα τε καὶ σύμπασαν ταύτην τὴν διαπορείαν, ὅτι τὰ 
αὐτὰ ἀεὶ πράττει διὰ τὸ βεβουλευμένα πάλαι πράττειν θαυμαστόν τινα 
χρόνον ὅσον, ἀλλ' οὐ μεταβουλευόμενον ἄνω καὶ κάτω, τοτὲ μὲν ἕτερα, 
ἄλλοτε δὲ ἄλλα πρᾶττον, πλανᾶσθαί τε καὶ μετακυκλεῖσθαι44.  
 
                                                                     Epin. 982b5 –  982d3 
 

The question at stake here is whether the heavenly bodies, which had been 

previously defined as a species of celestial, living creatures (“τὰ κατ' οὐρανὸν ζῴων γένη”45), 

have an intellect or not. The Athenian wants to argue in favor of the affirmative hypothesis, 

and thus he offers to Clinias, as an evidence for the heavenly bodies being intelligent 

creatures, the fact that these bodies are able to take a rational decision and stick to it 

consistently. Indeed, he says, once the soul has deliberated (βουλεύσηται) what is best 

according to the best design46 (κατὰ τὸν ἄριστον νοῦν), the outcome perfectly and truly fits the 

 
44 “The necessity of a soul that has acquired mind will prove itself by far the greatest of all necessities; for it 
makes laws as ruler, not as ruled: but this inalterable thing, when the soul has taken the best counsel in accord 
with the best mind, comes out as the perfect thing in truth and in accord with mind, and not even adamant could 
ever prove stronger than it or more inalterable; but in fact the three Fates have it in hold, and keep watch that 
what has been decided by each of the gods with the best counsel shall be perfect. And men ought to have found 
proof of the stars and the whole of that travelling system being possessed of mind in the fact that they always do 
the same things because they do what has been decided long ago for an incalculable time, not deciding 
differently this way and that, and doing sometimes one thing, sometimes another, in wanderings and changes of 
circuit.”  (Loeb Classical Library, Vol. 201, p. 455) 
45 981e2 
46 Or according to the best “mind”. The problem with such rendering is to make sense of this “accordance with 
the mind”. What does mind mean exactly here? The notion of design or purpose seemed to fit better, in our view, 
both the context and the meaning of μεταβουλεύεσθαι. This “accordance with the mind”, however, could indeed 
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design (τὸ τέλεον ἐκβαίνει τῷ ὄντι κατὰ νοῦν), and therefore is unchangeable. This 

unchangeable nature of a rational soul’s resolution explains the “μεγίστη ἀνάγκη”, which is in 

the end the soul itself, taken as a causative force and as an instantiation of reason. Reason, 

therefore, is not only a sort of necessity (we could probably say also “cause”) but the 

“μεγίστη” necessity of all. It is the “μεγίστη”, firstly, because it prevails over other 

(presumably mechanical, or unintelligent) necessities and, secondly, because, within the 

rational soul, necessity equates freedom, thus allowing the soul to “νομοθετεῖ” as “ἄρχουσα 

γὰρ ἀλλ' οὐκ ἀρχομένη”47.  

But all this ultimately depends on an initial act of reasoning and decision-making 

expressed by the verb βουλεύεσθαι, which, however, is clearly not enough. For what is here 

emphasized, as an evidence for rational behavior, is the willingness to persevere in doing, for 

an astonishing amount of time (“θαυμαστόν τινα χρόνον ὅσον”), that which has been decided 

long ago (“βεβουλευμένα πάλαι”).  

By contrast, the opposite attitude of changing one’s mind here and there 

(“μεταβουλευόμενον ἄνω καὶ κάτω”), although probably requiring (or at least not entirely 

dismissing the idea of) reasoning and decision-making, is deemed as an intrinsic expression of 

irrationality, a sign that the “μεγίστη ἀνάγκη” is somehow missing. The act of 

μεταβουλεύεσθαι disturbs and frustrates the dynamic stability which βουλεύεσθαι, in the first 

place, was expected to establish, i.e. that of a continuous pursuit of a certain course of action 

in accordance with a rationally accepted goal.  

The stress put here on the role of reason could perhaps suggest to someone the 

idea of an intellectual change, or a change in one’s opinion as the particular sort of change of 

mind expressed by μεταβουλεύεσθαι. In my view, this is not the case.  Instead, I would argue 

that the kind of change for which μεταβουλεύεσθαι stands here is not primarily intellectual in 

nature, and not even confined to one’s mind, but is rather the sort of change that expresses 

itself externally in the form of a an action or change in one’s course of action. In other words, 

μεταβουλεύεσθαι expresses a change of mind not it terms of opinions and conceptions, 

although these are very likely to have taken place, but in terms of attitudes, perceived goals, 

i.e. in terms of practical decisions.  

In the passage here considered, the Athenian describes the hypothetical 

μεταβουλεύεσθαι of the heavenly bodies in terms of actual behavior (πλανᾶσθαί τε καὶ 

 
point to something relevant and intrinsically Platonic: the idea of reason as a normative principle of order, a 
ruler. Our option here, ergo, is not to be taken as definitive.   
47 Reason, therefore, is not merely instrumental. This point is further discussed in Scolnicov, 1988, ch.4. 
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μετακυκλεῖσθαι), not in terms of intellectual reasoning.  In fact, the reasoning which may have 

lead one to μεταβουλεύεσθαι is completely irrelevant. Moreover, since μεταβουλεύεσθαι is a 

symptom of lack of reason, it is not likely to have been caused by reason, the “μεγίστη 

ἀνάγκη”, but rather by the other weaker “necessities” that, in the absence of reason, seem to 

have taken control of the soul.  

 

 

2.3 Μετανοεῖν 
 

In the Euthydemus, Socrates retells to his friend Crito the encounter he had the 

day before with Euthydemus, Dionysodorus, two sophists who had just arrived to Athens, and 

Clinias, a young Athenian. Socrates had asked the sophists for a demonstration of this new 

wisdom they claimed to possess. This demonstration requires the collaboration of young 

Clinias, who agrees to answer the questions posed by the sophists. After narrating how 

Euthydemus and Dionysodorus managed to confound and humiliate poor Clinias by means of 

eristic argumentation, Socrates intervenes and, after explaining to Clinias why he fell into the 

sophistic traps, he allows himself to interrogate the boy. Socrates then first asks whether all 

men want to succeed, or do well (εὖ πράττειν) in life. The answer being affirmative, Socrates 

then gets the boy to agree on a list of all good things that make life good. The list comprises 

all external and internal goods described by the Pythagoreans: richness (τὸ πλουτεῖν), health 

(τὸ ὑγιαίνειν), a noble birth, power and honor (εὐγένειαί γε καὶ δυνάμεις καὶ τιμαὶ), being 

prudent, just and brave (τὸ σώφρονά τε εἶναι καὶ δίκαιον καὶ ἀνδρεῖον), and, finally, wisdom 

(σοφίαν).  

The list seems to be finished at this point, but Socrates suddenly realizes he was 

about to omit “the greatest of all goods”. Then he says:  

 
Καὶ ἐγὼ ἀναμνησθεὶς εἶπον ὅτι Ναὶ μὰ Δία κινδυνεύομέν γε τὸ μέγιστον 
τῶν ἀγαθῶν παραλιπεῖν.   
 
Τί τοῦτο; ἦ δ' ὅς.   
 
Τὴν εὐτυχίαν, ὦ Κλεινία· ὃ πάντες φασί, καὶ οἱ πάνυ φαῦλοι, μέγιστον 
τῶν ἀγαθῶν εἶναι.  
 
Ἀληθῆ λέγεις, ἔφη. Καὶ ἐγὼ αὖ πάλιν μετανοήσας εἶπον ὅτι Ὀλίγου 
καταγέλαστοι ἐγενόμεθα ὑπὸ τῶν ξένων ἐγώ τε καὶ σύ, ὦ παῖ Ἀξιόχου. 
 
Τί δή, ἔφη, τοῦτο;  
 
Ὅτι εὐτυχίαν ἐν τοῖς ἔμπροσθεν θέμενοι νυνδὴ αὖθις περὶ τοῦ αὐτοῦ 
ἐλέγομεν.  
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Τί οὖν δὴ τοῦτο;  
 
Καταγέλαστον δήπου, ὃ πάλαι πρόκειται, τοῦτο πάλιν προτιθέναι καὶ δὶς 
ταὐτὰ λέγειν.  
 
Πῶς, ἔφη, τοῦτο λέγεις;   
 
Ἡ σοφία δήπου, ἦν δ' ἐγώ, εὐτυχία ἐστίν· τοῦτο δὲ κἂν παῖς γνοίη.48              
                                                               
                                                                            Euthyd. 279.c.4 – 279d7 
 
 

Our concern is the verb “μετανοήσας” in 279c9, which is here accompanied by the 

adverb “πάλιν”, suggesting that this is not the first time Socrates μετενόησε. This is, indeed, 

the second time Socrates reconsiders something he has just said. The first occurred just a few 

sentences before, when he, after having recollected (“ἀναμνησθείς”), said he had almost 

forgot to mention the greatest of all goods, “εὐτυχίαν”, only to immediately change his mind 

again upon remembering something already known, and which actually even a child would 

know (so he says): that good fortune and wisdom are one and the same.  

The parallel established by Socrates himself between “μετανοήσας” and 

“ἀναμνησθείς” allows us to infer that the “change of mind” implied by the verb μετανοεῖν is 

not a change in opinion nor in attitude. Socrates’ opinion on wisdom or good fortune did not 

change as a consequence of the sudden remembrance that caused his first, let’s say, μετάνοια. 

Neither was it altered by the second μετάνοια, and this can be said irrespective of what 

triggered it, either memory again, as in the first one, or a sort of intellectual insight or 

acknowledgment that good fortune and wisdom, of course, had to be one and the same. This 

would be like, after having been told that A equals B, and B equals C, concluding that A and 

C are indeed the same.  

 Socrates’ μετάνοια here does not convey any idea of accomplishment: it is not the 

expected (or even anticipated) result of a conscious, gradual effort. Nor does it entail a new 

course of action that could be externally testified. Even if we ponder that Socrates’ change of 

mind is part of his argumentative strategy, and therefore not to be taken at face value, this 

would not change the overall frame of μετανοεῖν.  Based on that, we can affirm that the kind 

of change of mind the verb μετανοεῖν refers to in this passage is that of a change taking place 

 
48 “But I remembered one and said, Good heavens, Clinias, we are in danger of leaving out the greatest good of 
all!Which one is that? He said.Good fortune, Clinias, which everybody, even quite worthless people, says is the 
greatest of the goods. You are right, he said. And I reconsidered a second time and said, son of Axiochus, you 
and I have nearly made ourselves ridiculous in front of our visitors.How so? he said. Because in putting good 
fortune in our previous list we are now saying the same thing all over again.What do you mean? Surely it is 
ridiculous, when a thing has already been brought up, to bring it up again and say the same things twice. What 
do you mean by that? Wisdom is surely good fortune, I said—this is something even a child would know.” 
(Plato, 1997, p.716) 
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as a result of a late realization of something that was, could or should have already been 

known. The context does not provide evidence for any external marker or pragmatic 

consequence associated with μετανοεῖν, as it was the case with μεταβουλεύεσθαι. 

We’ve made frequent use of the term μετάνοια in this section, a word which, 

however, does not occur in Plato a single time. This may seem surprising, giving, on one 

hand, its higher frequency and utmost relevancy in Christian literature, where it refers to the 

phenomenon of religious conversion, and, on the other hand, the assumption that Plato is the 

source of the Christian conception of conversion, which was “transferred to Christian 

experience in the circles of early Christian Platonism”, says Jaeger (1947, p. 417, fn.77). 

Whether or not, and how exactly, such omission, along with the rather ordinary meaning of 

μετανοεῖν in its sole occurrence in Plato, may qualify the current understanding on the matter, 

we cannot tell thus far. But it is perhaps also worth mentioning that the word ἐπιστροφή, 

which according to Hadot (1987, p.175-182) emphasized another aspect of the phenomenon 

of conversion (that of a return to the origins, in a complementary contrast to μετάνοια, in 

which the rupture, not the continuity, is emphasized) is also absent from Plato. As we have 

been able to discuss in the introduction, the two terms actually found in Plato for conversion 

are μεταστροφή49 and περιαγωγή50. 

 

 

 

2.4 Μεταδοξάζειν 
 

At some point in the dialogue called Sophist, a Stranger is talking to Theaetetus 

about the art of creation (ποιητική), which both agreed to be the art of calling into being what 

didn’t exist before. Then, after stating that this creative art is either human or divine, the 

Stranger asks Theaetetus whether he believes the natural world to have come into being by the 

agency of an intelligent, divine cause or, according to the general opinion, by some sort of 

natural, independent cause. Theaetetus replies that (Soph. 265.d.1-4):  

 

 
49 In two passages from the Republic, very close to ane another (R. 532b7 and 525c5), in which μεταστροφή 
means “to turn aside from something into another direction or object”: “μεταστροφῆς ἀπὸ γενέσεως ἐπ' ἀλήθειαν” 
(525c5) and “μεταστροφὴ ἀπὸ τῶν σκιῶν ἐπὶ τὰ εἴδωλα καὶ τὸ φῶς” (532b7). 
50 Stm. 270a1, in which περιαγωγή means “revolution” or circular movement”, and R. 518d4, 518e4, 521c6, in 
which περιαγωγή means, with maybe some varations, the turning around of the soul in its path toward light. 
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Ἐγὼ μὲν ἴσως διὰ τὴν ἡλικίαν πολλάκις ἀμφότερα μεταδοξάζω· νῦν μὴν 
βλέπων εἰς σὲ καὶ ὑπολαμβάνων οἴεσθαί σε κατά γε θεὸν αὐτὰ γίγνεσθαι, 
ταύτῃ καὶ αὐτὸς νενόμικα51.  

 

The notion conveyed here by the verb μεταδοξάζω is clearly that of a change of 

opinion on intellectual matters, not on practical concerns. Such change does not seem to entail 

any external action or consequence that could be witnessed by an external observer. 

Theaetetus says that he “frequently changes his opinion in both ways”, employing the verb in 

the present as referring to an ongoing, unfinished process, not exactly or not only to 

something that has happened or used to happen many times in the past. One could maybe 

suggest that his constant change of mind is more like a permanent state of doubt, a sort of 

hesitation between two equally reasonable ideas. Left to his own sources, Theaetetus is 

incapable of making up his mind on the issue, until something external induces him, at least 

for some time, to adopt one opinion or the other. 

In the present situation, it is the impression he had that the Stranger believes in a 

divine, intelligent cause that pushes him to adopt himself the same view. This implies that, 

although the change here concerns the life of the mind, its cause is not any sort of intellectual 

realization, as in the case of μετανοεῖν, nor does it require a correspondent change in the 

course of one’s action, as it is the case of μεταβουλεύεσθαι. Besides, and despite being a 

change in which one’s emotions are likely to be involved, it does not convey any notion of 

repentance or regret. In any case, the emotional drive leading one to μεταδοξάζειν seems to be 

particularly stressed.  

In fact, in the two occurrences found in the Republic such emotional drive is 

explicitly mentioned and even explained. Having Glaucon first conceded that a guardian 

should be one holding the conviction that only what is most benefitial to the city must the 

pursued, Socrates then moves on to explain on what conditions a guardian would abandon 

such conviction and indulge himself to act otherwhise (412e5 – 413c3):  

 

S: Δοκεῖ δή μοι τηρητέον αὐτοὺς εἶναι ἐν ἁπάσαις ταῖς ἡλικίαις, εἰ 
φυλακικοί εἰσι τούτου τοῦ δόγματος καὶ μήτε γοητευόμενοι μήτε 
βιαζόμενοι ἐκβάλλουσιν ἐπιλανθανόμενοι δόξαν τὴν τοῦ ποιεῖν δεῖν ἃ τῇ 
πόλει βέλτιστα.  
 
G:Τίνα, ἔφη, λέγεις τὴν ἐκβολήν;  
 

 
51 “I, perhaps because I am young, often change from one opinion to the other ; but now, looking at you and 
considering that you think they are created by God, I also adopt that view.” (Loeb Classical Library, Plato II, p. 
447) 
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S: Ἐγώ σοι, ἔφην, ἐρῶ. φαίνεταί μοι δόξα ἐξιέναι ἐκ διανοίας ἢ 
ἑκουσίως ἢ ἀκουσίως, ἑκουσίως μὲν ἡ ψευδὴς τοῦ μεταμανθάνοντος, 
ἀκουσίως δὲ πᾶσα ἡ ἀληθής.  
 
G: Τὸ μὲν τῆς ἑκουσίου, ἔφη, μανθάνω, τὸ δὲ τῆς ἀκουσίου δέομαι 
μαθεῖν.  
 
S: Τί δέ; οὐ καὶ σὺ ἡγῇ, ἔφην ἐγώ, τῶν μὲν ἀγαθῶν ἀκουσίως στέρεσθαι 
τοὺς ἀνθρώπους, τῶν δὲ κακῶν ἑκουσίως; ἢ οὐ τὸ μὲν ἐψεῦσθαι τῆς 
ἀληθείας κακόν, τὸ δὲ ἀληθεύειν ἀγαθόν; ἢ οὐ τὸ τὰ ὄντα δοξάζειν 
ἀληθεύειν δοκεῖ σοι εἶναι;  
 
G: Ἀλλ', ἦ δ' ὅς, ὀρθῶς λέγεις, καί μοι δοκοῦσιν ἄκοντες ἀληθοῦς δόξης 
στερίσκεσθαι.  
 
S: Οὐκοῦν κλαπέντες ἢ γοητευθέντες ἢ βιασθέντες τοῦτο πάσχουσιν;   
 
G: Οὐδὲ νῦν, ἔφη, μανθάνω.  
 
S:Τραγικῶς, ἦν δ' ἐγώ, κινδυνεύω λέγειν. κλαπέντας μὲν γὰρ τοὺς 
μεταπεισθέντας λέγω καὶ τοὺς ἐπιλανθανομένους, ὅτι τῶν μὲν χρόνος, 
τῶν δὲ λόγος ἐξαιρούμενος λανθάνει· νῦν γάρ που μανθάνεις;  
 
G: Ναί.  
 
S: Τοὺς τοίνυν βιασθέντας λέγω οὓς ἂν ὀδύνη τις ἢ ἀλγηδὼν 
μεταδοξάσαι ποιήσῃ.  
 
G: Καὶ τοῦτ', ἔφη, ἔμαθον, καὶ ὀρθῶς λέγεις.  
 
S: Τοὺς μὴν γοητευθέντας, ὡς ἐγᾦμαι, κἂν σὺ φαίης εἶναι οἳ ἂν 
μεταδοξάσωσιν ἢ ὑφ' ἡδονῆς κηληθέντες ἢ ὑπὸ φόβου τι δείσαντες52.  

 
52 S: I think we must observe them at all ages to see whether they are guardians of this conviction and make sure 
that neither compulsion nor magic spells will get them to discard or forget their belief that they must do what is 
best for the city.  
 
G: What do you mean by discarding? 
 
I’ll tell you. I think the discarding of a belief is either voluntary or involuntary—voluntary when one learns that 
the belief is false, involuntary in the case of all true beliefs. 
 
I understand voluntary discarding but not involuntary. 
 
What’s that? Don’t you know that people are voluntarily deprived of bad things, but involuntarily deprived of 
good ones? And isn’t being deceived about the truth a bad thing, while possessing the truth is good? Or don’t 
you think that to believe the things that are is to possess the truth? 
 
That’s right, and I do think that people are involuntarily deprived of true opinions. 
 
But can’t they also be so deprived by theft, magic spells, and compulsion? 
 
Now, I don’t understand again. 
 
I’m afraid I must be talking like a tragic poet! By “the victims of theft” I mean those who are persuaded to 
change their minds or those who forget, because time, in the latter case, and argument, in the former, takes away 
their opinions without their realizing it. Do you understand now? 
 
Yes. 
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When first introducing the topic on how the guardians may abandon the pursuit of 

what is most beneficial to the city, Socrates employs the seemingly generic locution δόξαν 

ἐκβάλλειν, mentioning two ways an opinion could be dismissed or casted out: by violence 

(βιαζόμενοι) or beguilement (γοητευόμενοι). 

The need for further explanation leads him to make a disctintion between the 

voluntary (ἑκουσίως) and the involuntary (ἀκουσίως) dismissal of an opinion. Hence, in order 

to better contrast one’s voluntary motion from lie to truth with the involuntary change in the 

opposite direction, a new verb is introduced: μεταμανθάνω. Ocurring only this once in Plato, 

μεταμανθάνω stands here for the move from lie to truth as the result of “having learned 

otherwise”, i.e. of “having learned better”. Plato does not detail how exactly such act of 

“better learning” may occur, as he seems, as a matter of a fact, much more concerned about 

the opposite move. The two pieces of information we are given concerning its motive 

(knowledge) and target (truth) shall suffice anyway. 

Opposed to this unique way of moving from lie to truth, there are three paths 

leading to the other direction (Socrates now adds a third one to the previous two): “κλαπέντες 

ἢ γοητευθέντες ἢ βιασθέντες”. Socrates unfolds the processes implied and the variations 

admitted in each case, beginning by the verb newly introduced.  

Men may have truth stolen (κλαπέντες) from them, says Socrates, by means of 

time (χρόνος) and discourse (λόγος), i.e. when they become persuaded (μεταπεισθέντας) of 

something false or when they forget (ἐπιλανθανομένους) truths already known. The assumed 

rationality of the process, in the case of “μεταπεισθέντας”, does not guarantte the truth of the 

outcome, although it is clear that persuasion is not only, not even mostly, achieved by rational 

means. As for the forgetting of known truths, it is no doubt a vicissitude of human existence: 

a limit or imperfection imposed by matter on a cognitive faculty. In none of those cases, 

however, Plato uses the verb μεταδοξάζω. 

By contrast, in the case of those lead to change their opinions by means of 

violence (βιασθέντες), no other verb but μεταδοξάζω is employed. Only the subjects of the 

verb qualify this change of opinion: ὀδύνη (pain) and ἀλγηδών (suffering), which are both 

negative, emotional drives. 

 
By “the compelled” I mean those whom pain or suffering causes to change their mind. 
 
I understand that, and you’re right. 
 
The “victims of magic,” I think you’d agree, are those who change their mind because they are under the spell of 
pleasure or fear. 
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The case of those whose conviction has been dismissed by an act of beguilement 

is explained in more detail, by both the verbs and their respective subjects. Again we have 

μεταδοξάζω, of course, but then we are told that they change their opinion (μεταδοξάσωσιν) 

either seduced by pleasure (ὑφ' ἡδονῆς κηληθέντες) or terrified by fear (ὑπὸ φόβου τι 

δείσαντες). Pleasure and pain, fear and suffering – these are all emotional drives within the 

irrational soul inhibiting the well functioning of reason.  

These are most probably the inner voices which, as seen in the first example, 

prevented Theaetetus from consistenly sticking to an opinion. He says he is contantly 

changing his mind (μεταδοξάζω), but he is not changing his mind like would the planets (if 

they did) mentioned by the Athenian in Epin. 982d, i.e. “μεταβουλευόμενον ἄνω καὶ κάτω”. 

Theaetetus’ change is merely internal, not external, and the emotional distress involved 

concerns always the present (the moment of doubt) – a present disconnect from both the 

future and the past, with no necessary change in the course of action, either taken in the past 

or to be taken in the future. Theatetus lacks that precise and one thing by virtue of which, as 

we have seen above, even the heavenly bodies can be said to be rational souls: the μεγίστη 

ἀνάγκη whose normative influx allows one, firstly, to unify his thoughts and, hopefully later, 

also his actions.  

What has been said by Theaetetus is only partly applicable to the guardians in the 

Republic. For here, too, we have the emotional drive, clearly pointed out and explained, but 

the second feature, the absence of external consequences, cannot the taken for granted. Quite 

the contrary, is it most likely that their change of opinion, in the case of the guardians, will 

deeply influence their future behavior, this being the sole reason why Socrates is concerned 

about it. The whole discussion, however, remains too generic and, in the end, entirely 

hypothecial for any palpable consequence to be devised. This lead us to conclude that the 

notion of a change in attitude following from an initial change of opinion, although 

pragmatically inferred from Rep. 412e5 – 413c3, is not part of the meaning encoded by the 

verb nor a necessary entailment associated with it.  

Just like μετανοεῖν, μεταδοξάζειν is not the result of a methodic effort, at least not 

from the part of those actually changing their minds. It can be the outcome of an external, 

calculated action (as in the Republic) or of the random movement of one’s emotions 

(Theaetetus). In both cases, the subject is rather passive than active. This feature is common 

to all verbs Plato uses to describe the involuntary change of opinion: μεταπείθομαι, 

ἐπιλανθάνομαι and, finally, μεταδοξάζω. All those verbs stand in opposition to μεταμανθάνω, 

by which the voluntary change of mind is described as the result of one’s knowing better. 
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2.5 Μεταμέλειν 
 

In the dialogue Phaedo (113e6 – 114a4), Socrates concludes his discussion with 

Simmias and Cebes about the immortality of the soul by providing a mythical account of the 

afterlife. He says: 

 
οἳ δ' ἂν ἰάσιμα μὲν μεγάλα δὲ δόξωσιν ἡμαρτηκέναι ἁμαρτήματα, οἷον 
πρὸς πατέρα ἢ μητέρα ὑπ' ὀργῆς βίαιόν τι πράξαντες, καὶ μεταμέλον 
αὐτοῖς τὸν ἄλλον βίον βιῶσιν, ἢ ἀνδροφόνοι τοιούτῳ τινὶ ἄλλῳ τρόπῳ 
γένωνται, τούτους δὲ ἐμπεσεῖν μὲν εἰς τὸν Τάρταρον ἀνάγκη (...)53 
 
 

 Those who committed appeasable but serious crimes have to endure some time in 

the Tartarus, even after a life lived in repentance. Their repentance or regret is enough to give 

them a small chance in the afterlife, but it was certainly impotent to change anything during 

their lifetime. If we had to define the act of μεταμέλειν as described in the passage above in 

terms of a change, it would be that of a change which can no longer take place, and which 

therefore leaves only the grievingly longing for what could have been, but never was. As in 

the case of μετανοεῖν, μεταμέλειν is something that one only does when it is already too late. 

And just as μεταβουλεύεσθαι, it is something related to action, but not, however, to an action 

to be taken in the future. It is the past that concerns those to whom something μεταμέλει.  

The sort of later realization conveyed by μεταμέλειν does not concern, strictly 

speaking, neither intellectual nor pragmatical matters, although it may involve, accidentally, 

any of those aspects. Μεταμέλειν is above all a moral concern, i.e. a concern pertaining to the 

duties and expectations men have towards one another and also towards oneselves. Such an 

enrootment in a world of shared values mediating the interest others may take in someone’s 

μεταμέλεια was absent, or at least not particularly stressed, in the case of μεταδοξάζω. 

Whereas in the passage from Phaedo above the collective interest (another men’s 

eyes) was represented by the notion of a hypothetical judgment taking place in the afterlife, in 

the following passage from Socrates’ Apology (38e4) the scenario is an actual judgment in 

which every Athenian citizen is invited to take a stand, as they did by sentencing Socrates to 

death. After having been found guilty and condemned to death, Socrates then resumes his 

discourse just to state his conviction that the result would have been a different one, had he 

acted in his defense so as to please the audience:  

 
53 “Those who are deemed to have committed great but curable crimes, such as doing violence to their father or 
mother in a fit of temper but who have felt remorse for the rest of their lives, or who have killed someone in a 
similar manner, these must of necessity be thrown into Tartarus (…)”. Plato, Complete Works, 1997, pp.96-97. 
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ἀλλ' οὔτε τότε ᾠήθην δεῖν ἕνεκα τοῦ κινδύνου πρᾶξαι οὐδὲν 
ἀνελεύθερον, οὔτε νῦν μοι μεταμέλει οὕτως ἀπολογησαμένῳ, ἀλλὰ πολὺ 
μᾶλλον αἱροῦμαι ὧδε ἀπολογησάμενος τεθνάναι ἢ ἐκείνως ζῆν 
 

 

Although Socrates could have saved his life by doing otherwise, he does not 

regret having defended himself the way he did. Just as in the previous example, is it already 

too late for regret, but that is not the point. Socrates’ condemnation is not an unintended 

consequence of his acts, but a conscient, voluntary choice of the lesser of two evils. There is 

no room for regret, i.e. for μεταμέλειν.  

Such lack of repentance from the part of Socrates in face of defeat and social 

reproach requires personal, moral standards which are independent of both social constraint 

and subjective interest. That is to say it requires a sort of objective knowledge of what is just 

and unjust, which in the end just stresses Socrates’ uniqueness. In Gorgias 471b6-7 we find 

the diametrically opposed example of Archelaus, in the account of his rise to power given by 

Polus. Polus aims at proving to Socrates that unjust men can not only be happy, but even the 

happiest of all, and for that he summarizes Archelaus’ ascent from slavery to kingship in the 

course of a series of heinous crimes, after which, says Polus, “καὶ ταῦτα ἀδικήσας ἔλαθεν 

ἑαυτὸν ἀθλιώτατος γενόμενος καὶ οὐ μετεμέλησεν αὐτῷ”54.  

The attempt at mockery is clear and quite symptomatic, for it betrays the utter 

subjectivism implied by Polus. By stating that Archelaus didn’t realize he had become a most 

unhappy man, and therefore didn’t repent, Polus is assuming unhappiness (and of course 

happiness) to be entirely subjective and never bound by objective criteria. Here again, as we 

have seen in Socrates’ Apology, social boundaries have been trespassed, and collective 

morality disregarded, all this, however, in favour of a more immediate, palpable criterion of 

happiness: individual success. The rather subjective character of the criterion itself seems to 

turn true remorse or repentance very unlikely in this case, if not completely impossible. What 

seems still possible, in cases such as Archelaus, is some sort of regret, not exactly repentance 

of remorse. 

In Prot. 356d6, Socrates is once more arguing for objective morality and against 

the view equating good to pleasure and evil to pain. Basing his case on a quantitave metaphor, 

Socrates asks Protagoras:  

 

 
54 “And although he’s committed these crimes, he remains unaware of how “miserable” he’s become, and feels 
no remorse either.” Complete Works.  
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Εἰ οὖν ἐν τούτῳ ἡμῖν ἦν τὸ εὖ πράττειν, ἐν τῷ τὰ μὲν μεγάλα μήκη καὶ 
πράττειν καὶ λαμβάνειν, τὰ δὲ σμικρὰ καὶ φεύγειν καὶ μὴ πράττειν, τίς ἂν 
ἡμῖν σωτηρία ἐφάνη τοῦ βίου; ἆρα ἡ μετρητικὴ τέχνη ἢ ἡ τοῦ φαινομένου 
δύναμις; ἢ αὕτη μὲν ἡμᾶς ἐπλάνα καὶ ἐποίει ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω πολλάκις 
μεταλαμβάνειν ταὐτὰ καὶ μεταμέλειν καὶ ἐν ταῖς πράξεσιν καὶ ἐν ταῖς 
αἱρέσεσιν τῶν μεγάλων τε καὶ σμικρῶν (…)55 

 

In the three instances of μεταμέλειν previously discussed, the act of repenting 

referred to a punctual moment in which either a much larger duration – such as the entirety of 

a lifetime – or another punctual action was assessed and judged. Here we have both, for the 

image of a wasted, unhappy life is conveyed in terms of a series of repented actions and 

choices. The fact that μεταμέλειν often occurs in contexts where happiness is the subject of 

discussion emphasizes its gravity as something impacting one’s whole personality, if not the 

entirety of one’s life. The three occurrences found in the Phaedro, however, seem to show a 

much less dramatic picture of μεταμέλειν. Since two of these occurrences (262e4 and 264a2) 

are actually quotations of a previous one (231a2), in which, on its turn, we also find the verb 

μεταγιγνώσκειν, we shall take advantage of such direct contrast and discuss these two verbs 

together in the following section. 

 

 

2.6 Μεταγιγνώσκειν 
 
 

The verb μεταγιγνώσκειν occurs only once in the platonic Corpus (Phdr. 231.a.4), 

right in the beginning of Lysias’ speech, which Phaedrus started reading to Socrates. The 

speech is written in the form of a letter addressed to a hypothetical young man who refuses his 

favors to Lysias. The refusal is presumably based on the fact that Lysias has openly confessed 

not to be in love with the boy. The speech therefore aims at convincing this boy that those 

who don’t love him are far worthier lovers than those who actually love him. It says: 

  
Περὶ μὲν τῶν ἐμῶν πραγμάτων ἐπίστασαι, καὶ ὡς νομίζω συμφέρειν ἡμῖν 
γενομένων τούτων ἀκήκοας· ἀξιῶ δὲ μὴ διὰ τοῦτο ἀτυχῆσαι ὧν δέομαι, 
ὅτι οὐκ ἐραστὴς ὤν σου τυγχάνω. ὡς ἐκείνοις μὲν τότε μεταμέλει ὧν ἂν 
εὖ ποιήσωσιν, ἐπειδὰν τῆς ἐπιθυμίας παύσωνται· τοῖς δὲ οὐκ ἔστι χρόνος 
ἐν ᾧ μεταγνῶναι προσήκει. οὐ γὰρ ὑπ' ἀνάγκης ἀλλ' ἑκόντες, ὡς ἂν 

 
55  “If then our well-being depended upon this, doing and choosing large things, avoiding and not doing the small 
ones, what would we see as our salvation in life? Would it be the art of measurement or the power of 
appearance? While the power of appearance often makes us wander all over the place in confusion, often 
changing our minds about the same things and regretting our actions and choices with respect to things large and 
small (…)”. Complete Works.  
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ἄριστα περὶ τῶν οἰκείων βουλεύσαιντο, πρὸς τὴν δύναμιν τὴν αὑτῶν εὖ 
ποιοῦσιν.56 
                                                                 Phr. 230e6 – 231a6 
 
 

The first thing to notice here is the contrast between “μεταμέλει” and 

“μεταγνῶναι”. Those who love regret the good things they have done to their lovers, once the 

initial desire is satisfied, while those who don’t love, don’t. This would suggest we are 

dealing with synonyms, or at least with close related verbs, and in fact Édouard des Places’ 

Lexique points in such direction57. This is also the interpretation made by Ficino58, who was 

closely followed by Stephanus59: both translated “μεταμέλει” and “μεταγνῶναι” to 

“poenitere”. 

And indeed, just as μεταμέλει, μεταγνῶναι conveys the idea of a change of mind 

related to something done (not thought) in the past (not the future): a regret, a repentance etc. 

As we have seen with μετανοεῖν, this is also something that only happens when it is already 

too late. And again, like “μεταμέλει”, “μεταγνῶναι” is a pathos, something experienced or felt, 

not an intellectual realization or insight, as it is the case of “μετανοεῖν”.  

The question then raises itself whether these two verbs are really employed here 

as mere synonyms –  in which case the stylistic need for variation, on the the part of Lysias, 

would maybe be sufficient to explain the use of  “μεταγνῶναι” in the second place – or not. 

The use of “βουλεύσαιντο” in the following period, I think, offers us a hint.  

Lysias says that all lovers repent (“μεταμέλει”) once their desire has ceased, since 

they have acted by necessity or compulsion, whereas it is never the case, for those not in love, 

to “μεταγνῶναι”, since they acted voluntarily (“ἑκόντες”), after deliberating (“βουλεύσαιντο” ) 

on their best interest. Here we can see that the act of μεταγνῶναι would require a change of 

mind related to one’s previous deliberation or plan. This creates a connection with the future 

which is absent (or at least not stressed) in the case of μεταμέλει. In this particular regard, 

μεταγνῶναι would be closer to μεταβουλεύεσθαι, although also sharing some common notions 

with μεταμέλει. 
 

56 “You understand my situation: I’ve told you how good it would be for us, in my opinion, if this worked out. In 
any case, I don’t think I should lose the chance to get what I am asking for, merely because I don’t happen 
to be in love with you. A man in love will wish he had not done you any favors once his desire dies down, but 
the time will never come for a man who’s not in love to change his mind. That is because the favors he does for 
you are not forced but voluntary; and he does the best that he possibly can for you, just as he would for his own 
business.” (Complete Works, 1997, p. 511) 
57 Op. cit., p. 337. 
58 “Nam amatores cum primum libidinem expleverunt, collati beneficii poenitet: eos vero qui amore irretiti non 
sunt, nos est cur poenitere conveniat unquam.” (Divini Platonis Opera Omnia, Franciscum le Preux, 1590).   
59 “(...) ut quum amatores libidine expleverint, collate beneficii eos tandem poeniteat: at iis qui amore minime se 
dedirerint, proprium est atque peculiare ut nullum tempus poenitentiae consentanuem sibi esse arbitrentur”. 
(Platonis opera quae extant omnia, 1598) 
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2.7 Μετατίθεσθαι  
 
 

In the active voice, the verb μετατίθημι bore the primary meaning of “put among, 

put between or put next to”60, in accordance with the original meaning of the preposition 

μετά61. It could also convey the idea of a change in position or local motion, caused either by 

the displacement of an object to another spot or by the replacement of an object for another. 

Out of the context of physical movement, therefore already in a clearly figurative employ, it 

meant any sort of beneficial change or improvement. 

The general idea of change was retained in the middle voice, to which a more 

specific sense was added: that of a change in discourse, when rephrasing what was previously 

said or taking one’s words back. As for the particular notion we are discussing here, that of 

change of mind, it is attested in Herodotus (7.18.15): “Ἐπεὶ δὲ δαιμονίη τις γίνεται ὁρμή, καὶ 

Ἕλληνας, ὡς ἔοικε, φθορή τις καταλαμβάνει θεήλατος, ἐγὼ μὲν καὶ αὐτὸς τρέπομαι καὶ τὴν 

γνώμην μετατίθεμαι.”62 

In the Corpus Platonicum, μετατίθημι occurs twenty-five times in eleven different 

works63. Encompassing a wide range of meanings, these occurrences indeed provide a good 

picture of the semantic derivation of the verb μετατίθημι. In its two occurrences in the 

Symposium, i.e. in the passage where Aristophanes tells how Zeus, having taken pity on 

them, “μετατίθησιν αὐτῶν τὰ αἰδοῖα εἰς τὸ πρόσθεν64”, μετατίθημι conveys merely the idea of 

local motion. The same happens a few lines ahead, where Aristophanes again employs 

μετατίθημι, but now in the aorist: “μετέθηκέ τε οὖν οὕτω αὐτῶν εἰς τὸ πρόσθεν”.  

It is worth noticing in the examples above the consistent employ of the active 

voice when referring to a physical, not metaphorical, change in position. In Cra. 432a1 we 

find another and yet curiously different instance of this use:  

 
Ἔστι ταῦτα. ἀλλ' ὁρᾷς, ὦ Σώκρατες, ὅταν ταῦτα  τὰ γράμματα, τό τε 
ἄλφα καὶ τὸ βῆτα καὶ ἕκαστον τῶν στοιχείων, τοῖς ὀνόμασιν ἀποδιδῶμεν 
τῇ γραμματικῇ τέχνῃ, ἐάν τι ἀφέλωμεν ἢ προσθῶμεν ἢ μεταθῶμέν τι, 

 
60 Bailly, p.566. 
61 Chantraine, pp. 689-690; Boisacq, pp. 629-630. Cf. Supra.  
62 “But since there is some divine motivation, and it seems that the gods mark Hellas for destruction, I myself 
change and correct my judgment.” (A. D. Godley, 1920). Available at: 
http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0016.tlg001.perseus-grc1:7.18.3. Last access: 13/03/2018. 
63 Cra. 384d2-5, 384d7, 384d8, 432a1; Tht. 197b3; Stm. 278d4, 297e4; Smp. 191b6, 191b9; Thg. 122c8; Lch. 
199d1; Grg. 493c5, 493d1; R.345b8, 334e5, 334e9; Min. 316c1; L. 889e8, 889e9, 683b4, 835b7, 903d6, 904a2; 
Ltr. 343b3.  
64 Changed their genitals to the front. 
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<οὐ> γέγραπται μὲν ἡμῖν τὸ ὄνομα, οὐ μέντοι ὀρθῶς, ἀλλὰ τὸ παράπαν 
οὐδὲ γέγραπται (...)65 
 
 

It could hardly be the case that the rewriting of a name in a different way would 

require any physical movement from the part of the letters. The change itself, however, is of 

course real, but the image of a physical move, by means of which the idea of change is 

conveyed, is imaginary. It is a move taking place in the space at once created and inhabited by 

the written language. Although the reference is no longer a physical, local motion, the sense 

depicting a move in a space is retained, and with it also the active voice.  

By contrast, in Cra. 384d2-5, the act of putting a name on something (“ὅτι ἄν τίς 

τῳ θῆται ὄνομα”) and later change it (“καὶ ἂν αὖθίς γε ἕτερον μεταθῆται”) is rendered by 

Cratylus through the passive voice. In the example supporting his statement that names are 

arbitrary and have no ground in nature, Cratylus opposes the middle and the passive voices, in 

reference, respectively, to the  agent and the patient of the action: “ὥσπερ τοῖς οἰκέταις ἡμεῖς 

μετατιθέμεθα [οὐδὲν ἧττον τοῦτ' εἶναι ὀρθὸν τὸ μετατεθὲν τοῦ πρότερον κειμένου]”66. Both the 

context and passive voice suggest here a more abstract idea of change, i.e. a change that is not 

conceived as a sort of local, physical motion.  

It could be argued that “putting a name on something”, being afterall a transitive 

action, in fact evokes the idea of movement, and maybe even of a physical one. For that to be 

true, however, we would have to take the datives in “ὅτι ἄν τίς τῳ θῆται ὄνομα” and “τοῖς 

οἰκέταις ἡμεῖς μετατιθέμεθα” as one of the objects, along with “ὄνομα”, of the verb 

μετατίθεσθαι. But the very fact that “τοῖς οἰκέταις” stands alone for the word “ὄνομα”, which 

is not mentioned but only implied, suggests, on the contrary, that the dative should be 

understood as the complement of “ὄνομα”, whose mention has become unnecessary once its 

natural complement was provided. In Greek, the word “ὄνομα” requires a complement either 

in the dative or in the genitive. In the genitive when accompanied by the article (τὸ ὄνομά 

μου), and in the dative whenever the article is omitted (ὄνομά μοι). According to this reading, 

the act of θέσθαι and μεταθέσθαι ὄνομά τινι could be better translated as “cast and recast the 

name of something”. 

The second meaning of μεταθέσθαι, as previously mentioned, is exclusively 

metalinguistic: it refers to the discourse itself, and only indirectly to the subject matter. This 

 
65 “That’s right. But you see, Socrates, when we assign ‘a’, ‘b’, and each of the other letters to names by using 
the craft of grammar, if we add, subtract, or transpose a letter, we don’t simply write the name incorrectly, we 
don’t write it at all, for it immediately becomes a different name (…)”.  (Complete Works, 1997, p.148) 
66 “For example, when we give names to our domestic slaves, the new ones are as correct as the old.” (Op. cit., 
p.103) 
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can be seen in R. 334e5 – 335a2, where, after having agreed with Socrates that some may take 

a friend for a foe and vice-versa, and that, as consequence, they warm their friends and benefit 

their enemies, Polemarchus reassess his first definition of friend and enemy: 

 
Καὶ μάλα, ἔφη, οὕτω συμβαίνει. ἀλλὰ μεταθώμεθα· κινδυνεύομεν γὰρ 
οὐκ ὀρθῶς τὸν φίλον καὶ ἐχθρὸν θέσθαι. 
 
Πῶς θέμενοι, ὦ Πολέμαρχε;  
 
Τὸν δοκοῦντα χρηστόν, τοῦτον φίλον εἶναι.  
 
Νῦν δὲ πῶς, ἦν δ' ἐγώ, μεταθώμεθα;  
 
Τὸν δοκοῦντά τε, ἦ δ' ὅς, καὶ τὸν ὄντα χρηστὸν φίλον· τὸν δὲ δοκοῦντα 
μέν, ὄντα δὲ μή, δοκεῖν ἀλλὰ μὴ εἶναι φίλον. καὶ περὶ τοῦ ἐχθροῦ δὲ ἡ 
αὐτὴ θέσις.67  

 

Polemarchus’ purpose in rephrasing his first definition is quite clear: he wants to 

keep and save his concept of justice (“to benefit one’s friends and to warm one’s enemies”), 

the real subject matter here at discussion. Thus, his rephrasing does not imply any substantial 

change in opinion or attitude, quite the contrary. It’s rather a small qualification than a real 

change of definition. By adding this caveat (“τὸν ὄντα χρηστὸν φίλον”) to his former 

definition (“Τὸν δοκοῦντα χρηστόν”), he makes even clearer his (already implied) equating of 

essence with appearance. 

And finally, in Grg. 493c3-d3, we have the sole occurrence of μεταθέσθαι bearing 

the idea of a moral and intellectual change. In response to Callicles’ statement that justice and 

virtue can only be achievied by indulging all pleasures and desires, never refraining oneself 

from anything, Socrates entertains him with a tale (of a quite pythagoric flavor, and which in 

fact he attributes to certain Italian or Sicilian story-teller) on the afterlife. After finishing the 

tale, Socrates checks the effect it had on Callicles:  

 
ταῦτ' ἐπιεικῶς μέν ἐστιν ὑπό τι ἄτοπα, δηλοῖ μὴν ὃ ἐγὼ βούλομαί σοι 
ἐνδειξάμενος, ἐάν πως οἷός τε ὦ, πεῖσαι μεταθέσθαι, ἀντὶ τοῦ ἀπλήστως 
καὶ ἀκολάστως ἔχοντος βίου τὸν κοσμίως καὶ τοῖς ἀεὶ παροῦσιν ἱκανῶς 
καὶ ἐξαρκούντως ἔχοντα βίον ἑλέσθαι. ἀλλὰ πότερον πείθω τί σε καὶ 
μετατίθεσθαι εὐδαιμονεστέρους εἶναι τοὺς κοσμίους τῶν ἀκολάστων, ἢ 
οὐδ' ἂν ἄλλα πολλὰ τοιαῦτα μυθολογῶ, οὐδέν τι μᾶλλον μεταθήσῃ; 68 

 
67 “That certainly follows. But let’s change our definition, for it seems that we didn’t define friends and enemies 
correctly. How did we define them, Polemarchus? We said that a friend is someone who is believed to be useful. 
And how are we to change that now? Someone who is both believed to be useful and is useful is a friend; 
someone who is believed to be useful but isn’t, is believed to be a friend but isn’t. And the same for the enemy.” 
(Complete Works, p. 979) 
68 “This account is on the whole a bit strange; but now that I’ve shown it to you, it does make clear what I want 
to persuade you to change your mind about if I can: to choose the orderly life, the life that is adequate to and 
satisfied with its circumstances at any given time instead of the insatiable, undisciplined life. Do I persuade you 
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Socrates first states that he wants (“βούλομαί”) to persuade (πεῖσαι) Callicles to 

change (μεταθέσθαι) and choose (ἑλέσθαι) an orderly life instead of an insatiable one. At first 

sight, the change here implied would be primarily moral, pointing directly to an attitude, a 

choice to be made. The intellectual basis of such change, however, is clarified in the 

following question, where Socrates asks whether he is been successful or not in persuading 

Callicles that ordered men are happier than the undisciplined ones. The object here subjected 

to change is the notion of happiness itself, not any practical decision of attitude, and the verb 

“μετατίθεσθαι” in the durative aspect, contrasting with the aorist “μεταθέσθαι” above, shows 

that the change Socrates is talking about now leads not to a punctual act, but to a permanent 

state of “seeing things in a certain way”. 

 

   

 
2.8 Ἀνατιθέναι 
 
 

As an adverb, ἀνά means “up” or “upwards” (ἄνω), in a clear binary opposition to 

κατά/κάτω (“down”, “downwards”).  This primary spacial signification and the opposition it 

entails will ever remain a nuclear basis of its meaning in every stage of its semantic 

derivation.  

Nevertheless, if we consider the use of ἀνά as a preposition in Attic prose, we find 

it only in certain fixed expressions with a complement in the accusative, such as “ἀνὰ τὰ ὄρη” 

(throughout the hills), “ἀνὰ τὸν ποταμόν” (along the river) and “ἀνὰ πᾶσαν τὴν ἡμέραν” 

(during the entire day). Curiously enough, similar expressions are found (and indeed more 

frequently found) where, instead of ἀνά and accusative, we have κατά and accusative: “κατὰ 

τὸν ποταμόν” (along the river) and “κατὰ γῆν καὶ κατὰ θάλατταν” (through land and sea). 

These last and the above expressions with ἀνά are very close in meaning, practically 

synonyms, and one could hardly spot the opposition between ἀνά and κατά by looking at 

them. Each expression equally denotes either the idea of movement or duration69, depending 

on whether it refers to space or time, , or even any difference whatsoever. The opposition, 

 
at all, and are you changing your mind to believe that those who are orderly are happier than those who are 
undisciplined,or, even if I tell you many other such stories, will you change it none the more for that?” 
(Complete Works, p. 836) 
69 We are ignoring some other similarities, like κατὰ κράτος and ἀνὰ κράτος. 
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however, was still extant, as we can see from their use as preverbs, for instance, in ἀναβαίνω 

and καταβαίνω. So what happened with the preposition ἀνά? 

In Homer, the preposition ἀνά70 is found with all three cases, although in a very 

uneven distribution. With a complement in the genitive, it is found only in the Odissey, 

“always with the word ‘ship’” and “the verb βαίνειν”, as in “ἀνὰ νηὸς ἔβην71” (Od. 9.177).  

Displayed in seven different occurrences, the dative is more attested than the 

genitive, says Luraghi, and yet just as (un)productive, since it seems related to certain 

formulaic expressions appearing at the end of the verses. In any case, the meaning conveyed 

by ἀνά + dative in such passages is either location, as in “εὗδε (…) ἀνὰ Γαργάρῳ ἄκρῳ72” (Il. 

14.352) or direction: “ἅρματα δ' ἂμ βωμοῖσι τίθει73” (Il. 8. 441). In its locative use, ἀνά + 

dative was very close to ἐπί + dat, which was however way more productive. This in fact 

would cause ἀνά + dative to disappear in the long run. Nonethelles, Luraghi points to a 

nuance peculiar to ἀνά, and one quite relevant to the present study: the fact that ἀνά 

“inherently implies motion”, “even with the dative and verbs of rest”. In other words, the use 

of ἀνά + dative, says Luraghi, does not merely depicted a static situation, but rather presented 

it as the endpoint of an implied movement74. 

The same idea of movement is of course retained by accusative, but here the focus 

is on the trajectory itself, not the final result: “ἀνά θ' ἅρματα (…) ἔβαινον75” (Od. 3.492). 

Once again, even this directive meaning of ἀνά + accusative would be lately overtaken by ἐπί 

+ accusative, which, by the way, had already ocurred in Homer as well76.  

Finally, the most common use of ἀνά + accusative which managed to make its 

way from Homeric to Classical times is the one we find in certain spatial and temporal 

expressions. These are the expressions like those we mentioned in the beginning, whose 

similitude with κατά + accusative seemed quite striking. So, for instance, in the passage 

 
70 All we have to say about ἀνὰ is based mostly on Luraghi (2003) and, when indicated, on Bortone (2010). 
71 “I went on board of the ship”, as Luraghi (Op. cit., p. 188) translates it. On the opinion of some other scholars, 
according to which here and in the other two passages (Od. 2.416 and15.284) where ἀνά + accusative is found, 
ἀνά is not to understood as a preposition, but  rather as a preverb in tmese, Luraghi says “there are no 
clear occurrences of anabaínein with a genitive complement, either in Homer, or in later Greek. On the other 
hand, prepositional phrases with aná and the genitive are found in some inscriptions from Southern Italy.” (2003, 
p. 345) 
72 “he was sleeping on topmost Gargarus” (Op. cit., p.188). 
73 “he set the car upon a stand” (Op. cit., loc. cit.). 
74 This is Luraghi’s point of contention with the Liddell and Scott dictionary, according to which ἀνά + dative 
does not convey “any notion of movement”. 
75 “they mounted on the car” (Op. cit., p.190). 
76 “As for prepositions of location in the upper area of the referent object, Greek loses the difference between the 
superlative ἀνά “lever un objet sur un plan incline” (…) and the once just superessive ἐπί which indicated rest on 
a place. Directional uses of ἐπί appear even in Homer: ‘[ἑκατόμβην] ἐπὶ βωμὸν ἄγων’ (Il. 1.440) 
‘dragging onto the altar the sacrificial animals’”  (Bortone, 2010, p.162) 
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“Ἀτρεΐδης δ' ἀν' ὅμιλον ἐφοίτα πολλὰ κελεύων· ὦ φίλοι ἀνέρες ἔστε”77 (Il. 5. 528-9), how the 

use of ἀνά + accusative differs or would differ from a hypothetical use of κατά + accusative? 

“As they are originally opposed because they denote two opposite directions 

of motion”, says Luraghi78, “aná and katá developed a further opposition, based on 

exhaustiveness vs. non-exhaustiveness of motion”. A quotation take from Ebeling79 clarifies 

what she meant here by “exhaustiveness”: “a beggar who begs anà ástu stops in sequence at 

each house, begging katà ástu, on the other hand, he walks around approaching some doors 

and skipping others” (Op.cit., 191).  

An exhaustive motion, therefore, is one which goes through all points along a 

certain line, so to speak, without skiping anyone. So, in the passage from the Iliad quoted 

above, she concludes, “Agamemnon (…) is depicted as moving among his companions and 

addressing each of them, rather than just talking randomly to a few.” 

Such notion of exhaustiveness is sometimes stressed by πᾶς, πᾶσα, πᾶν, as in 

following the passage from Herodotus (2.111.3): “Ἀναθήματα δὲ ἀποφυγὼν τὴν πάθην τῶν 

ὀφθαλμῶν ἄλλα τε ἀνὰ τὰ ἱρὰ πάντα τὰ λόγιμα ἀνέθηκε80”. The same kind of emphasis is 

found in the fixed expressions with ἀνά + accusative (“ἀνὰ τὸν ποταμόν”, “ἀνὰ πᾶσαν τὴν 

ἡμέραν” ) still extant in Attic prose, although the nuance it conveyed in opposition to κατά + 

accusative was most probably much less evident or maybe already completely ignored. That 

sense of exhautiveness, says Luraghi (p.196), is still found in Xenophon, for instance, in the 

expression ἀνὰ κράτος (“up to the full strength”), but she doubts whether that contrast 

between ἀνά and κατά was actually known to Xenophon or merely due to his readness to 

employ dialectal forms. Whatever may have been the case with regard to Xenophon, it seems 

reasonable to expect the merely distributive meaning of ἀνά + accusative – in expressions 

such as “ἀνὰ πᾶσαν ἡμέρην” (Hdt. 2.37.130) and “ἀνὰ πᾶν ἔτος” (Hdt. I. 136), which Bailly 

translates as “chaque jour” and “chaque année”, or even more clearly in “ἀνὰ μέρος” (“by 

turns”, Arist.Pol.1287a17) and “ἀνὰ ἑκατὸν” (“in groups of one hundred”, Xen. Anab. 5.4.12) 

– to have competed with and in the end undermined the opposition between exhaustive and 

non-exhaustive motion. 

 
77 “and the son of Atreus ranged throughout the throng with many words of command: ‘My friends, be men!” 
(Luraghi, Op. cit., p.192). 
78 Op. cit., loc. cit. 
79 Lexicon Homericum. Leipzig: Teubner. “Mendicus anà ástu mendicans ordine ad singulas aedes accedit; katà 
ástu autem hic illic vagus alias adit fores, alias preaterit”.  
80 “most worthy of mention among the many offerings which he dedicated in all the noteworthy temples for his 
deliverance from blindness are ...”. (Luraghi, Op. cit., 194).  
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In composition at least, the opposition was still there, but in terms of the primary, 

adverbial meaning of “motion upwards” and “motion downward”, which can be found, as we 

already mentioned, in verbs denoting movement such as ἀναβαίνω (walk up), καταβαίνω 

(walk dow), κατανεύω (nod down in assent) and ἀνανεύω. From ἀνανεύω, a verb denoting the 

upward movement of one’s head when showing disagreement or refusal (the equivalent of 

“no” in Greek body language), a new notion of stop or recending movement, suggests 

Chantraine81, might have evolved, as we see in ἀναχωρῶ (withdraw) and ἀναδύομαι (shrink 

back), for example82. In ἀναβλαστάνω (grow up again), ἀναβιόω (come to life again), 

ἀναγεννάω (regenerate) ἀνά conveys the notion of repetition, of something “started over”. 

The inchoative meaning is found is verbs such as ἀνευρίσκω (find out, discover), ἀνερωτάω 

(raise a question) and ἀναβοάω (raise a shout), in which the effort to start the action is 

particularly stressed. In the verb ἀνακρίνω (examine closely), ἀνά adds to the intensity of the 

action, in a fashion quite similar to the notion of exhaustiveness addressed before. In 

ἀναγιγνώσκω (“know certainly”, “know again”, and later “read”) we have the intensity 

stressed by both ἀνά and the suffix σκω. The interesting feature of ἀναγιγνώσκω is that it 

could also mean “persuade, convince” in the ionic dialect, just like ἀναπείθω. 

On its turn, the verb ἀνατίθημι developed a variety of different meanings from the 

general notion of “putting upon” or “putting over”, spreading itself throught almost all 

semantic range of ἀνά itself. In a more physical context, ἀνατίθημι could refer to the gesture 

of “handing up” an offer or sacrifice (ἀνάθηνα ἀνάθεμα) to the gods, as well as to the act of 

having something or someone suspended from a high place, like a precipice. The thing layed 

upon could bear either positive or negative connotations. It could be a burden, for instance, 

and not necessarily a physical one. In the last case, the whole idea of “laying upon” would be 

only methaphorical, related to the notion of authorship or guilt, from where we get the 

meanings of “to charge an accusation against someone” and also of “to attribute the making of 

something to someone”. There are also instances in which ἀνατίθημι refers to some sort of 

receding movement83, which in the end is not fat from notion of “retract one’s opinion” 

conveyed exclusively by the middle voice ἀνατίθεμαι, whose occurrences in Plato we shall 

henceforth discuss. 

 

 
81 Op., cit., p.82. 
82 According to the Liddell and Scott (p.98), however, “the notion of back, backwards, in ἀναχωρέω, ἀνανεύω 
etc. seems to come from such phrases as ἀνὰ ῥόον up, i.e. against, the stream”.  
83 I quote here the exemple provided by LSJ: “put 
back, τί γὰρ παρ᾽ ἦμαρ ἡμέρα τέρπειν ἔχει, προσθεῖσα κἀναθεῖσα τοῦ γε κατθανεῖν; pushing us forward 
or moving us back on the verge of death, S.Aj. 476. 
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2.8.1 Ἀνατίθεσθαι in Plato  
 

The twenty-five84 ocurrences of the lexeme ἀνατίθημι in Plato cut across all 

previously discussed meanings of the verb, with however one remarkable difference: the 

middle voice is employed exclusively with the meaning of “retract one’s opinion”, while all 

other senses only appear in the active voice. The use of the middle voice, in the case of the 

meaning here discussed, is of course no surprise, but the consistent refusal to phrase any of 

the other meanings in the passive or middle voices seems to point to some sort of special 

marking secluding one particular sense from all the others. The fact that the middle voice and 

the sense it exclusively conveys, accounting on its own for ten85 of the occurences, is way 

more productive than any of the other active employs and meanings86 is another pointer in the 

same direction. A brief look on the occurrences of ἀνατίθημι may allow us, later on, a better 

grasp of ἀνατίθεμαι. 

The meaning of “making an offer or sacrifice to the gods” (Ἀναθήματα), which we 

came across when discussing Homer and Herodotus87, is also, in Plato, the most attested 

among all the possible meanings of ἀνατίθημι, comprising all occurrences in the Laws88 and 

the ones in Critias89 and the Republic90.  

 
84 The morphological search tool provided by Diogenes actually enlists twenty-six occurrences. Nevertheless, 
we decided to excluded Rep.545a5, in which the form “ἀντιθῶμεν”, in “ἵνα τὸν ἀδικώτατον ἰδόντες ἀντιθῶμεν 
τῷ δικαιοτάτῳ” (“so that, having seen the most unjust, we may compare it with the most just one”), stands for 
the aorist subjuntive of the verb ἀντιτίθημι (set against, contrast, compare etc.), not the present subjunctive of 
ἀνατίθημι. Note that, even if we take ἀντιθῶμεν as an instance of ἀνατίθημι, it is not possible to assign to it the 
notion of change of mind of opinion, a sense only conveyed by the middle voice.  
85 Phd. 87a2; Hppr. 229e4, 229e5,230a4, 230a8; Chrm. 164d1; Prt. 354e8; Grg. 461d3, 462a3; Men. 89d4.  
86 Symp.198e1, 198e5; IAlc.118e6, 129a3; Chrm.164d5, 164e4, 165a3, 165a7; Rep. 362c3; Criti.120c4; L. 
917d5, 955e6, 943c7, 946c1, 956a4.  
87 See above 2.8. 
88 917d5, 955e6, 943c7, 946c1, 956a4. 
89 120c4. 
90 362c3. 
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The occurrences in Charmides91 refer not to the handing up of a sacrifice to the 

gods, but to the hunging up of an inscription at the fronstispiece of a temple, although the 

religious setting here may entail some connotations beyond the mere physical domain. This is 

the case, for example, of “ὡς διανοούμενος ἀνέθηκεν ὁ ἀναθείς” (164e4), where that which 

the English translator explicitly stressed as a sort of dedication to the god92, the Latin 

translation rendered as a prosaic inscripsit93. The question here is whether the verb works in 

this passage on the basis of its literal, physical meaning or rather on the basis of its use in the 

sacrificial setting. An analogous passage in the I Alcibiades94, againg referring to the same 

inscription, indeed suggests, we would argue, that whereas ritual connotations are in fact 

implied (a religious inscription is not, after all, a mere grafitto), the true encoded meaning is 

more of a general, physical sort.  

The third meaning of ἀνατίθημι mentioned before is that of “adding something 

upon someone” in the sense of attributing or assigning a quality, a merit or guilt etc. Of such 

meaning we find one occurrence in the I Alcibiades95 and two others in the Symposium96. 

Now we shall finally approach ἀνατίθεμαι and its occurrences, starting by Chrm. 

164d1:  

 
Ἀλλὰ τοῦτο μέν, ἔφη, ὦ Σώκρατες, οὐκ ἄν ποτε γένοιτο,  
ἀλλ' εἴ τι σὺ οἴει ἐκ τῶν ἔμπροσθεν ὑπ' ἐμοῦ ὡμολογημένων  
εἰς τοῦτο ἀναγκαῖον εἶναι συμβαίνειν, ἐκείνων ἄν τι ἔγωγε  
μᾶλλον ἀναθείμην, καὶ οὐκ ἂν αἰσχυνθείην μὴ οὐχὶ ὀρθῶς  
φάναι εἰρηκέναι, μᾶλλον ἤ ποτε συγχωρήσαιμ' ἂν ἀγνοοῦντα  
αὐτὸν ἑαυτὸν ἄνθρωπον σωφρονεῖν97.  

 

In this passage, Critias, confronted with a probable but yet unintended 

consequence of one of his own statements, says he would rather withdraw his assertion than 

accept the consequence suggested by Socrates. The verb in aorist optative, ἀναθείμην, 

translated in Latin by the future retractabo98, stays clearly that the statement in discussion 

was not yet withdrawn, since the unintended consequence is denied, but was actually 

reinforced. Critias only goes as far as to say that it wouldn’t be a shame to admit he hasn’t 

 
91 164d5, 164e4, 165a3, 165a7. 
92 “so I suppose the man thought who dedicated the inscription” (Complete Works). 
93 “ut sensit ille, meo judicio, qui inscripsit” (Opera Omnia, I, 1856). 
94 129a3: “καί τις ἦν φαῦλος ὁ τοῦτο ἀναθεὶς εἰς τὸν ἐν Πυθοῖ νεών”.  
95 118e6. 
96 198e1 and 198e5. 
97 “But this,” he said, “Socrates, would never happen. And if you think it necessary to draw this conclusion from 
what I admitted before, then I would rather withdraw some of my statements, and would not be ashamed 
to admit I had made a mistake, in preference to conceding that a man ignorant of himself could be temperate.” 
(Complete Works) 
98 Opera Omnia, 1856. All references in this section to the Latin translation refer to this same edition. 
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expressed himself the right way, had it indeed being the case, which he obviously thinks it is 

not. As for the substance of the “retraction” itself, shall it really take place in the future or not, 

we must remark the absence of any moral or emotional marker pointing to an inner attitude of 

repentance or regret, as seen in the case of μεταμέλει and, though not as emphatically, in that 

of μεταγιγνώσκω and μετατίθεμαι as well. Nor there seems to be any tangible or visible 

change associated with ἀνατίθεμαι, at least no one other than the merely verbal act of 

pronouncing one’s retraction. As we have seen, such conection with pragmatic matters was a 

characteric of μεταβουλεύεσθαι. So we are left with two other verbs, μετανοῶ and 

μεταδοξάζω, to which ἀνατίθεμαι shows stronger similarities.  

Let’s now move forward and see how these verbs may differ among themselves, 

by analizing two similar passages in the Protagoras (354e8) and the Gorgias (461d3), 

respectively:  

 

(…) ἀλλ' ἔτι καὶ νῦν ἀναθέσθαι ἔξεστιν, εἴ πῃ ἔχετε ἄλλο τι φάναι εἶναι 
τὸ ἀγαθὸν ἢ τὴν ἡδονήν, ἢ τὸ κακὸν ἄλλο τι ἢ τὴν ἀνίαν·99 
 
 
καὶ νῦν εἴ τι ἐγὼ καὶ Γοργίας ἐν τοῖς λόγοις σφαλλόμεθα, σὺ παρὼν 
ἐπανόρθου –  δίκαιος δ' εἶ – καὶ ἐγὼ ἐθέλω τῶν ὡμολογημένων εἴ τί σοι 
δοκεῖ μὴ καλῶς ὡμολογῆσθαι, ἀναθέσθαι ὅτι ἂν σὺ βούλῃ (…)100 
 

 

In the first example above, Socrates asks his interlocutors whether they would or 

could affirm (ἔχετε ἄλλο τι φάναι) the good and the bad to be something other than, 

respectively, the pleasure and the pain. In the second example, Socrates states his willingness 

to take back [ἐθέλω (…) ἀναθέσθαι] any statement Polus may consider erroneous. There is 

indeed in both examples here, as there was already in that first one above as well, an 

underlying opinion or idea that is or may be somehow submitted to change. But it is not to the 

idea itself, i.e. to the intellectual content in one’s mind, that the verb ἀνατίθεμαι call our 

attention. On the contrary, what the conditional phrases in both examples emphasize [“εἴ πῃ 

ἔχετε ἄλλο τι φάναι εἶναι”, in the first sentence, and then “εἴ (…) ἐν τοῖς λόγοις σφαλλόμεθα”, 

 
99 “But even now it is still possible to withdraw, if you are able to say that the good is anything other than 
pleasure or that the bad is anything other than pain.” (Complete Works). Or in Latin: sed nunc tiam licet 
retractare (…)”. 
100 “And if Gorgias and I are stumbling now in what we say—well, you’re on hand, straighten us up again. 
That’s only right. And if you think we were wrong to agree on it, I’m certainly willing to retract any of our 
agreements you like (…)”. And in Latin: “etiam ego volo, si quid eorum, quae concessa sunt, non recta concessa 
putes, quodcumque velis retractes”. It is worth noticing here that, in the Latin translation, Polus, Socrates’ 
interlocutor, is the subject of the verb “retractes”, i.e. he is the one who changes the statement, not his own, but 
someone else’s. We shall see later how this notion of retracting someone else’s statement may also be rendered 
by ἀνατίθεμαι. 
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in the second] is the statement itself: what was actually said. It is clear that to restate a 

sentence does not necessarily imply a change of opinion. One may want to restate a sentence 

in order to make it better serve the intended meaning, for example. Besides, in the course of a 

conversation or verbal dispute, this rephrasing of statements often reflects the gradual process 

by which interlocutors establish a sort of common ground, i.e. a common meaning to their 

words, for it is impossible to address the real subject matter before this first step has been 

achievied. And in fact, Socrates’ eargerness to accept whatever objection made by his 

opponents seems motivated, in both examples above, by such preliminary necessity of a 

common ground, this being the reason why Socrates not only does not resist here any 

objection, but actually invites his opponents to set the debate in the terms most pleasing to 

them.  

This higher emphasis put on the verbal rather than on the noetic aspect of the 

change is one characteristic differentiating ἀνατίθεμαι from both μετανοῶ and μεταδοξάζω. 

As we have seen, μεταδοξάζω stood for a change of opinion without any further 

qualifications: no stress put on the process leading to the change or on the consequences 

issuing from it. In the case of μετανοῶ, we had a change of opinion motivated by a sudden 

realization, i.e. a change triggered by a noetic event, irrespective of its consequences on the 

verbal domain. But with ἀνατίθεμαι we seem to have the opposite: the verbal change itself, 

the actual restatement of something previously said, takes precedence over any motive or 

consequence, either moral or intellectual.  

The fact that ἀνατίθεμαι’s object is assumed to be something of a verbal nature is 

stressed even when such object is not the actual statement but the product of a logical 

reasoning, as we see in Men. 89d4: 

 

τὸ μὲν γὰρ διδακτὸν αὐτὸ εἶναι, εἴπερ ἐπιστήμη ἐστίν, οὐκ ἀνατίθεμαι μὴ 
οὐ καλῶς λέγεσθαι· ὅτι δὲ οὐκ ἔστιν ἐπιστήμη, σκέψαι ἐάν σοι δοκῶ 
εἰκότως ἀπιστεῖν101  
 

Here Socrates says that he does not deny it is correct to say (καλῶς λέγεσθαι) that 

virtue is teachable, provided it is indeed a science, a premise, however, Socrates does not 

consider suffiently demonstrated yet. In Phd. 87a2, the object of ἀνατίθεμαι is the logical 

demonstration itself:  

 

 
101 “I am not saying that it is wrong to say that virtue is teachable if it is knowledge, but look whether it is 
reasonable of me to doubt whether it is knowledge.” (Complete Works). 
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ὅτι μὲν γὰρ ἦν ἡμῶν ἡ ψυχὴ καὶ πρὶν εἰς τόδε τὸ εἶδος ἐλθεῖν, οὐκ 
ἀνατίθεμαι μὴ οὐχὶ πάνυ χαριέντως καί, εἰ μὴ ἐπαχθές ἐστιν εἰπεῖν, 
πάνυ ἱκανῶς ἀποδεδεῖχθαι· ὡς δὲ καὶ ἀποθανόντων ἡμῶν ἔτι που ἔστιν, 
οὔ μοι δοκεῖ τῇδε.102 

 

Cebes praises the logical demonstration as a verbal performance, not denying it 

has been gracefully (χαριέντως) done, although he is not personally convinced of all its 

logical entailments. His praise aims at the act of demonstration (ἀποδεδεῖχθαι), the 

performance, not at the reasoning taken abstractly, that is, merely in its logical connections 

and out of any discursive context.  

From the object we move now to the subject of ἀνατίθεμαι. The four occurrences 

in the Hipparchus (229e4 – 230a8), a spurious dialogue, bear a unique and interesting stylistic 

feature. There, the subject of ἀνατίθεμαι is never the character himself who actually takes 

back what he previously said, but his interlocutors:  

 
{ΣΩ.} Ἀλλὰ μὴν καὶ ὥσπερ πεττεύων ἐθέλω σοι ἐν τοῖς λόγοις 
ἀναθέσθαι ὅτι βούλει τῶν εἰρημένων, ἵνα μὴ οἴῃ ἐξαπατᾶσθαι. πότερον 
γὰρ τοῦτό σοι ἀναθῶμαι, ὡς οὐχὶ τῶν ἀγαθῶν πάντες ἐπιθυμοῦσιν 
ἄνθρωποι;  
 
 {ΕΤ.} Μή μοί γε.  
 
 {ΣΩ.} Ἀλλ' ὡς τὸ ζημιοῦσθαι καὶ ἡ ζημία οὐ κακόν;  
 
 {ΕΤ.} Μή μοί γε.  
 
{ΣΩ.} Ἀλλ' ὡς οὐ τῇ ζημίᾳ καὶ τῷ ζημιοῦσθαι τὸ κέρδος καὶ τὸ 
κερδαίνειν ἐναντίον;  
 
{ΕΤ.} Μηδὲ τοῦτο.  
 
{ΣΩ.} Ἀλλ' ὡς ἐναντίον ὂν τῷ κακῷ οὐκ ἀγαθόν ἐστι τὸ κερδαίνειν;  
 
{ΕΤ.} Οὔτι πᾶν γε· τουτί μοι ἀνάθου.  
 
 {ΣΩ.} Δοκεῖ ἄρα σοι, ὡς ἔοικε, τοῦ κέρδους τὸ μέν τι ἀγαθὸν εἶναι, τὸ δέ 
τι κακόν.  
 
 {ΕΤ.} Ἔμοιγε.  
 
 {ΣΩ.} Ἀνατίθεμαι τοίνυν σοὶ τοῦτο· ἔστω γὰρ δὴ κέρδος τι ἀγαθὸν καὶ 
ἕτερον κέρδος τι κακόν. κέρδος δέ γε οὐδὲν μᾶλλόν ἐστιν αὐτῶν τὸ 
ἀγαθὸν ἢ τὸ κακόν· ἦ γάρ; 103 

 
102 “I do not deny that it has been very elegantly and, if it is not offensive to say so, sufficiently proved that 
our soul existed before it took on this present form, but I do not believe the same applies to its existing 
somewhere after our death.” 
103 SOCRATES: Very well, just like in a friendly game of checkers, I’m willing to let you take back anything 
you want of what’s been said in the discussion, so you won’t think you’re being deceived. So should I take this 
back for you, that all men desire good things? FRIEND: No, not that. SOCRATES: Well, how about that 
suffering loss, or loss, is bad? FRIEND: No, not that. SOCRATES : Well, how about that profit and profiting are 
opposite to loss and suffering loss? FRIEND: Not that, either. SOCRATES: Well, how about that profiting, as 
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Socrates’ interlocutor manifested the conviction that, by some obscure means he 

himself was unable to point out, Socrates had been deceiving him with his arguments up to 

that point. What then follows is but another example of something we have seen before: 

Socrates allows his opponent to restablish the common ground of the discussion in the terms 

he pleases by restating or taking back any premise he wants. This is a preliminary step 

preceding any actual change of mind thay may eventually occur, and preceding even any 

possible discussion on the subject matter, hence its focus on language rather than on the 

subject itself.  

 

3 Conclusion: a brief exercise in semantic reception 
 

Before we can summarize our conclusion, it is worth comparing Greek and Latin 

so we can see, firstly, which strategies Latin had to implement in order to account for the 

differences and nuances we have been talking about and, secondly, to check whether or not 

the same pattern emerges in both languages. This could be described as an exercise in 

“semantic reception”, so to speak, and one that can serve as a test to the observations we have 

made so far. All translations quoted in the table bellow are from Hirschigii (1859), except for 

Epin. 982d1, which is from Stephanus (1598). The verbs μεταμανθάνειν and μεταπείθεσθαι 

are here included only for information purpose, since they are not, strictly speaking, part of 

the semantic field we are studying, although one could probably make a case for 

μεταμανθάνειν. As for the locution δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν and δόξα ἐξιέναι, and despite their not 

being part of the research from the beginning, we shall address them briefly in the conclusion. 

 

GREEK  
 

LATIN  

μεταβουλεύεσθαι  Epin. 982d1  alternat sententiam  

μετανοεῖν  Euthyd. 279c9  mutata sententia  

 
μεταδοξάζειν  

Soph. 265d1  aliud opinor  

R. 413c2  deposuerint opinionem  

 
the opposite of bad, is good? FRIEND: It’s not always good; take that back for me. SOCRATES: So you believe, 
it seems, that some profit is good, and some is bad. FRIEND: I do. SOCRATES: All right, I’ll take this back for 
you; let’s say that some profit is good and some other profit is bad. And neither one is more profit, the good or 
the bad. Right? 
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R. 413b10  aliter sentire  

 
 
 
 
μεταμέλειν  

Ap. 38e4  paenitet  

Phd. 114a1  paenitentia ducti  

Phdr. 231a2  beneficii paenitet  

Phdr. 262e4  paenitet  

Phdr. 264a2  beneficii paenitet  

Prt. 356d6  curam ac consilium mutare  

Grg. 471b7  paenituit  

μεταγιγνώσκειν  Phdr. 231.a.4  paenitere  

μετατίθεσθαι  Grg. 493c5  mutata sententia  

 
 
 
 
 
 
ἀνατίθεσθαι  

Chrm. 164d1  retractabo  

Prt. 354e8  retractare  

Grg. 461d3  retractes  

Men. 89d4  retracto  

Phd. 87a2  retracto  

Hppr. 229e4  retractare   

Hppr. 229e5  illud immutemus quod diximus  

Hppr. 230a4  retractes  

Hppr. 230a8  retracto  

μεταμανθάνειν  R. 413a1  aliud docetur  

μεταπείθεσθαι  R. 413b5  persuadentur  

δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν  R. 412e7  ejiciant (...) opinionem  

δόξα ἐξιέναι  R. 412e10  opinio mente exire  

Table 1 - All verbs compared in both Greek and Latin 

  

 

The first thing to be noticed here is the relative lexical poverty of Latin in 

comparison to Greek. Latin has only two verbs, paenitere\poenitere and retractare, to account 
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for the seven different verbs in Greek. If we add also μεταμανθάνειν and μεταπείθεσθαι, we 

reach a maximum of four Latin verbs.  

However, the problem with the Latin rendering of those two verbs is that it is 

quite unspecific and generic, even to the point of scaping the semantic field. In the case of 

μεταπείθεσθαι, translated by the passive persuaderi, the very notion of change, conveyed in 

Greek by the preverb μετά, end up being lost in Latin. It is not the same thing to be convinced 

of something (about which one may had no previous opinion) and to the convinced to change 

one’s opinion on some issue. Whereas in the case of μεταμανθάνειν, the insufficiency of the 

verb doceri to convey the notion of change is made blatant by the addition of a clarifying 

aliud to it. Again, it is not the same to be taught something and to be taught something to be 

otherwise. As for the Greek idioms δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν and δόξα ἐξιέναι, their rendering into 

Latin is just too litteral to allow for any comparison.  

All the other verbs are rendered in Latin by locutions employing either a generic 

verb for change (alternare\mutare\deponere) followed by an object qualifying the kind of 

change taking place (sententiam\opinionem\consilium), or a generic verb for “think” 

(sentire\opinor) followed by an adverb or direct object (aliter\aliud) pointing some sort of 

turn in the action. All those locutions sound generical and indistinct from one another and, as 

consequence, not quite apt to account for the nuances found in the original.  

One opposition, however, is particularly preserved and well marked by the Latin. 

We mentioned it already throughout our analysis, though not in much detail. The fact that, in 

Latin, it is this opposition that provides the frame for the blurred zone occupied by the above 

mentioned generic locutions will help us grasp the relevancy of such opposition also in Greek. 

I am referring of course to the contrast between ἀνατίθεσθαι and μεταμέλειν, the only 

distinction Latin was able to make by rendering those verbs, respectively, as retractare and 

poenitere, and that, we shall not fail to mention, in a very consistent way. Even the exceptions 

to such rendering in the end confirm the special status of those verbs. In the case of 

ἀνατίθεσθαι, for instance, the translation “illud immutemus quod diximus” rely on the 

“diximus” to stress the difference between this and the other verbs translated by similar 

locutions. Conversely, in the locution “curam ac consilium mutare”, it is “curam” that helps 

convey what is particular to μεταμέλειν. As for the locution paenitentia duci, it may differ 

from paenitere stylistically but not semantically.  

As we have previously seen, ἀνατίθεσθαι stands for a change regarding primarily 

verbal matters. It is a restatement, a recast or rephrasing of something one has said before. It 
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does not necessarily involve a true change in opinion, and it is never related to deep moral 

concerns. In one word, it is a sort of exterior change that engages oneself as less as possible.  

Μεταμέλειν, on the other hand, is an intrinsically internal and moral change, so 

deeply internal and moral that sometimes it is hard and even pointless to try and formalize the 

change in terms of a clear proposition. What was found wrong was not merely an idea one 

might have had, but the person itself. Since such change concerns one’s being in the first 

place, it may or may not have the occasion to manifest itself externally. In any case, the real 

concern of one’s μεταμέλεια is always something situated in the past, which of course can 

never be changed, which had led us to conclude that μεταμέλειν does not trigger any particular 

action to be taken in the future. In sum, whereas ἀνατίθεσθαι had put us in realm of words, 

here with μεταμέλειν we touch what is beyond words. The figure below illustrates the 

opposition. 

 

 
Illustration 1 - Opposition μεταμέλειν x ἀνατίθεσθαι 

 

 

Right in between an utterly external change, which may well be not a truly change 

in opinion, and an utterly moral change that could easily challenge any attempt at verbal 

formalization, we must have a truly change of opinion which, at the same time, is not 

specially qualified or emotionally marked. This applies, as we have seen, to the verb 

μεταδοξάζειν, whose generic, intellectual character made it possible for the Latin translator to 

render it every time in a different way, with however no substantial change in meaning. The 

Greek idioms δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν and δόξα ἐξιέναι display the same features as μεταδοξάζειν.  

 

 
Illustration 2 - The three axes: moral, intellectual and verbal 
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The verb μεταδοξάζειν refers exclusively to intellectual matters, and as such it 

does not entail neither moral nor practical changes. So, between the moral μεταμέλειν and the 

intellectual μεταδοξάζειν, we have the “pragmatic” μεταβουλεύεσθαι, by means of which one 

changes primarily his course of action, his plans, irrespective of the rationale or the emotions 

involved. Μεταβουλεύεσθαι is not only a change in opinion, but a change in one’s opinion on 

what he is supposed to do. By so being, μεταβουλεύεσθαι bears a necessary conection with the 

future, a conection that was completely absent in the case of μεταμέλειν.  

Another verb that presented such connection with the future (although a much 

loose one than μεταβουλεύεσθαι) is μεταγιγνώσκειν. But μεταγιγνώσκειν is also closely 

associated with μεταμέλειν: they not only appeared in the same context, practically operating 

as synonyms, but they were also both translated by the same paenitere. The common features 

it shares with both μεταμέλειν and μεταβουλεύεσθαι put the verb μεταγιγνώσκειν in some place 

between those two, but in a place undoubtedly much closer to μεταμέλειν, with which 

μεταγιγνώσκειν shares most of its features.  

 
Illustration 3 - μεταβουλεύεσθαι 

 

 

The verb μεταδοξάζειν and the idioms δόξαν ἐκβάλλειν and δόξα ἐξιέναι stand for 

the unqualified, generic change of opinion. Without stepping outside the same and strict 

intellectual domain, the verbs μεταμανθάνειν and μεταπείθεσθαι do add some qualification to 

that broader notion, specifying in each case a different source or motive for the change, i.e. 

either knowledge or persuasion. Apart from such difference, which is not always altogether 

clear and may very well overlap in many cases, there is another opposition contrasting 

μεταμανθάνειν and μεταπείθεσθαι, this time on the matter of agency: the former emphasizes 

internal agency, i.e. the fact that he who changed his mind did it upon learning himself 

something new, whereas the latter stresses external agency, by using the passive voice.     
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Illustration 4 - μεταμανθάνειν and μεταπείθεσθαι 

 

 

The verb μεταβουλεύεσθαι has earned a place between μεταδοξάζειν and 

μεταμέλειν/ μεταγιγνώσκειν for its belonging to the realm of action and decision-making. 

Μεταβουλεύεσθαι denotes a change in one’s course of action, a change concerning one 

particular decision previously made. Such entailment of practical consequences is a feature 

also displayed by the verb μετατίθεσθαι. This would lead us to put it in the same position as 

μεταβουλεύεσθαι, i.e. in a position equidistant from both exclusively intellectual 

(μεταδοξάζειν) and exclusively moral concerns (μεταμέλειν/ μεταγιγνώσκειν). But there is a 

nuance differentiating μετατίθεσθαι and μεταβουλεύεσθαι. In fact, we found those two to stand 

in opposition to each other concerning, on one hand, the specificity of the change implied and, 

therefore, also the reach of their consequences. While μεταβουλεύεσθαι referred to a specific 

plan or decision whose change led to another and specific action, μετατίθεσθαι implied a 

rather unspecific change, much broader in scope, whose consequences may affect one’s 

overall behavior, not only one particular action.  

And lastly, if we compare μετανοεῖν and ἀνατίθεσθαι, we realize that μετανοεῖν is 

not altogether confined to the verbal domain, like ἀνατίθεσθαι is. At the same time, however, 

the sort of change of opinion conveyed by μετανοεῖν was a much feeble and less defined one, 

if compared, for example, to that of μεταδοξάζειν. By less defined I don’t mean more generic, 

for it is not the scope of the change, but the change itself that is somehow doubtful. Could an 

act of recollection, to which μετανοεῖν is associated in the passage we analyzed, account for a 

true change of mind? This is why we choose to place μετανοεῖν between μεταδοξάζειν and 

ἀνατίθεσθαι, for it shares features with both verbs but, in each case, to a slightly lesser degree. 

The final illustration of the semantic field, then, goes as follows.  
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Illustration 5 - The map of the journey 
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