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Plato on how (not) to be Born

Sara Brill

OUTLINE

Natality, Biopolitics, and the Examined Life
Instruction to the Born in Plato’s Timaeus
Conclusion: Alienated natality and imagining birth differently

TEXT

1 Hannah Arendt is rightly credited with placing human natal status at
the center of an analysis of political life, with shifting the philosoph-
ical perspective, as Adriana Cavarero puts it, “from mortality as the
central category of metaphysics, to natality as the central category
of politics..”1 To make this shift, Arendt saw it as necessary to break
with the ancient Greek philosophers who otherwise supplied her
with so much to think with, and return to a thinker who formed the
subject of some of her earliest work, Augustine. She does so on the
grounds that the uniqueness and novelty she associated with human
birth were, by her estimation, largely absent from a cultural
imaginary that tended instead to emphasize continuity and return.?

The close connection between theorizing metaphysics and theorizing
mortality that is drawn in Plato’s various presentations of a grasp of
eternal forms as a momentary transcendence of human finitude, for
instance, would seem to lend credence to Arendt’s assessment. From
the controversial claim that philosophy is practice for death in the
Phaedo, to the spectacles of eschatological mythologizing and the
ethical lessons for living to be drawn therefrom depicted in several
dialogues, to the Socratic injunction in the Apology that injustice
should be feared rather than death, the dialogues are filled with
ruminations about mortality and the oppressive character of an
alienated stance toward it; i.e., the ignorance embedded in fearing
death and the hubris of attempting to escape it.

2 And yet, the language of birth also permeates the dialogues, particu-
larly when Plato wants to highlight the generative power he associ-
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ates with philosophical thinking. And while he will indeed emphasize
the recursive, circular temporality that characterizes multiple
approaches to human coming-to-be throughout the ancient Mediter-
ranean, this emphasis does not stop him from making the human
natal condition—the fact of human birth from another human—of
central concern to his thinking about the generativity of human
actions, its philosophical and political implications, and its
cosmic paradigms. 3 In fact, there is a wide range and variety of uses
to which Plato puts the language of birth. For one, we find reference
to the material conditions of human coming-to-be as requiring both
political and philosophical attention, as with the doomed nuptial
number in the Republic and the eugenics legislation of both the
Republic and the Laws.* Here we find Plato willing to radically recon-
figure the Greek oikos in ways that yield both liberatory and
oppressive possibilities. > Plato will also, famously, use the language of
birth alongside the language of erotic entanglement to figure certain
aspects of philosophy and philosophizing as like giving birth, as with
the philosophical meutics of the Theaetetus and Charmides, and
Diotima’s description of children of the soul in the Symposium, which
stand beside the overtly erotic language with which Plato character-
izes philosophic activity in the Republic and the Phaedrus.

3 Not only will Plato consider the facts of human birth as something
philosophers need to pay attention to, and construct philosophy itself
as akin to giving birth, he will also meditate upon what birth means,
on how we are to think of ourselves as born, a question that also
preoccupied those Greek orators embroiled in the conversations
about citizen status that shaped the self-understanding of
Periclean Athens. © It is this aspect of Plato’s thinking about birth that
I will focus on here. I am especially interested in what we can learn of
Plato’s approach to the meaning of birth via the instruction to the
born he includes in several dialogues. At times he will introduce this
instruction by drawing upon mythic tropes of forms of birth other
than human parturition, a tradition that includes fantastical births
from sea, or the earth, or Zeus’s head or thigh, in order to place
human birth within a larger generative context. For instance, that it is
politically and philosophically salutary to think of one’s birth in a
particular way is made especially clear in the famous noble lie
passage from Republic 3 where we find Plato’s Socrates imagining
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what would be told to the citizens of Kallipolis in order to justify its
class allocation system and encourage their love of the city. For after
rigorous testing and examination, the rulers of Kallipolis will
distribute citizens between three classes on the basis of whether
they are suited for the demands of rule, the trials of the battlefield, or
the toil of trade and physical labor. The individual propensities for
each of these positions are figured as a substance, metal, present
from birth, cultivated into gold, silver, and iron and bronze natures in
the earth, and made known to human legislators by examination.

4 In the noble lie, the reproductive labor of conceiving, gestating, and
birthing a child is staged in quite a different setting than the scene of
parturition, refracted on to the cosmic (the god who molds souls) and
the chthonic (the earth who gestates them). The deep skepticism
Plato’s Socrates displays toward claims of the inheritance of good
character that would prove such a flashpoint in Greek debates about
citizenship and physiognomy alike is dealt with in this passage by
maintaining the emergence of character at birth, but removing the
blood connection between birthed and birthing and replacing it with
a set of capacities represented by another substance whose value has
been predetermined. The vicissitudes of human reproductive life as
Plato saw them, that noble fathers do not necessarily have noble
sons, is addressed and human errancy is accounted for. Birth remains
a site of the transmission of character by removing it from the tradi-
tional familial lineage—souls of gold character could be born to
parents of silver character, who are like surrogates until the city
steps in and places them in their proper location. The city, then, as
instantiated in its lawgivers, is the true parent, or at least is the entity
able to discern and reflect the workings of the god. Here is how this
‘lineage’ will be conveyed to the citizens of Kallipolis:

E0TE HEV Yap OT) mavteg ol €v Tf) TOAel ASeAPOl, Wg PrIooEY TIPOG
abToLg puboroyodvteg, AN 0 Bedg MAATTWVY, 0001 HEV DUV 1kavol
apyewv, xpuoov v i) yevéoel ouvépeEev adtolg, H10 Timtatol elow:
0oo1 §' mikovpor, Apyvpov: oidnpov &€ kal YaAkov Tolg Te yewpyolg
kal toig &Mote Snovpyolic. Gte oDy ouyyeveic Gvteg TAVTES TO HEV
TIOAD Opoiovg av Luiv adTolg yevwdrte, £omt § Ote £k XpvooD yevvnOein
&v &pyvpodv kal €€ &pyLpov xpuoobv Ekyovov kal Taa tdvta obteg
£E GA®V. Toig 0DV Epyovot kal TPATOV Kal LAMOTA TapayyEAel O
Bedg, Onwg undevog oVTw PLAakeg dyabol Eoovtar und’ oVTw oPOHdpa
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@ULAAEOVOT UNSEV Wg ToLG EKyOVoLE, OTL ADTOTE TOUTWYV £V Talg Yuyaig
napapépektal. (415a2-b6)

“All of you in the city are certainly brothers, we shall say to them in
telling the tale, ‘but the god, in fashioning those of you who are
competent to rule, mixed gold in at their birth; this is why they are
most honored; in auxiliaries, silver; and iron and bronze in the
farmers and the other craftsmen. So, because you are all related,
although for the most part you'll produce offspring like yourselves, it
sometimes happens that a silver child will be born from a gold
parent, a golden child from a silver parent, and similarly all the
others from each other. Hence the god commands the rulers first
and foremost to be of nothing such good guardians and to keep over
nothing so careful a watch as the children, seeing which of these
metals is mixed in their souls”

5 The aim here is to bring one’s understanding of oneself as born into
line with one’s standing in the city, such that one loves one’s standing
as oneself. By the terms of this tale, there is no relevant part of the
citizen that the city hasn’t seen and placed in the proper location.

6 In testing and moving citizens to the nutritive/educational context
appropriate to their perceived capacities, the human legislators of
Kallipolis create on the mortal plane the allocation according to char-
acter imagined in Plato’s Laws as occurring in the afterlife, and
offered as consolation to those citizens of Magnesia who find the
scale of human injustice to challenge their belief in theodicy. Such a
citizen can be assured that:

Enel 6& el YuyT) oLVIETAYUEVT OMUATL TOTE HEV AW, TOTE §& GAW,
uetafddler mavroiag petaforag 6t eautnyv 1j 8t Etépav puymnv, oLSEV
Mo Epyov T@® mettevtii Aetnetan ANV petatBévan T0 PV &uevov
yiyvopevov 10og eic Pertim ooV, Yeipov 8¢ eig TOV xeipova, katd O
npénov abtdv Ekaotov, va Thg ipoonkovong poipag Aayyavn. (903d3-
el)

“inasmuch as soul, being conjoined now with one body, now with
another, is always undergoing all kinds of changes either of itself or
owing to another soul, there is left for the draughts-player no
further task, save only to shift the character that grows better to a
superior place, and the worse to a worse, according to what best
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suits each of them, so that each may be allotted its
appropriate destiny.”

7 The Athenian Stranger continues: because the god understood that
all actions contain both good and bad, he,

Eunyavnoato mod keipevov Ekaotov TOV Hep@V VIKOOAV APeTnV,
NTtwuévny 8& kakiav, Ev @ mavtl mapéyotl udot &v kal piota kal
aplota. pepnyavnta 61 mpog v tobto O MoldV T yryvouevov del
notav €8pav el petarapfavov oikifeoba kal tivag TOTE TOMOVG THG
8¢ yevéoewg ToD moiov Tivog agpiike Talg BovAnoeotv EKAoT®V UGV
TG attiag. 6mm yop Gv €mbupuf] kal 0molog Tig Wv THv Yuynv, TavTn
oxebov £xdotote kal T010DTOg yiyvetat Amag UGV wg To JoA. (904b4-
c4)

“designed a location for each of the parts wherein it might secure
the victory of goodness of the whole and the defeat of evil most
completely, easily and well. For this purpose he has designed the rule
which prescribes what kind of character should be set to dwell in
what kind of position and in what regions; but the causes of the
generation of any special kind he left to the wills of each one of us
men. For according to the trend of our desires and the nature of our
souls, each one of us generally becomes of a

corresponding character”

8 This movement, whereby tonog (place) reflects nog (character),
presupposes a system or process of testing and judging in order to
determine how to tell who has what kind of soul and who is suited to
what kind of work. For the god of the Laws, this process of allocation
is easy; for human legislators, imitating the god’s play is only possible
via a multi-generational project of founding and revision that Plato
likened to a form of painting (769b-c).” For the human legislators
of the Republic it would seem to require both the philosophical
curriculum outlined in books 6 and 7 and knowledge of the biomet-
rics described in book 10 as that for which one should neglect all
other studies (618b-d). For the citizens of both Kallipolis and
Magnesia, their allocation in the city requires them to think of them-
selves as children of the city and the god, as possessing character and
capacity with larger cosmological significance, and as committing
actions whose effects extend beyond any one course of life to rever-
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berate through ‘all time’ (Rep. 608c). This is the task that is before
those legislators instructing the citizens of Kallipolis about the nature
and meaning of their birth in a manner that is consonant with the
sense of self the city requires. As Glaucon suggests, it is a tall order;
such a tale will not be believed by those to whom it is told first but if
they can be persuaded to tell it nevertheless, “to their sons and their
successors and the rest of the human beings who come afterwards”
(415d) it might have some chance of being taken up.

In both of these dialogues, how one is to think of oneself as born has
both political and philosophical implications. While we may not find
the emphasis on novelty and the new that made natality so important
for Arendt’s political theorizing, we do find ruminations about birth
given a central place in Plato’s theorizing of the polis, and the
demands it places on human action. Plato’s model of human ethical
agency, in particular, requires a particular stance not only toward
death, but also toward birth.

In short, Plato found birth good to think with and I am interested in
exploring why this is the case. More specifically, I would like to delve
more deeply into the claim of the generativity of human action and
its implications for the human self-understanding of the status of the
born by focusing on another scene of instruction. I will argue that
natality provides a powerful conceptual tool for understanding Plato’s
ethical theorizing by focusing in particular on the instructions to the
about-to-be-born provided in a passage from the Timaeus (41d4-
42e4). I will conclude with some broader considerations about the
relationship between alienated mortality (the denial of the unavoid-
ability of death) and alienated natality (the denial of the contingency
of birth), and the potentially liberatory aspects of untethering birth-
giving and identity. To better see the stakes of this conversation, I will
say a little more about the relationship between Plato, Arendt, and
Foucault before diving into Plato’s text.

Natality, Biopolitics, and the
Examined Life

Several of the most influential contemporary conceptual tools for
querying the political valence of life mine ancient Greek resources to
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do so. Giorgio Agamben’s influential repurposing of Walter Benjamin’s
concept of bare life, for instance, is grounded in a distinc-
tion between (wn (life as such) and Biog (manner of life) that he sees
as already operative in Aristotle’s political thought, in a reading of
Aristotle the limits of which have been subject of much
recent discussion.® Agamben’s formulation of {wn and Biog stages an
implicit conversation between Arendtian natality and Foucauldian
biopolitics, both of which have also received recent critical scrutiny.
Arendt’s alignment of natality and action—i.e., her emphasis on
second birth, on the emergence of the individual on the stage of
human plurality, rather than on the material conditions of the emer-
gence of a human being from another human being—renders deeply
unclear the relationship between natality and the material conditions
of birth, and I share Adriana Cavarero’s concern that this has left us
with a concept of natality whose centrality is also marked by a
certain under-theorizaton.!© Thus, Arendt will read, for instance,
what many see as a primary scene of sexual differentiation—that is,
the biblical presentation of the creation of Eve from the rib of Adam—
as rather the scene of human plurality, leaving uncommented upon
the asymmetry of the tale, that Eve is made from a part of Adam and
for the sake of providing companionship to him. !

This focus on second birth opens Arendt to the critique of particip-
ating in a longstanding historical erasure of the maternal.'> Her
reasons for this focus are complex, historically bound, and important
to mark—to avoid a particular and pernicious kind of biologism. As a
growing body of feminist scholarship has observed, it is also neces-
sary to avoid ceding birth to ‘the biological’ so conceived in order to
avoid missing an important point of resistance to the reduction of
potentially pregnant people to reproductive service, emphasizing
self-construction at the expense of the other-construction that
precedes it, and overlooking the potentially liberatory force of
imagining birth differently.’® A reductive model consigns repro-
ductive labor to the biologism Arendt was trying to avoid, and makes
little room for the analysis of the fantasies of birth that inform the
motivated ignorance that biologically more precise language about
human reproduction is attempting to correct. In the wake of the
absence of such efforts, oppressive imaginaries proliferate and are
naturalized, while alternative ways of figuring birth wither.
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We see a similar critical awareness of the limits of biopolitics to
adequately theorize contemporary forms of oppression, a limit well-
observed by an established body of feminist, anticolonial, and critical
race theory scholarship.* What this scholarship suggests is espe-
cially evident in the experience of colonized peoples, for instance, is
not only the ‘making live’ of biopolitics, but also the active use of
death for genocidal aims, and theorists have thus offered terms like
‘thanatopolitics, necropolitics, and ‘necroresistance’ as better
conceptual tools for theorizing and resisting colonial power, and for
addressing the social death of slavery following a general conceptual
model offered by Orlando Patterson, whose documentation of the
role of natal alienation in large-scale projects of human enslavement
and colonization also established a mode of inquiry that would prove
essential to efforts to show how the use of birth connects white
supremacy and structural misogyny. 1°

To listen to the theorizers of thanatopolitics and necropolitics is to
hear the decisive role of mortality, the use of death, as a political
principle whose centrality to colonialism shows the limitations of a
solely biopolitical lens; to follow the strand of Black feminist thought
querying reproductive politics and developing reproductive justice is
to discern the line connecting natality to establishing the ontological
status of ‘human’ being. As this work makes clear, neither biopolitics
nor Arendtian natality can adequately assess to what humans are
committed on the basis of their status as born; both leave under-
investigated the fantasies about birth that prove decisive in shaping
how one takes up one’s status as born.

Like Arendt, Foucault is less interested in theorizing the material
conditions of human birth than in the conditions for self-
construction, that is, he is less interested in ‘first’ birth than in
‘second, and like Arendt this interest is governed in part by concern
about the nefarious effects of biologism. At the same time, biopolitics
receives its most dense articulation not in Foucault’s own work but in
that of his commentators and other scholars inspired by his work. For
his own part, Foucault turned rather quickly from biopolitics to
governmentality, which also included a shift of attention away from
Greek antiquity.'® In Foucault’s later return to Greek antiquity, the
concept of Biog finds revolutionary force less in its usefulness to a
notion of biopolitics (in bio-) than in t€xvn tob Biov (an art of living),
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i.e. in its value for an ethical /political project of living otherwise, and
thus in an alignment with alterity, novelty, and the new that draws
him into the sphere of this other thinker of the political significance
of novelty.

To put a finer point on their convergences, for Arendt, to be born is
to be a source of action, that is, a source of the novel, the unex-
pected, the new, and thus able to accept the demand and promise of
political life. For Foucault, political life also includes the capacity to
create novel ways of life and thus to carve out a livable life in the face
of unliveable conditions. Plato too attended to the conditions of
unlivable life; the centrality of Piog is staked in what is perhaps the
most well-known expressions of the Platonic Socrates—the unex-
amined life is not worth living—and reiterated in other of his most
widely read dialogues; e.g., the Republic concludes by presenting the
greatest task and risk of humankind to be discerning the better from
the worst Biog and choosing accordingly. For Aristotle as well Biog is a
primary philosophical object, his investigation of it tracks across
zoological, political, and ethical texts.!” In the political theories of
both ancient Greek thinkers, Bilog finds its practical force as an
adherence to type, and serves as a regulative ideal, marking out an
ethical-political project that involves formal legislation, conventional
codes of behavior, bodily regulation, spiritual supervision, surveil-
lance, and tropes of naturalization and denaturalization for the sake
of realizing a cosmological ideal. To follow this understanding of Biog
is to observe a whole host of forms of training in thought, action, and
desire, not only in how to live a life of a certain kind, but in how to
think of oneself as alive, as born. In the case of Plato, this training
amounts to developing the capacity to choose one’s Biog well, and
Plato often illustrates the stakes of this choosing by connecting the
choice of a manner of life with the very terms of embodiment. In
Plato’s eschatological myths, choosing a Biog is also choosing a body,
and thus deciding the terms of one’s birth, or, for a philosophic few,
being liberated from embodiment by returning to one’s
cosmic origin.'® The uncanniness of Socrates, the he is both citizen
and stranger to Athens, is presented alongside a recurrent descrip-
tion of philosophy as a return to a cosmic scene of the reception of
truth. Such a presentation of the philosopher’s life troubles the asso-
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ciation between alterity and novelty. By these terms, the alterity of
the philosophic life is also return, and the love of wisdom a nostalgia.

It is no wonder, then, that Arendt and Foucault diverge on the ques-
tion of the usefulness of Greek antiquity for thinking through the
political significance of natality, understood as the condition for the
novelty of human action. For while Arendt arrives at the new, marked
in Augustin’s formulation initium ut esset homo creates est (that a
beginning be made, human was created) on the basis of a break
between Greek antiquity and early Christianity, and while Foucault as
well is interested in observing differences between Christian prac-
tices of confession and Socratic parrhesia, he sees these differences
less as a decisive shift than as a process of transformation. As Allen
Miller demonstrates, what we find in Foucault’s investigation of frank
speech is not a radical break between Socratic and Christian truth-
telling practices but rather, “a gradual repurposing of certain
discursive techniques that elaborate a model of the self and its loss in
relation to different material and theoretical contexts, elaborations
that produce new forms of subjectivity and new relations of that
subjectivity to truth, both its own and that of others” ! Just how are
we to read the emphasis on novelty, these new subjectivities and
relations to truth, in the context of a posited continuity between
ancient Greek and early Christian theorizing? Is the alterity of life, its
otherness, as presented by Socrates, or the Cynics, or Antigone,
adequately captured by describing it as novel or new?

Arendt motivates her return to Augustin specifically on the grounds
that the faith and hope she sees as bestowed by the full experience of
natality are, “two essential characteristics of human existence which
Greek antiquity ignored altogether”?? In voicing her agreement with
this turn, Cavarero adds, “The Greeks, obviously, did not ignore the
fact that men are born; however, in contrast to the Christian tradi-
tion, they did not produce an imagery—or what we could call a vast
iconological and literary repertoire—on birth”?! While 1 agree that
there is little in the way of the ubiquity of Madonna and child, we do
have a visual and literary record that includes deep, sustained medit-
ation on the status of human beings as born, and on the ethical and
political implications of and possibilities opened by this status.

10
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Plato’'s work provides us with a particularly rich example. In his
efforts to carve out the love of wisdom as an alternative form of life
to the love of pleasure and the love of honor, he constructed a Biog
whose access to truth also gains access to a generative power with
implications for embodiment and birth, complicating the distance
between first and second birth. This has both liberating and
oppressive possibilities. To use the famous first wave of the Republic
as an example—i.e., Socrates’ call that men and women be trained
together on the grounds that the differential division of reproductive
labor is not a relevant difference in the city (454d-e)—in untethering
political role from reproductive role, Plato displaced sexual difference
from determining the access to political power granted to philosoph-
ical rulers. In following this up with the assertion that, as a kind, the
vévog (kind) of women’ is constitutively weaker (read: weaker from
birth) in all things than men (455c-e), he reinscribed a central tenet of
patriarchy. The tension between these aspects of his reconfiguration
of the Greek oikog (household) has long been a point of contention;
my point here is simply that the liberating potential for guardian
women of education and political participation does not come with
liberation from an essentialist understanding of their ‘kind) and is
purchased by maintaining the relegation of reproductive labor to an
extra-political sphere. Under these conditions, citizens will navigate
their status as born at some remove from the material conditions of
their coming-to-be, and from the labor and care their successful
maturation required, labor and care that, to return to the terms of
the noble lie, they have been encouraged to think of as Gomep
oveipata (like dreams) (414d). %2

In this, Plato’s political theorizing too risks adopting and promoting
an alienated stance towards one’s condition as born, particularly, as I
argue below, with respect to the radical contingency of birth. 23 For if
acknowledgment of the absolute necessity of death forms a key
element of human self-understanding, so too must acknowledgment
of the absolute lack of necessity of one’s birth. One is not owed birth,
nor is one’s birth an event for one; as Anne O’Byrne observes, there is
a temporal lag between the reproductive labor that produces humans
and any one human’s understanding of their birth.%* And yet in
several dialogues we find that Plato’s efforts to describe the philo-
sophic life include a claim that human action must be viewed within

11
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the context of ‘all time, wherein one’s birth is seen as a function of
the cosmic effects of one’s actions, such that one deserves the condi-
tions under which and station into which one is born. In this context,
‘liberation’ from re-birth is imagined as reward for a certain kind of
exemplary philosophic life. Souls can be instructed, then, not only in
how to be born but also in how not to be born. I will explore this
tension further with a focus on the claim for human generativity
made in a crucial passage in the Timaeus, in which immortal souls
about to born into mortal bodies are instructed by their creator on
the conditions of their new life.

Instruction to the Born in Plato’s
Timaeus

One of Plato’s most vivid portrayals of the generative capacity of
human action is offered in his Timaeus, wherein we read that the very
existence of women and non-human animals is a function of the
actions of the first generation of humans. Speaking in the oracular
pronunciation peculiar to Timaeus’s charge, he observes:

kal O P&V D TOV TPooTKovTa Xpdvov Brovg, T eig T oD cuvvdov
nopevbelg olknow Gotpov, Piov eddaipova kal ouvnOn £€o1, oPaielg
8¢ tovtwv elg yuvaikog @Uow €v Tf) Sevtépa yeveéoer petafarol: un
Ao EvVOg Te £V TOLTOIG T Kakiag, TPOMOV OV KAKLVOLTO, KATX TV
opolonta tig todTPOToL yevéoeng elg Tiva toravtny del petafadol
Onpeov puow. (42b3-c4)

“And he who has lived well throughout his appropriate time would
make his way back to the dwelling of his lawful star and would have a
life that was happy and habitual to him. But he who failed to live well
would, in his second birth, take on woman’s nature. If in that form he
still did not refrain from evil, then in whatever mode he might make
himself bad, he would always take on some such bestial nature in the
similitude of that mode of life that was born in him?”

The complexities that arise from this outrageous claim that women
and non-human animals come-to-be from the moral failings of a
masculine human prototype has been subject of much schol-
arly scrutiny. 2° I would like to focus on the place of this model of

12
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generativity between two others: that of the fecund workings of the
divine demiurge, both father and maker, natwp (father) and mowntng
(maker) and that of sexual reproduction, whose introduction after the
creation of women marks it as a third kind, drawing it into the
complex interpretive horizon of the role of yapa (place).?6 By these
terms, human is a generative kind. The first generation of humans
will ‘give birth’ to actions, which shape souls that will eventually make
their way into a next generation of bodies suited to their condition,
either human men or human women, and from there will, via their
actions, determine the lives of subsequent generations as well as
their bodies; i.e., whether they will be other men and women or other
land animals, or animals of the sea or sky. We thus could not say of
Plato what Aristotle accuses other philosophers of doing i.e., putting
any soul into any body (DA 407b12-26); rather, in this dialogue and

several others, we get the bodies we deserve. %’

Here, I would like to consider the approach to natality that is
embedded within the impulse to locate human coming to be from
another human in some mythic time—and thus as having an origin,
and one that is not co-extensive with the origin of human beings
(humans came to be differently in another ‘time’)—which draws the
Timaeus into the mythic framework of the myth of the two ages
in the Statesman, the myth of Er in the Republic, the myth of the true
earth in the Phaedo, the great myth of the Protagoras, all of which are
themselves playing with Hesiod and other poets, and with the much
larger trope of autochthony that hangs over Athenian self-definition
in a variety of guises.?® In the Timaeus, we see this impulse
connected to the entire approach to embodiment, which, in the case
of human being is a matter of inserting the celestial and eternal
orbits of the immortal soul into the ebb and flood, the gushing,
streaming, flowing, of mortal life and mortal body, a process that also
charts the aspirational horizon of human living (the very sense in
which it can be said to live well or fail to do so): bringing this
streaming flow forward into the circular orbits of the same, and
disclosing too the temporal horizon of return to origin.?? Like the
stars into which these souls are sown, human fiog is imagined as an
orbit, as completing a cycle that will begin again. Consequently,
below I focus on Plato’s depiction of the process by which the mortal
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human kind is brought into being, and consider its larger implications
for his understanding of natality, generativity, and birth.

Having finally constructed all the gods, the divine demiurge, “the
begetter of this all [0 t06e 10 ndv yevviioag]” (41a5), addresses them
and demonstrates to them the terms of their existence. As works
born from him, their craftsman and father [wv &y 8n LlovpyOg Tatp
e E€pywv, O €upod vyevopeva (6-7)], they are neither
immortal [&Bdavatol] nor entirely indissoluble [008 dAvtot TO naunav];
that is, their father, and, it would seem, their father alone, could
dissolve them. But the demiurge immediately follows this up with the
assurance that he will not do so, as only one who is bad would will-
ingly dissolve something beautifully joined together; moreover, they
have a noble task to attend to: “yet in no way shall you suffer this very
dissolution, nor shall you happen to meet with the doom of death,
since through my will you have been allotted a bond greater still and
more lordly than those bonds with which you, when born, were
bound together [oDT pev 61 AwBnoeods ye o0SE 1edEeobe Bavatov
uoipag, thg €ufig PovAnoewg peidovog €mt Seopod kal KLPIWTEPOU
Aayovteg Exeivav olg 6T &yiyveoBe ouveSeioBe]” (41b3-6). Their task,
what belongs to them, the bond they have been allotted, is to help
complete the cosmos by constructing the remainder of the three
mortal kinds, which have remained “unbegotten” [&yévvnta], after the
demiurge has handed them the immortal part of human soul.

The intercession of his sons here is necessary as, on the one hand,
the cosmos cannot be left without mortal living beings, as then it
would be incomplete and imperfect [&teAng], and, on the other, “if
through me these kinds did come to be and partake of life, they
would be made equal to the gods [6U £poDd 6& tadta yevopeva kal Piov
petaoyovra Beolg toalot &v]” (41ac2-3). And so, the demiurge will
create that part of the soul which would be called divine, “and which
has authority within those always willing to follow the just way and
yourselves” (6-8) and will hand it down to them “after I've sown it and
made a beginning [oneipag kal Onap&apevog]” (8). They, in turn, are
charged with taking this part up and in accordance with nature,
turning to the crafting of animals, “imitating my power in giving you
birth [uotpevol v Eunv SUvauy nept v duetépav yéveow]” (5-6):
“But as for the part that remains, do you, by interweaving mortal with
immortal, go about fashioning and begetting animals; and make them

14



Plato on how (not) to be Born

26

grow by giving them nourishment, and when they've withered away,
receive them back unto yourselves [t0 8& Aoutov Vpelg, &Bavatw
fvntov mpoov@aivovteg, Anepyalecde IMa kal yevvlte TPOPNV TE
S18ovteg avEavete kal @Bivovta ndhy exeabe]” (41d1-3).

The Demiurge’s address to his divine sons anticipates several aspects
of human natality that will be brought out in greater detail in the
passage that follows: humans will have some direct connection to the
divine demiurge via a part of their souls, but will have bodies and
other parts of their soul modeled by the sons of the demiurge, who
will also be tasked with providing them some guidance in the course
of their lives. We also know their lives will end (waste away, a form of
¢0Olw), and that this end will also have the character of a return. That
is, we know the condition of their birth (divine construction, inter-
weaving), the task of their lives (to pursue justice by granting
authority to the immortal part of their soul), and the character of
their end (a return). All of these are elaborated upon in the passage
the follows, and that will be the focus of our attention.

Tadt elne, kal e £ TOV TPATEPOV KpaThpa, £V G TNV ToD TavVTOg
WPUXTIV KepavvLg Eoyev, T& TV Tpocbev DIdAOUTA KATEXETTO oYV
TPOTOV eV Tva TOV adTOV, AKNpata € 0DKET KATK TADTA WoAUTWG,
A& Sevtepa kal tpita. ovotnoag 8& o ndv Sielhev Yoyag toapibuovg
t0lg GoTpotg, Evelpev 0’ Ekaotny npog Ekaotov, kal Eufifacag wg g
Oynua v oD tavtog oo £8e1&ev, vououg Te ToLG eELUaPUEVOUG
elnev adtaie, 6T yéveorg ipdtn LEV Eoorto Tetaypévn pia ndoty, tva
unTg Edatroito LT adToOD, 8o 8€ omapeioag adTAG elg TA TPooTKOVTA
EKAOTAIG EKAOTA Opyava xpovav @hval {Wnv 0 Beooefeotatov,
Suthiig 8€ obong thg dvOpwmivng eioewe, TO kpelttov TolodToV £in
Y£vog 0 kal Emerta kekAootto Gvip. Onote 81 ompaocty Epgutevdeiev
€€ avayxng, xal 0 Pev npoaiot, 0 8§ dtiot Tod ooUATOg ADTOV,
np®tov pev alofnow avaykaiov ein piav naow €k fraiwv mabnuatwov
ovp@utov yiyveoBa, Seltepov 8& Ndovi) kal AOnn pepetypévov €pwra,
npog 8€ tovtoig eoPov kal Buuov Goa te EndUEVA ADTOTG Kal OTTOoa
gvavTing TEuKe SteotnkdTar WV el UEV Kpatnootev, SikT fuwoovto,
kpatnBévteg 88 diig. kal O pev e OV TpooTkovTa Xpdvov Prove,
iy elg v 10D ovvvopov nopevbeig olknow Gotpov, Piov edSaipova
kal ovvnOn £€ot, opaleig & ToUTwV £lg yvvaukog @Low v T Sevtépa
yevéoel petafalol- pn mavduevog te £v TovTolg £T1 Kakiag, Tpomov Ov
KAKUVOLTO, KATX TNV Opototnta thg Tod Tpodmov yeveéoewg elg iva
oy ael petafarol Onpelov LoV, AANATT®V Te 00 TPATEPOV
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novwv A€ot miply i tadtod kal Opoiov meplodw T £V ALTD
OLVETOTIMUEVOG TOV TTIOADV OxAov Kal DOTEPOV TPOGPUVTA EK TTLPOG
kal DSatog kal Aepog kal yiig, BopvPadn kal GAoyov Gvta, AOyw
kpatioag eig 10 Thg TpdTg kal dplote depikorto e180¢ EEeng.
Srabeopobetnoag & mavta adtoig tadta, (va thg Enerta eln kaxiag
EXAOTOV AQvaiTiog, £oTtelpev ToLGg UEV elg YTy, ToLg 8 elg oeArvny, ToLg
8 eic T0Ma oa Epyava xpdvou: O 8& etd TOV omdpov Toig vEolg
napéSwkev Beolc ompata Mdattew Bvntd, T Emioutov, doov ETt T
poyig avBpwnivng 8£ov npooyevéadar, Tobto kal v’ Goa dkoAovda
Exetvorg dutepyacapévoug apyetv, kal kat duvapy 6t kdAota kal
dprota o Ovntov SakuPepvav {Oov, 0Tt Un Kak®@v adTd EauT®
yiyvorto aitov. (41d4-42e4)

“Thus he spoke, and once again into the former bowl in which he had
blended and mixed the soul of the all he proceeded to pour what was
left over from the previous ingredients, mixing it in somewhat the
same mode, yet unblended no longer to the same extent but rather
in second and third degree of purity. And when he had combined all
of it, he divided it up into souls equal in number to the stars and
assigned each soul to each star; and having mounted them, as it
were, in a chariot, he showed them the nature of the all. He told
them the laws of destiny: how the first birth ordered for all would be
one, in order that no one might be slighted by him; and how, once he
had sown them, each in his own appropriate organ of time, they
would have to sprout into the most god-fearing of animals; and how,
human nature being twofold, the superior part would be a kind
which at a later point would be called Man. Now when, by necessity,
they should be implanted in bodies and made subject to whatever
might come into and go out of their body, here’s what would
necessarily happen. First, there would be sensation, one and the
same for all of them and innate, arising from forceful affections; and
second, erotic love mixed with pleasure and pain; and in addition to
these, terror and anger and whatever goes along with them and all
such things that by nature tend to be contrary and set at odds with
each other. If they were to master these, they would live in justice,
but if they were mastered by them, then in injustice. And he who has
lived well throughout his appropriate time would make his way back
to the dwelling of his lawful star and would have a life that was happy
and habitual to him. But he who had failed to live well would, in his
second birth, take on a woman’s nature. If in that form he still did not
refrain from evil, then in whatever mode he might make himself bad,
he would always take on some such bestial nature in the similitude of
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that mode of life that was born in him. And he would keep changing
and would not cease from his labors until he had reached the
following point: not before he should draw along with the circuit of
the same and similar that was in himself the vast mob of fire and
water and air and earth that had later grown over it and, having
mastered by reason that roaring and irrational mob, reach the form
of his first and best condition. And after he had laid all these
strictures on them, in order that he might be blameless of the future
evil from each of them, he went about sowing some in the Earth,
some in the Moon, some in all the other organs of time. And after
this sowing, he handed down to the young gods the task of modeling
mortal bodies, and—once they had fashioned whatever was left over
of human soul that still had to be added, along with all that this
entailed—of ruling and steering the mortal animal in the most
beautiful and best way as far as they were able, except in so far as it
itself might become a cause of evils for itself”

The manner of the construction of the soul that will animate mortal
bodies is outside of its awareness. The demiurge returns to the
mixing bowl he used to mix the soul of the all, and takes what was left
over of the ingredients of world soul, mixing it in a similar manner,
but with ingredients that were, “in second and third degree of purity”
(41d7). Kalkavage notes Taylor’s observation that the immortal part of
human soul, then, is not made from world soul, but from remnants of
the same stuff, that is, the immortal part of the human soul is not
child of world soul, but sibling, lesser, debased perhaps, but still in a
direct causal relation to the demiurge itself, who is its father, not
its grandfather. 30 Thus, it is the demiurge himself who performs the
generative actions, which are: mixing/combining, dividing, and
assigning. As we will see, each of these actions is reiterated at essen-
tial moments on the account and will have important existential
echoes: the combining as a kind of equalizing, the dividing as a kind
of pluralizing, and the assigning as a hierarchizing, a putting into
place on the basis of value. 3!

What, then, does the disembodied immortal part of the human soul
know? As with his divine children, the demiurge offers instruction to
the immortal part of the human soul. In terms resonant with the
Phaedrus, Timaeus describes the vision of the cosmos he offers these
‘lesser’ children: “and having mounted them, as it were, in a chariot,
he showed [£6e1€ev] them the nature of the all” (41e1-2). This showing
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is accompanied by a speaking: “He told them the laws of
destiny [vopoug te Todg elpappévoug einev adtaic]” (41e2-3); 32 that is,
he explained to them their due, their allotment, what belongs to
them. Here, human birth is subject to three laws of destiny which
chart out, among many other things, an approach to natality as an
existential principle and develop three dimensions of it: equality,
plurality, and duality. The demiurge explains:

a) “how the first birth ordered for all would be one, in order that no
one might be slighted by him;”

b) “and how, once he had sown them, each in his own appropriate
organ of time, they would have to sprout into the most god-fearing
of animals;”

¢) “and how, human nature being twofold, the superior part would be
a kind which at a later point would be called Man” (41e2-42a3).

a) While these souls will likely be subject to many generations of
birth, the first birth is one for all; that is, the first birth introduces the
condition of equality, and it is this condition that allows for ethical
agency: what is not up to the souls—their first birth—sets the condi-
tions under which things will be up to them, namely their second
birth. Further, the first birth locates ethical agency in a potent,
generative (reproductive) capacity: the second and subsequent births
will be a function of/reflect the decisions and actions of the first
generation. That is, one’s first origin also establishes one as an origin,
as an originator. Timaeus goes out of his way to assert that the god
sows as he does in order to be exempt from blame for the poor
actions available to the 15t generation of humans. Equality will also
create need for another form of causality, then, insofar as the
purpose of equality is to limit that of which the demiurge is respons-
ible, that for which he is the cause. So, it would seem we could also
say that the necessary cause enters here, and indeed, Timaeus
invokes necessity when he turns to describe what happens once the
souls are embodied (42a4).

b) One’s maturation is determined by a horizon; one’s living will be
oriented toward living well, and this dimension establishes piety as
that horizon, as that which distinguishes living well from living
poorly. The mastering or being mastered that constitutes justice and
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injustice in a few lines is seen as falling under the umbrella of
pious action.

c¢) The task of living as a human is complicated by a hierarchy in the
soul’s human embodied condition; in a sense this is an elaboration on
b) insofar as the division between living well and living poorly is given
greater existential weight because it is now written onto the body via
the emergence of sexual difference. This stipulation would seem to
also introduce sexual reproduction, and thus to add a third gener-
ative dimension (1% divine creation (sowing, mixing, etc.); 2"%: human
action (god-fearing or not, just or not, mastering or being
mastered); 3"%: sexual reproduction) and to do so in such a way as to
suggest that parturition is just a transition from one nurturing envir-
onment to the next, simply the path by which the third generation of
humans will be born, their sex and species sorted out not in the
womb but in the actions of the previous generations. The uterus,
then, would simply be the place of imprint, which furthers the
connection between this third kind of generative activity and the
work of yapa. 33

Next, Timaeus expands and elaborates on each of these condi-
tions/allotments by describing what will happen when, by necessity,
they are “implanted in bodies, and made subject to whatever might
come into and go out of their body” (42a4). To be embodied is to be
subject to a certain kind of motion, in-flow and out-flow, ebb and
flood. And once this happens to the souls, they can expect to experi-
ence, first, sensation/perception, aiofnoig, “one and the same for all
of them and innate, arising from forceful affections;” second, “erotic
love mixed with pleasure and pain;” and in addition, “terror and anger
and whatever goes along with them and all such things that by nature
tend to be contrary and set at odds with one another.” This account
of embodiment, of what it means to become subject to a body itself
undergoing in-flow and out-low, repeats and expands upon the three
existential aspects of natality above. In his emphasis on the sensation
as one and the same for all, Timaeus draws aloOnoig into the field of
the equality of the first birth, but adds that this particular form of
inflow involves being subject to violent affections [Praiwv
nadnpatwv]; eros, pleasure, and pain mark what we must contend
with well if we are to lead good (read: god-loving) lives and also intro-
duce us to the affections that arise from the threat of the loss of love:
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anger, terror, etc. both of which are especially charged in the context
of a model of masculinity that requires one to navigate them with
courage and so thus evoke, like the many other opposites and
contraries, what appears to have been understood as a foundational
contrary of sexual difference, as we see when Timaeus turns to set
out the task and end of human life:

“If they were to master these, they would live in justice, but if they
were mastered by them, then in injustice. And he who has lived well
throughout his appropriate time would make his way back to the
dwelling of his lawful star and would have a life that was happy and
habitual to him. But he who had failed to live well would, in his
second birth, take on a woman’s nature. If in that form he still did not
refrain from evil, then in whatever mode he might make himself bad,
he would always take on some such bestial nature in the similitude of
that mode of life that was born in him. And he would keep changing
and would not cease from his labors until he had reached the
following point: not before he should draw along with the circuit of
the same and similar that was in himself the vast mob of fire and
water and air and earth that had later grown over it and, having
mastered by reason that roaring and irrational mob, reach the form
of his first and best condition”. (42b2-42d2)

Let us ask again, then, returning now to the frame of the inquiry and
thus to the position on natality voiced in this account, what does the
disembodied soul know? It knows its origin via the path to return,
that is, it has some sense for its comic origin insofar as this is the
place to which it is striving to return. It is not clear whether it also
understands the mechanics of its creation, the mixing, dividing, and
assigning. It also knows itself as originator, as a causal force, gener-
ative of other animal kinds by the fecund capacity of its actions and
their inexorable effects. It knows the task of its life, and the aspira-
tion for return, the horizon by which it will know if it has lived well or
poorly. And the immortal part of the human soul knows it must prove
itself master, or risk repeated and increasingly diminishing re-
embodiment.

Perhaps, in its understanding of the task of mastering the ‘vast mob’
of earth, and fire, and air, and water that clings to it, it has some
intimation of the loss of all this knowledge. For the soul of the mortal
animal is also consigned to forget. The process of embodiment will so
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confuse and disorient it, it will, for a time at least, not even know up
from down, much less its comic origins and possibility for return
(44a7-bl). Its capacity for equilibrium hinges on the glimpses and
glimmers of its origin that embodied life affords, and several of Plato’s
dialogues offer images of these glimpses, e.g., the diremption of self
that is risked in the mania of erotic love evoked by the face of the
beautiful described in the Phaedrus, the confusion created by an
attempt to resolve contradiction by sense perception alone in the
Phaedo, the evocation to thinking that arises from something as banal
as the measuring of the length of a finger in the Republic, all moments
of stillness in an otherwise roaring, gushing, streaming, flowing,
shaking, turning, transforming existence. By these terms, to know
oneself as born is to know oneself as containing a forgotten kernel of
truth that, if one is lucky, one will spend one’s life trying
to remember.

Conclusion: Alienated natality
and imagining birth differently

The gap between parturition and self-understanding (a gap that is
lived and ongoing, to the extent that one may never completely be
known by oneself) is often thematized as the gap between first and
second birth. As we have seen, Plato complicates this distinction,
marking human parturition not as first but as a distant third to the
first order of divine creation, and the second order of the generativity
of human action, in imitation of divine creation. By these terms, the
material conditions of human coming to be, like the products of the
poets, are a third degree from the truth. This alignment of human
birth and poetry is not an accidental byproduct of Plato’s ontology,
but rather a common trope, known to Aristotle as well, who makes
use of it for theorizing the nature of friendship and the duties of
parent and child. If human birth is an echo of a more divine, more
powerful generativity, that generativity can also be claimed not only
for poetic production but also for ethical agency and for philosoph-
ical thinking, for the ‘children’ as Plato’s Diotima puts, that are one’s
actions and thoughts.

Plato’s emphasis on the generative capacity of human action brings
his theorizing closer to the self-making capacity of political life than
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Arendt may have recognized, and brings with it the potential for
liberation that Plato reserves for the philosophic life, whose pursuit
of truth extends beyond the bounds of the self, the family, and the
city. At the same time, the hyperourian intellectual intensity of the
philosophical life as he figures it belongs to a very small kind who are
not encouraged to see themselves as born from anything other than a
love of wisdom, and whose cosmic trajectory is figured as liberation
from birth.

And here we can also identify traces of the dangers of an alienated
stance toward natality, the oppressive possibilities of failing to take
up one’s status as born, the fear of the vulnerability of birth, the
aspiration to come to be in some other way, and the tendency to
elide natality with mortality. But the existential horizons marked by
birth and death have some significant differences.3* The anomalous
conditions dramatized in Euripides Alcestis notwithstanding, no one
can die another’s death—Admetus’ effort to escape death is scan-
dalous, this is part of what makes it good subject matter for tragedy—
and in this sense all humans die alone, no matter who is ‘in the room,
so to speak. But no one is born alone, and ‘my’ birth is not really an
experience for me but something I grasp first as fantasy, nor is it
‘mine’ because the ‘T that is born is only an ‘T virtually, and becomes
such only with time. And while human death is absolutely necessary,
there is absolutely nothing necessary about human birth; one is not
meant to be, but rather comes to be from a conjunction of others
actions, effects, and affects, and could also simply not have been. To
take a clear-eyed stance toward natality, then, requires acknow-
ledging the radical contingency of human coming-to-be.
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chapters on the Timaeus in Salles (2023).
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30 Kalkavage (2001).
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and fed, a marking of vital and divine spaces, and is, via a shared PIE root,
associated with the German verb nehmen, which will feature prominently in
Martin Heidegger’s thinking about the animal and its ‘poverty’ in world. See
discussion in Brill (forthcoming).

32 From peipopau: to receive one’s portion, one’s due; obtain one’s place;
and in passive form: it is allotted, decreed by fate (see also Rep.566a and
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conceptual framework of natality, with a focus on Plato’s interest in the
question: to what are humans committed on the basis of their status as
born? I argue that natality provides a powerful conceptual tool for under-
standing Plato’s ethical theorizing, as vividly demonstrated in the instruc-
tions to the about-to-be-born provided in a passage from the Timaeus
(41d4-42e4), and conclude with some broader considerations about the
relationship between alienated mortality (the denial of the unavoidability of
death), alienated natality (the denial of the contingency of birth), and the
potentially liberatory aspects of untethering birth-giving and identity.
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