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Plato on how (not) to be Born
Sara Brill

PLAN

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

TEXTE

Hannah Arendt is rightly cred ited with placing human natal status at
the center of an analysis of polit ical life, with shifting the philo soph‐ 
ical perspective, as Adriana Cavarero puts it, “from mortality as the
central category of meta physics, to natality as the central category
of politics.” 1 To make this shift, Arendt saw it as neces sary to break
with the ancient Greek philo sophers who other wise 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 unique ness and novelty she asso ci ated with human
birth were, by her estim a tion, largely absent from a cultural
imaginary that tended instead to emphasize continuity and return. 2

The close connec tion between theor izing meta physics and theor izing
mortality that is drawn in Plato’s various present a tions of a grasp of
eternal forms as a momentary tran scend ence of human finitude, for
instance, would seem to lend credence to Arendt’s assess ment. From
the contro ver sial claim that philo sophy is prac tice for death in  the
Phaedo, to the spec tacles of eschat o lo gical myth o lo gizing and the
ethical lessons for living to be drawn there from depicted in several
dialogues, to the Socratic injunc tion in  the Apology that injustice
should be feared rather than death, the dialogues are filled with
rumin a tions about mortality and the oppressive char acter of an
alien ated stance toward it; i.e., the ignor ance embedded in fearing
death and the hubris of attempting to escape it.

1

And yet, the language of birth also permeates the dialogues, partic u‐ 
larly when Plato wants to high light the gener ative power he asso ci ‐
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ates with philo soph ical thinking. And while he will indeed emphasize
the recursive, circular tempor ality that char ac ter izes multiple
approaches to human coming- to-be throughout the ancient Medi ter‐ 
ranean, this emphasis does not stop him from making the human
natal condi tion—the fact of human birth from another human—of
central concern to his thinking about the gener ativity of human
actions, its philo soph ical and polit ical implic a tions, 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 refer ence
to the material condi tions of human coming- to-be as requiring both
polit ical and philo soph ical atten tion, as with the doomed nuptial
number in  the Republic and the eugenics legis la tion of both  the
Republic and the Laws. 4 Here we find Plato willing to radic ally recon‐ 
figure the  Greek oikos in ways that yield both liber atory and
oppressive possibilities. 5 Plato will also, famously, use the language of
birth along side the language of erotic entan gle ment to figure certain
aspects of philo sophy and philo soph izing as like giving birth, as with
the philo soph ical meutics of  the Theaetetus and Charmides, and
Diotima’s descrip tion of chil dren of the soul in the Symposium, which
stand beside the overtly erotic language with which Plato char ac ter‐ 
izes philo sophic activity in the Republic and the Phaedrus.

Not only will Plato consider the facts of human birth as some thing
philo sophers need to pay atten tion to, and construct philo sophy 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 ques tion that also
preoc cu pied those Greek orators embroiled in the conver sa tions
about citizen status that shaped the self- understanding of
Periclean Athens. 6 It is this aspect of Plato’s thinking about birth that
I will focus on here. I am espe cially inter ested in what we can learn of
Plato’s approach to the meaning of birth via the instruc tion to the
born he includes in several dialogues. At times he will intro duce this
instruc tion by drawing upon mythic tropes of forms of birth other
than human partur i tion, a tradi tion that includes fant ast ical births
from sea, or the earth, or Zeus’s head or thigh, in order to place
human birth within a larger gener ative context. For instance, that it is
polit ic ally and philo soph ic ally salutary to think of one’s birth in a
partic ular way is made espe cially 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 alloc a tion system and encourage their love of the city. For after
rigorous testing and exam in a tion, 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 battle field, or
the toil of trade and phys ical labor. The indi vidual propensities for
each of these posi tions are figured as a substance, metal, present
from birth, cultiv ated into gold, silver, and iron and bronze natures in
the earth, and made known to human legis lators by examination.

In the noble lie, the repro ductive labor of conceiving, gest ating, and
birthing a child is staged in quite a different setting than the scene of
partur i tion, refracted on to the cosmic (the god who molds souls) and
the chthonic (the earth who gest ates them). The deep skep ti cism
Plato’s Socrates displays toward claims of the inher it ance of good
char acter that would prove such a flash point in Greek debates about
citizen ship and physiognomy alike is dealt with in this passage by
main taining the emer gence of char acter at birth, but removing the
blood connec tion between birthed and birthing and repla cing it with
a set of capa cities repres ented by another substance whose value has
been prede ter mined. The vicis situdes of human repro ductive life as
Plato saw them, that noble fathers do not neces sarily have noble
sons, is addressed and human errancy is accounted for. Birth remains
a site of the trans mis sion of char acter by removing it from the tradi‐ 
tional familial lineage—souls of gold char acter could be born to
parents of silver char acter, who are like surrog ates until the city
steps in and places them in their proper loca tion. The city, then, as
instan ti ated in its lawgivers, is the true parent, or at least is the entity
able to discern and reflect the work ings of the god. Here is how this
‘lineage’ will be conveyed to the citizens of Kallipolis:

4

ἐστὲ μὲν γὰρ δὴ πάντες οἱ ἐν τῇ πόλει ἀδελφοί, ὡς φήσομεν πρὸς
αὐτοὺς μυθολογοῦντες, ἀλλ’ ὁ θεὸς πλάττων, ὅσοι μὲν ὑμῶν ἱκανοὶ
ἄρχειν, χρυσὸν ἐν τῇ γενέσει συνέμειξεν αὐτοῖς, διὸ τιμιώτατοί εἰσιν·
ὅσοι δ’ ἐπίκουροι, ἄργυρον· σίδηρον δὲ καὶ χαλκὸν τοῖς τε γεωργοῖς
καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις δημιουργοῖς. ἅτε οὖν συγγενεῖς ὄντες πάντες τὸ μὲν
πολὺ ὁμοίους ἂν ὑμῖν αὐτοῖς γεννῷτε, ἔστι δ’ ὅτε ἐκ χρυσοῦ γεννηθείη
ἂν ἀργυροῦν καὶ ἐξ ἀργύρου χρυσοῦν ἔκγονον καὶ τἆλλα πάντα οὕτως
ἐξ ἀλλήλων. τοῖς οὖν ἄρχουσι καὶ πρῶτον καὶ μάλιστα παραγγέλλει ὁ
θεός, ὅπως μηδενὸς οὕτω φύλακες ἀγαθοὶ ἔσονται μηδ’ οὕτω σφόδρα
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φυλάξουσι μηδὲν ὡς τοὺς ἐκγόνους, ὅτι αὐτοῖς τούτων ἐν ταῖς ψυχαῖς
παραμέμεικται. (415a2-b6)

“All of you in the city are certainly brothers,’ we shall say to them in
telling the tale, ‘but the god, in fash ioning those of you who are
competent to rule, mixed gold in at their birth; this is why they are
most honored; in auxil i aries, 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
some times happens that a silver child will be born from a gold
parent, a golden child from a silver parent, and simil arly all the
others from each other. Hence the god commands the rulers first
and fore most to be of nothing such good guard ians and to keep over
nothing so careful a watch as the chil dren, seeing which of these
metals is mixed in their souls.”

The aim here is to bring one’s under standing 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.

5

In testing and moving citizens to the nutritive/educa tional context
appro priate to their perceived capa cities, the human legis lators of
Kallipolis create on the mortal plane the alloc a tion according to char‐ 
acter imagined in  Plato’s Laws as occur ring in the after life, and
offered as consol a tion to those citizens of Magnesia who find the
scale of human injustice to chal lenge their belief in theodicy. Such a
citizen can be assured that:

6

ἐπεὶ δὲ ἀεὶ ψυχὴ συντεταγμένη σώματι τοτὲ μὲν ἄλλῳ, τοτὲ δὲ ἄλλῳ,
μεταβάλλει παντοίας μεταβολὰς δι’ ἑαυτὴν ἢ δι’ ἑτέραν ψυχήν, οὐδὲν
ἄλλο ἔργον τῷ πεττευτῇ λείπεται πλὴν μετατιθέναι τὸ μὲν ἄμεινον
γιγνόμενον ἦθος εἰς βελτίω τόπον, χεῖρον δὲ εἰς τὸν χείρονα, κατὰ τὸ
πρέπον αὐτῶν ἕκαστον, ἵνα τῆς προσηκούσης μοίρας λαγχάνῃ. (903d3-
e1)

“inas much as soul, being conjoined now with one body, now with
another, is always under going 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 char acter 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
appro priate destiny.”

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

7

ἐμηχανήσατο ποῦ κείμενον ἕκαστον τῶν μερῶν νικῶσαν ἀρετήν,
ἡττωμένην δὲ κακίαν, ἐν τῷ παντὶ παρέχοι μάλιστ’ ἂν καὶ ῥᾷστα καὶ
ἄριστα. μεμηχάνηται δὴ πρὸς πᾶν τοῦτο τὸ ποῖόν τι γιγνόμενον ἀεὶ
ποίαν ἕδραν δεῖ μεταλαμβάνον οἰκίζεσθαι καὶ τίνας ποτὲ τόπους· τῆς
δὲ γενέσεως τοῦ ποίου τινὸς ἀφῆκε ταῖς βουλήσεσιν ἑκάστων ἡμῶν
τὰς αἰτίας. ὅπῃ γὰρ ἂν ἐπιθυμῇ καὶ ὁποῖός τις ὢν τὴν ψυχήν, ταύτῃ
σχεδὸν ἑκάστοτε καὶ τοιοῦτος γίγνεται ἅπας ἡμῶν ὡς τὸ πολύ. (904b4-
c4)

“designed a loca tion for each of the parts wherein it might secure
the victory of good ness 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 char acter should be set to dwell in
what kind of posi tion and in what regions; but the causes of the
gener a tion 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 gener ally becomes of a
corres ponding character.”

This move ment,  whereby τόπος (place)  reflects ἦθος (char acter),
presup poses 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 alloc a tion
is easy; for human legis lators, imit ating the god’s play is only possible
via a multi- generational project of founding and revi sion that Plato
likened to a form of painting  (769b-c). 7 For the human legis lators
of  the Republic it would seem to require both the philo soph ical
curriculum outlined in books 6 and 7 and know ledge 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 alloc a tion in the city requires them to think of them‐ 
selves as chil dren of the city and the god, as possessing char acter and
capa city with larger cosmo lo gical signi fic ance, and as commit ting
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 legis lators 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 never the less, “to their sons and their
successors and the rest of the human beings who come after wards”
(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 polit ical and philo soph ical implic a tions. While we may not find
the emphasis on novelty and the new that made natality so important
for Arendt’s polit ical theor izing, we do find rumin a tions about birth
given a central place in Plato’s theor izing of  the polis, and the
demands it places on human action. Plato’s model of human ethical
agency, in partic ular, requires a partic ular stance not only toward
death, but also toward birth.

9

In short, Plato found birth good to think with and I am inter ested in
exploring why this is the case. More specific ally, I would like to delve
more deeply into the claim of the gener ativity of human action and
its implic a tions for the human self- understanding of the status of the
born by focusing on another scene of instruc tion. I will argue that
natality provides a powerful concep tual tool for under standing Plato’s
ethical theor izing by focusing in partic ular on the instruc tions to the
about- to-be-born provided in a passage from  the Timaeus (41d4-
42e4). I will conclude with some broader consid er a tions about the
rela tion ship between alien ated mortality (the denial of the unavoid‐ 
ab ility of death) and alien ated natality (the denial of the contin gency
of birth), and the poten tially liber atory aspects of unteth ering birth- 
giving and iden tity. To better see the stakes of this conver sa tion, I will
say a little more about the rela tion ship between Plato, Arendt, and
Foucault before diving into Plato’s text.

10

Natality, Biopol itics, and the
Examined Life
Several of the most influ en tial contem porary concep tual tools for
querying the polit ical valence of life mine ancient Greek resources to

11
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do so. Giorgio Agamben’s influ en tial repur posing of Walter Benjamin’s
concept of bare life, for instance, is grounded in a distinc‐ 
tion between ζωή (life as such) and βίος (manner of life) that he sees
as already oper ative in Aris totle’s polit ical thought, in a reading of
Aris totle the limits of which have been subject of much
recent discussion. 8 Agamben’s formu la tion of ζωή and βίος stages an
implicit conver sa tion between Aren d tian natality and Foucaul dian
biopol itics, both of which have also received recent crit ical scrutiny. 9

Arendt’s align ment of natality and action—i.e., her emphasis on
second birth, on the emer gence of the indi vidual on the stage of
human plur ality, rather than on the material condi tions of the emer‐ 
gence of a human being from another human being—renders deeply
unclear the rela tion ship between natality and the material condi tions
of birth, and I share Adriana Cavarero’s concern that this has left us
with a concept of natality whose cent rality is also marked by a
certain  under- theorizaton. 10 Thus, Arendt will read, for instance,
what many see as a primary scene of sexual differ en ti ation—that is,
the biblical present a tion of the creation of Eve from the rib of Adam—
as rather the scene of human plur ality, leaving uncom mented upon
the asym metry of the tale, that Eve is made from a part of Adam and
for the sake of providing compan ion ship to him. 11

This focus on second birth opens Arendt to the critique of parti cip‐ 
ating in a long standing histor ical erasure of the  maternal. 12 Her
reasons for this focus are complex, histor ic ally bound, and important
to mark—to avoid a partic ular and perni cious kind of biolo gism. As a
growing body of feminist schol ar ship has observed, it is also neces‐ 
sary to avoid ceding birth to ‘the biolo gical’ so conceived in order to
avoid missing an important point of resist ance to the reduc tion of
poten tially preg nant people to repro ductive service, emphas izing
self- construction at the expense of the other- construction that
precedes it, and over looking the poten tially liber atory force of
imagining birth  differently. 13 A reductive model consigns repro‐ 
ductive labor to the biolo gism Arendt was trying to avoid, and makes
little room for the analysis of the fantasies of birth that inform the
motiv ated ignor ance that biolo gic ally more precise language about
human repro duc tion is attempting to correct. In the wake of the
absence of such efforts, oppressive imagin aries prolif erate and are
natur al ized, while altern ative ways of figuring birth wither.

12
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We see a similar crit ical aware ness of the limits of biopol itics to
adequately theorize contem porary forms of oppres sion, a limit well- 
observed by an estab lished body of feminist, anti co lo nial, and crit ical
race theory  scholarship. 14 What this schol ar ship suggests is espe‐ 
cially evident in the exper i ence of colon ized peoples, for instance, is
not only the ‘making live’ of biopol itics, but also the active use of
death for geno cidal aims, and theor ists have thus offered terms like
‘thanato pol itics,’ necro pol itics, and ‘necrores ist ance’ as better
concep tual tools for theor izing and resisting colo nial power, and for
addressing the social death of slavery following a general concep tual
model offered by Orlando Patterson, whose docu ment a tion of the
role of natal alien a tion in large- scale projects of human enslave ment
and colon iz a tion also estab lished a mode of inquiry that would prove
essen tial to efforts to show how the use of birth connects white
supremacy and struc tural misogyny. 15

13

To listen to the theor izers of thanato pol itics and necro pol itics is to
hear the decisive role of mortality, the use of death, as a polit ical
prin ciple whose cent rality to colo ni alism shows the limit a tions of a
solely biopol it ical lens; to follow the strand of Black feminist thought
querying repro ductive politics and devel oping repro ductive justice is
to discern the line connecting natality to estab lishing the onto lo gical
status of ‘human’ being. As this work makes clear, neither biopol itics
nor Aren d tian 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.

14

Like Arendt, Foucault is less inter ested in theor izing the material
condi tions of human birth than in the condi tions for self- 
construction, that is, he is less inter ested in ‘first’ birth than in
‘second,’ and like Arendt this interest is governed in part by concern
about the nefar ious effects of biolo gism. At the same time, biopol itics
receives its most dense artic u la tion not in Foucault’s own work but in
that of his comment ators and other scholars inspired by his work. For
his own part, Foucault turned rather quickly from biopol itics to
govern ment ality, which also included a shift of atten tion away from
Greek antiquity. 16 In Foucault’s later return to Greek antiquity, the
concept  of βίος finds revolu tionary force less in its useful ness to a
notion of biopol itics (in bio-) than in τέχνη τοῦ βίου (an art of living),

15
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i.e. in its value for an ethical/polit ical project of living other wise, and
thus in an align ment with alterity, novelty, and the new that draws
him into the sphere of this other thinker of the polit ical signi fic ance
of novelty.

To put a finer point on their conver gences, 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
polit ical life. For Foucault, polit ical life also includes the capa city to
create novel ways of life and thus to carve out a livable life in the face
of unlive able condi tions. Plato too attended to the condi tions of
unliv able life; the cent rality  of βίος is staked in what is perhaps the
most well- known expres sions of the Platonic Socrates—the unex‐ 
amined life is not worth living—and reit er ated in other of his most
widely read dialogues; e.g., the Republic concludes by presenting the
greatest task and risk of human kind to be discerning the better from
the worst βίος and choosing accord ingly. For Aris totle as well βίος is a
primary philo soph ical object, his invest ig a tion of it tracks across
zoolo gical, polit ical, and ethical  texts. 17 In the polit ical theories of
both ancient Greek  thinkers, βίος finds its prac tical force as an
adher ence to type, and serves as a regu lative ideal, marking out an
ethical- political project that involves formal legis la tion, conven tional
codes of beha vior, bodily regu la tion, spir itual super vi sion, surveil‐ 
lance, and tropes of natur al iz a tion and denat ur al iz a tion for the sake
of real izing a cosmo lo gical ideal. To follow this under standing of βίος
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 devel oping the capa city to choose  one’s βίος well, and
Plato often illus trates the stakes of this choosing by connecting the
choice of a manner of life with the very terms of embod i ment. In
Plato’s eschat o lo gical myths, choosing a βίος is also choosing a body,
and thus deciding the terms of one’s birth, or, for a philo sophic few,
being liber ated from embod i ment by returning to one’s
cosmic origin. 18 The uncan ni ness of Socrates, the he is both citizen
and stranger to Athens, is presented along side a recur rent descrip‐ 
tion of philo sophy as a return to a cosmic scene of the recep tion of
truth. Such a present a tion of the philo sopher’s life troubles the asso ‐

16
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ci ation between alterity and novelty. By these terms, the alterity of
the philo sophic 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 useful ness of Greek antiquity for thinking through the
polit ical signi fic ance of natality, under stood as the condi tion 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
begin ning be made, human was created) on the basis of a break
between Greek antiquity and early Chris tianity, and while Foucault as
well is inter ested in observing differ ences between Chris tian prac‐ 
tices of confes sion and Socratic parrhesia, he sees these differ ences
less as a decisive shift than as a process of trans form a tion. As Allen
Miller demon strates, what we find in Foucault’s invest ig a tion of frank
speech is not a radical break between Socratic and Chris tian truth- 
telling prac tices but rather, “a gradual repur posing of certain
discursive tech niques that elab orate a model of the self and its loss in
rela tion to different material and theor et ical contexts, elab or a tions
that produce new forms of subjectivity and new rela tions of that
subjectivity to truth, both its own and that of others.” 19 Just how are
we to read the emphasis on novelty, these new subjectiv ities and
rela tions to truth, in the context of a posited continuity between
ancient Greek and early Chris tian theor izing? Is the alterity of life, its
other ness, as presented by Socrates, or the Cynics, or Anti gone,
adequately captured by describing it as novel or new?

17

Arendt motiv ates her return to Augustin specific ally on the grounds
that the faith and hope she sees as bestowed by the full exper i ence of
natality are, “two essen tial char ac ter istics of human exist ence which
Greek antiquity ignored altogether.” 20 In voicing her agree ment with
this turn, Cavarero adds, “The Greeks, obvi ously, did not ignore the
fact that men are born; however, in contrast to the Chris tian tradi‐ 
tion, they did not produce an imagery—or what we could call a vast
icon o lo gical and literary reper toire—on  birth.” 21 While I 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‐ 
a tion on the status of human beings as born, and on the ethical and
polit ical implic a tions of and possib il ities opened by this status.

18
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Plato’s work provides us with a partic u larly rich example. In his
efforts to carve out the love of wisdom as an altern ative form of life
to the love of pleasure and the love of honor, he constructed a βίος
whose access to truth also gains access to a gener ative power with
implic a tions for embod i ment and birth, complic ating the distance
between first and second birth. This has both liber ating and
oppressive possib il ities. 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 differ en tial divi sion of repro ductive
labor is not a relevant differ ence in the city (454d-e)—in unteth ering
polit ical role from repro ductive role, Plato displaced sexual differ ence
from determ ining the access to polit ical power granted to philo soph‐ 
ical rulers. In following this up with the asser tion that, as a kind, the
γένος (kind) of women’ is constitutively weaker (read: weaker from
birth) in all things than men (455c-e), he rein scribed a central tenet of
patri archy. The tension between these aspects of his recon fig ur a tion
of the Greek οἶκος (house hold) has long been a point of conten tion;
my point here is simply that the liber ating poten tial for guardian
women of educa tion and polit ical parti cip a tion does not come with
liber a tion from an essen tialist under standing of their ‘kind’, and is
purchased by main taining the releg a tion of repro ductive labor to an
extra- political sphere. Under these condi tions, citizens will navigate
their status as born at some remove from the material condi tions of
their coming- to-be, and from the labor and care their successful
matur a tion required, labor and care that, to return to the terms of
the noble lie, they have been encour aged to think of  as ὥσπερ
ὀνείρατα (like dreams) (414d). 22

19

In this, Plato’s polit ical theor izing too risks adopting and promoting
an alien ated stance towards one’s condi tion as born, partic u larly, as I
argue below, with respect to the radical contin gency of birth. 23 For if
acknow ledg ment of the abso lute neces sity of death forms a key
element of human self- understanding, so too must acknow ledg ment
of the abso lute lack of neces sity 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 repro ductive labor that produces humans
and any one human’s under standing of their  birth. 24 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
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the context of ‘all time,’ wherein one’s birth is seen as a func tion 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,
‘liber a tion’ from re- birth is imagined as reward for a certain kind of
exem plary philo sophic 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 gener ativity
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 condi tions of their new life.

Instruc tion to the Born in Plato’s
Timaeus
One of Plato’s most vivid portrayals of the gener ative capa city of
human action is offered in his Timaeus, wherein we read that the very
exist ence of women and non- human animals is a func tion of the
actions of the first gener a tion of humans. Speaking in the orac ular
pronun ci ation pecu liar to Timaeus’s charge, he observes:

21

καὶ ὁ μὲν εὖ τὸν προσήκοντα χρόνον βιούς, πάλιν εἰς τὴν τοῦ συννόμου
πορευθεὶς οἴκησιν ἄστρου, βίον εὐδαίμονα καὶ συνήθη ἕξοι, σφαλεὶς
δὲ τούτων εἰς γυναικὸς φύσιν ἐν τῇ δευτέρᾳ γενέσει μεταβαλοῖ· μὴ
παυόμενός τε ἐν τούτοις ἔτι κακίας, τρόπον ὃν κακύνοιτο, κατὰ τὴν
ὁμοιότητα τῆς τοῦτρόπου γενέσεως εἴς τινα τοιαύτην ἀεὶ μεταβαλοῖ
θήρειον φύσιν. (42b3-c4)

“And he who has lived well throughout his appro priate 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
simil itude of that mode of life that was born in him.”

The complex ities that arise from this outrageous claim that women
and non- human animals come- to-be from the moral fail ings of a
mascu line human proto type has been subject of much schol‐ 
arly scrutiny. 25 I would like to focus on the place of this model of
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gener ativity between two others: that of the fecund work ings of the
divine demi urge, both father and  maker, πατήρ (father)  and ποιητής
(maker) and that of sexual repro duc tion, whose intro duc tion after the
creation of women marks it as a third kind, drawing it into the
complex inter pretive horizon of the role of χώρα  (place). 26 By these
terms, human is a gener ative kind. The first gener a tion of humans
will ‘give birth’ to actions, which shape souls that will even tu ally make
their way into a next gener a tion of bodies suited to their condi tion,
either human men or human women, and from there  will, via their
actions, determine the lives of subsequent gener a tions 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 Aris totle accuses other philo sophers 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. 27

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 differ ently in another ‘time’)—which draws  the
Timaeus into the mythic frame work 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
them selves playing with Hesiod and other poets, and with the much
larger trope of autoch thony that hangs over Athenian self- definition
in a variety of  guises. 28 In  the Timaeus, we see this impulse
connected to the entire approach to embod i ment, which, in the case
of human being is a matter of inserting the celes tial 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 aspir a tional 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. 29 Like the
stars into which these souls are sown, human βίος is imagined as an
orbit, as completing a cycle that will begin again. Consequently,
below I focus on Plato’s depic tion of the process by which the mortal
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human kind is brought into being, and consider its larger implic a tions
for his under standing of natality, gener ativity, and birth.

Having finally constructed all the gods, the divine demi urge, “the
begetter of this all  [ὁ τόδε τὸ πᾶν γεννήσας]” (41a5), addresses them
and demon strates to them the terms of their exist ence. As works
born from him, their craftsman and father [ὧν ἐγὼ δημιουργὸς πατήρ
τε ἔργων, δι’ ἐμοῦ γενόμενα (6-7)], they are neither
immortal [ἀθάνατοι] nor entirely indis sol uble [οὐδ’ ἄλυτοι τὸ πάμπαν];
that is, their father, and, it would seem, their father alone, could
dissolve them. But the demi urge imme di ately follows this up with the
assur ance that he will not do so, as only one who is bad would will‐ 
ingly dissolve some thing beau ti fully joined together; moreover, they
have a noble task to attend to: “yet in no way shall you suffer this very
dissol u tion, 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  [οὔτι μὲν δὴ λυθήσεσθέ γε οὐδὲ τεύξεσθε θανάτου
μοίρας, τῆς ἐμῆς βουλήσεως μείζονος ἔτι δεσμοῦ καὶ κυριωτέρου
λαχόντες ἐκείνων οἷς ὅτ’ ἐγίγνεσθε συνεδεῖσθε]” (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 “unbe gotten” [ἀγέννητα], after the
demi urge has handed them the immortal part of human soul.

24

The inter ces sion of his sons here is neces sary as, on the one hand,
the cosmos cannot be left without mortal living beings, as then it
would be incom plete and imper fect  [ἀτελὴς], 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 [δι’ ἐμοῦ δὲ ταῦτα γενόμενα καὶ βίου
μετασχόντα θεοῖς ἰσάζοιτ’ ἄν]” (41ac2-3). And so, the demi urge 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 begin ning  [σπείρας καὶ ὑπαρξάμενος]” (8). They, in turn, are
charged with taking this part up and in accord ance with nature,
turning to the crafting of animals, “imit ating my power in giving you
birth [μιμούμενοι τὴν ἐμὴν δύναμιν περὶ τὴν ὑμετέραν γένεσιν]” (5-6):
“But as for the part that remains, do you, by inter weaving mortal with
immortal, go about fash ioning and beget ting animals; and make them
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grow by giving them nour ish ment, and when they’ve withered away,
receive them back unto yourselves  [τὸ δὲ λοιπὸν ὑμεῖς, ἀθανάτῳ
θνητὸν προσυφαίνοντες, ἀπεργάζεσθε ζῷα καὶ γεννᾶτε τροφήν τε
διδόντες αὐξάνετε καὶ φθίνοντα πάλιν δέχεσθε]” (41d1-3).

The Demi urge’s address to his divine sons anti cip ates several aspects
of human natality that will be brought out in greater detail in the
passage that follows: humans will have some direct connec tion 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 demi urge, who
will also be tasked with providing them some guid ance in the course
of their lives. We also know their lives will end (waste away, a form of
φθίω), and that this end will also have the char acter of a return. That
is, we know the condi tion of their birth (divine construc tion, inter‐ 
weaving), the task of their lives (to pursue justice by granting
authority to the immortal part of their soul), and the char acter of
their end (a return). All of these are elab or ated upon in the passage
the follows, and that will be the focus of our attention.

26

Ταῦτ’ εἶπε, καὶ πάλιν ἐπὶ τὸν πρότερον κρατῆρα, ἐν ᾧ τὴν τοῦ παντὸς
ψυχὴν κεραννὺς ἔμισγεν, τὰ τῶν πρόσθεν ὑπόλοιπα κατεχεῖτο μίσγων
τρόπον μέν τινα τὸν αὐτόν, ἀκήρατα δὲ οὐκέτι κατὰ ταὐτὰ ὡσαύτως,
ἀλλὰ δεύτερα καὶ τρίτα. συστήσας δὲ τὸ πᾶν διεῖλεν ψυχὰς ἰσαρίθμους
τοῖς ἄστροις, ἔνειμέν θ’ ἑκάστην πρὸς ἕκαστον, καὶ ἐμβιβάσας ὡς ἐς
ὄχημα τὴν τοῦ παντὸς φύσιν ἔδειξεν, νόμους τε τοὺς εἱμαρμένους
εἶπεν αὐταῖς, ὅτι γένεσις πρώτη μὲν ἔσοιτο τεταγμένη μία πᾶσιν, ἵνα
μήτις ἐλαττοῖτο ὑπ’ αὐτοῦ, δέοι δὲ σπαρείσας αὐτὰς εἰς τὰ προσήκοντα
ἑκάσταις ἕκαστα ὄργανα χρόνων φῦναι ζῴων τὸ θεοσεβέστατον,
διπλῆς δὲ οὔσης τῆς ἀνθρωπίνης φύσεως, τὸ κρεῖττον τοιοῦτον εἴη
γένος ὃ καὶ ἔπειτα κεκλήσοιτο ἀνήρ. ὁπότε δὴ σώμασιν ἐμφυτευθεῖεν
ἐξ ἀνάγκης, καὶ τὸ μὲν προσίοι, τὸ δ’ ἀπίοι τοῦ σώματος αὐτῶν,
πρῶτον μὲν αἴσθησιν ἀναγκαῖον εἴη μίαν πᾶσιν ἐκ βιαίων παθημάτων
σύμφυτον γίγνεσθαι, δεύτερον δὲ ἡδονῇ καὶ λύπῃ μεμειγμένον ἔρωτα,
πρὸς δὲ τούτοις φόβον καὶ θυμὸν ὅσα τε ἑπόμενα αὐτοῖς καὶ ὁπόσα
ἐναντίως πέφυκε διεστηκότα· ὧν εἰ μὲν κρατήσοιεν, δίκῃ βιώσοιντο,
κρατηθέντες δὲ ἀδικίᾳ. καὶ ὁ μὲν εὖ τὸν προσήκοντα χρόνον βιούς,
πάλιν εἰς τὴν τοῦ συννόμου πορευθεὶς οἴκησιν ἄστρου, βίον εὐδαίμονα
καὶ συνήθη ἕξοι, σφαλεὶς δὲ τούτων εἰς γυναικὸς φύσιν ἐν τῇ δευτέρᾳ
γενέσει μεταβαλοῖ· μὴ παυόμενός τε ἐν τούτοις ἔτι κακίας, τρόπον ὃν
κακύνοιτο, κατὰ τὴν ὁμοιότητα τῆς τοῦ τρόπου γενέσεως εἴς τινα
τοιαύτην ἀεὶ μεταβαλοῖ θήρειον φύσιν, ἀλλάττων τε οὐ πρότερον
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πόνων λήξοι, πρὶν τῇ ταὐτοῦ καὶ ὁμοίου περιόδῳ τῇ ἐν αὑτῷ
συνεπισπώμενος τὸν πολὺν ὄχλον καὶ ὕστερον προσφύντα ἐκ πυρὸς
καὶ ὕδατος καὶ ἀέρος καὶ γῆς, θορυβώδη καὶ ἄλογον ὄντα, λόγῳ
κρατήσας εἰς τὸ τῆς πρώτης καὶ ἀρίστης ἀφίκοιτο εἶδος ἕξεως.
διαθεσμοθετήσας δὲ πάντα αὐτοῖς ταῦτα, ἵνα τῆς ἔπειτα εἴη κακίας
ἑκάστων ἀναίτιος, ἔσπειρεν τοὺς μὲν εἰς γῆν, τοὺς δ’ εἰς σελήνην, τοὺς
δ’ εἰς τἆλλα ὅσα ὄργανα χρόνου· τὸ δὲ μετὰ τὸν σπόρον τοῖς νέοις
παρέδωκεν θεοῖς σώματα πλάττειν θνητά, τό τ’ ἐπίλοιπον, ὅσον ἔτι ἦν
ψυχῆς ἀνθρωπίνης δέον προσγενέσθαι, τοῦτο καὶ πάνθ’ ὅσα ἀκόλουθα
ἐκείνοις ἀπεργασαμένους ἄρχειν, καὶ κατὰ δύναμιν ὅτι κάλλιστα καὶ
ἄριστα τὸ θνητὸν διακυβερνᾶν ζῷον, ὅτι μὴ κακῶν αὐτὸ ἑαυτῷ
γίγνοιτο αἴτιον. (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 ingredi ents, mixing it in some what 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 appro priate 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 neces sity,
they should be implanted in bodies and made subject to whatever
might come into and go out of their body, here’s what would
neces sarily happen. First, there would be sensa tion, one and the
same for all of them and innate, arising from forceful affec tions; and
second, erotic love mixed with pleasure and pain; and in addi tion 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 appro priate 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 simil itude of
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that mode of life that was born in him. And he would keep chan ging
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 irra tional mob, reach the form
of his first and best condi tion. And after he had laid all these
stric tures on them, in order that he might be blame less 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 fash ioned 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
beau tiful 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 construc tion of the soul that will animate mortal
bodies is outside of its aware ness. The demi urge returns to the
mixing bowl he used to mix the soul of the all, and takes what was left
over of the ingredi ents of world soul, mixing it in a similar manner,
but with ingredi ents that were, “in second and third degree of purity”
(41d7). Kalkavage notes Taylor’s obser va tion 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 rela tion to the demi urge itself, who is its father, not
its grandfather. 30 Thus, it is the demi urge himself who performs the
gener ative actions, which are: mixing/combining, dividing, and
assigning. As we will see, each of these actions is reit er ated at essen‐ 
tial moments on the account and will have important exist en tial
echoes: the combining as a kind of equal izing, the dividing as a kind
of plur al izing, and the assigning as a hier arch izing, a putting into
place on the basis of value. 31

27

What, then, does the disem bodied immortal part of the human soul
know? As with his divine chil dren, the demi urge offers instruc tion 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’ chil dren: “and having mounted them, as it were, in a chariot,
he showed [ἔδειξεν] them the nature of the all” (41e1-2). This showing

28



Plato on how (not) to be Born

18

is accom panied by a speaking: “He told them the laws of
destiny [νόμους τε τοὺς εἱμαρμένους εἶπεν αὐταῖς]” (41e2-3); 32 that is,
he explained to them their due, their allot ment, 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
exist en tial prin ciple and develop three dimen sions of it: equality,
plur ality, and duality. The demi urge 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 appro priate
organ of time, they would have to sprout into the most god- fearing
of animals;”

c) “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 gener a tions of
birth, the first birth is one for all; that is, the first birth intro duces the
condi tion of equality, and it is this condi tion 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,
gener ative (repro ductive) capa city: the second and subsequent births
will be a func tion of/reflect the decisions and actions of the first
gener a tion. That is, one’s first origin also estab lishes one as an origin,
as an origin ator. 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 avail able to the  1  gener a tion of humans. Equality will also
create need for another form of caus ality, then, insofar as the
purpose of equality is to limit that of which the demi urge is respons‐ 
ible, that for which he is the cause. So, it would seem we could also
say that the neces sary cause enters here, and indeed, Timaeus
invokes neces sity when he turns to describe what happens once the
souls are embodied (42a4).

st

b) One’s matur a tion is determ ined by a horizon; one’s living will be
oriented toward living well, and this dimen sion estab lishes piety as
that horizon, as that which distin guishes living well from living
poorly. The mastering or being mastered that consti tutes 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 complic ated by a hier archy in the
soul’s human embodied condi tion; in a sense this is an elab or a tion on
b) insofar as the divi sion between living well and living poorly is given
greater exist en tial weight because it is now written onto the body via
the emer gence of sexual differ ence. This stip u la tion would seem to
also intro duce sexual repro duc tion, and thus to add a third gener‐ 
ative dimen sion (1 : divine creation (sowing, mixing, etc.); 2 : human
action (god- fearing or not, just or not, mastering or being
mastered); 3 : sexual repro duc tion) and to do so in such a way as to
suggest that partur i tion is just a trans ition from one nurturing envir‐ 
on ment to the next, simply the path by which the third gener a tion of
humans will be born, their sex and species sorted out not in the
womb but in the actions of the previous gener a tions. The uterus,
then, would simply be the place of imprint, which furthers the
connec tion between this third kind of gener ative activity and the
work of χώρα. 33

st nd

rd

Next, Timaeus expands and elab or ates on each of these condi‐ 
tions/allot ments by describing what will happen when, by neces sity,
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 exper i‐ 
ence, first, sensation/perception, αἴσθησις, “one and the same for all
of them and innate, arising from forceful affec tions;” second, “erotic
love mixed with pleasure and pain;” and in addi tion, “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 embod i ment, of what it means to become subject to a body itself
under going in- flow and out- low, repeats and expands upon the three
exist en tial aspects of natality above. In his emphasis on the sensa tion
as one and the same for all, Timaeus draws αἴσθησις into the field of
the equality of the first birth, but adds that this partic ular form of
inflow involves being subject to violent affec tions  [βιαίων
παθημάτων]; 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 affec tions that arise from the threat of the loss of love:
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anger, terror, etc. both of which are espe cially 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 oppos ites and
contraries, what appears to have been under stood as a found a tional
contrary of sexual differ ence, 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 appro priate 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 simil itude of
that mode of life that was born in him. And he would keep chan ging
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 irra tional mob, reach the form
of his first and best condi tion”. (42b2-42d2)

Let us ask again, then, returning now to the frame of the inquiry and
thus to the posi tion on natality voiced in this account, what does the
disem bodied 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
under stands the mech anics of its creation, the mixing, dividing, and
assigning. It also knows itself as origin ator, as a causal force, gener‐ 
ative of other animal kinds by the fecund capa city of its actions and
their inex or able effects. It knows the task of its life, and the aspir a‐ 
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 increas ingly dimin ishing  re- 
embodiment.

30

Perhaps, in its under standing of the task of mastering the ‘vast mob’
of earth, and fire, and air, and water that clings to it, it has some
intim a tion of the loss of all this know ledge. For the soul of the mortal
animal is also consigned to forget. The process of embod i ment will so
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confuse and disor ient it, it will, for a time at least, not even know up
from down, much less its comic origins and possib ility for return
(44a7-b1). Its capa city for equi lib rium hinges on the glimpses and
glim mers of its origin that embodied life affords, and several of Plato’s
dialogues offer images of these glimpses, e.g., the diremp tion of self
that is risked in the mania of erotic love evoked by the face of the
beau tiful described in  the Phaedrus, the confu sion created by an
attempt to resolve contra dic tion by sense percep tion alone in  the
Phaedo, the evoc a tion to thinking that arises from some thing as banal
as the meas uring of the length of a finger in the Republic, all moments
of still ness in an other wise roaring, gushing, streaming, flowing,
shaking, turning, trans forming exist ence. 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.

Conclu sion: Alien ated natality
and imagining birth differently
The gap between partur i tion and self- understanding (a gap that is
lived and ongoing, to the extent that one may never completely be
known by oneself) is often them at ized as the gap between first and
second birth. As we have seen, Plato complic ates this distinc tion,
marking human partur i tion not as first but as a distant third to the
first order of divine creation, and the second order of the gener ativity
of human action, in imit a tion of divine creation. By these terms, the
material condi tions of human coming to be, like the products of the
poets, are a third degree from the truth. This align ment of human
birth and poetry is not an acci dental byproduct of Plato’s onto logy,
but rather a common trope, known to Aris totle as well, who makes
use of it for theor izing the nature of friend ship and the duties of
parent and child. If human birth is an echo of a more divine, more
powerful gener ativity, that gener ativity can also be claimed not only
for poetic produc tion but also for ethical agency and for philo soph‐ 
ical thinking, for the ‘chil dren’ as Plato’s Diotima puts, that are one’s
actions and thoughts.

32

Plato’s emphasis on the gener ative capa city of human action brings
his theor izing closer to the self- making capa city of polit ical life than

33
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RÉSUMÉ

English
This paper explores the language of birth in Plato’s dialogues via the
concep tual frame work of natality, with a focus on Plato’s interest in the
ques tion: to what are humans committed on the basis of their status as
born? I argue that natality provides a powerful concep tual tool for under‐ 
standing Plato’s ethical theor izing, as vividly demon strated in the instruc‐ 
tions to the about- to-be-born provided in a passage from the Timaeus
(41d4-42e4), and conclude with some broader consid er a tions about the
rela tion ship between alien ated mortality (the denial of the unavoid ab ility of
death), alien ated natality (the denial of the contin gency of birth), and the
poten tially liber atory aspects of unteth ering birth- giving and identity.
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