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Socrates undoubtedly represents one of the most fascinating, mysterious as well as
controversial figures of the entire ancient philosophical gamut and in the history of West-
ern thought. Even comparing the testimonies of authors from the sth and 4th centuries
B.C., a multifaceted, even contradictory image of Socrates emerges, which is therefore
difficult to trace back to a unitary profile.! The philosophical and historical relevance of
the Socratic character has also decisively influenced modern historiographical categories,
going so far as to define archaic philosophers as Presocratics precisely in order to empha-

"I am grateful to Catherine Fullarton who corrected the text in English and to Angela Ulacco for the
precious suggestions.

! For a general overview of how several ancient authors like Antiphon, Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle
present the figure of Socrates see pages 11-21 of the introduction of Ferrari (2007). See, too, Vlastos (1998).
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sise Socrates’s enormous Influence on the Western thought.> Although Socrates did not
write anything, his profile has nevertheless been linked (albeit in very different ways and
forms) to the pivotal role his character plays in Plato’s dialogues. This is especially the
case in the early Platonic dialogues - those called “Socratic,” by scholars, because of the
paramount importance of the character Socrates, who is also more faithful to the image
of the “refuting” Socrates, typical of dialogues like the Apology, Eutyphro and Ion. The
image of Socrates we find in the first Platonic dialogues seems to differ substantially from
the one we find in later works such as the Sophist, the Parmenides and the Timaeus, until,
finally, the character of Socrates disappears altogether by the Laws.3

The great relevance that the character of Socrates had in antiquity (and beyond) is,
however, undoubtedly associated with the central role this character played within the
Platonic tradition. Plato’s fundamental place in Western thought has in fact contributed
to making his teacher Socrates an equally venerable figure.* The link between Socrates
and Plato is a functional aspect in corroborating the thesis of the unity of Platonism.’
Particularly in the Imperial Age, there were many cases in which Socrates was inter-
preted not as “the philosopher of aporias” but rather as a sapiential figure whose peculiar
philosophical aspect was demonology, as in the cases of Plutarch and Apuleius.® Further-
more, the figure of Socrates influenced the different ancient philosophical currents in
different ways, which has led to different interpretative outcomes.” As I said before, this
is particularly evident within the Imperial Age, in which Platonic thought returns to the
centre of philosophical debate to the extent that some ancient thinkers interpret Plato’s
doctrines as a systematicity.® This Platonic centrality contributed in some cases to make

% On the origin of the term presocratics in philosophical historiography see Curd (2020).

3 This aspect was accepted by Arcesilaus who followed the Socratic pattern of abstaining from writing
anything down to prevent any possible dogmatism. On Arcesilaus, see Cic. De Or., 3, 17. As Bonazzi conveniently
notes, scholars agree in attributing to Arcesilaus a recovery of the “Socratic” Platonic dialogues to underline that
Plato’s true “spirit” was aporetic and sceptical, and that the most important spokesman of this approach was
the Socrates presented in Plato’s early dialogues. This perspective was intended to provide an image of Socrates
opposing to the Stoics’ and Cynics’ views of a “dogmatic Socrates”. For more about this aspect, see Bonazzi
(2015: 98) who refers in turn to Long (1997*: 118-125). See also Ioppolo (1995).

4 This view has been criticized by Rossetti (2022), who affirms that the figure of Socrates must not be inter-
preted as too close to the Platonic philosophy “through the categories” of the 5th century B. C.

5 Donini (2013: 440) underlines how, for Plutarch in the Adversus Colotem, the figure of Socrates is strictly
connected with Plato, to underline an ideal philosophical continuity, in the same way Plutarch does with Plato
and Parmenides. In Plutarch’s work, Plato’s thought is discussed in a sort of group, together with Parmenides
and Socrates, who are two authors considered by Plutarch as highly influential on Plato.

¢ Donini (2003) provides a detailed analysis of the figure of Socrates in Middle Platonism, concentrating
particularly on the thought of Plutarch and Apuleius. The scholar demonstrates how, during the 1% and 2™ centu-
ry AD, detachment from the sceptic drift of the Academy was accompanied by a “pythagorization” of the figure
of Socrates, in particular by Numenius.

7 For a well-structured discussion about the reception of the figure of Plato among ancient Platonists, see
Palumbo (2012).

8 For a complete analysis of the strategies, styles, and purposes of the exegesis of Plato in the imperial age,
see Donini (1994), which is, in my view, the most complete and exhaustive contribution available today on this
topic.
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his master Socrates a highly incisive character among Platonists.” Authors who read
Plato systematically interpret the character of Socrates as a philosopher who developed
his own doctrine - a doctrine which Plato inherited and, in turn, further developed.
From this perspective, Socrates can be understood as a sort of pioneer of the Platonic
doctrines, an authoritative source for Plato himself who inherited and developed some
crucial aspects of his master’s thought.

My aim in this essay is to analyse the way in which the figure of Socrates was inter-
preted by the Neopythagorean Numenius of Apamea in the context of criticism of the
Platonic tradition. Indeed, Numenius is undoubtably Platonic in his spirit, even though
Pythagorean philosophy also plays a central role in the development of his thought.
In Numenius, as we shall see, the personality of Pythagoras represents the most import-
ant authority, so that even his references to Socrates and Plato are inevitably influenced
by this philosophical genealogy, and they are described as Pythagorean thinkers.*

In recent years, there has been a revival of studies on the Pythagorean tradition in
the Imperial Age, but very little has yet been said about Numenius’s portrayal of Socrates.
Aside from Donini’s aforementioned studies on the presence of Pythagoreanism and its
genealogies in Imperial Age Platonism, and Michalewski’s recent contribution on phil-
osophical authority in Numenius, there are, to my knowledge, no studies that systemati-
cally analyse the role and presence of Socrates in the Numenian fragments."

AsIsaid before, in Numenius’s view, Socrates represents a philosophical authority
within a theological perspective encompassing both Pythagoras and Plato. As Michalews-
ki observes, the association of Socrates with a metaphysical dogmatism represents an
original element within the Platonic tradition, in virtue of the fact that Socrates was a sort
of “symbol,” we might say, of the sceptical phase of the Academy.” For this reason I think
that the link between Pythagoras and Socrates is worth further deepening, to understand
a more general tendency in Imperial Platonism.* However, before delving fully into the
matter, it would be appropriate to understand the main sources of philosophical author-
ity for Numenius, and to try to distinguish the different meaning that Socrates and Plato
have within Pythagorean genealogy.

Numenius belongs to the group of thinkers who were strongly critical of a unitary
view of the Academic tradition.”* As I will try to demonstrate in this paper, Numenius’s

° See again Donini (2003).

19" According to Donini (2013: 450 ff.) the first hints of interest in Pythagoras among the Platonists are pres-
ent even before Anthiochus, but this tendency became “usual” with Eudorus of Alexandria and the circulation
of the Pseudopythagorica among the intellectual circles of the Imperial Age. On the alleged date of composition
of the Pseudopythagorica, see Ulacco’s introduction (2017: 1-16).

I Donini (2003; 2013); Michalewski (2021).
12 See, Michalewski (2021: n. 3).
13 Michalewski (2021: 133).

4 On this aspect Numenius opposes Plutarch, who in his unfortunately lost work ITepi tod piav eivou Ty
amo tod ITAdrwvog Axadijueiay probably sustained the thesis that there is a unity in the Academic tradition, from
Plato onwards, without any “sceptical detachment”. On this topic and the “rebirth of dogmatism” of Antiochus
of Ascalona, see Ferrari (2013) and Dillon (1996% 52-106).
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criticism is directed against those who did not follow the Platonic-Pythagorean teaching,
i.e., both the old Academics and, especially, the sceptics. According to Numenius, as we

will see in more detail in this paper, the sceptical phase of the Academy produced a deep

break within the Platonic tradition, in which the Academics arguably betrayed the orig-
inal “dogmatic” Platonic message, which for Numenius consists in a philosophical link
with Pythagoreanism, and which carries within it metaphysical and theological aspects

that are closely connected to each other.

However, the theological perspective that Numenius attributes to Pythagoras, and
then to Socrates and Plato, is wholly incompatible with scepticism.” Therefore, the start-
ing point of our investigation is to establish which figures or traditions Numenius consid-
ered to be sources of philosophical and sapiential authority.

Numenius has been understood by many scholars as an author strongly influenced
by Eastern cultures. These investigations have led, as in the case of Norden’s and Puech’s
studies, to the establishment of Numenius’s direct dependence on Eastern religious tradi-
tions such as Hebraism and Gnosticism. Norden’s and Puech’s radical theses have been
criticised by Festugiére, Dodds, Whittaker, Athanassiadi, and in a recent essay by Bonaz-
zi." In fact, the thesis of Numenius’s dependence on Oriental traditions appears to its
critics to be a thesis with a strongly conjectural basis, not sufficiently supported by textual
elements capable of demonstrating the existence of a relationship with the philosophi-
cal-religious traditions of the ancient East.

Nevertheless, Numenius’s fragments do not lack references to Oriental cultures, a fact
which has proved to be one of the workhorses of those scholars who argue in favour of
a philosophical-cultural connection between Numenius and the East. For instance, in
fr. 8, in which Eusebius of Caesarea explicitly mentions Numenius’s I1epi rayafo? in his
Praeparatio Evangelica, we read that Numenius described Plato as a “Moses speaking in
the Attic language” (Mwofig dttikilwv).” This comparison between Moses and Plato has
led scholars to reflect more broadly on whether Numenius may have adhered to Hebrew

15 See Bonazzi (2006: 232; 236 ff.).

' See Norden (2002?); while, according to Puech (1985: 35-84), some passages of the Ilepi tayaflod demon-
strate that Numenius adhered to the Hebraism. To strengthen his thesis, Puech also affirms that at that time the
city of Apamea was the crossroad of Oriental cultures such as Gnosticism and Hebraism, and that Numenius was
influenced from these cultural phenomena. From a philosophical point of view this influence is attested by the
monad-dyad dualism which can be found in some Oriental theological systems. Puech posits that it is impossible
to conceive of a “pure Platonism” in Numenius without considering his knowledge of Oriental cultures. A criti-
cism against Puech has been voiced by Bonazzi (2015b), who assumes that the so-called Orientalism of Numenius
can be reduced to a single interpretation of the Platonic doctrine of the principles, which lead to a justification of
the transcendence of the first principle without implying an adhesion to Gnosticism and other eastern cultures
existing in the cultural context of the II century AD. See Dodds (1960: 7); Festugiére (1953: 131-132); Whittaker
(1967). In particular, Festugiére critiques Norden’s thesis, who affirms that Numenius’s gnosticism is founded
on the unknowability of the first principle. Festugiére claims that Norden’s thesis is extremely radical and that
not one of the Numenian fragments provides convincing hints in this direction. Also critical of Numenius’s
supposed Orientalism is Athanassiadi (2006: 76-81), who underlines the fact that Numenius’s interest in Eastern
doctrines can be reduced to intellectual curiosity (fr. 55: occultorum curiosori numidium). On this topic see also
Domaradzki (2020: 143 n. 13).

7 Numen. fr. 8, 14.
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culture or, at the very least, may have been strongly influenced by Hebrew circles.® This

thesis has been strongly criticised by Mark Edwards, who believes that the knowledge of
Jewish culture by a second-century intellectual like Numenius can be considered nothing

more than a tacit cultural element, and thus not sufficient to legitimise an adherence to

Hebrew culture by Numenius, who, more likely, would have limited himself to the study
of philosophical-religious doctrines of the time."

The text from which we begin our discussion, which is fundamental for understand-

ing Numenius’s position toward the Academic tradition and Pythagoras’s authority,
is fr. 24 of des Places’ edition. The fragment’s source is, once again, Eusebius of Caesarea,
who mentions Numenius as representative of Platonic philosophy. In fact, in Eusebius’s

perspective, Plato, as well as the later Platonists, are considered to be those thinkers who

are closest to the Hebrew tradition, which is the forerunner of the Christian one. As Kara-
manolis has demonstrated, Eusebius mentions Numenius within his discussion of the

role of Plato’s philosophy.?® In this long excerpt from this somewhat “historiographical”
work, entitled On the Infidelity (or Detachment) of the Academics towards Plato (Ilepi

Tij¢ TV Axadnuaiydy npog IAdrwva Siaordoews), Numenius takes a stand against the

sceptical drift of the Academy, blaming the Academics (in particular, the exponents

of scepticism) for having somehow misrepresented Plato’s doctrine. Numenius’s aim

is to retrieve a theological Platonism; the reference to Pythagoreanism thus becomes

an almost inevitable point of reference to re-establish a claim of authority. In order to

denounce the Academics’ drift, Numenius considers first and foremost the theories of
Plato’s first followers:

Now during the time of Speusippus, the nephew of Plato, Xenocrates, the successor of Speu-
sippus, and Polemon, who received the school from Xenocrates, the character of the teachings
always remained nearly the same, due to the fact that this famous “suspension” had not yet
appeared, nor indeed had other doctrines of that kind.*

'8 According to Burnyeat (2005: 148-151), Moses plays a central role in Numenius’s philosophy - in partic-
ular concerning Numenius’s perspective on eternity.

1% See Edwards (1990).

20 Karamanolis has provided an important suggestion about the fact that Eusebius quotes Numenius.
According to Karamanolis, Plato is, in Eusebius’s view, an important reference point, even though the primary
authority is the Scripture; in other words, Plato is not infallible. In this perspective, the quotation of Numenius
is strategic for Eusebius. Karamanolis (2014: 179) states that: “Numenius did not hesitate to claim that Plato had
been partly responsible for the derailment of the Academics from Arcesilaus to Philo, because, he suggested,
Plato had not made sufficiently clear his dependency on, and commitment to, the doctrines of Pythagoras, as
he should have done especially given Plato’s dependence on Pythagorean philosophy.” To sum up, Eusebius’s
quotation of Numenius is designed to underline the character of Plato’s philosophy of Plato, which is close to the
truth, albeit not identical with it. See Karamanolis (2014: 171-180). However, I am not convinced that Nume-
nius considers Plato to be a philosopher who did not grasp the “Pythagorean truth;” rather, it seems to me that
Numenius’s goal is to stress the continuity between Pythagoras and Plato.

2 Numen. fr. 24, 5-12: Emti pév toivuy Enedoutnov tov ITAdtwvog pev adehpidolv, Eevokpdrn 8¢
oV S1ddoyov tov Enevoinnov, HoAépmva 82 Tov éxdeldpevov Thv oxoAv tapa Eevokpdatoug del to Rbog
Steteiveto T@V Joypdtwv oxedov 81 tavtdv, Evekd ye tiig pénw €moyiig Tavtnat tijg toAvBpuArTov Te kai &l &)
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Numenius’s criticism of Academic scepticism thus assumes a political sense.>> The
sceptical current Numenius criticises is the one represented by Arcesilaus of Pythane,
whose theses are incompatible with a systematic conception of reality and the theology
that Numenius wants to justify instead.?> What emerges from the very first lines of the
fragment is that Numenius does not fully accept the thought of Plato’s followers, Xeno-
crates, Polemon, and Speusippus, because their doctrines would not have been entirely
traceable to Plato’s teaching. Nevertheless, from Numenius’s point of view, none of their
interpretations directly contradict Plato’s doctrines, and so neither are they in conflict
with Plato.**According to Numenius, the real break from the Academics therefore occurs
with scepticism.

The Academics’ decisive separation from Plato consists in the €moy, i.e., the suspen-
sion of judgement that would lead to the distortion of Plato’s original theological message
by the Academy’s sceptical current.> In other words, the early Academics remained
anchored to a dogmatic conception of reality, failing to elaborate on the suspension of
judgement that represents the real breaking point in the Academic tradition. In fact, the
émoyn represents the heart of that sceptical approach that does not allow knowledge of
principles and first causes. As Numenius moves within a theological perspective, the
suspension of judgement of the £émoy] is completely incompatible with a theological and
hierarchical conception of reality.

What clearly emerges is Numenius’s rejection of sceptical Platonism, which is accused
of radically distorting Plato’s doctrine by eliminating the possibility of knowing the high-
est realities. As examples of (in)fidelity to the school’s progenitor, Numenius examines
the Epicureans, the Stoics, and the Socratics. Numenius considers the Epicureans to
be those who, with due differences in style and argumentation, remain most faithful to
the original doctrine of Epicurus. While Numenius says that Xenocrates and the other
followers of Plato have, to some extent, misconstrued Plato’s original doctrine, in the
Epicurean tradition there is a sort of coherence with Epicurus’s original teaching.*® The
reason underlying the Epicureans’ “faith” to their teacher consists in the fact that they did
not question the latter’s original doctrine. By virtue of this description of the Epicurean

“spirit,” it can be inferred that Numenius interprets the sceptical drift of the Academy

TV TOUT®V dAwV. "Erntel €ig ye téMa toMayn mapaivovteg, ta 8¢ otpefAoivieg, ovk Evepélay Tf) pdtn
Sadoxi)- Transl. Petty (2012: 37).

2 This definition is by O’Meara (1989: 10).

% See Opsomer (1998: 129; 171-172).

2+ This seems to be confirmed by Numenius himself, who affirms that he was more interested in defending
Plato rather than in blaming Xenocrates. See Numen. fr. 24, 14-16.

2 On the role of the ¢roy} in the Academy, see Bonazzi (2015: 79 ff.).
% See Numen. fr. 24, 23-35.
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as a deep betrayal of Plato’s thought, a radical detachment that has produced a genuine
lacuna within the tradition.”

The most relevant element for the purposes of our study, however, concerns a certain
parallelism that Numenius draws between the Stoics and the representatives of the
Socratic schools, each of whom emphasised one peculiar aspect of Socrates’s thought,
de facto forming a multitude of unique Socratic doctrines. Similarly, Numenius finds in
Stoicism a tendency to emphasise one point or philosophical aspect more than others,
thus constituting autonomous orientations such as to imply real and distinct currents
within Stoicism, whereby some authors were more Stoic (ctwik®tepot) than others.
Through this approach, Stoics end up quibbling about unintelligent disputes.*® It seems
to me evident that a perspective according to which an “autonomous” current of thought
is formed from certain interpretations, as with the Stoics and Socratics, is completely
at odds with the Numenian need to establish a genealogical unity between Pythagoras,
Socrates, and Plato. The aim is therefore to rehabilitate the figure of Socrates as an expo-
nent of that Academic unity that was subsequently lost.

Numenius presents Socrates as a sapiential philosopher, aporetic and inquiring, far
from the philosopher of “I know that I do not know,” but a true master whose theological
doctrine was expounded to his pupils through enigmatic formulas, and evidently not fully
grasped by his followers:

The reason is that while Socrates was setting forth three Gods and philosophizing about them?

in the rhythms appropriate to each other, his auditors were unaware if this and believed that

he was saying everything at random and always opportunistically from the dictates of change
- sometimes one thing, sometimes another, whichever way the wind blew.>

The central thesis of this passage consists in affirming, in a rather ambiguous and
mysterious way, that Socrates “posited three Gods,” a concept so mysterious and complex
that none of his followers seems to have fully understood the meaning of this message.*

Numenius makes this reference to a sort of diaphonia between the various Socratic
schools to underline the alleged doctrinal drifts that some of Socrates’s followers had

¥ In arecent article, Boys-Stones discusses the question by recalling Sedley’s thesis. Sedley sustained that
the role Plato plays among Platonists was not so different from the one that Epicurus and Zeno played for
the respective followers. On the contrary, Boys-Stones says that Plato’s role cannot be compared with Zeno’s
and Epicurus’s because Platonists saw in Plato a sapiential figure rather than the founder of a philosophical
school. See Sedley (1997) and Boys-Stones (2018: 184-188). A discussion of Boys-Stones’s thesis is presented
in Michalewski (2021: 130-131).

¥ Numenius’s anti-stoic attitude is clearly revealed in fr.52 regarding the ontological status of matter.

» Numen. fr. 24, 51-56: Attiov 8¢, 611 tpeig Beovg Thepévou ZwkpdTous kai PrAosoPoTVTOGE avTolg £V Tolg
TPOGNKITUGLY £KATT® PUOUOTG, ol StakovoVTeg TOUTO PEV yvoouYy, PovTo O Aéyelv TAvTa avTov eiki) kal Ao
THG VKOO G GEl TPOOTUYGDG dMOTE ANANG TUXNG Gmtwg Tvéot (transl. Petty 2012: 39).

3 Michalewski (2021: 135) proposes to extend Numenius’s criticism to fr. 23, in which he substantially
criticises the theology of the Athenians, who condemned Socrates in the process. In this case it seems clear
that the Athenians’ theology is in open contradiction with the Socratic one; indeed, Socrates’s condemnation
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autonomously contributed, evidently not understanding his original teaching. This allows
Numenius to overturn the sceptical image of Socrates, rehabilitating it as that of a true
theologian. The pseudo-aporetic aspect with which Numenius presents Socrates’s thesis
is, in my view, justified by the impossibility of communicating the doctrine of the three
Gods to those interlocutors who are not naturally predisposed to grasp the essential
features of theology.

This allusion seems to be a reference to the dynamics of the Academy, underlining
the fact that autonomous stances, such as those of the Socratics, first, and later, the Scep-
tics, risk distorting the original meaning of Socratic theology. According to Numenius,
thinkers like Antisthenes, Aristippus, and the Megarics failed to grasp the true meaning
of the Socratic doctrine of the three Gods and thus somehow betrayed the philosophical
message of their teacher — a message that was nevertheless fully understood by Plato, who
inserted himself, through Socrates, within a Pythagorean theological tradition.

The three Gods ascribed to Socrates are evidently those of Numenius’s onto-theo-
logical hierarchy set forth in the ITepi réyafod.* We know from various testimonies
that Numenius conceives of reality hierarchically, distinguishing three divine levels of
reality: the good, the demiurge, and the rational-ordering principle immanent to the
cosmos, a sort of Anima Mundi ante litteram.> Most probably, as we shall see better short-
ly, regarding the role of Socrates, the three Gods Numenius attributes to Socrates derive
from the exegesis of a famous passage of Plato’s second epistle, as many scholars have
pointed out.**

Before delving into an examination of the Numenian doctrine of the three Gods,
it is worth emphasising how he places Socrates together with Plato and Pythagoras in
a unified philosophical tradition. We learn from fr. 24:

Plato was a Pythagorean (he knew that Socrates dispensed these same teachings from no
other source than that, and that he had spoken in full awareness of this); in this way therefore,
he too bound things together, yet neither in a customary nor an obvious manner [...] Therefo-

re, as a man assuming an intermediate position between Pythagoras and Socrates, he eased

is, according to Numenius, founded on the fact that his theological message was not adequately understood by
most of his followers.

3 This aspect has both an historical and philosophical meaning. It is philosophical as far as some of the
Socratics were not able to get the kern of the Socratic teaching, but also historical concerning Socrates’s role
towards the traditional theological knowledge Numenius mentions in fr. 23 as a critical aspect of the society that
led Socrates to receive the death sentence.

32 It is Proclus who refers to Numenius talking about three Gods (see fr. 21; 22 des Places). However, the
issue of whether the second and the third God must be considered two separate entities or rather two aspects of
the same reality is a crucial argument in Numenius’s philosophy that scholars continue to debate.

3 A general introduction to Numenius with a wide analysis of the most important aspects of his metaphysics
can be found in Frede (1987). On the possibility that Numenius’s third God can be identified with a World Soul,
see Kramer (1964: 71-81) and Frede (1987); some reservations are expressed by Opsomer (2005: 65) and Ferrari
(2014: 61), while Jourdan (2021) is critically opposed to this view.

3+ See Tarrant (2017).
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the gravity of the one down to the level of benevolence, and led the familiar cleverness and
playfulness of the other away from irony up to the level of dignity and majesty. And in this
respect, blending Pythagoras with Socrates, he appeared more human than the one and more

serious than the other.

Here, a continuous line emerges from Pythagoras to Plato. From Numenius’s point
of view, Pythagoras represents the highest philosophical authority* — one to which Plato
himselfis also traced.” Moreover, Numenius’s Pythagoreanism is in line with his critique
of the scepticism of the Hellenistic age, as it represents a purely metaphysical aspect of
Plato’s doctrine that stands in contrast to Scepticism itself. In the Imperial age there is,
therefore, corresponding to a recovery of Platonic dogmatism, a revisitation of the figure
of Socrates who — almost naturally, we might say — is brought back to the ancient Pythag-
orean tradition like Plato himself.®

For Numenius, Pythagoras represents the original philosophical authority, even
though Plato obviously also played a central role.®

The main issue now is to establish Socrates’s role within this pythagorizing gene-
alogy considering the doctrine of the three Gods. As I said earlier, it is Numenius who
proposes a metaphysical-theological hierarchy in which there are three divine levels, in
continuity with the Platonic-Pythagorean tradition. However, I consider it plausible that
Numenius is in this case not presenting his original doctrine, but merely explicating what
some authors, whom he considers the highest philosophical authorities, have said before
him. It therefore makes sense to attribute to Socrates the delineation of a doctrine of the
three Gods, which evidently had not yet been explicated in these terms by Pythagoras
and later taken up by Plato, so it is possible to imagine that Socrates may have been the
trait d'union introducing Plato himself to the Pythagorean doctrine.*° Although such
elements of Numenian metaphysics are traceable in Plato’s dialogues, Numenius is explic-
it in saying that Plato, in expounding his doctrines, pythagorized, i.e., drew on a store of
knowledge and doctrines already present in ancient Pythagoreanism that he developed.
Plato is thus presented as a somewhat enlightened man, the last exponent of a trinomi-

3% Numen. fr. 24, 57-59; 73-78: ‘O 8¢ ITAdtwv uBayopiocag ()5t 8¢ Tov Zwkpdty pndapdOev 1j ékelbev
O1) Td adtd Tadta ety kal yvévta gipnxévar), @de obv kal abtdg ouvedijoato ta pdypata, ot elwbotwg olite
1) €ig 0 Pavepdv: [...] “Onwg ovv avijp peoebwv Iuvbaydpouv kai Swkpdtovg, Tob PEV TO oEUVOV DITAYAY®V
péxpt tot PrhavBpmiov, ToU 8¢ TO KooV ToUTo Kal Tayvifjpov avayaymv 4o Tig eipwveiag &ig d€impa Aat
Gykov kai avto Toito kepdoag Zwkpdtet [TuBaydpav, tol pév dnpotik@tepog, Tod 8¢ oepvitepog O (transl.
Petty 2012: 41).

36 See O’Meara (1989: 12-13).

37 Ibidem.

3 See Bonazzi (2006: 236): “Au désintérét de 'Académie pour Pythagore correspond la tentative progres-
sive de “pythagorser” Socrate chez les platoniciens de 'époque impérial [...].”

¥ See Numen. ft. 24, 22.

40 Karamanolis (2006: 129).
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al, along with Pythagoras and Socrates, which nevertheless holds together the peculiar
characteristics of the previous authorities.

The doctrine of the three Gods can be traced in the famous passage of the second
Platonic epistle in which we find a mysterious division of reality into different levels.*
According to Karamanolis and Tarrant, the reference to the second letter is crucial to
understand the doctrine of three Gods** Platonic epistles were considered authentic in
antiquity;* indeed even Plotinus makes mention of this passage in the Enneads.** Even
on a first reading of the passage, it is easy to understand how a text such as 312e1-4 of
Epistle IT, with its schematic and simple structure, lends itself almost naturally to onto-
logical-hierarchically oriented interpretations.

Firstly, the author refers to a king of all, whose identification with a first principle is
in this context taken for granted by Numenius. In fact, the allusive language of the pseu-
do-Platonic text could have been traced by Numenius to a reference to three divine orders
of reality into which his metaphysics is divided. This would justify, on the one hand, the
enigmatic language attributed to Socrates, which would have entailed a difficult recep-
tion within the various Socratic currents, as a teaching evidently not accessible to (hence
not understandable by) all. For Numenius, Plato was the only one who managed to prop-
erly understand the doctrine concealed behind the Socratic allusions.

Nevertheless, it must be specified that, as Socrates left no writings, Numenius stresses
emphasizes what he finds in the second letter, where Plato attributes the authorship of
the doctrine of the three Gods to the young Socrates.* What we read in the text is indeed
a thought linked to Plato, but Numenius attributes its first formulation to Socrates.*®
In other words, from Numenius’s point of view, what Plato writes in the second epistle
can be considered a sort of explanation (or development) of the doctrine of three Gods
that Socrates expressed orally.

Numenius’s exegetical strategy cannot therefore be defined a stricto sensu historical
reconstruction of the Socratic figure, but a theological reading of his doctrine. Nume-
nius’s exegesis of Socrates’s thought turns out to be an argumentative strategy aimed at
justifying a Pythagorean reading of Socrates, making the ancient Athenian teacher the

“ PL Ep. 11, 312e1-4.

# See Karamanolis (2006: 129); Tarrant (2017: 92-93). The reference to the second epistle has been taken
for granted by all scholars; to my knowledge, there are no studies that deny an influence of the second epistle on
Numenius’s development of his theology.

# A short account of the transmission of the second Platonic epistle is Rist (1965), who traces the origin of
the letter back to ancient Pythagorean settings.

# Seee.g., Plot. Enn. 18,[51]2; V1[10], 8.

* See Pl Ep. 11, 314c5.

46 As stated above, the Platonic epistles were considered authentic in antiquity. Although several studies
have demonstrated the inauthenticity of the Platonic epistles (with the partial exception of the seventh epistle,
on whose authenticity the views of several scholars converge), we must also consider that the ancients consid-
ered the other letters to be original. Considering this, we must trace the epistles, at least intentionally, to genuine
Platonic sources as far as Numenius and other ancient authors are concerned. On the inauthenticity of the second
epistle, the study by Bluck (1960) is decisive, as well as the reply from Rist (1965).
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spokesman of the Pythagorean theology matrix, which has been understood by Plato and
then lost again in the history of the Academy. To justify his reconstruction, Numenius’s
thesis relies on Socrates’s formulation of the doctrine of the three Gods that is one of the
cornerstones of his own (i.e., the Numenian) doctrine. The assertion that the division
of the real into three divine orders was already the work of the “Pythagorean Socrates,
later taken up by Plato, is useful to Numenius for justifying his own metaphysical read-
ing of reality and provides it with a philosophical auctoritas that is free from what would
have been the sceptical drift of the Academy - a perspective that is decidedly far from
a systematic theological one.

”

Conclusions

Our investigation of Numenius’s reception of Socrates began with fr. 24 des Places, in
which he outlines his view of the Platonic Academy and emphasises how the Academic
scepticism constituted a de facto true distancing from Plato’s original theological message.

From Numenius’s point of view, Plato is part of a metaphysical-dogmatic tradition
that harks back to ancient Pythagoreanism, which has Socrates as one of its most prom-
inent exponents, but which also has been gradually dissipating from Speusippus and
Xenocrates onwards. In accordance with Numenius’s anti-sceptical spirit, Socrates is no
longer considered the aporetic philosopher of Plato’s early dialogues, but a theologian
whose personality fits within a genealogy that reaches back to Pythagoras. The doctrine
of the three Gods is presented to us by Numenius as Socrates’s main thesis, one which
the latter only sketches to his followers and which only Plato has completely understood
and developed. In this sense, the link between Socrates and Plato consists in the attri-
bution of the doctrine of the three Gods to Socrates and its explication in the second
Platonic epistle; and this is why Numenius can find a continuity between Socrates and
Plato. However, both Socrates and Plato are considered to be linked with the ancient
Pythagorean tradition, so, in Numenius’s view, their thought must be in continuity with
Pythagoras’s original doctrine.

Thus, in Numenius, the figure of Socrates takes on a new guise within Imperial
Platonism, i.e., as a theologian. Socrates’s role, in Numenius, takes on pythagorizing
theological characteristics and is functional in investing Plato’s doctrines with a chrism
of authority according to a paradigm that, compared to the Sceptical tradition, is over-
turned. Numenius proposes a new image of Socrates, as a dogmatic theologian and the
trait d’union that ideally unites Plato with Pythagoras. In Numenius, there is not the deni-
al of Socrates’s maieutic character that we find in the early Platonic dialogues; however,
this character is not a symptom of a gnoseological scepticism. Nevertheless, for Nume-
nius, this aspect does not invalidate the fact that the kern of Socratic thought consists in
a sort of Pythagorean theology.

Socrates is therefore rehabilitated by Numenius as a dogmatic figure in an anti-scep-
tical key, to corroborate the thesis of a Pythagorean genealogy within the Platonic tradi-
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tion. For this reason, Numenius is fundamentally an author who presents us a new image
of Socrates: a theologian with Pythagorean background who inspired (and to some
extent founded) the philosophy of Plato.
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The Figure of Socrates in Numenius of Apamea:
Theology, Platonism, and Pythagoreanism (fr. 24 des Places)

Numenius is one of the most important authors who, in the Imperial
Age, deal with the figure of Socrates. Socrates is important in the Platon-
ic tradition, in particular in the sceptical tradition, when the Socratic
dubitative “spirit” of the first Platonic dialogues became important to
justify the “suspension of judgement.” Numenius criticises the whole
Academic tradition by saying that the Academics (particularly the
sceptics) betrayed the original doctrine of Plato and formulated a new
image of Socrates. For Numenius, Socrates plays a central role because
Plato would have inherited his doctrine. What does Socrates’s doctrine
consist in? According to Numenius, Socrates theorised a “doctrine of
three Gods” (which can be likely found in the second Platonic epistle)
which is strictly bound up with the main aspect of Plato’s thought. In
fact, in Numenius’s view, Plato belongs to a genealogy which can be
linked to Pythagoras himself. From this perspective, Numenius says
that Socrates’s original thought is a theology which also belongs to the
Pythagorean tradition and which Plato further developed. For Nume-
nius, Socrates is not the philosopher of doubt, but a theologian who first
theorised the existence of three levels of reality (Gods), which is also the
kernel of Numenius’s metaphysical system. For this reason, Numenius
puts Socrates within a theological genealogy that begins with Pythago-
ras and continues with Socrates and Plato, and that the Academics and

the Socratics failed to understand.

Numenius, Socrates, Pythagoras, Plato, Platonic Academy.






