Athens Journal of Philosophy

Quarterly Academic Periodical, Volume 5, Issue 2
Published by the Athens Institute

URL: https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil Email: journals@atiner.gr
e-ISSN: 2732-9674 DOI: 10.30958/ajphil

June 2026



https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil
mailto:journals@atiner.gr

Athens Journal of Philosophy

Quarterly Academic Periodical, Volume 5, Issue 2, June 2026
Published by the Athens Institute
URL: https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil Email: journals@atiner.gr
e-ISSN: 2732-9674 DOI: 10.30958/ajphil

Front Pages

DIMITRIOS DENTSORAS
The Complex Theory of Hope

IVONNE PALLARES-VEGA
Cartesian Products: From Elements to Maps

RANKO KOZIC

Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen and the New Myth in the Dialogues
of Plato

WASIM SIFO
Systems Theory Towards a New Interpretive Paradigm:
From the Concept of Component to the Concept of Action



https://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/Cover-2026-02PHIL.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-1-Dentsoras.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-2-Vega.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-3-Kozic.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-3-Kozic.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-4-Sifo.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-4-Sifo.pdf
https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil
mailto:journals@atiner.gr

Athens Journal of Philosophy

Published by the Athens Institute

Editor

e  Dr. Robert Bishop, Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Professor, Wheaton
College, USA.

Co-Editors

e  Dr. Ori Soltes, Head, Arts & Culture Unit, Athens Institute & Professor, Georgetown
University, USA.

e Dr. Mark Fagiano, Deputy Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Assistant
Professor, Washington State University, USA.

¢ Dr. Oidinposha Imamkhodjaeva, Deputy Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute &
Assistant Professor, Pennsylvania State University, USA

https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil/eb

Administration of the Journal

. Vice President of Publications: Dr Zoe Boutsioli

. General Managing Editor of all Athens Institute’s Publications: Ms. Afrodete Papanikou
. 1CT Managing Editor of all Athens Institute’s: Mr. Kostas Spyropoulos

. Managing Editor of this Journal: Ms. Eirini Lentzou

ANw N

Athens Institute is an Athens-based World Association of Academics and Researchers based in Athens. Athens
Institute is an independent and non-profit Association with a Mission to become a forum where Academics
and Researchers from all over the world can meet in Athens, exchange ideas on their research and discuss
future developments in their disciplines, as well as engage with professionals from other fields. Athens was
chosen because of its long history of academic gatherings, which go back thousands of years to Plato’s
Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum. Both these historic places are within walking distance from Athens Institute’s
downtown offices. Since antiquity, Athens was an open city. In the words of Pericles, Athens”.. .is open to the
world, we never expel a foreigner from leaming or seeing”. (“Pericles’ Funeral Oration”, in Thucydides, The
History of the Peloponnesian War). It is Athens Institute’s mission to revive the glory of Ancient Athens by
inviting the World Academic Community to the city, to learn from each other in an environment of freedom
and respect for other people’s opinions and beliefs. After all, the free expression of one’s opinion formed the
basis for the development of democracy, and Athens was its cradle. As it turned out, the Golden Age of Athens
was in fact, the Golden Age of the Westemn Civilization. Education and (Re)searching for the ‘truth’ are the
pillars of any free (democratic) society. This is the reason why Education and Research are the two core words
in Athens Institute’s name.

The Athens Journal of Philosophy (AJPHIL) is an Open Access quarterly double-blind peer reviewed
journal and considers papers from all areas of philosophy. Many of the papers in this journal have
been presented at the various conferences sponsored by Philosophy Unit of the Athens Institute.
All papers are subject to Athens Institute’s Publication Ethical Policy and Statement.

1ii


https://www.atiner.gr/PHILOSOPHY-UNIT
https://www.atiner.gr/ARTS-UNIT
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
https://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphil/eb
http://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
https://www.athensjournals.gr/ethics.pdf

Athens Journal of Philosophy

ISSN NUMBER: 2732-9674 - DOI: 10.30958/ajphil
Volume 5, Issue 2, June 2026

Download the entire issue (PDF)

Front Pages i-viii
The Complex Theory of Hope 87

Dimitrios Dentsoras

Cartesian Products: From Elements to Maps 103
Ivonne Pallares-Vega

Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen and the New Myth in the 127
Dialogues of Plato

Ranko Kozic

Systems Theory Towards a New Interpretive Paradigm: 153
From the Concept of Component to the Concept of
Action

Wasim Sifo

v


https://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-02PHIL.pdf
https://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/Cover-2026-02PHIL.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-1-Dentsoras.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-2-Vega.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-3-Kozic.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-3-Kozic.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-4-Sifo.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-4-Sifo.pdf
http://www.athensjournals.gr/philosophy/2026-5-2-4-Sifo.pdf

Athens Journal of Philosophy
Editorial and Reviewers’ Board
Editor

Dr. Robert Bishop, Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Professor, Wheaton
College, USA.

Co-Editors

Dr. Ori Soltes, Head,_Arts & Culture Unit, Athens Institute & Professor, Georgetown
University, USA.

Dr. Mark Fagiano, Deputy Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Assistant Professor,
Washington State University, USA.

Dr. Oidinposha Imamkhodjaeva, Deputy Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute &
Assistant Professor, Pennsylvania State University, USA

Editorial Board

Dr. Alberto Castelli, Professor, University of Ferrara, Italy. (Political Philosophy)

Dr. Ewa Bobrowska, Academic Member, Athens Institute & Assistant Professor,
Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw, Poland. (Contemporary Philosophy, Philosophy of Art,
Aesthetics)

Dr. Kabita Das, Assistant Professor, Utkal University, India. (Ancient Greek Philosophy)
Dr. Maria Margaroni, Academic Member, Athens Institute & Associate Professor
University of Cyprus. (Feminist Philosophy)

Dr. Antonio dos Santos Queirés, Researcher, Lisbon University, Portugal. (Political
Philosophy and Ethics)

* Vice President of Publications: Dr Zoe Boutsioli

* General Managing Editor of all Athens Institute's Publications: Ms. Afrodete Papanikou
* ICT Managing Editor of all Athens Institute's Publications: Mr. Kostas Spyropoulos
* Managing Editor of this Journal: Ms. Eirini Lentzou

Reviewers’ Board
Click Here


https://www.atiner.gr/PHILOSOPHY-UNIT
https://www.atiner.gr/ARTS-UNIT
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
http://www.athensjournals.gr/ajphilrb

President's Message

All Athens Institute’s publications including its e-journals are open
access without any costs (submission, processing, publishing, open
access paid by authors, open access paid by readers etc.) and is
independent of presentations at any of the many small events
(conferences, symposiums, forums, colloquiums, courses, roundtable
discussions) organized by Athens Institute throughout the year and
entail significant costs of participating. The intellectual property rights
of the submitting papers remain with the author. Before you submit,

please make sure your paper meets the basic academic standards,

which includes proper English. Some articles will be selected from the
numerous papers that have been presented at the various annual
international academic conferences organized by the different divisions
and units of the Athens Institute for Education and Research. The
plethora of papers presented every year will enable the editorial board
of each journal to select the best, and in so doing produce a top-quality
academic journal. In addition to papers presented, Athens Institute will
encourage the independent submission of papers to be evaluated for
publication.

The current issue is the second of the fifth volume of the Athens
Journal of Philosophy (AJPHIL), by the published by the Philosophy Unit
of ATINER

Gregory T. Papanikos
President
Athens Institute

vi


https://www.athensjournals.gr/Standards.pdf
http://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
http://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit

Athens Institute for Education and Research
A World Association of Academics and Researchers

22" Annual International Conference on Philosophy
24-27 May 2027, Athens, Greece

The Philosophy Unit of Athens Institute organizes its 22nd Annual International Conference on
Philosophy, 24-27 May 2027, Athens, Greece sponsored by the Athens Journal of Humanities &
Arts. The aim of the conference is to bring together academics and researchers of all areas of
philosophy and other related disciplines. You may participate as stream leader, presenter of one
paper, chair a session or observer. Please submit a proposal using the form available
(https:/ /www.atiner.gr/2026 / FORM-PHI.doc).

Academic Members Responsible for the Conference

e Dr. Patricia Hanna, Vice President of Academic Affairs, Athens Institute, ex-Dean & Professor
Emerita, University of Utah, USA.

e Dr. William O’Meara, Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Professor, Department of
Philosophy and Religion, James Madison University, USA.

e Dr. Mark Fagiano, Deputy Head, Philosophy Unit, Athens Institute & Assistant Professor,
Washington State University, USA.

Important Dates

e  Abstract Submission: 27 October 2026
e  Acceptance of Abstract: 4 Weeks after Submission
e  Submission of Paper: 27 April 2027

Social and Educational Program

The Social Program Emphasizes the Educational Aspect of the Academic Meetings of
Athens Institute.

e Greek Night Entertainment (This is the official dinner of the conference)

e Athens Sightseeing: Old and New-An Educational Urban Walk

e Social Dinner

e Mycenae Visit

e Exploration of the Aegean Islands

e Delphi Visit

Conference Fees

Conference fees vary from 400€ to 2000€
Details can be found at: https:/ /www.atiner.gr/fees

vii



https://www.atiner.gr/fees
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
https://www.atiner.gr/philosophy-unit
http://www.athensjournals.gr/ajha
http://www.athensjournals.gr/ajha

Athens Institute for Education and Research
A World Association of Academics and Researchers

12" Annual International Symposium on Religion & Theology
24-27 May 2027, Athens, Greece

The Humanities & Education Division of Athens Institute is organizing its 12t Annual
International Symposium on Religion & Theology, 24-27 May 2027, Athens, Greece.
The aim of the conference is to bring together academics and researchers of Religion,
Theology and other related disciplines. You may participate as stream leader, presenter
of one paper, chair of a session or observer. Please submit a proposal using the form
available (https:/ /www.atiner.gr/2027/FORM-REL.doc).

Important Dates

e  Abstract Submission: 27 October 2026
e  Acceptance of Abstract: 4 Weeks after Submission
e  Submission of Paper: 27 April 2027

Academic Member Responsible for the Conference

® Dr. William O’Meara, Academic Member, Athens Institute & Professor, Department of
Philosophy and Religion, James Madison University, USA.

Social and Educational Program

The Social Program Emphasizes the Educational Aspect of the Academic Meetings of
Athens Institute.
Greek Night Entertainment (This is the official dinner of the conference)
Athens Sightseeing: Old and New-An Educational Urban Walk
Social Dinner
Mycenae Visit
Exploration of the Aegean Islands
Delphi Visit
Ancient Corinth and Cape Sounion

More information can be found here: https://www.atiner.gr/social-program

Conference Fees
Conference fees vary from 400€ to 2000€
Details can be found at: https:/ /www.atiner.gr/fees

viil



https://www.atiner.gr/fees
http://www.atiner.gr/AHRD.htm
https://www.atiner.gr/social-program

Athens Journal of Philosophy - Volume 3, Issue 2, June 2026 — Pages 87-102

The Complex Theory of Hope

By Dimitrios Dentsoras”

The essay offers an account of hope that conceptualizes and analyzes hope’
complexity. The Complex Theory of Hope, which the essay presents and defends,
incorporates different competing theories of hope by placing them within a single
framework. This is achieved by drawing a parallel between hope and complex
systems, such as those studied by social and biological sciences. The resulting
picture presents hope as a state that emerges from the interactions between a set
of beliefs, desires, and other future-oriented cognitive and affective processes. The
essay begins with a sketch of the different strategies philosophers and
psychologists have employed in providing a definition of hope and with a
discussion of their shortcomings. Following that, it presents the Complex Theory
of Hope, which provides a general framework for combining the different
attributes of hope brought up in philosophical and psychological literature. The
goal is to provide a way of conceiving hope as a complex psychological state,
while emphasizing its link to cognition, affect, and agency.

Keywords: hope, optimism, emotions, moral psychology, complex systems.

Introduction

We all have a notion of what it means to hope for something, of what it is like
to lose hope, and of the factors that affect our hopeful or hopeless attitudes. We also
have an idea about the wide range that hope-related attitudes can occupy, from
specific events to more general assessments of our lives. Things become thornier
when we try to move past such general observations. On the one hand, it seems
difficult, if not impossible, to provide a definition of hope that covers all the
conditions under which people report its experience. On the other, it is often
difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish between the underlying psychological
factors that lead to hopeful attitudes, the factors that constitute hope proper, and
those that result from hope. The first set of problems is apparent in the philosophical
literature on hope, where the various proposed definitions of hope fall victims to
counterexamples or fail to capture some important aspect of hope. The second set of
issues can be seen in psychological analyses of hope that focus on hope’s
measurement. Research has revealed a large number of correlations between a
subjects’ reported hopefulness and a predefined set of conditions, but it is often
unclear if the correlated psychological states are causes or constituents of hope.

Our intuitions and common descriptions of hope indicate that hope is a
complex state that cannot be reduced to a set of beliefs or desires. This is why it is
possible for people who share the same beliefs and desires about an outcome to
develop very different hope-related attitudes towards it. The complexity of hope is
also suggested by the fact that we often maintain hope, when all reasons point

*Associate Professor, Department of Philosophy, University of Manitoba, Canada.
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towards abandoning it, and we sometimes abandon a long-held hope, even through
the relevant circumstances and our beliefs about them have not changed. Such
reactions only make sense if hope involves more than just an assessment of the
probability that a desired outcome comes about.

The essay’s goal is to give an account of hope that focuses on the complexity
of its experience. In order to conceptualize and analyze this complexity, it will
present and defend a Complex Theory of Hope. The theory maintains that hope is a
psychological state that emerges from the complex interaction between related
cognitive, conative, and affective elements. Rather than trying to identify hope
with any set of such elements, as recent philosophical accounts of hope often do,
the Complex Theory considers hope a state that crucially depends on the structure
and the relations between the beliefs and desires that give rise to it, and not merely
on their presence. This is why people who have the same beliefs and desires about
a certain outcome might exhibit different hope-related attitudes. The resulting
view of hope is that of a positive attitude towards future events that is grounded on
the combined effects of states such as being able to imagine success in one’s goals,
conceiving of pathways to success, and maintaining confidence in one’s agency.

The following section will give a sketch of the different strategies that
philosophers and psychologists have employed in providing a definition of hope
and will highlight some of their limitations. Section Three will present the
Complex Theory of Hope, which provides a general framework for combining the
different attributes of hope brought up in philosophical and psychological
literature. The last section will examine how the Complex Theory of Hope can
avoid some shortcoming of previous theories and will draw practical lessons
regarding hope’s assessment and enhancement.

Recent Accounts of Hope

Hope has historically been treated by philosophers ranging from Aristotle and
Aquinas to Descartes and Hume as an emotion along desire, joy, and fear
(Cartwright 2004, Day 1969). During the twentieth century, philosophical and
psychological accounts of hope have mainly focused on the evaluative cognitive
aspects of hope, in providing a definition of the phenomenon. J. P. Day (1969)
provides a paradigmatic definition of hope (henceforth the Standard Theory) that
has been used for the better part of the twentieth century: “‘A hopes that P’ is true
if and only if ‘A wishes that P, and A thinks that P has some degree of probability,
however small’ is true.” Robert Downie (1963) expresses a similar thought, when
he tries to establish a set of necessary conditions for hope: “The criteria for ‘hope
that’ - which I shall call the minimum conditions, for all genuine hope - are desire
for the object of hope and belief that its attainment lies within a range of
probabilities which includes what we ordinarily call improbable.”

While intuitively part of our common sense understanding of hope, the minimal
conditions presented by Day and Downie are rather loose, allowing attitudes different
from hope, such as expectation, to count as hope, and, in some cases, even failing to
distinguish hope from opposing states, such as despair (Meirav 2009, Kwong 2019,
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Palmqvist 2021). Numerous examples in the hope literature show that the Standard
Theory fails to provide sufficient conditions for hope. Moreover, the Standard Theory
seems to leave out many features of hope that are paradigmatic or representative of
hope, even if they do not appear in every case of hope and, therefore, do not constitute
necessary conditions. To address and rectify these shortcomings, philosophers have
often employed a strategy of augmenting the Standard Theory (Chignell 2022). This
usually consists in adding further characteristics of hope and in specifying the kinds of
desires that are involved in hope, the beliefs that accompany hope, or the objects that
hope is directed towards.

Much of the philosophical literature on hope contains an ever-increasing list
of hope’s cognitive, conative, and affective aspects. Features of hope that have been
presented in philosophical literature include, among others: the cognitive resolve to
pursue a course of action leading to the desired outcome (Petit 2004); evaluating
factors that go beyond the hoped for prospect (Meirav 2009); “seconding” one’s
commitments and sustaining practical pursuits (Martin 2013); mental activities, such
as imaging and fantasising about the desired outcome (Bovens 1999, Walker 2006,
McGeer 2004); being able to envision some pathways in which the desire outcome
can come about (Kwong 2017); “a phenomenological idea of the determinate future
whose content includes success” (Calhoun 2018). All these augmentations point
towards the same direction: the Standard Theory that sought to define hope through
a restricted set of necessary conditions does not account for the complexity of hope
and does not explain why hope can be beneficial and desirable, especially in cases of
hardship and doubt.

In general, the augmentations of the Standard Theory aim at two goals. The
first is to address the problem of correctly identifying cases that intuitively qualify
as hopeful, and to resolve some of the counterexamples to the early orthodox
definitions; the second is to explain what makes hope special and different from
other similar attitudes. The different features of hope-related attitudes that the
various augmentations of the Standard Theory propose seem to be prima facie
plausible and largely compatible with one another (Webb 2007). So, in principle,
there is no reason why we could not adopt multiple augmentations of the Standard
Theory. In fact, some of the theories, such as the incorporation model adopted by
Martin 2013, seem to do exactly that.

In her criticism of the Standard Theory, Martin notes that the mere presence
of a belief about the possibility of an event and a desire for it are not sufficiently
for distinguishing adequately between cases of hopefulness and hopelessness. In
many cases some further mental state is required (such as fantasising about an
outcome or showing resolve to working towards it). More importantly, though,
these additional mental states need to be somehow incorporated into one’s
motivational process and their actions. Martin thinks this is achieved by providing
reasons to act in a way that takes a favourable outcome as possible and
achievable.! According to Martin, this looking at a possible and desirable outcome

"Martin 2013, 24: “The key difference between the characters in the challenge cases is that the
hopeful people stand ready to justify dedicating certain kinds of attention and thought to the
outcome, as well as hedged reliance on the outcome in their plans; moreover, they stand ready to
appeal to the outcome’s probability as part of their justification for these activities.”

&9



Vol. 5, No. 2 Dentsoras.: The Complex Theory of Hope

as justification for planning one’s actions is an additional aspect of hope, besides
the agent’s desires and beliefs about an event.

Calhoun 2018 also adds a motivational aspect to what she calls “substantial
practical hope”, which she describes as a “phenomenological idea” of a future that
includes success. Calhoun’s reason for the addition is that beliefs and desires alone
are often not enough for motivating someone the way hope paradigmatically does.
What exactly is involved in developing a hopeful motivational orientation from
one’s preferences and assessments of probability is left rather vague by Calhoun.
The looseness seems intentional, and justifiable, since it reflects common self-
ascriptions of hope. For example, hopeful people sometimes report being able to
envision pathways to success, or a high level of resolve in pursuing it. But this is
not always the case, especially when success involves a lot of external factors.

Psychological studies have also expanded their emphasis from the simple
measurement of hope-related beliefs and desires of the Standard Theory to other
equally important, and in some cases more representative, aspects of hope, such as
the perception of agency and available pathways to success, the ability to envision a
successful future, positive readiness and expectancy, and the ability to give meaning
to one’s continued existence (Pleeging 2022). As these studies show, the variance in
hopeful and hopeless attitudes is not only, or even primarily, due to the canonical
belief and desire couplet of the Standard Theory, but due to other factors that include
a sense of agency and control and the ability to envision a successful outcome and
pathways through which it can be achieved.

Despite its improvements, the augmentation approach is not without challenges
and causes for concern. One evident pitfall has to do with features that might appear
in some instances of hope but do not seem to be necessary, or even characteristic,
conditions of hope.®> A more concerning complaint against the augmenting strategy
has to do with the strategy in general, rather than any particular augmentation. The
worry is that augmenting the Standard Theory complicates the picture unnecessarily,
by adopting a piecemeal process that can balloon if we are to respond to
counterexamples by adding new features, every time we need to make a distinction
between different hope-related attitudes.

This leads to a new challenge for the augmentation strategy. Since the features
of hope in the literature are often compatible with each other and seem to reveal
salient aspects of the phenomenological experience of hope, it would seem
reasonable to combine the different augmenting theories. But how are we to do so?
The two most straight-forward ways, conjunctively or disjunctively, seem both

2Martin 2013, 36: ““Hope,” using the term perhaps a bit loosely, is a mental state composed of other
mental states: desire, probability assignment, the representation of the probability in a licensing way,
the representation of the desire as a practical reason.”

3For example, the requirement that hope involve the belief that the desired outcome is improbable,
even though possible (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2010) and the requirement that hope be accompanied
by the belief that the outcome is to some extent dependent on factors outside one’s control (McGeer
2004) seem unduly restrictive. Something similar can be seen in more recent psychology research on
hope. Rusteen 2018 suggests that many factors used to evaluate and measure hopeful attitudes in the
earlier Herth Hope Index can be left out without statistically affecting the results. Pleeging 2022 goes
further by validating shorter versions of four hope instruments, leaving out a whole set of features that
presumably relate to hopeful attitudes.
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problematic. If we were to try and combine the amplifications of the Standard
Theory conjunctively, we would run the risk of making the analysis of hope
susceptible to counterexamples, since not all cases of hope demonstrate the various
features of the augmenting accounts. If we were to join them disjunctively, we
would lose the explanatory character of the proposed description of hope. In this
case, it is not clear why attitudes that share different features, such as showing
cognitive resolve or being able to fantasize about the desired outcome, belong under
the same description of being instances of hope.

An alternative approach adopted by recent philosophical work on hope goes in
the opposite direction and tries to revise the Standard Theory by clarifying the kinds of
beliefs and desires that constitute hope. This sometimes involves a further
specification of the belief that a desired outcome is possible, for example by viewing it
as a “live possibility” that passes a certain threshold (Palmqvist 2021), or a reworking
of the connection between hopeful beliefs and desires, for example the idea that one
can only experience hope if their desire for something is “directly causally influenced
by the belief that fulfilling the desire still possible” (Milona 2019).

Revisionist accounts manage to address some of the most obvious counterexamples
to the Standard Theory. But this is not always the case.* More importantly, it is often
hard to see what separates cases of hope and despair without introducing some extra
feature of their psychological state. Why would someone who assigns the same
probability to an equally desired outcome with a hopeful person, fail to see the
outcome as a live probability, as Palmqvist 2021 requires, or fail to causally link his
desire with the belief about the outcome’s probability, as Milona 2019 wants? If we
try to give an answer based on their cognitive and emotional state, then we should
include these further features to the description of hope. But then we would end up
with yet another augmentation of the Standard Theory.

The increasing amount of psychological research and philosophical analysis
seeking to either augment or revise the original Standard Theory only helps to
reinforce the idea that hope is a complex phenomenon that resists any set of
necessary and sufficient conditions. This has led some to abandon the Standard
Theory and the pursuit of defining hope more generally, and to settle instead for a
functional account of hope and a description of hope as a primitive/irreducible
mental state and of its particular instances as cases that share a family resemblance
(Segal and Textor 2015, Bloser 2018). There are two principal motivations behind
holding such a position. The first is the idea that hope has some suis generis
motivational force, and perhaps some other distinctive feature that cannot be
captured by any account that compiles mental states such as beliefs, desires, etc.
(Segal and Textor 2015). The second is the claim that there can be no necessary
conditions for hope, even those of the Standard Theory, since we can always come
up with examples that intuitively constitute hope yet are not instances of desiring
an outcome or believing it has a chance of coming about (Bloser 2018).

Much of the appeal of such irreducible theories of hope depends on how
broadly or narrowly we understand the constituent features of hope in the various
amplifications or revisions of the Standard Theory. Bloser 2018, for example,

“For example, Chignell 2022 offers some counterexamples to Milona 2019, which echo an
objection raised by Calhoun 2018, 84.
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agrees that cases of hope typically involve a pro-attitude, but maintains that this
pro-attitude is different than desire, although it can guide action and dispose one
towards certain events, just like desire. But, if that is the case, then all we need is
to present the more general pro-attitude as a constituent of hope, resulting in
another revised version of the Standard Theory. Similarly with beliefs: one may
hope for something without having any beliefs about its probability, or even its
possibility. But, in such cases, there must be some implied belief about the
outcome. It would be odd if someone who hopes for something without thinking
much about it (say, he hopes that Roger Federer wins at Wimbledon this year)
continues to do so once they have considered the related facts (Roger Federer’s
retirement from tennis a few years ago) and has concluded that the outcome is
impossible. In that case, again, all we need is to understand the Standard Theory
broadly enough to include both conscious and implied beliefs.

The radical strategy of abandoning the Standard Theory places a significant
challenge to the goal of providing necessary or sufficient conditions for hope. But,
even if we were to accept that any feature of hope, even the two central conditions
of the Standard Theory, may not be present in some (probably marginal) cases of
hope, this does not mean that hope is an irreducible and primitive mental state. If
that were the case, then people who experience hope would be unable to describe
and justify it, as is the case with other primitive states, such as having the
experience of color. But this is not what usually happens. Even if there is no single
necessary feature of hope that covers every instance of hope, there certainly are
some core characteristics that usually accompany it and that separate it from other
states, even those closely linked to hope, such as expectation or wishful thinking.
Moreover, these features must have some common ground, otherwise they would
just be an arbitrary and haphazard collection. The challenge is to find the
connecting link between the features presented by the various augmentations and
revisions of the Standard Theory. This will be the task of the next section.

The Complex Theory of Hope

The Complex Theory of Hope that this section will present is an expansion and
a revision of the Standard Theory. Despite its inadequacies, the Standard Theory can
provide a starting point for a theory of hope. The reason is that it captures some
important intuitive ideas about hope, broadly construed along a cognitive and a
conative axis (Chignell 2022). What the Standard Theory and its augmentations and
revisions are unable to provide is a definite set of necessary and sufficient conditions
for hope. But there is no need for that. We should not expect a psychological state
with such a wide range of targets, related attitudes, and resulting actions to be
reduced to necessary and/or sufficient conditions.

It is clear that we need to add more elements to the Standard Theory as
originally proposed. Hope involves more than just a desire and a belief, and
usually more than desires and beliefs.> Exactly how much more needs to be added

SThe definition of hope in terms of beliefs and desires is, to some extent, a product of a particularly
philosophical point of view. Psychologists and most non-philosophers do not typically group their
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varies significantly from case to case. More importantly, the number of hope-related
cognitive and conative states is only one of the conditions for hope. In addition, such
states often relate to each other, in a way that provides mutual grounding. For
example, beliefs about the probability of a desired outcome can be grounded on the
ability to conceive possible pathways to success or to envision future states.
Common intuition as well as research reports on hope suggest that people are
generally able to express and analyze their hopes, and to describe how they feel
and why, by connecting their hopeful attitudes with specific beliefs and desires. At
the same time, people usually offer a variety of factors and causes for their hope-
related attitudes, from the assessment of probabilities, to feelings of self-confidence
and trust, to the existence of available pathways to success. Hope, in this sense, seems
to be “multi-dimensional” (Rusteen 2018).

The Complex Theory of Hope maintains that hope is a psychological state that
emerges from a complex system of interacting components that can be arranged along
cognitive, conative, and affective axes. This means that hope cannot be reduced to any
set of beliefs, desires, or mental images that the various augmentations of the Standard
Theory have proposed. It rather emerges from the complex system created by these
components. In this respect, the Complex Theory differs from the majority of the
augmentations and revisions of the Standard Theory, which consider hope to be a
collection of cognitive, desiderative, and emotive states. By seeing hope as more than
a set of features, as the Complex Theory suggests, we can avoid the problem of
explaining why people with the same beliefs and desires develop different hope-
related attitudes, without having to introduce a new element every time. Instead, we
can point to the fact that the same beliefs and desires can relate to each other in
different ways, leading to different psychological states.

Looking at hope as a state that emerges from a complex system also makes it
possible to separate hope from other hope-like states, such as optimism or wishful
thinking, which often focus on a single aspect of our attitude towards an event, such
as the probability of its coming about, in the case of optimism, or our desire for it, in
the case of wishful thinking. It also allows us to attach to hope certain aspects that
seem characteristic of hope, yet cannot be identified with a belief, desire, or affect.
Two such characteristics are hope’s dispositional aspect, its being a “way of looking
at the future”, and its motivational effect, the fact that one’s hopes often motivate
them to pursue a course of action or to experience certain emotions.

Some accounts of hope, such as those in Martin 2013 and Calhoun 2018,
present hope as something that cannot be defined in terms of beliefs and desires
alone. The Complex Theory follows a similar idea of hope as a way of looking at
the future and of coordinating one’s plans. Such a functionalist perspective also
fits character traits (e.g., kindness, honesty), which emerge from a complex system
of beliefs, desires, and other related psychological states and govern our behavior.
A conception of hope as something that emerges from the interactions of
cognitive, conative, and affective components arranged in a complex system can

mental processes and states in terms of beliefs and desires. On the other hand, many of the non-belief
or non-desire additional features of hope, such as envisioning pathways or looking at the future in a
certain way can be associated with relevant beliefs and desires, even if they are not reduced to them.
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supplement accounts such as those of Martin and Calhoun and allow for a better
quantitative analysis of hope.

One notable difference from Martin’s and Calhoun’s account is that the
motivational aspects of hope, such as the disposition to view the future in a way that
requires a certain action or attitude (what Calhoun refers to as the “phenomenological
idea of a determinate future” and Martin as the “representation of the probability in
a licensing way”) are not separate features of hope that exist parallel with or on top of
the beliefs, desires, and related mental states one has, but rather aspects of hope that
arise out of the structure and interactions between them. For example, a patient might
come to view their condition as hopeful because their beliefs about the probability of
recovery are colored by their envisioning of different pathways to success, and their
general moral commitments (e.g. their belief in the value of resilience). The interaction
between the different components of hope is also noted by Martin, in the presentation
of her incorporation theory. Reasons and desires interact by constricting our options,
by expanding them, or by presenting them in a different light. I think that such
interactions are an integral part of hope. Moreover, by looking at hope as a state that
emerges from one’s beliefs, desires, and related mantal activities, we can give an
account of the motivational aspects of hope that does not merely place them alongside
the agent’s probability estimates and preferences, as Martin and Calhoun seem to do.

The important claim, for the Complex Theory, is that, as an emerging
property of a complex system, hope is more than the sum of its parts. This is
evident when we examine people that share the same beliefs and desires yet
exhibit different attitudes because of the different ways in which their beliefs and
desires relate to one another. According to the Complex Theory, hope is not just
one or more beliefs plus one or more desires, images of success and pathways to it.
But hope is not separate from the complex system of cognitive and conative
elements that give rise to it, either. Rather, it is a property of the whole complex
system and cannot be identified with any subgroup of components. Thinking of
hope in terms of complex systems can help us analyze it more accurately than the
mono-dimensional accounts that many augmentations of the Standard Theory
adopt. It also corresponds more closely to how people describe and justify their
hopes, especially in times of crisis.

The wide range of systems that exhibit complexity make it practically
impossible to give a single definition of complexity that covers all cases. Yet some
features of complexity seem central to it and appear in the most representative
examples of complex systems, especially those of the social sciences, such as
social groups (e.g., political parties) and economic structures (e.g., the financial
system). These include, among others: numerosity (the existence of multiple
components/ parts that make up a system); a structure that is not imposed
externally but comes out of the inferaction between the component parts; feedback
loops that occur as the parts of the system interact with each other, leading to
changes of the parts that occur within the system, and often the emergence of a
new arrangement (Ladyman and Wiesner 2020).

By drawing a parallel with these complex systems, we can reveal some
prominent features of hope. These include:
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a. Numerosity: hope includes multiple components, such as beliefs, desires,
and mental images of future events.

b. Structure: some of hope’s components can be grouped together based on
their similarities (e.g., beliefs related to probabilities, or beliefs related to
pathways and their conditions); also, some components are central features
of hope (e.g., being future-oriented), while others are peripheral.

c. Interaction and feedback: changes in one component (e.g., envisioning
available pathways to success) can affect other components (e.g., beliefs
about the probability of success); often this involves feedback loops within
the hope-structure.

According to the Complex Theory, these features are indispensable to hope, even
if there are variations to the degree in which they stand out, depending on each case.

Numerosity

The Complex Theory maintains that there are more components to hope than
the two conditions established by the Standard Theory. It also claims that hope
cannot be separated from the beliefs, desires, and other cognitive and affective states
that give rise to it. The arguments for both positions were presented in the previous
section. There is no reason to try and limit the number of components of hope. Also,
admitting one aspect does not require that we abandon any other. For example, we
can include both seeing the outcome and a genuine possibility (Kwong 2019) and
being disposed to focus on the outcome in a certain way (Chignell 2022) as aspects
of hope. This does not mean that all components of hope that have been proposed by
different philosophers in their augmentations of the Standard Theory are equally
plausible, or equally paradigmatic of hope. Intuitively, some components are more
central and ubiquitous (for example, a desire for what is hoped for).% But trying to
rank every aspect of hope with respect to its significance and centrality would be a
demanding and contentious task. What would suffice, at this point, is the general
picture of hope as a complex state that contains a number of factors, some of which
are more central and common, although none of them is prima facie necessary,
especially if we are to include marginal or hypothetical cases of hope that serve as
counterexamples in the philosophical literature.

The conception of hope as a psychological state that emerges from a system of
multiple cognitive, conative, and affective components, has the advantage of allowing
for distinctions between hope and other similar attitudes, such as expectation and
wishful thinking. One way to make such distinctions is by adding to the complex
system that gives rise to hope elements that do not appear in other hope-adjacent
attitudes. For example, we can require that hope involves the belief that a desired
outcome is unlikely (to exclude expectation), but still achievable (to exclude wishful
thinking). This method appears intuitively plausible and can also be used to
distinguish between different kinds of hope (Kwong 2020, Webb 2007, McGeer

®This is not to suggest that such a desire is a necessary condition for hope though. See Chignell
2022, 9, who offers a counterexample to the idea that all hopes imply that we desire the object
of our hope. More such counterexamples can be easily created, even if they rarely occur.
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2004). But the addition of new components every time we want to make a distinction
between hope-related attitudes can also appear ad hoc and might introduce elements of
hope that are not representative of its occurrences. A better way to distinguish hope
from other relevant psychological states is by looking at the structure of the complex
system of beliefs, desires, and related mental states from which hope emerges.

Structure

The idea that hope is a complex state that emerges from the structure and
interaction between different cognitive, volitional, and affective elements can be
best seen when comparing cases of people with the same beliefs, desires, and other
related states regarding a certain outcome, who nevertheless develop different
hope-related attitudes. Two patients might assign the same probability to their
recovery, be aware of the same pathways to recovery, and even harbor similar
mental images of their recovery. Yet, one of them might fail to connect these
elements in the right way, leading to a state of despair, while the other hopes, due
to her linking the same probabilities and pathways to the images of success.

Similarly, two patients might share the same belief that recovery is possible
and might even make plans for their life after recovery. Yet, one of the two may
base their optimistic outlook on a strong religious belief, with the thought that God
always looks after him. In this case, his state is one of faith, rather than one of
hope — quite literally, he states that he has “faith in his recovery.” Similarly, the
person who has no base for their belief that things will turn out well (even if
probability-based beliefs are available) might be merely thinking wishfully. The
patient who bases her plans for life after recovery on the probability of success,
and the existence of the relevant pathways, on the other hand, can describe her
situation as one of hope, a state different from wishful thinking, and from faith.

In many cases, the structure of hope’s elements is based on providing grounds for
one another. For example, a hopeful person might entertain images of success based on
her consideration of multiple possible pathways, which is in turn based on the thought
that success is not impossible, and on the belief that the situation is not out of one’s
hands. There may be some other interactions between hope’s elements, involving
dispositional effects or cognitive presuppositions. Strong desires can incline one to
consider the relevant probabilities in a different light. Also, the ability to imagine the
future in a certain way can depend on the conceptual range that is available; reading
about medical advancements in prosthetics might widen the kinds of future an amputee
can envision, which is the basis for their hope. The important claim, from the Complex
Theory perspective, is to acknowledge that the relations among the different elements of
hope lead to their structuring and to hope’s emergence.

One important aspect of these structuring relations among the constituents of
hope becomes evident when we examine the link between hope, agency, and
action, which is crucial for the practical goal in promoting hope. Adrienne
Martin’s incorporation model points in this direction. According to Martin, hope
can be seen as a syndrome where certain considerations that belong to it become
parts of a justificatory rationale, which, in turn, factors into our rational agency or
scheme of end (Martin 2013). In some of the examples Martin uses, such as her
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Cancer Research example (Martin 2013, 28), people who hold the same beliefs and
desires might act differently if these relate to one another in different ways, resulting
in what Martin considers different kinds of hope. Not all the connections between
the different elements of Martin’s “hope syndrome” are necessarily conscious. In
fact, they are often subconscious, especially in cases where someone experiences a
recalcitrant hope-against-hope that contradicts their assessment of the probability of
a desired outcome. In such cases, hope might arise due to a connection between
desires or commitments that are part of someone’s subconscious psychological
framework and of their attitude towards the future.

Interaction and Feedback

Hope’s complex structure is based as much on the components that give rise to
hope, as on the relations between them. These relations are often dynamic and
evolving, leading to loops that enhance or diminish one’s hopeful attitude. For
example, a cancer patient’s hearing about some new antibody-based cancer treatment
can lead to forming new pathways to success, even if the treatment is developed for a
different kind of cancer and does not have a direct effect on the patient’s belief about
their chances of recovery. These added pathways can change the beliefs about the
probability of remission, or the hope threshold, i.e., the probability that the patient
considers to be hope-warranting. The change does not even have to be one where the
patient’s beliefs are revised. Maybe all that needs to change is the patient’s focus
(Chignell 2022). On the other hand, the assessment of one’s current situation might
lead to the abandonment of hope without any revision of future-directed beliefs and
desires. A cancer patient may give up hope after having a few days of extreme pain, or
after receiving little encouragement from doctors and family for a while. In response
to these events, the patient may come to think that there are no reasons for hoping,
even if she has not given any thought to her chances of recovery (as a matter of fact,
doing that would reveal that they have remained unchanged).

The interactions between the components of the hope structure often reinforce
one’s attitude by creating loops that feed into one another. Envisioning some pathways
to success can lead to strengthening the belief that the desired outcome might come
about, which leads to having images of success, which opens the possibility for further
pathways, and so on. These loops are crucial in practical cases that aim at fostering a
hopeful attitude under medical challenges or adverse psychological conditions, such
as depression (which themselves often tend to exhibit such loops and cascading
sequences). The paradigmatic cases of hoping against all hopes also usually involve
such loops, which circumvent any evidence that would normally lead to hope’s
abandonment. The terminally ill patient may refuse to give up hope, not because
she holds the belief that recovery is probable, or even possible. Rather, she may
have looped some peripheral beliefs (for example, the belief that she is “in good
hands,” meaning either the doctors or God), with images about the future (after all,
being in good hands can function as grounds for being hopeful about the future),
leaving aside the assessment of the probability of recovery. A lot of these
interactions occur subconsciously, or automatically. So, while hope can
incorporate different elements in an action-oriented and deliberate set of mental
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states, much of the work is done by internal interactions among different hope-
related mental states that occur without the agent realizing it.

The internal changes that occur as part of the interactions among the components
of the hope structure can also explain some of the findings in the various
measurements of hope in the psychology literature. These studies try to correlate a
self-assessment of hopefulness with some preselected components that report an
agent’s sense of agency, their ability to find pathways to success, their self-confidence,
or their spirituality (Pleeging 2022). This is a rather static picture of one’s hope-related
attitudes that does not take into account the possible interactions among these factors.
Spirituality and religious beliefs are a good example here. While some studies find a
correlation between spirituality and hopeful attitudes (Scioli 2011), it is hard to see
how religious beliefs link to pathways or to a sense of agency — in fact, they seem to
detract from it, since religious people often tend to downplay their agency in favor of
the idea that what happens to them is part of a divine plan. So, while spirituality might
seem to be a good indicator of hopeful attitudes (after all, thinking that God is looking
after me can make me more hopeful), it turns out to be a rather isolated and not very
useful factor. In fact, some research proposes that religious and spiritual attitudes do
not have a statistical effect on the assessment of hope (Rusteen 2018). In general, the
lists and correlations that appear in psychological studies of hope tell us a story, but it
is only a partial story that should be expanded by looking at the internal interactions
among the different components of hope.

Summing up, the Complex Theory of Hope maintains that hope is a complex
state that emerges from multiple cognitive, conative, and emotive elements
interacting with one another, and forming a structure. Where the Standard Theory, in
its various expansions and revisions, tries to give some necessary and sufficient
conditions for hope, the Complex Theory, as it has been presented, focuses on the
relationship between the different components that make up hope, rather than
merely providing a specific list of hope’s constituents.

The Complex Theory of Hope in Practice

The proposed account of hope has a two-fold advantage. On the one hand, it
can provide a solution to many of the problem cases that the philosophical
literature on hope has raised. On the other, it can guide psychologists in assessing
the hope-related attitudes of people under challenging circumstances and provide
some insights into how hope can be maintained and enhanced.

Much of the philosophical literature on hope, starting with the criticism of the
Standard Theory, is based on hypothetical and actual counterexamples where
someone finds themselves in a situation that fits a proposed definition of hope, yet
does not hope (Meirav 2009, Kwong 2019, Palmqvist 2021, Martin 2013). An oft
cited example of the former is the case of Andy and Red, from the movie Shawshank
Redemption (Bovens 1999, Meirav 2009). In the film, Andy and Red are two
prisoners who both desire to escape and both believe that doing so is unlikely but not
impossible. Yet Andy hopes of escaping while Red despairs. More generally, in
many real-life situations, from the WWI trench soldiers in Palmqvist 2021, to cancer
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patients in Martin 2013, two people might share the same beliefs about the
probability of a certain outcome and desire for it coming about yet develop different
hope-related attitudes. How is this possible?

The most likely reason for such an occurrence, the advocates of the
augmenting strategy would maintain, is that hope involves more than the two
elements of the original Standard Theory. For example, Palmqvist 2021 suggests
that, while Red has the same belief about the probability of escape as Andy, he
does not view escape as a “live possibility” because he has a higher probability
threshold for warranting a hopeful attitude. Any probability below 2%, for
example, might be a reason for despair for someone like Red but not for someone
like Andy. Alternatively, Kwong 2019 claims that Red might be unable to
envision possible pathways to success, although he harbors the same desire to
escape. A similar strategy can be adopted in line with any of the proposed
augmentations of the Standard Theory. Many of these augmentations are plausible
responses, but they only partially answer the challenge. After all, we can create
counterexamples where Andy and Red also share the same hope-warranting
probability threshold, and even the ability to envision pathways to success (for
example, Andy could have discussed a possible escape plan with Red). In that
case, one would have to add yet another feature of hope, in order to distinguish
between Red’s and Andy’s hope-related attitudes, leading to a possible regress.

The Complex Theory of Hope adopts a different strategy than augmentation.
According to it, what prevents Red from hoping is not necessarily that he lacks a
belief, desire, or envisioned pathway. Instead, he might lack the required
connection between his relevant states and any interaction between them. In this
case, Red might fail to see the escape plan as a pathway to freedom, or to connect
the weaknesses of the prison security with his beliefs about the possibility of
pulling off the escape. Andy, on the other hand, who has the same beliefs, desires,
and envisioned pathway, connects them in a way that creates an attitude of hope.
The Complex Theory suggests that we do not need to posit a new requirement for
hope, in order to accommodate cases such as Shawshank Redemption. Instead, we
can focus on the structure and connections of the components of the complex
system that hope emerges from, in order to make the necessary distinctions
between different hope-related attitudes, such as those of Red and Andy.

A similar strategy can be employed when looking at real life cases, such as
incurable disease or permanent disability, where people maintain hope under
circumstances that do not warrant it (what Martin 2013 calls “recalcitrant hope”),
and cases where people abandon hope, without any seeming change in their beliefs
about a desirable outcome, or their envisioned pathways to attaining it. Such
medical cases often provide the background for psychological research on hope
(Groopman 2004, Rizzo 1999, Katsaros 2014). Usually, researchers provide a list of
factors whose relation to hope is to be investigated and see how these factors
correlate statistically with patients’ self-assessments of hopefulness. Unlike
philosophers, psychologists are not primarily concerned with the definition of hope.
This explains why they usually do not ask their research participants how they
understand hope, when making a self-assessment of their hopefulness. But, despite
the obvious variations in the different psychological descriptions of hope (Webb
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2007), there seem to be some common ideas that correspond to the central features
of the Complex Theory.

A common assumption among researchers is that hope is affected by a large
number of factors (usually more than a dozen) that span over different aspects of
human emotions, cognitive functions, and behavior (Pleeging 2022). By looking at the
correlation of these factors to hope’s self-assessment, two kinds of conclusions can be
drawn. On the one hand, as one would expect, some factors, such as being able to
envision pathways to success and positively accessing the possibility of success, have
a higher correlation with self-assessments of hope and could be seen as core features
of hope (Rustgen 2018), even if they do not always correlate in the same way across
different conditions (Pleeging 2022 mentions some such variations). This is something
that the Complex Theory of Hope also posits, due to the fact that complex systems
exhibit a structure, with some elements being core and some peripheral.

In addition, some factors and their corresponding levels of correlation with hope
tend to be grouped in broader categories. Examples of such categories include
evaluations of one’s sense of agency, the ability to envision possible pathways to
success, the capacity to set goals, and one’s level of determination (Snyder 1991, Herth
1992, Scioli 2011). This grouping of factors is compatible with the idea that hope
emerges from a complex system of doxastic, desiderative, and affective states. Such
systems exhibit a structure that allows the different components to interact with each
other. For example, beliefs about one’s agency clearly depend on each other. People
who think that they are able to respond to challenges without requiring external help,
usually also tend to believe that they are competent and independent and attach moral
value to facing one’s problems and not groveling about them. A person with a high
sense of agency in a challenging situation, such as serious illness, might remain hopeful
exactly because she considers herself to be an independent and competent person who is
up to a challenge. In fact, this self-assessment is inseparable from the hopeful attitude.
To hope, in this circumstance, is to view herself as up to the challenge.

One aspect of hope that is less apparent in psychological research has to do with
the interaction between the different components of hope. Such interactions and
loopbacks are common to complex systems and intuitively appear to affect one’s
hope-related attitudes. For example, the pathways a patient is able to envision are
affected by their sense of agency and independence. A deteriorating disability does not
only decrease one’s range of actions, but also their imagined pathways to overcoming
their condition, and the estimated probabilities of doing so. The important point, as the
Complex Theory indicates, is that such changes do not require any conscious
reassessment of the possible pathways, or a reevaluation of the recovery probability.
Changes can be fully internal and may come about through the interaction between the
different components of hope’s complex system. In fact, it would be a mistake to think
that any factor affects hope independently.

The complex character of hope indicates that it is not enough to merely check
for independent correlations between different factors and the self-assessment of
hope. In addition, one should examine the relationship between the factors
themselves. For example, one should check whether high scores in a factor, such as
the sense of agency and self-reliance, correspond with high scores in another factor,
such as imagined pathways or the assessment of probabilities. Furthermore, the
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possible interactions between different hope-related factors can be examined by
structuring the interviews so that they have a priming effect. For example, the
subjects could be asked about their assessment of success probabilities either before
or after they are asked to reflect on their sense of agency, or to envision different
pathways to success. Going through such mental imaging, the Complex Theory
suggests, can affect one’s assessment of probabilities. To what extent this is the case,
can be statistically examined.

Apart from providing guidelines for improving the measurement of hope, the
Complex Theory can also be used to provide practical strategies for enhancing hope,
especially in precarious cases. There is ample evidence that hope can not only
improve people’s lives but also help them overcome personal challenges. On the
other hand, it is often important to avoid unwarranted optimism and false hope,
which can lead to behavior that ignores the existing dangers and ultimately worsens
one’s situation. Diagnoses of disease with a very low survival rate are such an
example (McMillan 2014). While doctors do not want their patients to despair, they
also do not want to give false hopes that might lead to a patient foregoing some
necessary preparations for their likely death. Hope, in these cases, should not be
based on withholding information and on trying to alter the patient’s beliefs about
the severity of their situation or the lack of pathways to success.

The Complex Theory of Hope can offer some insights into how hope can be
enhanced in such cases. This can be achieved through the interaction among hope’s
components and through the feedback loops that these components form. These
feedback loops can be exploited in practical attempts to increase hopefulness and its
related attributes, such as a sense of agency and meaningfulness. For example, in
cases that crucially depend in the fine balance between avoiding unreasonable
expectations and promoting a sense of meaning in one’s life, hope can be promoted
by strengthening the feedback loops between some pre-existing hope-related
attributes (e.g., images of a meaningful future and a sense of agency) and by
channeling those in the right direction, away from a naive denial of the patient’s
predicament and towards the goal of coming to terms with the prospect of death.

Similar to other complex systems, hope is often unpredictable and sometimes
mysterious. We can find it in people that face insurmountable challenges and
overwhelming odds, to the point that it sometimes defies rational justification. This
might seem frustrating for someone who wants to give a crisp definition of hope,
preferably furnished with a set of necessary and sufficient conditions. But, far from
being a troubling peculiarity, hope’s complexity is a valuable and essential feature
that adds to its value and that should be taken into account when we attempt to
describe hope’s nature and to promote its positive effects.
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Cartesian Products: From Elements to Maps

By Ivonne Pallares-Vega®

This paper addresses an ambiguity, within Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory, arising
from the attempt to define the elements of cartesian products, viz. ordered pairs, and
hence an ambiguity in the attempt to define cartesian products themselves. The
proposed solution takes us to a different conceptual framework: category theory.
More specifically, to the category of sets and maps between them, in which the
ambiguity is removed in a natural way. The case of cartesian products is only one
example of the interplay between these two ways of axiomatizing the concept of set.
The proposed solution to the ambiguity requires, in particular, to make a transition
from thinking of elements as a primitive concept (as it is done in Zermelo-Fraenkel
set theory), to thinking of them as special maps, which is the basic concept in the
category of sets.

Keywords: category of sets, cartesian products, functions, ordered pairs, Zermelo-
Fraenkel set theory.

Introduction

Set theory and category theory share a remarkable feature: many mathematical
concepts from various and diverse areas can be defined within them, although certainly
in quite different ways. However, neither theory arose with this purpose. The origins of
set theory go back to the 1870's in the work of the German mathematician Georg
Cantor. Its first axiomatization, published in 1908, is due to another German
mathematician, Emst Zermelo'. In 1964, the American mathematician and philosopher,
F.W. Lawvere, proposed for the first time an axiomatization of the category of sets and
maps between them?. Thirty nine years later Lawvere, in co-authorship with Robert
Rosebrugh, published a more thorough axiomatization of this category’. All the axioms
for this category that I use in this paper, are from this second axiomatization.

The overall aim in the analysis presented here is to show an instance of what in
my view is a quite fruitful interplay between these two approaches to the mathematical
concept of set: More specifically, I focus here on the many different ways there are for
defining the concept of ordered pair in Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory (hereafter ZF), all
of them equally satisfactory. Whichever definition one chooses, it will always be
arbitrary, perhaps even just a matter of taste. In other words, there is no strictly
mathematical reason for preferring one definition over all the others. So it is in this
sense that I consider the concept of ordered pair in ZF ambiguous*. The aim of the

*Professor, Autonomous University of the State of Morelos, Mexico.

1Zermelo E (1908a).

2Lawvere FW (1964).

SLawvere FW, Rosebrugh R (2003). To my knowledge, no other axiomatizations of the
category of sets have been proposed since then.

“In philosophy of language this phenomenon is called underdetermination of the referent,
where the referent in this case is precisely “the” ordered pair (a, b).
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paper is then to show that by moving from ZF to category theory (and more
specifically, to the category of sets and maps between them), we no longer face the
problem of having to choose one, among many other possible and equally good ways,
for defining the concept of ordered pair. In the category of sets and maps between
them, this ambiguity simply dissolves and in a natural way.

The paper does not contain, nor does it aim to offer, any new mathematical
results. Indeed, its mathematical content is quite basic, not only in the case of the
definitions and axioms used, but also in the proofs given herein. The paper is rather an
exploration of the interplay between two axiomatic characterizations of the concept of
set: ZF and the category of sets and maps between them (hereafter CS). The particular
interplay here concerns the definition of cartesian products and hence of their
elements. Part II shows in detail how the dilemma arises in ZF, and Part III explains
what happens when we move to CS.

As far back as 1964, another similar problem was addressed by the American
philosopher Paul Benacerraf®. Back then, many philosophers had argued that ZF was
the right foundation for mathematics, and Benacerraf P (1965) argued precisely
against this claim. In any case, the dilemma I address here lends itself to philosophical
scrutiny. Moreover, category theory has raised many issues among philosophers of
mathematics®. So another caveat is in order. Just as this paper does not aim to give
new mathematical results, it does not either aim to address philosophical issues, not
even the standard ones such as What are the right foundations for mathematics? What
are numbers, sets, functions, etc.? What is the meaning of mathematical statements?
What is the nature of mathematical truth?’ What it does aim to offer is an
introduction, via ZF, to a few basic concepts from category theory to anyone interested
in it but who may find it too abstract to understand.

Part I: Elements and maps

Our starting point is ZF. In this theory everything is a set and there is only one
basic concept, viz. that of element or membership, which is a relation between sets®.
The following statement is called the axiom of extensionality

Extensionality Axiom

For any given sets 4 and B, 4 = B if and only if 4 and B have exactly the same
elements.

In its contrapositive form, this axiom states that 4 # B if and only if there exists an
element a in A4 such that a is not an element of B (or, equivalently, if and only if there
exists an element b in B such that b is not an element of A).

SBenacerraf P (1965).

®See, e.g. Landry E (2017),

"Shapiro S (2000) addresses precisely issues such as these.

8Like most authors, I am not considering the binary relation of equality as a formal part of ZF
in the way membership is. Following the vast majority of textbooks, I simply assume that it is
reflexive, symmetric and transitive, with its meaning intuitively given.
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This axiom, like all others in ZF, can be written entirely in logical symbols.
However, in many contexts it is interpreted as stating that a set is completely
determined by its elements. And this in turn can be interpreted or read in different
ways. For example, if we are given some set A and we somehow “remove” an
element from it, the resulting set is different from 4. Analogously, if we “add” a new
element to 4, we end up with a set different from 4. The interpretation I propose for
this axiom’ is the following: if one claims that a certain set exists, one must state
precisely what its elements are—and this could be done in many ways, e.g. by giving
a recursive definition, by listing them one by one, by the requirement that they satisfy
some formula, etc. If one cannot do this, then one is not justified in claiming the
existence of the set involved. I shall use this interpretation in Part II below. In ZF,
cartesian products, intersections, unions and many other sets, are defined or
axiomatized (or even proven to exist) by stating (or exhibiting) what its elements are
or are not, as it is the case with the empty set.

There is, however, another important point concerning the requirement that a set
be completely determined by its elements. In what is called basic algebra of sets, there
are many theorems stated as equalities between sets. For example, one theorem states
that for any given sets 4, B and C, the following equality holds

ANBUCO)=MANB)UAUC)

In order to prove this, one needs to know what the elements of the sets 4 ™ (B U
C) and (4 N B) U (4 U C) exactly are. And the same happens in the case of cartesian
products, which will be discussed in Part II below.

One of the first axioms of ZF is somewhat strange for it tells us that there is a set
that has no elements whatsoever. With these two axioms, one can easily prove that
there is only one set without elements. This justifies the use of a special symbol and a
name for it: the empty set, denoted as &.

The pairing axiom allows us to give life to the set {&J, &} which apparently has
two elements. However, it follows directly from the axiom of extensionality that {&J,
@} is exactly the same set as {J}. Notice that {J}# & because the set & does not
belong to J, since this latter has no elements. In contrast, & is indeed an element of
{D}, and hence {J} is not empty. Hence {J} # . So now we have two different
sets living in the ZF universe: & and {J}.

It is precisely the set {J}, together with some special properties it has, what we
are going to use to make the transition from thinking of elements in the sense of ZF, to
thinking of them in terms of maps. So we now turn our attention to this latter concept.

Within ZF, the concept of map or function is not basic, it is defined'® in terms of

%This proposal is not intended as a mathematical result that follows from the axiom of extensionality. I do
not intend it either as a philosophical interpretation, although perhaps that is what it is. My interpretation
is inspired in the criticisms to Zermelo's axiom of choice at the beginning of the XX century. The axiom
stated the existence of a certain function, and Zermelo's critics demanded that he exhibited the function,
which not only he couldn’t do but, as we now know, it just cannot be done within ZF.

19Some would say reduced instead of defined. Indeed, many mathematical concepts can be so
reduced, and before category theory entered the philosophical realm, this is what foundations
of mathematics was usually taken to mean. A cursory look at the contents of a few randomly
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sets (hence in terms of the membership relation). However, for the purpose of this
section, we are going to use what one might call the intuitive concept of function. This
is the concept that is mostly used in the practice of mathematics and in many real life
cases.

Let us consider, for example, the following two sets:

A={a,b,c,w} and B={7, 15,18}

A function from A to B should assign, to each element of 4, one and only one
element of B. We use the letter /to denote the function in question and, for any element x
of A4, the expression f{(x) shall denote the element of B that the function f assigns to the
element xe 4. The following three are all examples of functions from 4 to B:

(1) fla)="7,£b) = 18,/ic) = 18, fiw) = 15
@) @) =T, /B) =T A) =T, fw) =7
3) fla)=15,/b)=7,fic)= 18, fiw) = 18

In contrast to the second example, and at least on the surface, there seems to be
no rule for the assignments in the first and third examples. Nonetheless, each one
establishes a function from A4 to B. For the second example, we can simply say that the
function f'is given by f{x) = 7 for all xeA. So, as long as each element of A4 gets
associated with one and only one element of B, even if the association is completely
arbitrary, there is a function from 4 to B.

Let us now consider the set {J} and take any arbitrarily chosen set A. Then
clearly, there is one and only one function from 4 to {J}: all elements of 4 get assigned
to the only element of {J}, viz. the empty set . In other words, if we call this function
£, then f(x) = & for all xe4. And this holds true even if 4 is the empty set. This is due to
the fact that in ZF functions are defined as certain subsets of cartesian products. So a
function ffrom A to B is a collection of ordered pairs (@, b) with aeA4 and b€ B, in which
b, the second coordinate is the only element of B that the function £ assigns to a€4. In
order to make this more conspicuous, we change the notation and write (a, f(a)) to
express that this is an element of the function f from A to B, so that (a, fa)) € AxB. So,
in general, a function f from 4 to B is (in ZF) a subset of AxB of the form

{(a.fa)) | aed}

with the property that for any x, y € 4, if x =3y, then f{x) = f(y). Or, equivalently, if f(x)

#f(v), thenx #y.
With this concept of function, it is clear that & < @x{J}. However, in order for
the empty set to not be a function, the above mentioned property must fail. This means

chosen introductory textbooks on set theory exemplifies this: following the definition of the
natural numbers, usually comes that of the integers, then that of the rationals, the reals, etc.
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that there must be at least one element of & that gets assigned to two different elements
of {J}, which is clearly impossible. So, strange as it is, the formal concept of function
in ZF, together with the fact that the empty set is a subset of any set, imply two things:
first, that & is also a set of ordered pairs (albeit empty); and, secondly, that & is a
function (albeit empty as well), in this case from & to {J}. To sum up, given any set
A, including the empty set, there is always one and only one function from A to the
one-element set {J}.

Here is a key point about the above arguments: instead of {JJ} we could have
taken any other set as long as it had just one element. And this is the starting point of
our transition from thinking of elements as a (basic) relation between sets to thinking
of them as special maps. So let us denote an arbitrarily given one-element set as 1.
Thus 1 has the property that for given any set 4, including the empty set, there is
always one and only one function from A to 1. We shall denote the uniqueness of
functions with dotted arrows as follows, for any given sets 4 and B

Diagram 1

A--Lop
or

fiA----»B

Let now A4 be any given set and consider all functions from 1 to A

Diagram 2

] —A

In this case, the number of such functions depends of course on the number of
elements that 4 has. The set of all functions from 1 to A is denoted as 4'. More
generally, for any given sets 4 and B, the set of all functions from A4 to B is denoted as
B. And there is a good reason for this. When the exponent is 1, it is not difficult to see
that there is a bijection between 4' and 4. And when 4 is empty, A" is also empty. In
terms of cardinalities, this case yields the familiar equation 0' = 0. Another familiar
equation arises when A4 has only one element: 1' = 1. But we can say more about this
latter case. Since for any one-element set A, the set A" of functions from 1 to A4 has
only one element, this element must be the identity function on 4. So we see there is a
very close connection between the arithmetical operation of exponentiation, and the
cardinality of sets of functions B”. Indeed, in general card(B*) = card(B)*™*“)., Thus if
A is the empty set & and the cardinality of B is n then the cardinality of B2 is n’, and
this number is always equal to one. For the empty set & we have that 0° = 1. This
equation tells us that there is exactly one function from & to & (albeit empty within
ZF), which we shall call the identity function on . For any non-empty set B with
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cardinality n, the equation 7n°= 1 tells us that there is exactly one function from & to B.
And we shall call it the inclusion function of & into B, which is accordance with the
theorem in ZF stating that the empty set is a subset of any set. Finally, for any set 4,
including &, the set 4 is never empty, for there always exists #he identity function on
A. In arithmetical terms, for any natural number 7, including 0, " # 0.

But what about functions from 1 to any given set A? If A is empty, the number of
these functions is 0' which is equal to 0. In other words, the number of these functions is
equal to the number of elements of 4. Suppose now that A is not empty. In this case we
can always define functions 1 — A as follows. Let a4 be an arbitrary element of 4 and
let ® denote the only element of 1. So we define £, (¢) = a. And we can do this for each
element of A. In other words, every element a of 4 determines a function F: 1 — A.

Let us now consider an arbitrary function G: 1 — 4. Then G determines a unique
element of 4, namely, G(e) € A. It is not difficult to show that this way of “picking
out” elements of 4 through functions G: 1 — A, together with the definition above of
F, for each a € A, establish a bijection between A' and A itself. In terms of
cardinalities, if  is the number of elements of 4, this yields the familiar equation n' =
n (which, as we just saw, includes the case when n = 0). Whenever a bijection exists
between sets, we say that they are isomorphic. If we denote the set of all functions
from 1 to 4 as A', what we have is then 4 and A" are isomorphic sets. But we leave
this important point for now'!, in order to take a first look at the world of categories.

In category theory one fundamental basic notion is that of morphism. Categories
are constituted by two “ingredients”: objects and morphisms. And any given
morphism always comes with two associated objects: its domain and its codomain.
The notation is the same as the one we use for functions in general: morphisms are
usually denoted with the letters f; g, /... and their domains and codomains with the
letters 4, B, C,... We can think of the axioms characterizing the concept of category as
stating well-known properties about functions, properties that in ZF are theorems.

Following mathematical usage, arrows are used to denote morphisms. So if fis a
morphism with domain 4 and codomain B, we write

Diagram 3.

AL’B

or
f*A——B
So here is the axiomatic characterization of the concept of category.
A category C is given by its maps and objects.

Let then £ 4 B,g B——Cand h: C
objects and morphisms of C.

D be any given

1See the end of this section and Part IV below. It is in this latter, where I propose to use this
bijection to make a transition from thinking of elements in the sense of ZF to thinking of
elements in the sense of the category of sets.
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Axiom 1: Existence of composition of any pair of morphisms in which the
codomain of one coincides with the domain of the other

So there exists a morphism gf: 4 C (and also hg: B

Axiom 2: Composition is associative

D)

So h(gf) = (hg)f: A D

Axiom 3: For any object A of C, there is a special morphism with domain and
codomain A, and which is neutral with respect to composition. This morphism is
called the identity on A'* and it is denoted as id4: A A.

So given any objects 4, B and C and any morphisms f 4
g: B— C, the following two equalities hold

B and

(idp)f=f and glidp)=g

And that is all. Of course, particular categories, or even types of categories, like
the category of sets and map, have additional axioms. The first one for CS is the
following:

Axiom 1 (CS)

There 1s a set, say X, with the property that for any given set 4 there is always
exactly one map from A4 to X.

Notice that the axiom characterizes X not by stating what its elements are, but by
telling us how it relates to other sets, including X itself, through maps'>. It is in this sense
that this set X resembles one-element sets in ZF, for as we saw earlier, given any one-
element set 1 and any arbitrary set 4, there is exactly one function from 4 to 1. Now, in
ZF there is an infinite number of one-element sets, so each one of them has this latter
property. One may then wonder whether in CS there is also more than one set satisfying
Axiom 1 above. The answer is that the theory simply does not tell us how many there
are or might be. What it does tell us is that this question does not matter and this is
why!#. Let us suppose there is another object Y also satisfying Axiom 1 above. Hence
there is a unique map f from Y to X and a unique map g from Xto Y

12t is called the identity morphism because it is unique. However, the uniqueness is not part of
the axiom since it follows directly from Axioms 1 and 3.

3This is typical in category theory. When an object such as X is characterized by postulating
the existence of unique map(s) from other object(s) to X or from X to other object(s), we say
that X has been characterized by a universal property. This has a very important consequence as we
will see in the case of Axiom 1.

4This consequence is of the utmost importance, and it follows every time an object is characterized
by a universal property.
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Diagram 4
fr——7X%
and
gX - 7F

By composing these maps with each other, we obtain the maps gf and fg

Diagram 5

However, since CS is a category, there are also the identity maps
idy: Y7/ Y and idvy X—X

But our hypotheses are that both X and Y satisfy Axiom 1. Therefore, gf:
Y— Y must be the same map as idy and fg: X— X must be the same map the
identity on X, idx. We then say that X and Y are isomorphic. And the overall conclusion
is that any object satisfying Axiom 1 (CS) is unique up to isomorphism. And that is all
that CS can say about the question concerning the number that there might be of sets
satisfying this axiom. And this is alright, for it is all that is needed in CS (and also in
category theory in general).

Objects satisfying Axiom 1 above are called ferminal. So this axiom is
guaranteeing that in CS there is at least one terminal object. We shall denote as 1 for
reasons we will see shortly. The defining property of 1 is then that for any given set A
there is a unique map from 4 to 1

A====21

The first point to notice is that the identity map on 1 is the only map from 1 7o 1.
Let us now go back to the discussion within ZF in which we saw that for any given set
A, there is a bijection between the set of functions A' and 4 itself. This bijection tells
us in particular that the sets 4' and 4 have the same number of elements. But I propose
to see it as telling us that there is a close connection between two concepts: on the one
hand, that of a function from any one-element set fo any given set 4; and, on the other
hand, the concept of element. As we have just seen, in CS there is just one map from 1
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to 1. Hence the notation we chose.

Part II: Cartesian Products and their Elements

In ZF everything is a set. So the elements of a sets are also sets, whose elements
are in turn sets as well, whose elements are also sets, and so on.

The empty set axiom gives us the set &, the pairing axiom the set {J}. If we apply
the pairing axiom again, we can obtain many other sets, such as the following three:

{933,190, {0} 1,11}, {9})

Thus in ZF, not only are cartesian products sets, but also their elements. Let us see
how this comes about.

Let 4 and B be arbitrary sets in ZF. Their product is denoted as AxB and it is
defined as a certain subset of the power set of the power set of the union AUB. In
symbols

AxB < P(P(AUB))

The elements of AxB are called ordered pairs, and they are denoted as (a, b) with
acA and beB. Since P(P( AUB) ) is a set, then all its elements are sets as well. And
since all the elements of AxB are also elements of (P AUB) ), then all elements of
AxB are elements of (A AuB) ) as well. Hence, all elements of AxB are sets.

Since an element (a, b) of AxB is in addition an element of (A AUB)), one
needs to make sure that whichever definition for (a, ) one chooses, the resulting set
(a, b) does indeed belong to (P AuB) ). In addition, in order for (a, b) to be an
ordered pair, its definition must distinguish (a, b) from (b, a) whenever a # b. For
example, the axiom of extensionality implies that

{a,b} ={b,a}

So whenever a # b, we cannot choose the set {a, b} as our definition for (a, b). Indeed,
the requirement that guarantees that these sets (a, b) are indeed ordered is the
following, where @, a'e Aand b, b'e B

(a,b)=(d,b")ifand onlyifa=a' and b =2’

We shall refer to this requirement for any satisfactory definition of ordered pair,
as simply ROP. Recall that according to the axiom of extensionality, any set is
completely determined by its elements. As a consequence, if we want to define or
construct the set AxB we must state clearly what its elements are. This in turn forces us
to state clearly what the elements of each ordered pair (a, b) are. But whichever
definition we may propose, we must verify that it satisfies ROP.

We have finally come to the problem or dilemma in ZF about the definition of

111



Vol. 5, No. 2 Pallares-Vega: Cartesian Products: From Elements to Maps

ordered pairs: there are many ways of defining (a, ) and ZF has no means for telling
us which one is the right one. The grounds for preferring one definition over others,
will always be non-mathematical'>. Here are three proposals, all of them satisfying
ROP, that have been made

(a,b)={{ {a}, D}, {{b}} } (Norbert Wiener, 1914)
(a,b)={ {a, D}, {b, {D}} } (Felix Hausdorff, 1914)
(a,b)={ {a}, {a,b} } (Kazimierz Kuratowski, 1921)

In Kuratowski’s definition, when a = b, the set (a, b) has just one element. It
might then be a little bit surprising that the definition does satisfies ROP. Moreover,
the proofis straightforward, albeit somewhat tedious.'®

In contrast, even when a = b, in the first two proposals, the sets (a, b) have exactly
two elements. In other words, even when a = b, the following inequalities hold

{{a}, D} # {{b}}
and
{a, D} # {b,{D}}
It is Hausdorff's definition the one that in my view is the most interesting. What

makes the difference between the sets {a, &} and {b, {J}} is that & is empty

whereas {J} is clearly not. But that is all. So one might as well choose any different
sets X and Y and define

(@, 0)={ {a, X}, {b, Y} }

It is indeed surprising that this definition also satisfies ROP.!” What 1 find of

SIf we think of the elements of a cartesian product AxB as some kind of objects, then this multiplicity of
options for being “the” right choice for (a, b) can be described as an undetermination of the referent of (a,
b). What I show in Part IV below is that in the category of sets the of (a, b) is completely determined.

16t is perhaps because it does not introduce any other sets besides a and b, that Kuratowski's definition
is the one most commonly used. Enderton HB (1977), p.28 after having introduced Kuratowski's as his
chosen definition of an ordered pair and having proved that it does satisfies ROP, he comments: “As
you have probably observed, our decision to use the Kuratowski's definition [...] is somewhat
arbitrary. There are other definitions that would serve as well. The essential fact is that satisfactory
ways exist of defining ordered in terms of other concepts of set theory.” I would add that Enderton's
decision is most definitely arbitrary and that what he calls “the essential fact” is a problem within ZF, a
problem which, as I hope to show in this paper, has a satisfactory solution in category theory. Of
course, if one is just thinking of ZF as a suitable foundation for mathematics, it might in fact be enough
that ordered pair can be defined within ZF.

"Indeed, this example appears as an exercise in Hrbacek K, Jech T (1999), p.18 and it consists
in stating and proving the corresponding analogue of ROP above.
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special interest is that this definition opens up an infinite number of possibilities for
defining ordered pairs in ZF. And this is what I have called the problem or dilemma
concerning the definition of the elements of cartesian products. So it is due time that
we see how, as I claim, this dilemma vanishes in category theory. More specifically, in
the category of sets and maps.

Part I11: Products in Category Theory
As with most concepts in category theory, products of objects are defined by what
are called universal properties'®. So let C be a given category and let X and Y be any

two given objects in C. 4 product for X'and Y in C consists of the following:

(1) an object in C, which we shall denote as Xx7Y, together with two morphisms in
C, called the projections

Diagram 6
L' 2y
X *I— XxY P—‘ Y

(2) and the following universal property

for any object C and any maps f: C Xand g C— Y in C
there is a unique map in C, denoted as <f, g>: C XxY since it depends
on both f'and g, such that px<f, g> = fand py<f, g> = g. Another way of
expressing this is by saying that the following diagram commutes

18 Although I prefer the word /limiting instead of universal, 1 will follow standard terminology.
The reason I find limiting a better adjective for these properties is that all of them are particular
cases of the concept of /imit in category theory. It can be argued that terminal objects, products
and many other concepts defined by universal properties are “the best” approximations to
various types of diagrams, where a diagram has also a formal and general definition that
includes the various types of diagrams I discuss in this paper. But developing in detail such an
argument falls far beyond the scope of this paper, so I adhere to standard terminology.
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Diagram 7

Recall that Axiom 1 (CS) characterized the set 1 by postulating, for any set X, the
existence of a unique map from any set X fo 1. In the case of a product for X and Y,
such as XxY (together with the two projections), the definition also asserts the
existence of a unigue map from any set C to XxY, although in this case such map must
satisfy some additional properties (expressed by the commutativity of the diagram
above). We can think of the corresponding so-called universal properties in the
following sense.

In the case of the set 1, we can think of it as a diagram or figure consisting of just
one point and no maps at all:

The universal property is thus telling us that any other diagram also consisting of
just one point
*

always bears a special relation to e via a unique map from & to e . There are no
further conditions since the diagram e contains no maps, it consists of just one point.
Now, the general, abstract diagram corresponding to products is a little bit more
complicated, for it starts with three objects and two maps

Diagram 8

L \v} X

Thus, the universal property of a product for any given objects X and ¥

1Y Y
X*—f X xY _‘p Y

then tells us that any similar diagram such as Diagram 8 above, bears a special relation
to the product diagram, again via a unique map from V to XxY, but in this case such
unique map must satisfy some further conditions, due to the more complex “structure”
of the product diagram. These further conditions are expressed precisely in the
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universal property of binary products (item (2) above).

As it happened in the case of the terminal object 1 in CS, products too are unique
up to isomorphism. To see how this comes about for products, consider again a

product for X and Y

Diagram 9

Y Y
y X yuy 2y

and suppose that the following diagram is also a product for X'and ¥

Diagram 10

I’ g
X ¢ C %

Then, due to the universal property of XxY, together with its two corresponding
projections, there exists a unique map <f, g>: C XxY making the following

diagram commute
Diagram 11
C
. g
(f.8) !
' + Y
X P X xY ! Y

Analogously, due to the universal property of C together with the maps f'and g,
there exists a unique map <px, pr>: XxV C such that the diagram below
commutes
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Diagram 12

Y

|

I

|

l py

|

|

I

|

v g

C B
We can now compose the maps

(f.g):C—X =Y

and
Py py) X =Y —C
and obtain two more maps
<f, &><px, pr> XxY XxY and
<px, pr><f,g>:C C

Let us now consider the composition <f, g><px, pr>: XxY XxY and the
following diagram
Diagram 13

b
X
~

(px.py)

py

X #mmmmmmmmm e

We now compose this map <f, g><px, py>: Xx¥Y — XxY with the first projection px :
XxY — X, but keeping in mind our hypotheses (see the left hand side triangles in
Diagrams 11 and 12 above) about the map

< g C— XxY
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Since composition is associative, we have the following equalities:

px (<, g2><px, py>) = (px<f, £)<px, py> = f<px, py> =px.

Therefore, the left hand side triangle in Diagram 13 is commutative. Using the
commutativity of the corresponding right hand triangles from Diagrams 11 and 12,
one can easily show that the right hand triangle in Diagram 13 is also commutative:

P, g><px, pr>) = (px<f, €)<px , py> =gf<px , py> = py.

So the composite map < f, g ><px , py>: Xx¥ — XxY makes commutative both
triangles in Diagram 13. But clearly, the identity map on XxY

idyxy: XxY — XxY

also makes the whole of Diagram 13 commutative, and since the map going from XxY
to XxY in this diagram is unique, it follows that

<, @><px, py> = idxxy: XxY — XxY.
In Diagram 14 below, the map going from C to C is the composition of the two
maps

<> C—o>XxY and <px,pr>XxY—C

Diagram 14
C

{px.py)

|

1

:

|

'
X C

Using again our hypotheses from diagrams 11 and 12, together with the axiom
stating that composition is associative, we can argue in a completely analogous way as
we did for showing that

<f, @><px, py> = idxxy: XxY — XxY

and 1in this case conclude that
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<px, py><f, g>=idc

So products, like terminal objects such as 1, are unique up to isomorphism. In the
following section we will see an important consequence this has in the context of
defining ordered pairs within ZF, or perhaps more accurately, how it helps us solve the
dilemma arising from having to choose one among the infinite number of possible
ways in ZF to define the set (a, b), for any given sets a and b.

Part IV: Elements of Products in CS

Recall that in Part [ we saw that, in ZF, for any given set A and any one-element
set 1, there is a bijection between the set of functions from 1 fo A and the elements of
A. This means that the set of these functions, which is denoted as A4’ is isomorphic to
A. 1 propose to go further and think of this bijection as establishing a (bijective!)
correspondence between the concept of element as a basic, undefined notion, and the
derived concept—all this in ZF— of function. In other words, I propose to see this
bijection as one between two concepts: that of element of a given set 4 and the
concept of function from 1 to A. 1 propose to use this conceptual bijection to transit
from thinking of the elements of a set 4 as a basic, intuitively understood concept, to
thinking of them as functions from any one-element set to A. Once this is achieved, we
can then enter the world of sets as these are axiomatized in CS. For in CS map is a
basic, undefined concept, and the concept of element 1s defined in terms of it. More
precisely, given any set 4 in CS, an element of A4 is defined as a map from 1 to 4. In
particular, and as we saw earlier, the identity on 1 is then an element of 1. In fact, it is
its only element. So in CS, 1 is a one-element set.

Let us finally see how, with this conceptual change, we can solve the problem
concerning the definition of the elements of cartesian products, that is to say, the
problem of defining ordered pairs. And for this we need the following

Axiom 4 (CS)

Any given sets 4 and B have a product.
So let then 4 and B be any given sets in CS and consider a product for them

'} )
A Pa c Pr B

Consider now an arbitrary element of 4 a: 1 A and an arbitrary element

b: 1——— B of B. We now have the following
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Diagram 15
]
a b
| 7, R
L N B

By the universal property of products, there is a unique map from 1 to AxB—
which we might as well now denote as (a, by—and hence a unique element of AxB,
such that the following diagram commutes

Diagram 16

¢ (a.b)

]

l

|

:

i

J 4+ ?

A P4 c PB ‘B

The commutativity of the left-hand triangle tells us that the first coordinate of the
element (a, b) of AxB is precisely the element a of 4. Analogously, the commutativity
of the right-hand triangle tells us that the second coordinate of (a, b) is the element b
of B.

So, and summing up, any pair of elements a: 1 - 4 and b: 1 — B determine a
unique element (a, b): 1 — AxB of AxB. Thus I think this provides us with enough
justification for calling the map (a, b) the ordered pair determined by the elements a: 1
— A and b: 1 — B. But there is more. This way of construing the concept of binary
products and of ordered pairs also satisfies ROP from Part II, as we will now show.

Let then A and B be sets in CS, and let a: | ———— 4, a" 1 —— A,
b: 1 B and b': 1 — B be arbitrary elements. Thus, in addition to the
commutative Diagram 16 above, the following diagram also commutes
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Diagram 17

PB

A &

According to ROP
(a,b)=(d,b")ifand only ifa=a’ and b=’

So let us suppose first that (a, b) = (@, b'). Hence, due to the commutativity of
Diagrams 16 and 17, all the following equalities hold

a=pa(a,b)y=pa(d,b)=da and b=ps(a,b)=pp(d,b)=b"

And conversely, if @ = a' and b = b’ then, from the commutativity of Diagram 17,
all the following equalities hold

a=d =ps(d,b) and b=b'"=ps(d,b')

Therefore, both the map (a', b’): 1 — AxB, and the map (a, b): 1 - AxB make
Diagram 16 commute. By the uniqueness of this latter map, we conclude that
(a,b)=(d, b

Thus ROP is indeed satisfied in CS".

As we explained earlier in this section, definitions by universal properties—such
as those of sets like 1 and 4xB—emphasize, not what the elements of the sets are, but
how these sets are related to others with a similar “structure”. And it is precisely this
what guarantees that ROP is indeed satisfied for the elements of cartesian products.

Concluding Remarks

The formulation or analysis within ZF of the concept of natural number presents
a similar problem to the one discussed here concerning the definition of the elements

YIt is instructive to compare this proof with, for example, the one corresponding to Kuratowski's
definition of ordered pair. See, e.g. the proof given in Enderton HB (1977), p.36.
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of cartesian products®’. In 1965 the American philosopher Paul Benacerraf argued that
natural numbers could simply not be sets (in ZF) because we cannot tell which sets
they exactly are?!. The same happens with binary products in ZF, and in both cases the
“culprit” is, in my view, the axiom of extensionality, given the way I proposed to
interpret this axiom. It is important to notice here that the basic concept in ZF—
membership—is playing a crucial role in this axiom: if ZF cannot tell us exactly, for
some given set S, which elements belong to it, ZF has failed to determine the set S itself.
In this paper this set was “the” cartesian product 4 x B of any two given sets 4 and B.

In CS the approach is, as we have seen, completely different, starting from the
fact map is now a basic concept and membership a derived one. Moreover, uniqueness
of sets such as cartesian products, is no longer a demand of the theory. In addition, and
as we saw in Part IV, CS shows that what one can do with one product, one can do it
with absolutely any other product, for they are all isomorphic. And the same happens
with other set-theoretic concepts such as one-element sets, natural numbers??, empty
sets, power sets, etc. What does matter in CS is the uniqueness of maps, and this is
always guaranteed in all constructions or definitions by universal properties. And of
course, this also applies in the case of elements, for these are (re)defined as maps with
domain 1, which in turn is a set characterized by a universal property and hence
unique up to isomorphism.

We saw then how for any given sets 4 and B in CS, any given elements a of A
and b of B do indeed determine a unique element of AxB, but now this element is a
map. If we were to consider some other product for 4 and B, say C, but the same
elements a of 4 and b of B, then these elements would also determine a unique
element, but this time of C.

The characterization of products is one applicable in any category®® and it can be
easily extended to products of any number, finite or otherwise, of objects.

So let us consider an arbitrary family of objects {A4;}ic; in some given category.
Then a product for this family consists of an object, say P, together with a family of
morphisms

>
PL‘AE

with i€/, such that for any object C and any family of morphisms

fi: C Ai

also indexed by , there exists a unique map

2In this case too, CS offers a solution very much in the spirit of the one presented in this paper,
since “the” set of natural is also defined by a universal property. See, e.g. Awodey S (2006), p.217,
although there he is not interested in contrasting it with the concept of natural number in ZF.
2Benacerraf P (1965), pp. 47-73. However, his discussion goes well beyond this point.

22For the natural numbers the dilemma arises when one tries to define “the” successor of any given
natural number. This case has in addition quite interesting consequences dealing with the principle of
mathematical induction and the simple recursion theorem.

23In fact, all characterizations by universal properties are applicable in any category.
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h.C-====P
which makes the following diagram commute for each i/

Diagram 18

P ' A;

This more general and abstract setting makes it easy to see two somewhat extreme
cases: one in which the index set / is just a singleton, and the other one in which it is
empty. Let us then see the first case.

Consider an object 4 in some given category. Then a product for A must consist
of a single morphism o 4 itself. We only need now to find the domain of such a
morphism. The natural choice is, of course, the identity on A

id ;

A—A

since we do not know anything else about A. So let us see whether 4 together with its
identity morphism is indeed a product for 4. Let then C be an arbitrary object and f:

C A any morphism from C to 4. Notice that the relevant structure for this
case looks like this
\% A
So we have the morphisms f; C Aandidy: A A, and we

need to find a morphism, say /4: C A such that idsh = f. But due to the
defining properties of identity morphisms, fis clearly such that idsf = f. In other words,
Diagram 19 below is commutative
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Diagram 19

idy

Moreover, and also due to the defining properties of identity morphisms,  f:
C A is the only morphism making Diagram 19 commute. So 4 together
with its identity morphism is indeed a product for 4.

Let us then consider our last case, viz. when the index set is empty. A product for
zero objects must still consists of an object, say P, together with... no morphisms at
all. But in order for P to be a product for zero objects it must satisfy a universal
property. The relevant structure here is just P, so we must consider a single but
arbitrary object of the category, say X.

The universal property then requires that there be a unique morphism

Diagram 20

X

:

|

|

|

|

:
P

such that. .. nothing, there are no further conditions that should be satisfied, since the
index set is empty and hence there are no projection morphisms. So a product for zero
objects is precisely a terminal object.

We have now come full circle. We started with the basic concept of element in
ZF, and focused on one-element sets. We saw that for any set 4 and any one-element
set 1, there is a unique function from A to 1. We also saw another important property
any one-element set has: there is a bijection between, on the one hand, the elements of
any set and, on the other, functions from any one-element set to the given set. These
were the first steps of my proposal for making a conceptual change in which sets are
to be thought of not in terms of their elements, but in terms of functions, either from
them to other sets, or from other sets to them. All this set the stage for introducing the
concept of category in which the basic notion is that of morphism and whose axioms
state very general properties of the concept of function as this latter is used in the
practice of mathematics.
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Once we were in the framework of category theory, I introduced a few axioms for
the category sets and maps that were necessary for the main topic of this paper. In Part
IT we saw the dilemma within ZF arising from the attempt to characterize cartesian
products in terms of their elements. Then, in Part III I argued that CS offers us a
solution to this dilemma, in my view entirely satisfactory. And qua solution, it
involved in a crucial manner one-element sets (in the sense, of course, of CS).

I hope that some readers find the analysis presented here of the interplay between
ZF and CS interesting in its own right. In the case of the definition of an ordered pair
(a, b) within ZF, we saw that not only must one choose a specific set, among many
other equally good candidates, for being “the” ordered pair (a, b), but that the grounds
for choosing one candidate over all the others are notr mathematical. Most textbooks
(perhaps all of them) on Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory, simply bypass this issue and
move on to “construct” cartesian products and to prove results about them. The
content of this paper may be used as a pedagogical pathway for teaching the concept
of products in category theory: start with a simple, non-mathematical problem within
ZF—whose concepts are seemingly easier to understand than those from category
theory—, then continue translating basic concepts from ZF into their counterparts in
CS. In this way, the categorical concepts of map, terminal object and binary products get
grounded in a comparatively more familiar terrain. And it is precisely in the categorical
concept of binary products where the original problem dissolves completely.

There are other instances of this interplay between ZF and CS. For example, the
apparent difference between how the axiom of choice is formulated in ZF and in CS.
Showing that they are saying the same thing, leads to the construction of a category of
sets different from those in CS, in which the axiom of choice fails**. The definition of
“the” successor of a natural number in ZF presents a similar problem as the one
discussed in this paper, since successors in ZF must, once again, be specific sets®.
Moving to the, unique up to isomorphism, set of natural numbers in CS, not only
solves the problem or ambiguity in ZF concering the definition of successors, but it
also serves to express the simple recursion theorem by universal properties. The proof
of this theorem in ZF is convoluted and quite involved, and in my view it obscures the
reason why it works for “the” set of natural numbers. One may even argue that the so-
called construction of the natural numbers in ZF was done in an ad hoc manner in
order for the principle of induction to follow directly from it. In any case, the principle
of induction is also a theorem in CS and it is quite easy to prove. There is yet another
instance of the interplay between ZF and CS: Zermelo’s axiom of separation.
Zermelo’s contemporaries were not satisfied with its formulation, and Zermelo tried to
reformulate it in various ways. The accepted solution was to bring first order formulas
into the theory, with the result that the axiom became an axiom schema, one axiom for
each well-formed formula. The original version stated that for each well-defined
property of sets, one can always separate from a given set 4, those and only those
elements of 4 having that property, which results in a subset of A. The current version
states that with each first-order well-formed formula, there is a set whose elements are
those and only those elements of 4 satisfying that formula. The problem Zermelo
faced consisted in that he was never able to give a precise meaning to these well-

24Gee Pallares-Vega I (2020).
%See Pallares-Vega I (2024).
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defined properties. In any case, the move from properties of sets to sets satisfying a
well-formed formula, seems to be at odds with the spirit of the other axioms Zermelo
initially proposed for the concept of ser?°. In CS the notion property is quite simple
and the truth-value axiom captures what I think Zermelo wanted these well-defined
properties o do: to divide a given set 4 into two mutually exclusive parts, one with all
those elements of A4 satisfying the property, and the other part with all those elements
not satisfying the property. The truth-value set is defined by a universal property and in
a more general context, truth-value objects in a category are called subobject
classifiers and, along with other axioms, give the category in question the structure of
what is called a zopos. The concept of subobject classifier is certainly quite abstract
and difficult to understand to non-specialists. Thus Zermelo’s well-defined properties
can also be used as a pathway into the concept of subobject classifier”’ .

All of these are cases in which one starts with different issues raised by certain
concepts, axioms or theorems within ZF, and then one moves to CS in order to see the
different ways in which they are formulated there. I hope to have shown how, by
moving from ZF to CS, one may understand better the meaning of certain general and
abstract concepts, axioms and theorems from category theory®s.

In Leinster T (2014), the author makes two somewhat strong claims: According
to one of them ZF is, in sharp contrast with CS, practically of no use to professional,
working mathematicians. He further claims, emphasizing the verb, that CS is set
theory. Even if the first claim is right, my reply to it is why should mathematical
theories be restricted to professional, working mathematicians? Why not try to make
them accessible to anyone interested in them, at least at a basic level?* Or, why
abandon a mathematical theory only because it is of no use to working
mathematicians? The ideas I have presented in this paper, were intended to show how
one can use ZF to understand quite abstract concepts in CS and, more generally,
concepts in category theory. I think ZF is a wonderful theory in its own right and I still
find it remarkable that many mathematical concepts can be recast within it. None of
the theories mentioned by Leinster T (2014), apart from CS, shares this feature with
ZF. And I disagree entirely with the second claim, viz. that CS is set theory. Like many
other areas of human activity, mathematical practice (and perforce mathematics itself),
changes over time and it is constrained by many factors (historical, cultural, perhaps
even political). And I believe that this is a good thing, for there may come along in the
future other, more interesting and challenging theories about the ubiquitous and
seemingly modest concept of set.

26Zermelo F (1908a).

?7See Pallares-Vega I (2022) for a detailed account of this approach.

28] find it noteworthy that in the construction or definition of sets in which the quantifiers and
the logical connectives play a fundamental role, dilemmas like the one discussed here, do not
arise within ZF. These are the cases of, for example, unions and intersections.

2Cheng E (2023) is an excellent example of how to make category theory accessible to outsiders.
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Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen and the New Myth in the
Dialogues of Plato

By Ranko Kozié¢"

What was only announced in the proemium to the Helen, namely a strict
adherence to the concepts of Socratic and Platonic philosophy, was fully applied
to the main body of the encomium, with Socrates’ sharp critique of the old myth,
along with his depiction of the successive forms of decline of an ideal,
aristocratic type of government in the Republic, providing a guiding principle to
the orator in his noble effort to elaborate on the key concepts of the philosophy
of Socrates and Plato.The very fact that in the main body of his work Isocrates
so heavily relied on the new myth, as used in Socrates’ discourses on love in the
Phaedrus and the Symposium, speaks volumes about the unity of the encomium
and its philosophical aspect as well.

Introduction

In order to fully comprehend what has long been a subject of dispute, namely the
unity of Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen, it was necessary to shed light on many puzzles
appearing in its proemium, an issue dealt with in our previous study' to which the
present one is a sequel. The very fact that Isocrates’ attitudes towards relations between
thetoric and philosophy in the proemium to the Helen — in which he, albeit
enigmatically, declared himself a follower of Socratic-Platonic philosophy, adhering to
principles of the new rhetoric in the Phaedrus — were consequently applied to the main
body of the encomium speaks volumes about the immanent coherence of his work.

How faithfully Isocrates adhered to the aforementioned principles in terms of
their practical application to a wide variety of literary and rhetorical genres can be
inferred from the fact that the idea of supplanting the old myth through a new one?

*Professor, Faculty of Philology, University of Belgrade, Serbia.

!“Sophistic, Eristic and Philosophy in Isocrates’ Proemium to Helen,” Athens Journal of Philosophy 4
(1925). https://doi.org/10.30958/ajphil.

2 According to Manuwald (2002, 58-59), the new myths in the dialogues of Plato can be divided into
two groups on the basis of a purely formal criterion such as the narrator and his attitude towards the
subject matter of the narrative, i.e. myth. The myths recounted not by Socrates but by other participants
in the dialogues make up the first group consisting of Protagoras’ myth of the origins of living things
(Protagoras), Aristophanes’ myth about eros as mutual love endeavouring to combine two to one and
heal the human sore (Symposium), Diotima’s myth of Eros (Symposium), mythical eschatology
recounted by the Eleatic Stranger in the Statesman, eschatology of the same kind, depicted by Timaeus
in the dialogue named after him and Athenian’s mythical eschatology dealing with divine justice and
destiny of souls in the Laws. The myths recounted by Socrates himself belong to the second group that
can be divided into two subgroups depending on whether Socrates himself heard them retold by others,
as was the case with mythical eschatologies in the dialogues Gorgias, Timaeus, Phaedo and Republic
or tells them to his interlocutors by presenting them as his own creation, as is otherwise the case with
the myth of the winged chariot in the Phaedrus. For a thorough summary of the myths, cf. Kobusch
(1990, 13-32) and Szlezék (1993). For the full and detailed explanation of the myths, cf. Morgan
(2000), Moors (1982) and Cerri (1991).
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essentially based on the postulates of ethical philosophy, as advocated for by
Socrates in the third and fourth book of the Republic (386a-445¢),was fully applied
to the encomium, with the new myth thus assuming characteristics of a major
strategic factor for literary creativity and state-building,’ as we will see shortly.

In full accordance with Socrates’ sharp critique of the old myth and its use in
poetry, Isocrates decided to supplant the old myth of Helen through a new one and
thus faced the biggest challenge consisting in selecting from the legend of Helen
as a glorious and yet shameless woman® all her positive character traits, no matter
how few in number they were, so as to be in a position to not only fuse it all into
one harmonious whole but also to sing a hymn to so controversial a women
execrated by the poets as the cause of countless woes to the Greeks. It has been
impossible to achieve this specific aim in mind without calling upon philosophy
for help, which explains special importance attached to it in the proemium as well
as Isocrates’ express intent of identifying his own rhetoric with philosophy in the
Antidosis. In saying that it would have been impossible to achieve this specific
aim in mind without calling upon philosophy for help, we mean above all the fact
that, in full accordance with the method of Socratic-Platonic philosophy.,® it was
necessary to have first created an idealized image of Helen before bringing a very
few number of her positive character traits that can be found in myth and legend
into harmony with the mentioned idealized image, which in itself, in Isocrates’
view, best serves compelling national and educational interests.’

As this was an impossible undertaking, Isocrates had to turn toward philosophy
and to regard Helen as the embodiment of the idea of beauty on earth, so as to be in
a position to sweep all her negative character traits under the carpet because, among
other things, the Beauty itself and thus Helen as its earthly incarnation had already
been granted a status of the good of special relevance for the aforementioned
national and educational interests under the influence of the theory of beauty,
expounded by Socrates in both the Phaedrus %and the Symposium. Thus the
aforementioned theories of beauty along with Socrates’ sharp criticism of the old
myth of Theseus and Peirithous attempting dreadful rapes of Helen in the third

3The very fact that Isocrates freely paraphrases the theses put forward by Socrates in his depiction of
the successive forms of decline of an ideal, aristocratic type of government in the eight and ninth book
of the Republic can serve as proof of this, as will be shown below.

4 Cf. Aeschylus, Agamemnon 689 where she is characterized as “Ship’s hell” (EAévag), “Man’s hell”
(EMGivBpog) and “City’s hell” (EAéntoAg).

541, 50, 147,162,170, 175, 176, 181, 183, 195, 205, 209, 215, 243, 247, 250, as opposed to § instances in
which the author identifies as sophist (148, 155, 168, 197, 203, 220, 235, 237). In this connection, it is to
be noted that what Isocrates means by Sophistic is Socrates’ identification of his own philosophy with a
noble and true-born art of sophistry in the Sophist (231b: genei gennaia sophistike).

®What is being referred to here are synagoge (perceiving the scattered particulars and bringing them
together in one idea) and diairesis (dividing again by classes what was naturally brought together in
one idea), as advocated for by Socrates in the Phaedrus (265d-¢).

'Cf. Helen, 6, where his strong dislike for the exponents of ancient sophistic and eristic comes to
expression on account of the fact that they care nothing at all for either private or public affairs and “take
most pleasure in those discourses which are of no practical service in any particular” (tobtolg péAcTo
XOUPOVSL TV AGYWV Ol UNBEV TPog EV xpNool Tuyxdvovoty 6vieg). In this connection, it should be
noted that all translations of the passages from the Helen are by L. van Hook (LCL).

8 What is being referred to here is the myth of the winged chariot (246b-256¢) and especially 251a-b.
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book of Plato’s Republic (391c-d) provided the starting point for Isocrates’
shaping a new myth of Helen, open for other concepts and ideas which could only
be derived from philosophy, as will be shown below.

Socrates’ Ideas on Portraiture as Practical Guidelines for the Making of a
Poetics

In order to achieve this specific aim in mind, Isocrates needed practical
guidelines which can only be provided by the legend of Socrates in Xenophon’s
Memorabilia. What is being referred to here are Socrates’ conversations with the
major exponents of fine and plastic arts of his own age, Parrhasius the painter (3, 10,
1-5) and Cleito the sculptor (3, 10, 6-15), with the philosopher’s explanation of
Parrhasius’ art having special relevance for unravelling secrets of Isocrates’ method
essentially based on montage, as will be shown below. It is Socrates’ view of
Parrhasius’ pictorial technique that Isocrates was particularly receptive to because,
among other things, he could create an idealized image of Helen only through the
application of the mentioned painter’s technique to literature, namely a technique
that was lauded by Socrates in Xenophon’s Memorabilia, as will be seen shortly.
Truth be told, Isocrates, as demonstrated in our previous study,’ used this same
method in the proemium, only difference being that the selection of patterns for the
main body of the encomium was, for the reasons mentioned, considerably more
difficult due to, among other things, the fact that he was presented with a greater
challenge in the latter.

Socrates explains the idealism of Parrhasius’ art by pointing to his method of
montage consisting in carefully selecting from among many single persons the most
beautiful parts of their body and elaborately combining them into a harmonious
whole!® as a necessary prerequisite for making an idealistic portrait and,

°Especially the second and the third section entitled “Isocrates’ most Cherished Ideals against the
Background of Zeno’s Dichotomies and Stilpo’s Eristic” and “Isocrates’ Play on Contrasts and the
Principles of the New Rhetoric in the Phaedrus.”

0Xen. Mem. 3, 10, 2: xoil pnyv ¢ ve koo €18m dpopotodvteg, Emedn o padiov Evi dvephme
TEPLTVYETY GIUEUTTOL TTAVTOL EXOVTL, €K TOAADY CUVAYOVTEG TO €€ EKAOTOV KAAMOTO 0VTMG
Oho T oot kKoo Totelte oiveoPe. Lucian was so impressed with the conversation between
Socrates and Parrhasius that he could not but use it as a basis for his dialogues Essays in Portraiture
(Imagines) and Essays in Portraiture Defended (Pro imaginibus). Painting a portrait of Panthia with
words is represented in the former (17) as if the greatest exponents of fine and plastic arts shared the
task of portraying with each other and, consequently, shaped that part of her figure in the elaboration of
which they were deemed peerless. Panthia’s reaction to her portrait (Pro im. 10) deserves to be
mentioned in this connection, as evident from her words that she, while commending both an artist’s
skill in modelling and the idea of the portraits, does not recognize the likeness and is not worthy of
such compliments, not by a great deal, nor was any other mere woman. Therefore she absolves the
authors (Polystratus, Lycinus = Lucian) from honouring her thus, and pays her homage to their
patterns (archetypa) and models (paradeigmata). It should also be noted that, along with Polygnotus,
Euphranor, Aetion, Apelles, Praxiteles, Alcamenus, Pheidias and Lysias (Im. 6-7), Socrates is represented
as an exemplary painter and included in the canon of visual arts, created by Lucian in the
aforementioned work (17): “We shall require many models [...] and one, like herself (scil. Panthia),
Tonic, painted and wrought by Aeschines, the friend of Socrates, and by Socrates himself, of all craftsmen
the truest copyists because they painted with love,” as translated by A. M. Harmon (LCL).
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consequently, an idealistic art of special relevance for the aforementioned compelling
national and educational interests, on which he had set his heart (Xen. Mem. 3, 10, 5).!!
That part of the discussion between Socrates and Parrhasius, with the great
philosopher giving the painter advice as to how he should above all aspire to represent
the invisible in his paintings such as the states of mind, as reflected in the face and the
attitudes of the body (whether still or in motion) of a truly beautiful, good and lovable
character (Mem. 3, 10, 5),'> could hardly escape Isocrates’ attention.

Socrates’ advice regarding the importance of representing the invisible in
portraiture proved invaluable to Isocrates, in so far as it offered a perfect solution for
the making of his own poetics, as is evident from the fact that he was very well
aware of his own shortcomings when it comes to creatively discovering ways in
which to elaborate on the concepts of Socrates and Plato’s philosophy'® as a
necessary prerequisite for elevating his own rhetoric to the heights of philosophy, as
expected by Socrates in the Phaedrus(279a). In other words, he was forced to adopt
Parrhasius’ technique and to select, instead of the most beautiful parts of the body,
chosen from among many truly good and lovable persons, the most beautiful
concepts of the philosophy of Socrates and Plato so as to paraphrase them in such
a way that makes them almost unrecognizable.

Simply put, Isocrates relocated Socrates’ ideal about the need to represent the
invisible in portraiture from the painting to another medium such as literature, as a
consequence of which the ideal itself had to suffer distortion, or rather inversion,
in so far as Isocrates, instead of representing the invisible in art, was hell bent on
making his own models and patterns invisible, quite contrary to his followers in

"Socrates to Parrhasius: “Now which do you think the more pleasing sight, one whose features and
bearing reflect a beautiful and good and lovable character, or one who is the embodiment of what is ugly
and depraved and hateful?” as translated by Marchant (LCL). Cf. Aelian’s account (VH 4, 4) of a law at
Thebes which commands artificers, both painters and sculptors, to make the figures as good as may be,
i.e. to create an idealized image of them. This law menaced to those who mould or paint them not well a
pecuniary mulct.

12Socrates to Parrhasius: 10 mBovdtotov koi HB16T0v ko GIMKAOTOTOV Kol TOBEVOTOTOV KOl
épacpudtatov Gmoppelofe Thg Woxfig NBog; fi 008¢ pyntdv 6Tt TOVTO; [...] GAAG PRV Kol TO
UEYOAOTPETEG TE Kol EAEVOEPLOV KO TO TURELVOV T€ Kol AveAeDBepOV [...] Kol 810t TOD TPOCAOTOV
Kol Su TOV OYNUATOV KoL E0TOTOV KO KIVOUHEVMOV AVOPOTMV SLOPOLVEL.

BIsocrates seems to have shared Socrates’ critical attitudes towards his overall abilities in the Euthydemus
(304d-306c¢), where he is described as the border-ground between philosopher and politician, instead of
being regarded as a philosopher.
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the period of the Second Sophistic who openly pointed!*or made clear allusions to
their role models. '3

What we deal with here is the deepest enigma in so far as the researcher is forced to
draw far-reaching conclusions about Isocrates’ method and his conception of Sophistic
from the slightest allusions in the text of hisencomium. It is this very wording (‘“drawing
conclusions from the slightest indications”)that we encounter in Philostratus’
Imagines'°or, to be more precise, in his description of the painting representing the Titan
Atlas sustaining the burden of heavens and Heracles who earnestly desires his task, to
judge from his state of mind, as indicated by the eager look on his face, the club thrown
on the ground, and his hands that beg for the task (2, 20,2).!”

Socrates’ attitudes to the painting are once more reflected in the description of the
exhausted figure of Atlas showing, according to Philostratus, high degree of skill, in so
far as the shadows on his crouching figure run into one another, and do not darken any
of the projecting parts but they produce light on the parts that are hollow and retreating
(2, 20, 2).!8 This description of the painting technique applied to the depiction of the
exhausted figure of Atlas proved very valuable to us in so far as it provided the more
suitable analogy for Isocrates’ approach applied to the encomium and characterized by
the shadows emerging from his assertions and formulations.

What we come across in Philostratus’ description of another painting
surpassed all expectations, in so far as the above-mentioned Socratic ideal about
the need to represent the invisiblein portraiture such as emotions and feelings, is
fully reflected in it. What is being referred to here is the description of the painting
entitled Ariadne, in which it is said that there are countless characteristics of

4 Cf. Dio’s assertion in his Eighteenth Discourse (On Training for Public Speaking), 13 that no branch of
literature “could possibly be pleasing to the ear if it lacked the Socratic grace, just as no meat without salt
will be gratifying to the taste,” as translated by J. W. Cohoon (LCL). Cf. also his Sixtieth Discourse
(Nessus or Deianeira, 10) in which Dio fully equates his own method with that of Socrates, which in
itself speaks volumes about his attitudes towards oratory, his loyalty to the philosopher’s testament in the
Alcibiades and, above all, his adherence to the new myth (ko yop €ketvou (scil. kopomAdiBor) TOTOV
TV TOPEYOVTES, OTOTOV Biv TTNAOV €1G ToVTOV EUPBGAMOLY, Spotov 1@ THmw 10 £idog dmotelodoLy:
Kol TV @LAOCOP®V 1O TVEG ToloDTol YeYOVaoLY, MoTe Omotov Gv pdbov 1 Adyov AdBwotv
EAkovTeg Kol TAGTTIOVIEG KOTOL TNV OUTAV Odvolay QEEALOV KOl GLAOCOQIQ TPETOVTOL
aneder&ov: olov 8n pahoTo dkobopey Takpitn YevEson).

5 Cf. Aristides’ second oration (4 Reply to Plato: In Defense of Oratory), 434 where he dons the mask of
pretence by presenting his own palinode as Plato’s, falsely implying that it is the latter and not himself
that here (scil. in the myth retold by Socrates at the close of the Gorgias) clearly defines as the champion
of truthful speech the thing that he #here (scil. in the main body of the dialogue) called flattery, which
gave rise to the assertion that he himself is now ‘saying the same thing as Plato about oratory although the
people may have thought that he was disagreeing,” as translated by M. Trapp (LCL).

162,20, 2: yéypamton 8¢ 6 pév dmelpnxds, 0 i8pdTL cVUBGALecBo, OTdc0g A arhTod 6TRLEL,
Bpaylovog 1e Euvetvon Tpépovtog [...]. The meaning “drawing conclusions from the slightest
indications” is derived from the context in so far as the sweat trickling from Atlas and his trembling hand
can be regarded as being the slightest indications of Atlas’ labour. The Titan is represented as exhausted,
to judge by all the sweat that trickles from him and to infer from his trembling arm.

"dmhot 8¢ 10010 1§ 1e Opun 10D Mpochnov ki 1O PomoAov kortoPePAnuévov kol ol xelpeg
AmotodGon TOV GOAOV.

Bod 8¢ 100" ATAavtog oKLl coplag TPdcw: oLTMol TP 10D GVVIENKATOC GUUTITTOVST T8 AAAAAOIG
KOl ODBEV TAV EKKEYEVOY EMOOAOVOLY, BALL AG EpYGLovTon Tepl T KOTAX Te Kol E10EXOVTaL.
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Ariadne’s lover Dionysus for those who wish to represent him in painting and
sculpture by depicting which even approximately the artist has captured the god (1,
15, 2),!? in so far as the ivy clusters, a horn just springing from the temples and a
leopard are the clear marks, or rather symbols of the god (1, 15, 2).2° But what is
very difficult to achieve is a skill to characterize Dionysus by love alone (1, 15,
2),2! i.e. by something beyond picture, such as his amorous feelings at the moment
when he, drunk with love, comes to the side of Ariadne (1, 15, 2),>? something that
can be accomplished only by conceptual or symbolist painter.

Thus we have found yet another useful analogy as it enabled us to better
understand Isocrates’ technique developed for concealing his patterns, a technique
that is so complex and enigmatic that it might be compared to the efforts aimed at
painting Dionysus’ amorous feelings on canvas. It is indicative that Philostratus uses
the terms symbolon® symballesthai’* and syneinai®*> to describe the mentioned
painting technique in the Imagines, thus suggesting that he declared himself to be the
proponent of symbolism not only in art but also in literature.

How well-received Socrates’ ideas on portraiture were in the period of the
Second Sophistic can be inferred from the three instances of their visualisation in
Lucian’s Essays in Portraiture (Imagines),*°Essays in Portraiture Defended (Pro
imaginibus)*’and The Dead Come to Life or the Fisherman (Piscator), with the
last mentioned one having a special significance for us due to one of the author’s
very honest admissions that what really matters the most in literary creativity is not
so much his method of montage as the philosophical concepts on which it is based

Pobd” amdypn 1OV Loypdpov Emaively, &g v kdv BAAOG £monvoltor PAdIoV Yo Emovit KONV
WEV TV "ApLEBVIY YPAQELY, KOAOV 8¢ TOV Onoéa, AlovOoOL TE LUPLOL PACIOTO. TOlG YPAPELY T
TAGTTELY BoLAOPEVOLS, BV KBV HikpoDd TOXT TI, Tipnke TOv Be6v. All translations of the passages
from Philostratrus’ Imagines are by Fairbanks (LCL).

Do yop ol kOpupBol oTEPavog Bvieg Alovicov Yvdptope, k&v 10 dnuotpynua eodiag Exet,
Kol KEPOG DIEKPUOUEVOV TV KPOTAPmMY ALOVUGOV SNAOT Ko TEPSOALS DIEKPOLVOLEVN oD TOD
60V oopporov [...].

2., 6L 0D16¢ e O Advuoog £k pdvov oD Epalv YEYpoTToi.

2[...] &hovpyidt e otelhag £owTOV Ko TV KEQOATV Pddolg dvBicog Epxeton mopd TV
"Aptddvny 0 Abvucog, Hebbwv Epmrtt [...].

BCf. n. 20. It is worth noting that in the Greek novel ainigma and drama are used as synonyms for
symbolon, as can be inferred from Macrembolites’ romance Hysmine and Hysminias (2, 8, 2) in which
they are also used in a purely pictorial context: £xm Gov, TeEXVITO, TO VLY, EX® GOV TO SPOYLOL
Cf. also Aelian’s account (VH 14, 15) of the painter Pauson’s pictorial technique, in which it is
compared to the discourses of Socrates. The painter being desired to make a picture of a horse
tumbling on his back, drew him running. And when he who had bespoken the picture was angry that
he had not drawn it according to his directions, the painter said: “Turn it the other way, and the horse
which now runneth will roll upon his back,” as translated by N. G. Wilson (LCL). So Socrates, in
Aelian’s view, did not discourse downright, but if his discourses were turned, they appeared very right.
For he was unwilling to gain hatred of those to whom he discoursed and for that reason delivered the
things enigmatically and obliquely.

2Cf.n. 16. Cf. also Im. 1, 1, 1 (Scamander): copBdAmpev & Tt voel.

BCf. n. 16.

®Cf.n. 10.

7110. Cf. n. 10.
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(6),%® which in itself might explain why Isocrates turned toward philosophy and
identified his own rhetoric with it.

What distinguishes Isocrates from the major exponents of the Second Sophistic is
his strong inclination for hiding his patterns and models,?’ something that was an
object of interest for almost all intellectuals of his own age, as can be inferred from
Diogenes Laertius’ assertion (IV 2) that Speusippus was the first to unravel and
divulge the secrets of his art. And what kind of secret that was can be inferred from the
fact that it was very hard, even through the application of, so to speak, microscopic
technique, to find out what Isocrates actually meant by ‘philosophy,”*® to say nothing
about other secrets of his art including his allusive method.

Paradoxically enough, it turned out that Isocrates managed to achieve all the
essential goals by using of a simple method of reducing his models and patterns
beyond all recognition, so as to be in a position to elaborate on and paraphrase them,
in full accordance with his message conveyed at the close of the hisencomium,
saying that he looks upon his own work as an ideal model for others to compete with
him within the framework of the same conceptions and ideas (69),*! just as he
himself made efforts to “compete” with the concepts of Socratic and Platonic
philosophy, as will be seen in more detail below.

Isocrates was very well aware that a great success in literature could hardly be
achieved through the use of this simple method unless the main body of the
encomium followsa multi-layered structure being similar to that already used in the
proemium. That is the reason why the main body of encomium follows the
aforementioned structure, with the encomia of Helen, Theseus and Paris interweaving,
mutually enriching each other and thus providing new meaning to an ancient legend,
in full accordance with Philostratus’ description of the dual nature of the centaur, in
which it is said that a horse and the human body are combined in such wise as to
elude the eye of the observer who should try to detect where the human body ends

Bordtde Yodv & enui todta, ToBeV EAAOBEV §| o MUMV (scil. prAocdemv) Aafov Kol Kortd Ty
MEMTTOY ATOVOLGGLEVOG EMBELKVULLL TOTG AVBPAOTOLS; Ol ¢ EMoVoDOL Kol YVeptlovoty KOG ToV
70 GivBog 6Bev ko o’ 6TOL Kol Omwg GvedeEdpny, kol Adyw pev épe {nlodol Thig divBoroylog,
70 3EAANOEG VUOG Kol TOV AEY@VOL TOV DUETEPOV [...]. Which philosophers are meant is evident from
the fact that in this passage from the Piscator (The Dead Come to Life or the Fisherman) Lucian employs
the concept of poet as a bee fleeting from flower to flower as well as that of the garden of letters, as
elaborated by Socrates in both the lon (534a-b) and the Phaedrus (276d) respectively.

2As may be inferred from the above, Philostratus, more than any other major exponent of the Second
Sophistic, adopted Isocrates’ method, as is evident from his enigmatic narrative in the Lives of the
Sophists.

OCf.n. 5.

313v 0Dy Tiveg Bovrwvton todter StepydlecBon kol pnbvely, odk &mopioovoty dpoppic, ey
EAévv EEm TOV elpnuévev EEovoLy Emouvelv, ALY TOAAOLG KoL KOVOlG AGYOLG €vTeDEOVTON
mepl avtiG. In this connection, it should be noted that Macrembolites takes the same attitude to his novel
Hysmine and Hysminias (11, 22, 4) as Isocrates to his encomium, regarding it as a model for others to
compete with him within the framework of the same conceptions: kol TG OV OYIyOV@WV
Kotoppntopedoel oDt Kol g GBGvot®  OTNAT Tolg AOGYOolg  GivdptivTol  XOKAOUPYNOEL
KOTO(PUGOV.
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and that of a horse begins and what might be considered genuinely human in the
centaur’s hybrid form (2, 2, 4).>?

The Structure of the Encomium

Proemium aside, Isocrates, faithfully adhered to the structure of the genre, which
in itself gave the delusive impression that there is no noteworthy difference between
his encomium and the other representatives of the genre, as a result of which his work
was regarded as being quite an ordinary writing. This was mainly due to the fact that
his covert allusions in both the proemium and the main body of the encomium
were not noticed by the scholars in previous research on the subject.

Isocrates fully observed rules of the genre by telling his praise of Helen in
chronological order,*3as is evident from the fact that he starts his encomium with
talking about genos, i.e. with the beginning of the family of Helen referred to as
the only daughter of Zeus (16: mAelotV Yop NUBEWV VO ALOG YEVVNOEVTWV
POVNG TadTNG Yuvoukog motnp NElmoe kAndrivon).As proof of this, he cites the
fact that Theseus, “reputedly the son of Aegeus, but in reality the progeny of
Poseidon, seeing her not as yet in the full bloom of her beauty, but already
surpassing other maidens, was so captivated by her loveliness that he, accustomed
as he was to subdue others, and although the possessor of a fatherland most great
and a kingdom most secure, thought life was not worth living amid the blessings
he already had unless he could enjoy intimacy with her (18).”

There follows what is crucial in understanding of the entire work, namely the
praise of Theseus (23-37), a lengthy digression structured in accordance with aretai,
1.e. the cardinal virtues (andreia, episteme, eusebeia, sophrosyne) and essentially
based on comparison between Theseus and Heracles. Then the story is told about
how Alexander Paris, when he was appointed judge in strife among the goddesses
for the prize of beauty, and when the kings and potentates of that time “disdained the
wedlock at home and went to Sparta to woo Helen,” chose to live with Helen before
all else, thereby neglecting the proferred gifts of Hera and Athena and giving rise to
so great a war between Europe and Asia (38-51) or, to be more precise, the greatest
of all wars in the violence of its passions, with Isocrates’ condemnation of all those
authors who reviled Alexander’s choice ending this segment of his encomium (45-
48) and being yet another digression from the central narrative theme.

3280 oy GvBpdrw cvpBoalely Bodpo 003EY, cuvaAelyon punv koi Evdoon kod dtododvor
Gueo Afyewv koi GipyecBor kol Stopebyely ToVg OPBOAOVG €l TO TépHO. TOD EvBpOTOL
ENEYYOLEV.

3According to Russell (2012) “a well-defined rhetorical structure” of the encomium “developed early,
exemplified by the praises of Eros in Plato’s Symposium (esp. Agathon’s speech), Isocrates’ obituary of
Evagoras and Xenophon’s Agesilaus. This pattern proved adaptable to the praises of cities; it also
influenced the development of biography,” with the theory itself appearing also in the 4th century B.C. in
the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum. It should also be noted that, according the same author, some poems of
Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides were classed as encomia by Alexandrinian scholars, with prose
encomia beginning to appear in the fifth century B.C. and not always being a serious substitute for poetry,
but more jeux d’esprit, i.e. paignion. It is this term that Gorgias, Isocrates’ rival, used to describe his
Helen, with the sophist Polycrates going so far as to praise salt and mice, to Isocrates’ utter amazement
(Hel. 12). For the structure, see also Miinscher (1916) 2184-2185.
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Thereafter follows the praise of beauty and its power over gods and men (52-
60), which in itself explains the deification of Helen and her acting as a goddess,
which is why it is duty of those “who have great wealth to propitiate and to honour
her with thank-offerings, sacrifices and processions,” as distinguished from the
philosophers who “should endeavour to speak of her in a manner worthy of her
merits” (61-66).

The story concludes with the epilogue (67-69) in which it is said that much of
what could be utilized for the praise of Helen has necessarily been left unsaid on
account of the greatness of her personality. This is evidenced by the fact that it was
because of her that the Greeks “became united in harmonious accord, organized a
common expedition against barbarians and Europe set up a trophy of victory over
Asia for the first time,” with Isocrates thus announcing the unity of the Greeks as a
major theme of his political discourses, inspired by Socrates’ political testament in
the Alcibiades, briefly discussed in our previous study.

In order to identify well-concealed allusions and, consequently, to “detect”
Isocrates’ paraphrases of the key passages from Plato’s dialogues Phaedrus, Symposium
and Republic, it was necessary to notice a central idea around which the overall
narrative of the encomium revolves. Despite its being well-hidden at the very
beginning of the encomium, we have managed to notice the aforementioned idea,
something that could not be achieved without doing a lot of repeated reading of the
same text, namely that of the third and fourth book of Plato’sRepublic.

Essentially, this means that anyone with an ambition to fully grasp the
encomium’s structure and its final message should keep fresh in mind, among
other things, the whole content of the mentioned books of the Republic, which in
itself is a telling indication of the challenges facing research on Greek literature.
The finding itself is heavy with meaning, as evidenced by the fact that the
aforementioned third book of the Republic provided the starting point for
Isocrates’ narrative, namely the book in which Socrates levels sharp criticism at
Homeric poetry while at the same time putting forward his theses on a new
literature developing in tune with the spirit of his ideal state,that is, the one ruled
by the philosopher king.

All this assumes greater significance in the light of the fact that in none other
than the aforementioned book of the Republic we come across the subdivision of
poetry (392d-394d), based on the criterion of narrating person and rightly deemed
important for the poetics of the Greek novel,** as is evident from the fact that the

3*What is being referred to here is the division of poetry in the third book of the Republic, as reflected in
both Cicero (/nv. rhet. 1,27) and the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium (1, 8, 12-13) and applied to
the third type of narrative which was not used in a cause actually pleaded in court and was designed
solely as a convenient practice or, to be more precise, school exercise for “handling the first two types
more advantageously in actual causes.” This scholastic type, called drama, dramatikon, plasmatikon or
argumentum, is, in its turn, divided into the two subtypes (genus in negotiis and genus in personis
positum), with the latter further subdivided into three subtypes according to the criterion of a speaking
person: genus enarratiuum (the author himself is speaking), genus imitatiuum (characters acting on the
stage are speaking) and genus commune (both the author and the characters acting on the stage are the
speakers). The other two types of narrative are those used in actual causes on which a decision is to be
rendered, with the first type consisting in “setting forth the facts so as to win the victory”” and the second
“entering into a speech as a means of winning belief or incriminating the adversary or effecting a
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above-mentioned subdivision was widely reflected in manuals of Greek and Latin
grammar and rhetoric of classical, late antique and Byzantine period.**> This
evidence suggests the assumption that the trend to use the third and fourth book of
the Republic for the making of a new poetics may be considerably influenced by
Isocrates and his Helen clearly inspired by Socrates’ attitudes to literature in the
aforementioned poetological books of the Republic, as will be shown below. It
would, after all, fit in well with the orator’s aspiration to become one of the first
executors of Socrates’ political and literary testament in the Alcibiades.

Socrates’ Ideas on the New Myth and Isocrates’ Encomium

What we deal with here are the opening passages from the third book of the
Republic in which Socrates, except for expressing his disapproval of depicting the
realities in the underworld (386b),>¢ levels sharp criticism at the representations of
gods and heroes in Homeric poems, with the men of repute showing feelings of fear
and terror, bursting into wailings (387d),’” lamentations and laughter (389a),*8
wholeheartedly praising carousals and the bounteous tables laden with bread and
meat as the fairest thing in the world (390a),>” and moreover craving for money
and gifts (390e).** It is just in this part of his conversation with Adeimantus that
Socrates categorically states that both of them will affirm the tales of such a kind
to be lies, and won’t suffer the youth of an ideal state ruled by the philosopher king
to believe that Achilles, the son of goddess and of the most chaste of men, was of
so perturbed a spirit as to be affected with two contradictory maladies, the greed that
becomes no free man and overweening arrogance towards gods and men. Likewise,
they won’t believe this or suffer it to be said that Theseus, the son of Poseidon, and
Peirithous, the son of Zeus, attempted such dreadful rapes, nor that any other child
of a god and hero would have brought himself to accomplish the terrible and
impious deeds that they now falsely relate of them (391c-d).*! Then Socrates takes
an even stronger stance by saying that both of them must constrain the poets either
to deny that these are the deeds of heroes or that they who performed them are the
children of gods, but not to make both statements (391d: dAA& Tpocavoryk&lmpev
T00g TOMTAG 7 UM ToDT@V adTd Epyor péva | ToDTOoVG P Elvor BE®Y ToAdOLS,
QUPOTEPOL OE UM AEYELY).

transition or setting the stage for something” (aut fidei aut criminationis aut transitionis aut alicuius
apparationis causa), as translated by H. Caplan (LCL). Cf. Barwick (1928, 282), Miiller (1976, 116) and
Kozi¢ (2023, 193-220).

35Cf. Rostagni (1955) 2231F.

301ty “A1d0v Tryobpevoy eivod Te kol detver glvon ofet Tive BarvéiBov adef Eoecboul...].
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This gave occasion to Socrates for his heavy involvement in the matter of
poetry and poetics, as is evident from his warning to the poets not to attempt to
persuade the youth that the gods are the begetters of evil, and that heroes are no
better than men, given that such utterances are both impious and false, as proved
by the impossibility for evil to arise from gods (391d).** And at the end of this part
of his argumentation Socrates points to the pernicious effect of such myths and
fables on the well-being of a city-state ruled by the philosopher king, in so far as
every man will be lenient with his own misdeeds if he is convinced that such are
and were the actions of the near-sown seed of gods, close kin to Zeus, which is
why, in his view, such tales must be put down lest they breed in the youth great
laxity in turpitude (391e).*’

It is none other than this Socratic reference to the myth of the abduction of
Helen by Theseus and Peirithous and its pernicious effect on the education of the
youth that inspired Isocrates to such an extent that he decided to further elaborate on
it in full accordance with the spirit of Socrates’ and Plato’s philosophy so as to
emphasize both the strategic significance* of the theses put forward in the third
book of the Republic and his own role of the faithful executor of Socrates’ political
and literary testament in the Alcibiades, something that was perhaps yet more
important to him than the elaboration of ideas derived from the archetype.

In writing his encomium, Isocrates was most likely inspired by the emblematic
scene from the prologue to the Phaedo, in which Socrates is represented as having
recourse to both the poetic paraphrase of a comic prose model such as Aesop’s fable
and a sublime hymn to Apollo (60d)* as soon as his prison chains were unfastened
(60b-c),*¢ thus blending together, on the last day of his life, the serious and the
laughable in an amazing combination of polar opposites. Socrates’ characterization of
his artistic endeavours as making music speaks volumes about the true nature of his
paraphrase, as can be inferred from his assertion that what he was working at on the
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last day of his life was only a popular kind of music regarded as being a simplification
of, or a specific supplement, to the greatest kind of music such as his philosophy (61a).%”

Isocrates was very well aware that he was not fully capable of following in the
footsteps of his great master in so far as he was not so poetically gifted to either achieve
the mentioned daemonic combination of the serious and the laughable*® or to
contemplate pure, perfect forms collected together in the place beyond heaven
(hyperouranion).

Thus Isocrates was left with no alternative other than what was characterized by
Socrates as a popular kind of music, that is, paraphrase, albeit with some limitations
due to his natural abilities. And, indeed, in a key passage from the Antidosis Isocrates
labels his literary creativity or rather “philosophy” as a music (47-48),* omitting at the
same time the qualifier ‘popular’ so as to conceal his dependence on the emblematic
scene from the Phaedo. 1t is the limitations just mentioned that essentially determined
the true nature of Isocrates’ popular music in so far as its classical, Socratic type such
as the poetic paraphrase of a prose model had to be left aside and replaced with some
kind of surrogate such as a prose paraphrase of prose patterns, or rather ideas mainly
derived from the philosophy of Socrates and Plato. It might serve as a further
explanation for why Isocrates was so inspired by the emblematic scene from the
Phaedo and why he regarded his own art of paraphrasing as a popular music,
something that sheds further light on his tendency to call his own rhetoric philosophy.

It is precisely this characteristic of Isocrates’ method that further supports the
assumption that Socrates’ criticism directed at the close ofthe Euthydemus at an
unnamed orator staying in the border-ground between philosopher and politician
applies to Isocrates®® who, far from seeing anything polemical or unpleasant in that,
regarded it as an objective judgment on his own abilities, very well-aware that he was
left with no possibility other than to join in the mission of popularizing his master’s
legacy and putting it into practice in his political course of action, in keeping, one
would say, with the spirit of Socrates’ political and literary testament in the Alcibiades.

As it was very hard to notice a guiding principle in the conception of the main
body of the encomium, so it was very difficult to detect in it echoes of some of the
central theses put forward by Socrates in the Phaedrus, such as those used by
Isocrates to develop his lines of argumentation when it comes to explaining the

4..] xoi &poi otw 10 Evimviov Omep Empoattov 10010 EMIKEAEDELY, HOVGLKTV TOELY, GG

@Loc00iog pEv obong HEYioTg HOVOIKTG, £10D 8¢ ToDTo TpdirTovtog. VOV & [...] €80Ee ypfivan, i
Gpar TOAAGKIG Hot TPOOTATTOL TO EVOTVIOV TorhTNY TNV ONUAOdN HOVCIKTY TOLELY, [N dneldricon
oOT® GAAO TOLEDY.

“What is involved here is not only the mixture of the sublime and the laughable but also a fruitful tension
between mythos and logos, poetry and dialectic, the music of images and the music of speech, as pointed out
by Reale (2000, 294): “Si tenga presente che Platone costruisce il Fedone (come del resto non pocchi
dialoghi) appunto sfruttando in modo sistematico la feconda tensione fra mito e Jogos, poesia e dialettica,
musica di immagini e musica di discorsi. In un certo senso, I'impianto del Fedone ¢ addirittura
paradigmatico. I due grandi blocchi di ragionamento dialettico sono seguiti da due grandiosi miti.”
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PUBUAY TemotpEVOLS. See among other passages from Eunapius the following (VS 501-502) modelled on
the Phaedrus (271d): domep odv 0 KGAAGTO KoL YAVKDTEPOL TOV HEADY TPOG TAGHY OKOTY
uépwg kol mpdng kortoppel (scil. Chrysanthii oratio) [..] kol [.] mdow fv &vappdviog, kod
TOCONOTOIG BLOPOPalc NOAV EVETPETE Kol KolBMPrOLeTO.

0Ct. Plat. Euthyd. 304d-306c.
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importance of beauty for not only the life of every individual and every poet but also
for the well-being of every state, society and nation. Incapable though he was of
achieving greater effect by combining together, like his great master, the music of
images and the music of speech, Isocrates was nonetheless fully able to elevate the
paraphrase to new heights by the most careful elaboration of the basic concept of
philosophy, which in itself was not at all an easy endeavour, as evidenced by the fact
that, largely due to that, his encomium assumed characteristics of a popular music.

The Place beyond Heaven in the Phaedrus and Isocrates’ Popular Music

What is being referred to here are the key theses on beauty, put forward by
Socrates in his great discourse on love in the Phaedrus, with the philosopher holding a
view that beauty as Being shone in brilliance among realities in the place beyond
heaven, or rather hyperouranion (250b),>! and that “since we came to earth we have
found it shining most clearly through the clearest and sharpest of our senses” such as
sight (250d),>? and that none other of the realities on the top of the vault of heaven can
be seen by the mentioned sense, including Wisdom “which would arouse terrible love,
if such a clear image of it were granted as would come through sight (ibid.).“>3As a
result of this “beauty alone has this privilege, and therefore it is most clearly seen and
loveliest” among all the realities in the place beyond heaven (250d).>*

What comes across in Isocrates’ encomium is a well-hidden paraphrase of
Socrates’ theses on beauty, with the orator passing over in silence an unbreakable bond
between beauty and the place beyond heaven and speaking only of beauty as manifested
in this world, and Helen as its embodiment, as is evident from his assertion that Helen
“possessed beauty in the highest degree,” and that “beauty is of all things the most
venerated, the most precious, and the most divine,” and for precisely that reason “‘most
highly esteemed, because it is most beautiful of ways of living (Hel. 54).>°

That the mentioned theses advocated by Socrates in the famous passage from
the Phaedrus are freely interpreted by Isocrates can be inferred from other
attitudes he took towards beauty in the same context of his encomium, in which it
is said that “many things which do not have any attributes of courage, wisdom or
justice will be seen to be more highly valued than any one of these attributes,” or
rather virtues, “yet of those things which lack beauty we shall find not one that is

Shedidhog 8¢ 0T Ay 18elv Aopmpdy, dte oLV £ddaipovt xop®d pokopiov Syiv e kod 6éav (scil.
eidopev) [...] fiv B&Ig Aéyelv poopuotatny, v opydlopey OAOKANPOL eV ool Svieg Kol
AmoBELG KoKV 600 TUAG £V VOTEPM YPOV® DIEUEVEV.

2repi 8¢ KOAMOVG [...] et Exelvov e Edouney 8v, SeDpd T EABOVTEG KoM POEY ardTo Sidt Thg
EVoPYESTATNG QHOONCEMG TV TUETEPOY OTIABOV EvopYESTATOL SYIG YOP TUTV OEVLTATN TAV S ToD
omportog Epyeton aiotnoewv. In this connection, it should be noted that translations of the passages from
the Phaedrus are by H. N. Fowler (LCL).

3[...]1 7 (scil. Syet) ppdvnoig ok Opdrton — detvoig Yop & Topelyev Epwtag, £l Tt ToodToV EorvThg
évapyeg eldmhov TopeiyeTo gig Syt 1dv — kod A0 dooL EPOGTAL.

v 8¢ kéAhog POVoY TorhTny Eo)E HOTPOLY, MOT EKQOVECTOTOY EIVO KOU EPOCIIGITOLTOV.
Sedhdyog 8¢ kdetvo (scil. Beot) 00T Eyvmoay, kdyod oo DrepBolaic Exm yxphoacBon
TEPL AOTHG KAAAOVG YO TAEIGTOV HEPOG PeTESYEV (scil. EAEVN), O CEUVOTATOV KO TULLDTOTOV KO
Be10TaTOV TOV GVIWV EOTLY.

139



Vol. 5, No. 2 Kozi¢: Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen and the New Myth...

beloved (54-55).°¢ And, lastly, an attentive reader will learn how against his will
Isocrates betrayed his heavy dependence upon the theses advocated by Socrates in
his great discourse on love in the Phaedrus by saying that all of the mentioned
attributes, or rather virtues, are despised, except in so far as they possess in some
degree the outward form of beauty, and that, in keeping with that, every one of them
can be most highly esteemed only if permeated by beauty (54).>” This was already
implied at the very beginning of the main body of the encomium, in which it is said
that Zeus, devoted though he was most of all to Heracles and the sons of Leda,
showed his preference for Helen and her beauty, as compared with Heracles and his
strength of body (16),°® namely a beauty that was able to overpower and bring into
subjection to it the strength itself of Theseus (18),%° Heracles’ closest rival.

Yet another key thesis advocated by Socrates in the Phaedrus, namely that “he
who is newly initiated, who beheld many of those realities in the place beyond
heaven, when he sees a godlike face or form which is a good image of beauty,
shudders, at first, and something of the old awe comes over him, and, as he gazes, he
reveres the beautiful one as a god, and if he did not fear to be thought stark mad, he
would offer sacrifice to his beloved as to an idol or a god (251a),”% is also reflected
in the encomium (56), with Isocrates freely interpreting it lest his heavy dependence
upon the patterns in the Phaedrus should be recognized as such.

These results are fully confirmed by yet another instance of Isocrates’ obvious
dependence on Socrates’ theses on beauty in the Phaedrus, as is evident from his
view that “while we are jealous of those who excel us in intelligence or in anything
else, unless they win us over by daily benefactions and compel us to be fond of
them, yet at first sight we become well-disposed toward those who possess beauty,
and to these alone as to the gods we do not fail in our homage (Hel. 57).”°! As if this
wasn’t enough, Isocrates further continues to freely interpret Socrates’ theses by
saying that “we submit more willingly to be the slaves of such beautiful ones than to
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rule all others, and that we are more grateful to them when they impose many tasks on
us than to those who demand nothing at all (57).”

The Secrets of Isocrates’ Art of Paraphrasing

But Isocrates was very well aware that greater effect cannot be achieved by using
technique of amplification unless it is based on a method solely capable of giving it
magical powers. That method is mentioned only once in Isocrates’ oeuvre, which
made it extremely hard to detect, because, among other things, the author alluded to it
where we would expect it the least, namely in his highly unusual, and moreover well-
concealed palinody in the Panathenaicus. What we mean by ‘highly unusual’ is the
fact that the mentioned palinody, as was otherwise the case with that of Aristides in his
First Platonic Discourse (or. 2) entitled 4 Reply to Plato: In Defense of Oratory,” sits
somewhere at the end of the discourse, “buried” under a fair amount of evidence
provided by Isocrates in the central part of his lengthy discourse, which is why it
continuously escaped the attention of the scholars.

In the mentioned palinode,** Isocrates’ pupil, most probably Theopompus,
speaks out his opinion on the Panathenaicus by pointing to the reception it is most
likely to get from the audience and saying that “the discourse will appear to be
ingenuous and easy to comprehend to all those who read it casually, though to those
who scan it thoroughly and endeavour to see in it what has escaped all others it will
reveal itself as difficult and hard to understand, packed with history and philosophy,
and filled with all manners of devices and fictions — not the kind of myths and fictions
which, used with evil intent, are wont to injure one’s fellow-citizens, but the kind
which, used by the cultivated mind, are able to benefit or to delight one’s audience

(246)% — and the community as a whole, if we may add.

2fid1ov Sovdebopey Toig To00TO §| 1OV GAA®Y EpYOoUeY, TAEID XG4y EYOVTES TOIG TOAAN
TPOCTATIOVOW 1) Toig pndév EmaryyéAdovotv. It can also be noticed that, except for this addition, we
encounter in the same context (56) Isocrates’ variation on the same theme such as the superiority of beauty
over all virtues: kol Tolg LV KarTdl GOVESIV | KOT GAAO TL TPOEXOLOL POOVODUEV, TV [T TQ TOLELY
THOG €D Kol EKAGTNV TNV TUEPOLY TPOCOYErYOVTOL KO GTEPYELY GOOG ardTOVG GvaryKAoWOTt [...].

83 Aristides takes it one step further, placing his fairly brief and almost unnoticeable palinode at the very
end of his lengthy Reply to Plato. See also n. 15.

#We come across it at the height of the discourse or, to be more precise, in a passage in which Isocrates’
masterful, erudite and controlled expositions start to assume features of drama, and what is being referred to
here is a moment when the author, due to his having spoken of Sparta with, as it seemed to him, extreme
bitterness and the lack of moderation, faces a dilemma as to whether to burn what he had written or use a
palinode, just like Socrates did in the Phaedrus, to recant what he had said (232: 00 yap petpiog €86Kovv
pot dretdéyBon mept ovT@V (scil. Aakedoovimv) 008" OpolmG Tolg GANOIS, GAN OALYMPWS Kol Alov
TKPAG [...] BOTE TOAAGIKIG OpUNoOG EEOAEIPELY QDTOV 1] KOTOKAELY HETEYLYVWOKOV, EAERDV TO
YAPOS TOVHOTOD KOL TOV TIOVOV TOV TEEPL TOV AGYOV YEYEVIUEVOV).

85[...] mpoeAdpevov 8¢ oe GuVBETvo Aoyov [...] Tolg pév PaBbUmS BvorytyvoKouoly GmAodv
elvor d6Eavtor [...] 1ol & OGkpPdg dieglodoy adTOV [..] YOAETOV  @OVOMEVOV Kol
dvoxkoatopddnTov Kol TOAATG HEV 1OTOPLoG YEMOVTO KOl LAOCOPLAG [...] Kol wevdoloyiog, o
TG €OOPEVNG HETH KOKIOG PBAGTTELY TOVG GUUTOALTEVOREVOVS, QAN THG dVVOPEVNS [...]
TépmeLv Tovg dkovovtag. Papillon (1996, 14) speaks of Isocrates” making a distinction between the
adjective mythodes and the noun mythos, with the latter — unlike the former charged with being useless
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In this palinody, we encounter key terms and phrases such as the ones that
follow: “discourse packed with history and philosophy and filled with all manners of
devices and fictions (pseudologia),” “cultivated mind,” a kind of myth and fictions
“not used with evil intent” but, quite to the contrary, “being able to benefit the whole
community”in full accordance, it seems, with the theses advocated by Socrates in the
Republic. What we deal with here are terms containing in a nutshell Isocrates’ poetics
and further explaining what has been said in our previous study about his attitude
towards philosophy and his strong desire for being recognized as a philosopher.

All this gives rise to the question as to what the origin of this daemonic
combination of history, philosophy and myth might be, although the appearance of the
term ‘philosophy’ in the mentioned combination already suggested the answer to the
question, but what is still lacking is a clear evidence that confirms the assumption.

It is none other than Dio Chrysostom’s Fifiy-Fifth Discourse, or rather his short
essay on Homer and Socrates that provides this evidence, namely an assay in which
the author goes so far as to advocate the thesis on the near total similarity between
these two creative colossi of the literary world, as demonstrated by the fact that they
both possessed unrivalled skills at blending together myth, fable and history (11),°6
and moreover an unparalleled ability to make similes and comparisons (9). The only
difference being that Dio failed to include philosophy into this daemonic combination,
which can be explained by the fact that, under the influence of his great master
Socrates, he regarded the mentioned combination as a very philosophical way of
expressing oneself.®’

Lucian’s attitudes towards his own method of montage essentially based on
archetype,®® i.e. Homeric, Socratic or Platonic concepts, shed further light on why the
mentioned daemonic combination of history, myth and fable was regarded as having
magical powers. When Lucian implicitly establishesa close relationship between the
aforesaid method and the life in eternity,%” we can clearly see that he is fully inspired
by Isocrates’ palinody in the Panathenaicus (260), in which blending together the
categories of narration such as history, myth, fable and philosophy is directly equated

—regarded as beneficial, whereas it would make more sense to speak of the new and old myth, in so far
as the wording “myths and fictions which, used with evil intent, are wont to injure one’s fellow-
citizens” points, as it seems, to the old myth. That’s why Isocrates in his Helen, as Viidebaum (2021,
69) put it, “focuses only on those aspects of her representation that can be wholeheartedly praised, and
avoids getting caught up with topics that associate her with negative fame,” with Livingstone (2001)
sharing almost the same view on the issue and talking about the ‘pure genre’ of the encomium. Cf. also
Zajonz (2002) 145.

“Ounpog S1& 1e pdBwv kol iotopiog Emexeipnoe tovg &vBpdmovg mondevev [...] xod
TOKpETNG TOALAKLG £XPTiTO TG TO0VT® [...].

7Cf. n. 14. In this connection, it is worth mentioning that the myths in the dialogues of Plato are deeply
rooted in the tradition of the new myths, in which the new religiousness, cultivated in the western
Greek colonies of Sicily and southern Italy, found its expression, with this new spirituality appearing
for the first time in the poems of Empedocles and having its origin in Pythagoreanism, as pointed out
by Ebert (2002) 254.

8 Cf. Luc. Prom. verb. 3.

%The very fact that in Lucian’s view (Prom. verb. 3) originality (inventiveness) as a method — otherwise
diametrically opposed to montage, and symbolized by Promethean clay figures becoming living creatures
as soon as Athena breathes into the mud — is closely connected with life in time, necessarily implies that
montage, or rather paraphrase, is the only approach capable of bestowing immortality upon the author.
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with immortality.”® Thus a stylistics and history of ideas-related timeline crystallized
once again, starting from Socrates’ political testament in the Alcibiades, passing
through the oeuvre of Xenophon and Isocrates, the testament’s first executors, and
leading up to the major exponents of the Second Sophistic such as Dio, Lucian and
Philostratus. This concordance between Isocrates and the aforementioned major
exponents of the late Greek renaissance of the second century A.D. speaks volumes
about his influence on it.

This breakthrough into Isocrates’ poetics brought out a secondary result which is
of the greatest significance for fully understanding the praise of Helen, in so far as it
turned out that Theopompus’ critical judgment on the Panathenaicus is fully
applicable to the encomium so that it can rightly be said that the Helen “will appear to
be ingenuous and easy to comprehend to all those who read it casually, though to
those who scan it thoroughly and endeavour to see in it what has escaped all others it
will reveal itself as difficult and hard to understand, packed with history and
philosophy, and filled with all manners of devices and fictions.” What is involved here
is the aforementioned daemonic combination as the only method’! that could benefit
or delight the community as a whole, but, unfortunately, that has gone largely
unnoticed in previous research on the subject.

It is therefore no wonder that Isocrates chose Helen and the Trojan war as the
theme of his encomium if we take into account the fact that the aforesaid topics
contain a perfect combination of history, myth and fable that were blended into
organic unity in Homeric poems to such an extent that it was difficult even for an
experienced eye to determine where myth ends and history begins and what is
mythical in what appeared at first sight to be a historic event — in full accordance with
Philostratus’ description of Centaur’s dual nature, as shown on the painting. But
Isocrates was very well aware that such a combination of myth and history can truly
be called “daemonic” only with the inclusion of philosophy, which in itself explains
his conception of the encomium essentially basedon the theses on beauty, as
advocated by Socrates in his great discourses on love in the Phaedrus and the
Symposium, 1f, for a moment, we put aside the aforementioned philosopher’s sharp
critique of the old myth in the opening passages from the third book of the Republic.

"0 8okeig Yép por LoV pev Aqyechon d6Eav [...] mopd Theioot 8¢ koi PEAAOV OPOAOYOVHEVNY THG
VOV VIopxovomng, televtioag 8¢ Tov Plov pebeEety dbavaciag, ob ThHG Tolg Beolg Topoong,
OAAQ THG TOlg EMUYLYVOHEVOLG TEpL TV SEVEYKOVIMV £TL TVL TAOV KOAQV E£py®v MVAUMY
éumoovong. What transpires from this passage is Isocrates’ attempt to subject philosophy to the
categories of literature, as reflected in Cicero’s philosophical oeuvre, according to Gigon (1992, 417):
“Die Philosophie geniigt sich nicht selbst. Sie ist literarischen Kategorien unterworfen und verfolgt
literarische Absichten. Historisch ist Cicero von Isokrates abhingig; aber diese Abhdngigkeit ist kein
partikularer Zufall. Sie ergibt sich aus der geistigen Situation Ciceros.”

"It should be said that Prohaeresius employed the same method characterized by Eunapius as
“transferring contemporary events into the depths of mythical time” (V'S 492: o0 poho HETEGTNOEV
€lg Tov apyodov &yxov o yryvopeve). It should also be noted that Prohaeresius’ zeal to imitate
Socrates’ life down to the last detail went so far as to induce him to spend cold winters in Gaul barefooted
and clad in a tiny threadbare cloak (492) as well as to drink nearly freezing water of the Rhine regarded as
being the height of luxury (492), with the obvious aim of surpassing his master’s legendary achievement
during his military episode in ice-cold Potideia (Plat. Symp. 220b).
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What was applied to the proemium, namely a technique of covert allusions
essentially based on a careful montage of the patterns derived from the philosophy of
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle was not fully applicable to the encomium due to the very
nature of the genre, in so far as a higher degree of creativity was now required for
Isocrates to prove himself as a great author and to create, almost at the very beginning
of his literary activity, a work which might roughly be comparable to the Phaedrus. In
other words, Isocrates could employ a method used in the proemium only to a certain
extent, which means that the guiding idea of his encomium, i.e. Socrates’ theses on
beauty, put forward in his discourses on love in the Phaedrus and the Symposium, had
to be well concealed so as to make it possible for him to abandon himself to the
paraphrase of the aforementioned theses and to finally round off his subtle approach
with the inclusion of his own ideas in the whole. Isocrates fully realized his ideas and
for precisely this reason his encomium is, unlike the other representatives of the genre,
a great achievement of literary mimesis, because of, among other things, the
emergence of a peculiarly modern poetic sensibility in a typically scholastic genre.

A Modern Poetic Sensibility in the Encomium: Dying for the Beauty and
Helen as its Earthly Incarnation

What we deal with here is no ordinary creativity but one owing to which
Isocrates reached the heights of poetry, as can be inferred from one of his key
concepts such as dying for the beauty, which shows a great similarity with a
modern poetic sensibility. Helen and her beauty, according to Isocrates, drove not
only the Greeks and the barbarians, but also the gods to undergo hardships of that
expedition so much so that the latter “did not dissuade even their own children
from joining in the struggles around Troy,”* thinking it more honourable for them
to die fighting for the daughter of Zeus than to live without having taken part in
the perils undergone on her account” and thus to be lacking in such a horrible,
unique and above all wonderful experience (53).”> Even more importantly, they
showed their children the way in so far as they themselves “engaged in a far
greater and more terrible struggle than when they fought the Giants; for against
those enemies they had fought a battle in concert, but for Helen they fought a war
against one another (53).”74

In the same context we encounter yet another concept which shows a great
similarity with modern poetic sensibility such as remaining in a foreign land to
grow old there just for the sake of beauty, i.e. Helen, a concept worked out so well
that it could rightly be regarded as worthy of Isocrates’ great master. When
Isocrates says that “although the Trojans might have rid themselves of the
misfortunes which encompassed them by surrendering Helen, and the Greeks

"Hel. 52: 10100106 & Epoog &vémece v mOvmv kol Thg oTpoteiag Ekelvng 0b pdvov tolg “EAANGL
Kol Tolg PopBapolg GAAL kol Tolg Beolc, MOT 0VE ToUG 5 aDTAY YEYOVOTOG GTETPEYOY TAV
AYOvVOV TV TEept Tpotav [....

73[...] Bpog adtovg cuveEmpunooy Kod cuvetEmepyay, fyohupevoL KEAAMOV orhTolg Elvor TeBvEvar
HOLOHEVOLG TiepL THG AL0g BuYarTpog HOAAOY 1) (v GolelpBelol T@V Tepl EKelvng KIVOOVMV.

™ odrol yop moAd petlm kod Sewvotépay Emooovto mopdrofy thg mpog Tiyoviog ool
YEVOUEVNG THPOG HEV YOP EKELVOVG HET GAANAMV EUAXECOVTO, TEPL O TaDTNG TPOG CPOS CLDTOVG
EMOAEUNOOLV.
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might have lived in peace for all time by being indifferent to her fate, neither so wished
(50),”° but quite to the contrary, “the Trojans allowed their cities to be laid waste and
their land to be ravaged, so as to avoid yielding Helen to the Greeks (50),’® and the
Greeks chose rather to remain and grow old in a foreign land and never to see their own
again, than, leaving her behind, to return “ to their dear native land (ibid.),”” we can
clearly see that Helen became guarantor of happiness of not only the entire states but
also the entire continents such as Europe and Asia. Thus the personality of Helen, as
interpreted by Isocrates, assumed characteristics of a cosmic entity shrouded in magic
and mystery and thus, in a certain sense, became an earthly incarnation of the beauty on
the top of the vault of heaven (hyperouranion), as depicted in the Phaedrus.

But there is much more to this than meets the eye. In saying that, we mean above
all the fact that we will gain a firm understanding of these concepts reminiscent of a
modern poetic sensibility only if we notice well-hidden montage of other concepts
derived from the philosophy of Socrates and Plato and used in what seemed to be a
digression loosely connected to the main body of the encomium, namely the praise of
Theseus and his aretai.

To tell the truth, it was none other than Isocrates himself that gave occasion to
others to interpret the mentioned praise as a digression, by saying that he perceives that
he is being carried away beyond the proper limits of his theme, something that makes
him afraid that some may think he is more concerned with Theseus than with the subject
matter which he originally chose. Just this seemingly honest admission shows more than
anything else how subtle Isocrates’ art is, as evidenced by the fact that it was designed to
meet one purpose and one purpose only, to conceal the author’s heavy dependence on
the ideas derived from both the Republic and the Symposium, and it was so well done
that even an experienced eye could hardly detect a trace of it in the encomium of
Isocrates. In saying that, we mean above all the fact that Isocrates made his patterns
unrecognizable by following them in their highly abridged version so as to be in a
position to enlarge on them, as a result of which they could not be detected without
doing a lot of repeated reading of the same text, to say nothing of keeping fresh in mind
almost the whole content of the relevant books of both the Symposium and the Republic.
What we deal with here is a hardly detectable art of paraphrasing, as a result of which
Isocrates’ statements about his own art of speaking are as a rule taken too literally, thus
creating a highly distorted image on not only his work but also the entire literary periods.

Isocrates’ Allusive Technique at its Best: The Ladder of Love and other
Socratic Concepts in the Helen

What Isocrates’ allusive technique and art of paraphrasing looks like in
practice can be shown on the example of his rephrasing of the theses on the ladder
of love, as advocated by Socrates in his discourse in Plato’s Symposium, namely a

5 EEQV 82 101G pev dmododoty EAEvny AmnAldyBon Tdv Topdviay Kok®dv, 1ol 8¢ dpueAfcacty
€kelvng GdeMG OTKETV TOV EMLAOLTOV XPOVOV, 0VIETEPOL TODTOL NOEANCOLY.

6 GAN ol pdv mEplEdpOV Kol TOAELS AVUGTATOVG YLYVOREVOG KO TNV YXMPOY TOPBOVUEVNV,
®oTe un mpoésbon totg “EAANCLY adThyv [...].

ol & fpodvto pévovteg Ml Thg GALOTPLOG KaTayNPAoKELY Kol Undémote Tobg TV 1delv
HEAAOV 1] KELVWMV KOTOALTOVTES €1G TOG EQVTAV TOTPLONG ATEABETY.
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discourse that is essentially based on the new myth. Out of six stages of the ladder
of love in the philosopher’s discourse such as “climbing aloft, as on the rungs of a
ladder, from one to two (210a),”® and from two to all beautiful bodies (210b),””
from all beautiful bodies to the beauty of soul (210b-c),%’ from the beauty of soul to
that of institutions (210c),®' from beautiful institutions to the beauty of learning
(210c-d),*? from the beauty of learning “to that particular study which is concerned
with the beautiful itself and that alone (210d-e),”®* we encounter only two in
Isocrates’ praise of Theseus in the Helen, namely the first (ensuing beauty of form,
or rather body, i.e. that of Helen)®* and the fourth (contemplating the beautiful as
emerging in the institutions and laws).®*> The covert allusion to the fourth stage of the
ladder of love does clearly indicate that, in the author’s view, Theseus assumed
characteristics of an ideal ruler in full accordance with the concept of the
philosopher king (36),%¢ as proposed by Socrates in Plato’s Republic, all the more so
since the mythical hero, unlike other men who had won renown, was not, as
Isocrates put it, lacking in any virtue (21).%

What served as a model for Isocrates to depict tyrannical rule as the exact
opposite to Theseus’ democracy disguised as monarchy was Socrates’ account in the
ninth book of the Republic of how the tyrannical man develops from the democratic
type, with a youth bred in his democratic father’s way rejecting beliefs held from
boyhood about the honourable and the base and being overmastered by the opinions
newly emancipated and released, namely opinions that formerly, when he was
under the control of his father, were freed from restraint only in sleep. As a result
of this he is now continuously and in waking hours what he rarely became in sleep,

83el yop OV 6pBAG 16vTaL Ml ToVTo 10 TPAYHOL GpyecBoL pEv vEov Bvta iévor &l T KOoAX
OOUOTO, KOl TPATOV HEV, €0V OpOAG MyTiTow O TYOOUEVOS, £VOG CDTOV COMOTOS £PaV Kol
£vTo0aL YeVvay AdYoug koAovg |[...].

P Enertor 8¢ odTOV karTawvofican &TL 10 KEAAOG 10 &Ml OTwodV chpatt ASe POV £oTt, Kol £1 Sl
Subkey 10 €W €1del KAAOV, TOAAN Gvol UM oVY, €V Te Kol TodTOV MYEloBo 1O €L TAGL TOlG
ohpaot k&AL “But next he must remark how the beuaty attached to this or that body is cognate to
that which is attached to any other, and that if he means to ensue beaty in form, it is gross folly not to
regard as one and the same the beauty belonging to all,” as translated by H. N. Fowler (LCL).

80 etdn 8¢ odTeL 1O &V TG Wuodg kKAAAOg TYLLdDTEPOV TYETGOOL T0D &V 1M CAOUOTL, MOTE KOl
€&y [...] 71§ [...] opkpov GvBog €xn, EEoprely orbT® Kol £pAV kKol kNdecOoL kKol TIKTELY AdYoLg
T0100T0VG kKot {NTETV, 01TLVEG TOIHCOVOT BEATIONG TOVG VEOUG |...].

811,...] tvor évoryoioBf ord BedicaioBon O v Tolg EmTNIEDHOGL Kol TOIG VOIS KoAOY Kol TodT 18elv
& By oo o) GUYYEVEG E6TLY, Tvar TO TEPL TO GAHOL KOADY GOV TL TyRoTton givon [...].

8[...] petor 88 T gmndedporto €Ml oG EMOTAROG AYayely, Tvar 181 o EmoTuAV KOAAOG [...].
8[...] AN &l 10 moAD mEAayog TETPOUEVOG TOD KOAOD Kol Bemp®dV TOAAOVG Kol KOAoUG
AOYOVG KoL UEYOAOTPETELG TIKTN KOL SLOLVONUOTO €V PLAOCOPLY GPBOVE, Emg OV EVTaDON
POOBELg KaTidN TIVOL EMOTAUNY piay TordTNY, 1] €0TL KOAOD TO10DBE.

#Cf.n. 33.

8Hel 31:[...] v 8¢ ANV &petVv kol TNV SwEPochHYNY Vv T T0lg TPOEPTUEVOLG Kol HEALST
v oig TNV oM dudxnoev (scil. énedei&orto).

810600100 & £8éNcEV AKOVIOV TL TOLETY TOV TOAMTOV (68 O pev Tov dfpov kodiot khplov
Tfig MOALTELOG, Ol 88 HOVOV aDTOV Eipyely HELOVY, TYODHEVOL TIGTOTEPOLY KOL KOLVOTEPOLY E1vVOLL
TNV EKELVOL Hovapyiloy THG LTAV dNUOKPOUTIOG,

VAV 88 1@V pév BAA®Y TdV £DSOKIUNCAVIMV EDPNCOUEY TOV HEv dvdplog, TOV 88 coplog, Tov &
GALOL TLVOG TAV TOOVTOV HEPDY AMECTEPNUEVOV, TOVTOV 8E LOVOV 0VS EVOG EVIEQ YEVOLEVOV,
GALQ TOVTEAT] TNV GPETV KTNOGLEVOVY.
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refraining from no atrocity of murder nor from any food or deed, with Eros who
dwells in him as a tyrant living in utmost anarchy and lawlessness and,” so to
speak,“‘urging the polity of him in whom he dwells to dare anything and everything
in order to find support for himself and the hubbub of his henchmen (574d-¢).”®8

Isocrates passes over in silence an unbreakable bond between Eros living in
utmost anarchy and lawlessness in a youth bred in his democratic father’s way and
tyranny, and speaks only of the newly made tyrant’s political course of action by
rephrasing Socrates theses put forward in the eighth book of the Republic where it is
said that the aforementioned tyrant “when he has come to terms with some of his
exiled enemies and has got others destroyed and is no longer disturbed by them, is
always stirring up some war so that the people may be in need of a leader (566¢).”*
The same is also true of Socrates’ assertions in the mentioned book of the Republic
that the newly made tyrant plots against all those brave, great-souled, wise and rich
“whose enemy he must necessarily be until he purge the city (567¢),”° offending by
such conduct the citizens and thus ending up having “the greater need of more and
more trustworthy bodyguards (567d)! for whose feeding “he will spend both sacred
treasures in the city as long as they last and the property of those he has destroyed,
thus requiring smaller contributions from the populace (568d).””>

This is reflected in Isocrates’ theses that those who seek to rule their fellow-
citizens by force are themselves the slaves of others (Hel. 32),” that those who
keep the lives of their fellow-citizens in peril themselves live in extreme fear
(32),°* and are forced to make war, on the one hand, with the help of citizens
against invaders from abroad, and, on the other hand, with the help of auxiliaries

8 xod v 1ohto1g 81N mBowY, & mhAon eixev SOEag &x mouddg TEPL KOADY Te Koi oioyp@V, TOIG
SIKOL0G TOLOVHEVHS, Ol VEWOTL €k BOVAELOG AelLpEVOL, dopupopodoon OV “Epwrta, Kpothoouot
HeT ékelvov, ol mpdTepov ey Gvop Elbovio &v Drve, Gte fv odTOg €T DIO VOUOLG Te KO TorTpl
dnpokportodpevog v €outd TupovveLBelg 8¢ VO “Epwrtog, olog OAMYGKLG &yeveto Gvop, Vmop
T0100T0G Gl YEVOHEVOG O0VTE TVOG (OVOL devod Gupeletan olte Pphpoartog obte Epyov, GAAL
TUPAVVIKDG &v avT® O “Epag €v mdiom avopyio kol dvopior Lav [...] tov Exovid e odbtov domep
oMy GEer €m mooay TOAa [...]. Cf. also 572e-573a: [...] 6ty & EATIC®OLY Ol deLvol pALyoL Te Kol
TOPOVVOTIOLOL 0DTOL 1y BAAGG TOV VEOoV KoBEEELY, Ep@TE TLval cDT® IMYOVOREVOLS Emotiicon
TPOCTATNY TV APYDV KOl TO ETOYLO SLVELOHEVV ETBVHIAY, VTOTTEPOV KOL HEYOY KNOTVEL TLvoL
[...] Translations of the passages from the Republic are by P. Shorey (LCL).

¥ Grav 8¢ ye mpoOg TG EEw €xBpovg 101G eV Kartahhory T, Tovg 88 kol SrapBeipet, kol Hovyio
Ekelvov Yévnton, TPATOV PEV TOAENOVG TIVOG Ol Kivel TV év xpeia ToD fiyepdvog 6 dfpog 7.
See also Arist. Pol. 5,9, 5 (1313b28): €011 82 kol ToAepomoldg 6 THparvvog, dtag doyolol e Aot
Kol TYELOVOG €V XPELQL SLOTEADOLY GVTEC,

P et Epo Bel Opay ardTov Tig Avdpeiog, Tig HEYOAOPPLY, TiG ePOVILOG, Tig TAoDGL0G Kol
oUTwG eVSOUL®Y E0TLY, MOTE T0VTOLG GmooLY Avaykn oOT®, elte BoOAetol €lTe pr), TOAEULID
givou, Emg &V Ko THY TOALY.

1 &p’ odv odyl bow &v pailov 1olg ToAitong dmexBdvnton Todte pdV, T06010TY TAEWOVOV Kol
moTotEpaV dopuedpwv denoeton; Cf. Arist. Pol. 5, 8,7 (1311a): [...] 10 10 téhog (scil. tyrannidis)
elvor mMAoDToV (00T Yo Kol Slapévery dvorykalov Hoveg THY Te @UANKTY Kol TV Tpueny) [... ].
23fhov 8T, £bv e iepd xpfpoto { €v T mOAeL, TadTo dveddoet, Smol mote & el EEapkf T
TOV ATOSOUEVMV, EMGTTOVG ELOPOPUSG AvaryKELwV TOV SOV eElCQEPELV.

% 6pdv Yo TG Biar 1OV TOATAV Epxely {ntodvtog £Tépolg dovieboviog [...].

% .. Jxol tobg (scil. Big t@v moAtdv Epxetv {ntodvrag) émikivduvov tov Pilov toig dAlolg
KaBLoTAVTOG 0r0ToVg TTepdedg {dvtag [...]. Cf. Plat. Resp. 578a: “Must not such a city, as well as
such a man, be full of terrors and alarms.”
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against their fellow citizens (32)?° and that Theseus saw them despoiling the temples
of the gods, putting to death the best of their fellow-citizens, distrusting those nearest
to them and living lives no more free from care than do men who in prison await their
death (33).%

From what has been said so far we could see quite clearly to what extent Isocrates
derived ideas from the philosophy of Socrates and Plato when writing his encomium,
which cannot be said of his rigorous, systematic approach to selecting, elaborating and
bringing the mentioned ideas into a harmonious whole.

More than anything else, the mentioned approach helps us gain an understanding
of the true nature of Isocrates’ “philosophy,” as evident from the fact that the new
myth, as used in Socrates’ discourses on love in both the Phaedrus and the
Symposium, was the main reason why he so heavily relied on the mentioned
dialogues, all the more so since the principles of the new rhetoric (diairesis,
synagoge), of great significance for his own art of speaking, are given in broad outline
in the former. What was only announced in the Phaedrus, namely a method with the
two aforementioned opposite, alternating principles was further elaborated in the
dialogues Sophist, Euthydemus and Statesman, which explains why Isocrates when
composing his proemium to the Helen was highly dependent on the concepts
developed in the aforesaid dialogues, with Socrates’ sharp critique of the old myth,
along with his depiction of the successive forms of decline of an ideal, aristocratic type
of government in the Republic, providing a guiding principle to the orator in his noble
effort to elaborate on the key concepts of the philosophy of Socrates and Plato.

All this, along with the key words of both Socrates’ political testament in the
Alcibiades and the Gorgias, epimeleia’ and gymnastike’® respectively, explains why in
his self-interpretation in the Antidosis Isocrates identifies his own sophisticwith training
of the intellect (phroneseos askesis = gymnastics of the mind),” as opposed to the

5...] xod ToAEpETY dvoryKOLOUEVOUG HETO MEV TOV TOATAV TPOG TOVG EMGTPOTEVOUEVOVG, HETH &
GAA®V TIVOV TPOG TOLG GUUTOALTELOUEVOLS [...] What we deal with here is probably an echo of
Socrates’ thesis in the poetological, fourth book of the Republic (422-423a) that each one of other cities,
unlike the one he is depicting, is many cities (states), not a city, as there are two at least at enmity with one
another, the city of the rich and the city of the poor, with each of the two containing in itself many others.
PET1L 8E CLADVTOG PV T0L TAV BedV, dmokTteilvoviog 8¢ Tobg BEATIOTOVG TOV TOMTAV, (meTodVTog
3¢ 101G OlKELOTATOLS, 0VOEV 8¢ PaBVILOTEPOV {DVTOG TAV EML BOVAT® CUVEATUUEVQV.

91Cf. Ant. 210-211 where Isocrates’ rhetoric is characterized as melete, epimeleiai and philoponiai, or, in
other words, gymnastics (phroneseos askesis), as opposed to that of his rivals, denoted as teratologiai,
that is, mental juggling, with the two first mentioned terms (melete, epimeleiai) being also the keywords
of Plato’s Alcibiades andXenophon’s Memorabilia, which points to the conclusion that they were derived
from Socrates’ political testament in the aforementioned dialogue.

% Cf. Plat. Grg, 465¢ where the famous analogy is drawn between beauty care, gymnastics, sophistic and
legislation on the one side, and cookery, medicine, rhetoric and justice on the other (as beauty care is to
gymnastics, so is sophistic to legislation, and as cookery is to medicine, so is thetoric to justice), with the true
rhetoric, in Isocrates’ view, thus ending up being essentially identical to the gymnastics. It is also worth
mentioning that the same analogy is reflected in Aristides’ Reply to Plato (or. 2, 215), with the expression
YOHVOeBEY Ko moviicow in the Antidosis (210) providing a clue to Isocrates’ understanding of Sophistic.

P Ant. 209.
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sophistic of his rivals, indulging in shocking, amazing narratives (teratologiai)'® and

thus resembling Lucian’s completely black Bactrian camel or, in other words, a freak.!*!

Conclusion

Close analysis of Isocrates’ encomium has shown that what was announced in the
proemium was fully applied to the main body of the work, that is, a strict adherence to
the basic tenets and concepts of Socratic-Platonic philosophy, as evidenced by the fact
that Isocrates heavily relied on the theory of love, as expressed through the new myth
in both the Phaedrus and the Symposium. What was only announced in the former, i.e.
the principles of the new rhetoric (diaireseis, synagogai), was fully applied in the
dialogues Sophist, Statesman and Euthydemus that in their turn served as models for
Isocrates to conceive his proemium. The very fact that Socrates’ sharp critique of the
old myth, along with his depiction of the successive forms of decline of an ideal,
aristocratic type of government in the Republic, provided a guiding principle to the
orator in his noble effort to elaborate on the key concepts of Socratic-Platonic
philosophy speaks volumes about the encomium’s philosophical nature, unity and
coherence. More importantly, what we deal with here is the first attempt in the
intellectual history at subjecting literature to the categories of philosophy, as advocated
for by Socrates in the poetological books of the Republic, something for which
supplanting the old myth through a new one was a necessary prerequisite.
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Systems Theory Towards a New Interpretive Paradigm:
From the Concept of Component to the Concept of Action

By Wasim Sifo*

This paper explores a transformative shift in Systems Theory, moving from
traditional Newtonian ontologies prioritizing static objects to a contemporary
understanding emphasizing dynamic interactions and change. In this new
interpretive paradigm, the functionality and organizing principles of systems take
precedence over their structural components. The theory posits that truth is found at
higher levels of abstraction, defined by the relationships and positions among
components rather than their isolated identities. Consequently, the agent's role is
redefined to focus on the agency inherent in actions rather than on the agents
themselves. The concept of "state" emerges as crucial, representing the context
within which actions occur and highlighting the relational dynamics between agents
and events. This framework characterizes contemporary systems through three
interrelated elements: agents, states, and actions, emphasizing dynamic processes
over static entities. Actions serve as the ontological basis, with agents acting as
executors that can be replaced without disrupting the overall system. This collective
and distributed nature of action contributes to system resilience against
disturbances. The research asserts that any agent can perform the same action as
another, reinforcing the notion that agents play a secondary role while actions
remain primary. The theory applies universally, encompassing systems from
elementary particles to complex societies, where the common denominator is the
concept of action. Additionally, it introduces a temporal dimension associated with
states, contrasting with the spatial dimension of agents. As a result, the focus shifts
from seeking truth in fixed components to understanding it through evolving actions.
Ultimately, this paradigm shift redefines our understanding of existence and
knowledge acquisition, moving from reductionist frameworks to transdisciplinary,
holistic methodologies. The implications of this new ontology challenge traditional
notions of essence and secondary characteristics, paving the way for a more
comprehensive understanding of complex systems. This shift opens new horizons for
philosophy, redirecting the focus from mere understanding and interpretation to the
proactive design of systems, which is particularly relevant in the context of rapid
scientific advancements and the rise of artificial intelligence. The study suggests that
system design methodologies should be viewed as universal frameworks applicable
across various domains, transcending specialized interpretations and fostering a
more integrated understanding of complex systems.

Keywords: Systems Theory, action ontology, Agent, State, Action, Complexity,
Transdisciplinary Approach, Systems Design.
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Introduction

Systems theory emerged in the mid-20th century as an interdisciplinary
framework aimed at understanding complex phenomena across various domains,
including biology, sociology, and engineering. 'Observed phenomena in the natural
and human-made universe do not come in neat disciplinary packages labeled
scientific, humanistic, and transcendental; they invariably involve complex
combinations of fields, and the multifaceted situations to which they give rise require a
holistic approach for their solution' (Laszlo & Krippner 1998). Ludwig von
Bertalanffy' is often credited with laying the groundwork for general systems theory,
emphasizing the importance of viewing systems as wholes rather than merely
aggregations of their parts. This holistic perspective challenges reductionist
approaches that dominate many scientific disciplines. By transcending reductionist
paradigms and embracing a holistic vision of existence, systems theory provides a
valuable framework for exploring complexity in all its manifestations, offering fresh
insights into the nature of matter and the interconnectedness of life.

Historically, systems theory has evolved from various academic disciplines over
time. Its origins can be traced back to the contributions of several key figures.”
Norbert Wiener, a mathematician and philosopher, played a pivotal role in developing
this field through his foundational work on cybemetics. 'His two main ideas—
communications and control—rely on feedback of operational properties and
transmission of this information' (Adams 2012). Following Wiener, Gregory Bateson
broadened the application of systems thinking within anthropology by investigating
the intricate patterns and relationships found in ecosystems and human cultures. He
highlighted the significance of context and interconnectedness in these systems
(Bateson 1972). Other influential scholars contributed to the evolution of systems
theory; for instance, Jay Forrester advanced the concept of system dynamics, while
Humberto Maturana made significant strides in understanding biological systems.

"Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1901-1972) was the originator of general systems theory. His original
work was in organismic system theory where he studied the thermodynamic equilibrium of steady
state in living organisms as open-systems. His research culminated in the notion of a general
systems theory where he states: The formal correspondence of general principles, irrespective of the
kind of relations or forces between the components, leads to the conception of a ‘general systems
theory’ (9) as a new scientific doctrine, concerned with the principles which apply to systems in
general. [Bertalanfty, (1950), p.28] Authors note: The (9) refers to Bertalanffy (1949) Bertalanffy
continued to espouse general systems theory, and in 1954, he and his colleagues Kenneth Boulding,
Anatol Rapoport, and Ralph Gerard founded the Society for General Systems Research (SGSR).
The aims of society, captured in its bylaws were: 1 to investigate the isomorphy of concepts, laws,
and models from various fields, and to help in useful transfers from one field to another 2 to
encourage development of adequate theoretical models in fields which lack them 3 to minimise the
duplication of theoretical effort in different fields 4 to promote the unity of science through
improving communications among. (Adams, 2012. p: 210)

2General Systems Theory includes Bertalanffy (1949, 1950, 1968) and Boulding (1956). Living
Systems Theory is represented by Miller (1978), while Mathematical Systems Theory features
Mesarovic (1964), Wymore (1967), and Klir (1968). Cybemnetics has contributions from
Rosenblueth et al. (1943), Wiener (1948), and Ashby (1947, 1952, 1956), and Social Systems
Theory includes Parsons (1970, 1979, 1991) and Luhmann) (1995,2012). (Adams, 2012. p: 210)
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Together, these pioneers helped establish systems theory as a comprehensive
multidisciplinary framework (Adams 2012).

As we note, these figures have contributed to the development of systems theory
within their respective fields of expertise. However, the overarching goal is to establish a
unified interpretive context that is applicable across all specialized domains. The
common thread among the theories proposed by these scholars is their emphasis on
analogous organizational structures across different systems, a notion explicitly
articulated by Ludwig von Bertalanffy in his General Systems Theory. Nevertheless, a
more comprehensive approach offers an integrated ontological perspective that draws
significantly from the works of influential thinkers such as Valentin Turchin and Belgian
cybemeticist Francis Paul Heylighen®. These theorists advocate for a view that
prioritizes action over the actor, thereby enabling the application of the same approach to
all types of systems, irrespective of their components, as transdisciplinary. Their
contributions encourage a reorientation of philosophical inquiry from traditional
dialectics toward practical endeavors in designing and simulating real-world systems,
particularly in light of contemporary technological advancements. This contribution
aims to emphasize two crucial aspects—transdisciplinary methodology and systems
design—in the advancement of systems research.

The significance of this research lies in its potential to contribute a novel
ontological perspective on existence by linking systems theory with the actions
produced by their components. Thus, the application of systems theory extends
beyond individual disciplines into an interdisciplinary methodology where the same
approach can be applied universally. This perspective highlights the capacity for self-
organization while emphasizing contextual factors and organizational similarities
among diverse systems. It is not a traditional approach, but rather a design-based
approach. In doing so, it opens new horizons for philosophy, moving from
understanding and interpretation to design—particularly relevant in light of rapid
scientific advancements and the rise of artificial intelligence.

From this discussion, the central question of this paper emerges: What are the
dimensions and methodological implications of the new explanatory paradigm arising
from the ontological perspective provided by systems theory, which prioritizes action
over components? This inquiry invites an exploration of how this paradigm shift
influences our understanding of knowledge formation, the role of agency within
systems, and the methodologies employed to study complex interactions. It also
encourages a reevaluation of our approaches to complexity, advocating for a design
framework that is applicable across diverse systems rather than merely seeking to
explain them. Such a perspective enriches our understanding of both theoretical and
practical applications across various fields.

In this paper, we review the literature that has shaped the development of systems
theory, distinguishing between the traditional perspective articulated by researchers

3Research professor at the Free University of Brussels (Vrije Universiteit Brussel), where direct the
transdisciplinary research group on "Evolution, Complexity and Cognition, the Global Brain Institute,
and soon the Center "Leo Apostel". Also affiliated with the Department of History, Art and Philosophy
(HARP). Have for long been an editor of the Principia Cybermnetica Project, an international organization
for the collaborative development of an evolutionary-systemic philosophy, which is now essentially
dormant after the death of its founder, Valentin Turchin. (http://pespmc].vub.ac.be/HEYL .html)
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from multiple disciplines—of which general systems theory is the apex—and the new
ontological perspective advanced by scholars such as Turchin and Heylin, which
serves as the focal point of this study. We examine their innovative ontological
conception of existence, which emphasizes action and regards the agent primarily as a
facilitator. Furthermore, we differentiate between the collaborative approach
championed by proponents of the traditional view and the transdisciplinary approach
inherent in the new ontological perspective, highlighting the challenges associated
with implementing both methodologies. We propose that systems design can
effectively embody a multidisciplinary approach suitable for various types of systems.
Finally, we synthesize the key findings presented by this new interpretive paradigm
and engage in a discussion and critique, employing a predominantly historical-critical
approach throughout this paper.

General System Theory (GST)

The German biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy established the General Systems
Theory when he first presented his ideas on the theory in 1937 at the University of
Chicago, but the first article was published twelve years later in 1949* (Drack &
Apfalter 2007). This theory is not a single explanation that reduces everything to one
framework; rather, it serves as a new intellectual or methodological framework that
provides a comprehensive view without overlooking particulars. According to Lotfi
Zadeh, the main task of system theory is to study the general characteristics of systems
without considering their material details and to develop an abstract foundation of
concepts and frameworks for studying various behaviors of different types of systems
(Lin 2002). Furthermore, Bertalanffy noted that 'it is a logico-mathematical discipline,
which is in itself purely formal, but applies to all sciences concerned with systems'
(Bertalanffy 1950).

General System Theory (GST) represents a new perspective on the nature of
systems by comparing different systems to identify common patterns and functions,
ultimately seeking to establish fundamental characteristics applicable across all types.
As von Bertalanfty notes, 'the concept of 'system' constitutes a new 'paradigm,’ in
Thomas Kuhn's phrase, or a new philosophy of nature" (Bertalanffy 1972). Unlike the
analytical causal mechanical model, which restricts itself to studying material systems

4This theory soon evolved and expanded, and with its growing significance, the Society for General
Systems Research, Bertalanffy continued to espouse General Systems Theory. In 1954, he and his
colleagues Kenneth Boulding, Anatol Rapoport, and Ralph Gerard founded the Society for General
Systems Research (SGSR). The aims of society, captured in its bylaws, were [31]: 1. To investigate the
isomorphy of concepts, laws, and models from various fields, and to help in useful transfers from one
field to another; 2. To encourage the development of adequate theoretical models in fields which lack
them; 3. To minimize the duplication of theoretical effort in different fields, and 4. To promote the
unity of science through improving communications among specialists." [Adams, K., Hester, P.,
Bradley, J. M. (January 2013), p. 2]. The philosophical aspects of General Systems Theory were
addressed by Ervin Laszlo in 1972, who called for "seeing things as a whole" and perceiving the world
as an interconnected and continuously evolving field unto itself (Chen 1993, p. 450). This indicates
that there is an interconnection and integration among concepts and laws across all fields, which leads
us to transfer concepts and laws from one domain to another.
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as the sole representatives of real systems, GST also encompasses conceptual and
abstract systems (Chen 1993). Although these systems may differ in their components,
they share similar organizational structures.

Consequently, GST marginalizes the individual components while focusing on
the overarching system applicable to all types. It posits that a system consists of
something more than structure: it is a structure with certain properties; when the
structure is understood from the perspective of its properties, it is understood as a
system; we speak of the 'solar system' rather than solar composition (Spirkin 1983).
This shift in understanding from structure to function renders research into
components secondary to exploring the overall purpose of the system. Thus, the
division of systems based on their components—such as material and organic
systems—becomes irrelevant. Instead, GST introduces a teleological dimension,
indicating that 'system elements are rationally connected" towards a shared purpose'
(Mele et al. 2010). This suggests that the system has an aim it strives for, with its
constituent parts working collaboratively to achieve it, marking a departure from
previous scientific views that transcended teleological explanations.

However, the teleology proposed by GST is distinct from Aristotelian teleology;
it is grounded in internal interpretations occurring within the system rather than in a
transcendent goal pursued by the system. In essence, GST shifts the research focus
from a reductionist view concerned with individual parts to a holistic view centered on
the system as a whole. The properties of partial components differ when considered
within the context of the entire system. Consequently, 'Systems theory is an
interdisciplinary theory about every system in nature, in society and in many scientific
domains as well as a framework with which we can investigate phenomena from a
holistic approach' (Mele et al. 2010). This interdisciplinary nature arises from the
organizational similarities among structurally diverse phenomena.

As aresult, there has been an ongoing search for a methodology applicable across
all types of systems; 'system theory emphasized the organization of parts into wholes
and maintained that the same principles of organization, such as negative feedback,
would be found applicable in physics, chemistry, biology, the social sciences, and
technology' (Kuipers 2007). Rather than reducing various disciplines to physics alone,
GST applies consistent organizational principles across different fields, fostering a
more integrated understanding of complex systems.

The organizational similarity between systems and self-organization has led some
researchers to propose a more profound ontological perspective within systems theory.
This perspective offers a unified ontological framework for diverse systems, thereby
justifying not only a collaborative approach but also a cohesive transdisciplinary
methodology.
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The Ontological Implications of Systems Theory in the New Interpretive Paradigm

Systems theory has shifted towards a more dynamic understanding of systems,
emphasizing actions and processes rather than static components. This perspective
moves from a focus on structure and the laws governing that structure to an emphasis
on function, internal organization, and self-organization within systems. Instead of
examining components, one can consider the functions they serve, which are similar
across all systems regardless of their components. For instance, there is a parallel
between the growth of ecological systems and human development, as well as
between the regulation of body temperature in humans and mechanisms of power
maintenance in political systems (Weckowicz 2000). As Heylighen (2006) notes, 'Its
internal structure or substance can be considered wholly irrelevant to the way it
performs that function'. Therefore, what matters is the observable and goal-directed
behavior of the system, not its material components.

This transformation reflects a shift in the ontological understanding of existence.
As noted by Heylighen (2011), 'the most fundamental components of reality are
actions and agents'. While Newtonian ontology regarded 'Objects as primary, change
as something secondary' (Turchin 1993), contemporary ontology views objects as
secondary and change as primary. The functions or actions performed by a system are
deemed more fundamental than the structure itself. Consequently, it is emphasized that
it is not the 'essence' of the described entities that matters, but their organizing
principles' (Turchin 1977). This perspective justifies the pursuit of truth at higher
levels, considering it unachievable through mere knowledge of constituent parts. Thus,
components no longer hold paramount importance; rather, the configurations and
relationships among them express their identity.

The role of the agent is now limited to agency for action; thus, agents share
similarities in terms of agency. The space in which action occurs is expressed through
the concept of state. Therefore, 'some prefer to treat actions as relationships between
agents and events' (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2020). Action is the agent's
choice of a state among an infinite number of possible states. From this standpoint,
systems are composed of three interrelated fundamental elements: agents, states, and
actions.

Agents

The components of complex systems are typically referred to as agents, including
"Typical examples of agents used in complex system models are people, firms,
animals, cells, computer programs and molecules' (Heylighen 2013). Despite the
differences in complexity among agents, they are treated within the same context due
to their shared organizational mechanisms. Bertalanfly, in his theory of organisms,
posited that matter has multiple levels of complexity; there is no division between
organic and inorganic levels, as Descartes had suggested before him. Furthermore, it
does not reduce organic matter to the framework of inorganic matter as Newton did;
rather, each represents a level of the system that is more or less complex. They
become more complex and adaptive, and therefore more 'mind-like' and less 'matter-
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like" (Heylighen 2013). Thus, while agents exhibit similarities in organization, they
differ in degrees of complexity.

Action serves as the ontological foundation, with the agent executing the action
by choosing one of the available states. As R.M. Hare states, “To be an agent is to be
capable of intentional action” (Hare 1981). Although the agent does not vanish with
the action's cessation—'an agent can be seen as a cause or producer of actions that
does not vanish after the action' (Heylighen 2011)—we do not perceive the agent
itself; we only observe the action emanating from it (Turchin 1993). Therefore, 'any
individual agent can be eliminated or replaced without damaging the resulting
structure. The process is truly collective, i.e., parallel and distributed over all the
agents. This makes the resulting organization intrinsically robust and resistant to
damage and perturbations' (Heylighen 2008). This indicates that the agent plays a
secondary role within the system while the action assumes primary significance.

General systems theory can be applied to various types of agents ranging from
elementary particles and atoms to molecules, living organisms, minds, societies,
languages, and cultures' (Bertalanfty 1969). The common denominator among these
systems is the concept of the agent. This understanding may elucidate the self-
organization exhibited by systems based on decentralization; there is no central
hierarchical authority dictating what components should do; rather, each agent makes
its decision based on what is most suitable for its local conditions.

States

The state of a system, also referred to as the subsystem, carries a temporal
dimension, contrasting with the agent, which embodies a spatial and structural
dimension. As Turchin (1977) states, it directly depends on our temporal intuition and
can only be defined by reference to experience. When we say that something has
changed in some respects, we mean that it has transitioned to a different state. Thus,
the state describes the agent at different temporal moments, reflecting changes in the
world. Turchin further argues that if the world were static, the concept of state would
not arise. In those fields where the world is viewed as static, for example in geometry,
there is no concept of state. Consequently, there is no room for multiple states from
which the agent can choose. However, the agent can indeed select one of the available
states, such that 'a state of a part of the world is the set of actions that are possible in
this state, with their probabilities' (Turchin 1993). This leads us to face a vast number
of possible states, each serving as a starting point for many other potential states.

Each state presents a unique set of potential actions, which agents can select
based on their goals and contextual factors. For instance, consider a biological
organism in an ecosystem: its state—defined by factors such as available resources
and environmental conditions—determines its possible actions, such as foraging for
food or seeking shelter. This interplay between agents and states leads to a vast
number of possible configurations, each serving as a starting point for myriad other
potential states. As agents interact with their environment, they not only respond to
changes but also actively shape the trajectory of those changes through their actions.
For example, in social systems, individuals (agents) may alter their behaviors based on
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shifts in societal norms or policies (states), thereby influencing the overall dynamics of
the community.

Actions

In the ontology of systems, action is regarded as the fundamental truth, to the
extent that '(the word fact itself comes from the Latin facere, which means to do or to
make)' (Turchin 1993). Thus, the search for the truth of reality is connected to the
exploration of changing actions rather than focusing on components associated with a
specific time and place. 'This can be seen as an indication that action should have a
higher existential status than space, time, or matter' (Turchin 1993). From this
perspective, action is a primary process or simply a change: a transition from an initial
state (cause) to a subsequent state (effect) (Heylighen 2011). This distinction
highlights the difference between studying processes and examining structure; while
processes refer to changes affecting the system, structure denotes the relatively fixed
set of interconnections (Heylighen, 2011). "Which considers change (‘becoming') as
more fundamental than static existence (‘being')' (Heylighen 2011). Therefore, 'the
action approach is concrete and practical, as it is concerned with the actions that we as
subjects perform in the real world' (Heylighen 2011), rather than being metaphysical
inquiries into foundational essence'.

The term "action" is frequently employed in various philosophical contexts, from
ethics to metaphysics. However, its definition can vary significantly across different
theories. As philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe notes, “an action is something that is
done intentionally” (Anscombe 2000). "Action is a fundamental ontological construct
that encompasses not only physical movements but also intentional behaviors,
decisions, and interactions." (Smith 2020) A rigorous definition of action must account
for intentionality, causation, and the distinction between voluntary and involuntary
actions. This understanding of action as intentional aligns with the notion that change
(‘becoming') is more fundamental than static existence (‘being’) (Heylighen 2011).
Therefore, "the action approach is concrete and practical, as it is concerned with the
actions that we as subjects perform in the real world" (Heylighen 2011), rather than
being metaphysical inquiries into foundational essence. "Understanding systems
requires a focus on actions that drive change and evolution rather than merely
analyzing their constituent parts." (Heylighen 2011)

The transformative potential of this understanding becomes particularly evident
when examining the parallels between different systems. Weckowicz (2000)
highlights significant similarities between ecological growth and human development,
as well as between physiological regulation and political power maintenance. Such
comparisons illuminate the idea that “its internal structure or substance can be
considered wholly irrelevant to the way it performs that function” (Heylighen 2006).
Consequently, what truly matters in this framework is the observable and goal-
directed behavior of the system rather than its material components.

However, it is crucial not to treat agents in the same context while ignoring the
varying actions they produce. Although all agents tend to choose the best option
among potential choices that bring them closer to their goals, the 'freedom’ of a particle
or molecule is of course very limited when compared to more complex and intelligent
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decision-making agents such as bacteria, organisms and people (Heylighen 2011).
Therefore, there must be a distinction between mental events (such as John’s decision
to wear shoes) and physical or physiological events (like the firing of neurons related
to that decision) (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Events"). Our actions are
characterized by being voluntary and mentally controlled; humans possess
introspection and prior intention for action, meaning that actions differ based on the
human agent who decides on a particular state among available options. This choice is
conditioned by our minds, as we do not perceive external things in the same way. The
causal theory of action asserts that what distinguishes intentional action is the agent's
intentions or perhaps their beliefs and desires that appropriately cause their behavior
(Stout 2005).

This raises questions about the ability to consider actions as similar, as well as the
possibility of a transdisciplinary methodology that can be applied to all types of
Agents. Such a methodology would need to account for the complexity of these
Agents and the margin of freedom they have to choose their actions.

The Methodological Dimensions Emerging from the New Ontological Interpretive
Paradigm Offered by Systems Theory

Systems theory has emerged as a critical response to the challenges posed by
complexity, instability, and unpredictability. It aims to foster interdisciplinary
collaboration by reconnecting disparate fields of study. This approach addresses
complex phenomena from multiple perspectives, transcending reductionist analytical
methods that confine phenomena to a singular viewpoint. By doing so, it mitigates the
risk of generating new crises in other disciplines while attempting to resolve specific
issues within a particular domain.

The new ontological perspective proposed by systems theory posits that action is
more fundamental than the agent, necessitating a novel methodology that can
encompass all systems based on their actions. In this context, a transdisciplinary
methodology has been suggested. While the collaborative approach faces significant
challenges, it remains a viable option; conversely, the implementation of a
transdisciplinary approach presents greater difficulties.

However, this transdisciplinary methodology can be realized through a
fundamental shift in methodological thinking: rather than prioritizing understanding,
explanation, and description, we can pivot towards design. Design can be applied
across various systems due to the inherent similarities in their mechanisms of action,
thereby functioning as a cohesive transdisciplinary methodology.

Interdisciplinary Methodology

Opinions have diverged regarding the nature of the interdisciplinary approach.
While some consider that this approach eliminates and consolidates specific disciplines
within a single framework, others argue that it aims to enhance collaboration among
them. In this context, Margaret Boden distinguishes between two fundamental types of
interdisciplinary perspectives: collaborative interdisciplinary methodology and
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synoptic interdisciplinary methodology. (Alvargonzal 2011). 'Klein and Newell would
argue that simply adding together disciplinary insights is just multidisciplinary, while
integrating these is necessary for interdisciplinarity.' (Szostak 2007) Consequently,
Klein and Newell's concept of collaboration among disciplines aligns with Boden's
perspective, while their notion of integration points to a comprehensive methodology
for disciplines according to their vision.

The fundamental problem with the specialized approach lies in specialists in a
specific field being unaware of the scientific output from other disciplines. As a result,
'similar concepts, models and laws have often appeared in widely different fields,
independently and based upon totally different facts' (Bertalanfty 1969). Consequently,
their colleagues in other fields remain unaware of these laws. From this perspective,
Edgar Morin argued that we must redesign our educational programs and policies
(Morin 1999) to meet the need for connecting dispersed knowledge. This ensures
viewing the system in its interconnections and from all its aspects; thus, our
knowledge becomes closer to reality rather than being simplified to ease our minds.

Therefore, the importance of interdisciplinary theory is manifested in its ability to
transcend the specialized view, which constitutes a limited perspective on the studied
problem and leads to the creation of more severe issues in other areas. According to
Morin, 'the fragmentation of knowledge prevents from linking and contextualizing.'
(Morin 2005). Failing to see things in their entirety and from all angles diverts us from
observing the general context in which they occur; thus, it becomes challenging to find
solutions. Numerous examples can be cited; for instance, the construction of the
Aswan Dam in Egypt was aimed at economic and organizational goals. However, 'it
resulted in obliged the farming population to desert the fields and overpopulate large
metropolises like Cairo' (Morin 2005). Therefore, development cannot be localized
but must be comprehensive, as problems and phenomena should be viewed and
assessed as interconnected elements within a holistic system. This highlights the
weakness in development processes in third-world countries, which we believe remain
far from a systemic vision and are trapped in a localized partial view that leads these
countries to accumulate and entangle problems, making development nearly
impossible. In another example, ‘By adopting a food systems perspective, researchers
can better understand the complex relationships between agricultural practices, dietary
patterns, and environmental health, leading to more effective policies for sustainable
food security.” (Paine 2015). This interdisciplinary approach not only enriches the
analysis of food systems but also highlights the necessity of collaboration across
various fields, including sociology, economics, and environmental science.

The collaborative approach between disciplines is being implemented despite the
inherent difficulties it faces, and there are calls to strengthen this collaboration.
However, the transdisciplinary approach presents significant challenges that
complicate its realization. Boland illustrates this issue by identifying the problem as
one of dispersion and a lack of mutual awareness among specialists from different
fields, along with the difficulties associated with crossing disciplinary boundaries
(Kaiser et al 2014). Furthermore, researchers trained in specific research
methodologies often struggle to acquire skills outside their expertise; instead of
acquiring such non-standard skills, it may be easier for a researcher to ask someone
from another field for support regarding a particular method (Lang et al 2017).
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Consequently, it is frequently more feasible to assemble a group of specialists to
collaborate on a specific issue than to establish a comprehensive methodology
applicable across all disciplines.

Moreover, this proposed methodology tends to overlook the uniqueness and
interests inherent to each discipline. As noted, each field has its typical types of
research goals and typical types of questions that interest it (Lang et al 2017).
Therefore, each discipline possesses methodologies best suited to its particular needs.
Some fields necessitate a deductive approach employing qualitative language, while
others require an inductive approach utilizing quantitative language (Lang et al 2017).
Additionally, the specific terminology used varies significantly from one discipline to
another; for instance, the terminology employed in psychology differs from that used
in brain physiology (Alvargonzalez 2011). Each discipline may address the same
subject matter but from distinct perspectives: For example, while legal studies often
focus on the relationships between legal texts, philosophy is concerned with the ethical
level even when both discuss the same topic (Lang et al 2017).

Thus, the comprehensive methodology rooted in the new ontological perspective
proposed by systems theory suggests that action is more fundamental than the agent,
highlighting a fundamental similarity among systems. However, implementing this
approach proves challenging due to the difficulties of transcending the unique
methodologies inherent to each discipline. The obstacles encountered stem from the
methodological nature of this perspective, which is grounded in interpretation and
shaped by the distinct interpretive frameworks of various fields. This underscores the
need for innovative methodologies that can bridge these interpretive divides. In this
light, systems design emerges as a promising avenue for realizing a genuinely
transdisciplinary methodology, capable of integrating diverse perspectives and
fostering trans disciplinarity.

Systems Design

The shift in methodology brought about by systems theory has transformed the
focus from merely studying systems and seeking their truths to designing artificial
systems. This transition involves transferring organizational structures from natural
systems to artificial systems. The act of designing is a form of inquiry that leads to
new understandings. (Schon 1983). This transition involves transferring organizational
structures from natural systems to artificial systems. The shift in methodology brought
about by systems theory has transformed the focus from merely studying systems and
seeking their truths to designing artificial systems. This transition involves transferring
organizational structures from natural systems to artificial systems. This transition is
exemplified by the emergence of cyberetics, where thinkers like Norbert Wiener
emphasized feedback loops and communication within complex systems (Wiener
1961). Additionally, complexity science, explored by philosophers such as Ilya
Prigogine, highlights how order emerges in dynamic systems, moving away from static
interpretations (Prigogine Stengers 1984). Moreover, technology ethics emphasizes
the practical implications of design over abstract theories (Verbeek 2011), There for
designers must consider the ethical implications of their work, recognizing their role in
shaping society. (Friedman et al. 2006) while ecological design reflects a commitment
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to sustainability by recognizing the interconnectedness of all life (Capra 1996). Systems
philosophy advocates for understanding the interrelatedness of different domains
(Laszlo 2003), further highlighting the importance of these shifts in perspective.

Design thinking has further contributed to this shift by prioritizing user-centered
solutions and practical problem-solving (Buchanan 1992). emphasizes that "design is a
way of thinking that transcends the traditional boundaries of disciplines". This
perspective highlights how design thinking integrates diverse fields to address complex
challenges. Consequently, systems theory is closely linked to applied sciences in its
perception of reality and understanding of truth, rather than being confined solely to a
theoretical framework. 'Systems Engineering, i.e., scientific planning, design, evaluation,
and construction of man-machine systems; Operations research, i.e., scientific control of
existing systems of men, machines, materials, money, etc.;' (Bertalanffy 1969). Thus,
systems theory transcends the ongoing debate between explanation and understanding
by attempting application; it does not limit itself to description, comprehension, or
interpretation but also strives for the design of systems.

This change in perspective is logical and has been necessitated by technological
and informational acceleration. As machines have evolved and gradually taken over
roles traditionally held by humans, our understanding of truth has also changed.
Baudrillard articulated this notion, stating: 'Our systems of signs are no longer
anchored in the real world; they float on our screens and multiply in our computers
and databases. There is no longer a ‘real’ and an ‘imaginary’ (the interpreted meaning
of the real); everything has collapsed into the level of signs and their interactions'
(Cilliers 1998). This has led to the emergence of information as a fundamental
component of systems, making it more crucial than the physical equipment itself.

Designing systems enables us to comprehend complex real-world situations and
provides an effective foundation for problem-solving. 'Better models can give
scientists a much firmer grasp on the complexities encountered in economics, biology,
medicine, psychology, sociology, law and politics, to name but a few.' (Cilliers 1998).
Through modeling phenomena and simulating them via computers, 'actual laboratory
experiment can be replaced by computer simulation, the model so developed then to
be checked by experimental data.' (Bertalanffy 1969). This allows us to select optimal
solutions instead of conducting numerous costly and time-consuming experiments.
We can tailor designed systems to maximize benefits; "Products and services can be
developed efficiently and effectively, solving human societal problems.

The design process involves employs a collaborative methodology that integrates
specialists from the humanities with their counterparts in the natural sciences. This
approach facilitates addressing the increasing complexity imposed by technological
advancements and allows us to make timely decisions (Laszlo 2009). For example,
when dealing with designs for rockets, airplanes, and new building materials, we need
collective effort to combine many different aspects of knowledge; these aspects
intertwine to form a giant and complex system consisting of people, machines, and
many other components (Lin 2002). This aims to reconcile machine design with
human needs (Laszlo 2009), allowing for the modeling of human and social realities
through natural sciences. Therefore, Ontology can be set aside, allowing for the
pursuit of models applicable to any system, irrespective of its ontological components,
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based on the premise that organizational behavior is consistent and that action is more
fundamental than components.

On the other hand, design models often serve as simplifications that risk
overlooking critical variables and interactions, which can lead to misleading
conclusions. As McNamara (2002) notes, “Models are inherently simplifications of
reality, and their utility is contingent upon the accuracy of their assumptions”. This
reliance on models can create a “false sense of certainty” in decision-making processes,
particularly in fields where human behavior is unpredictable. According to Taleb (2007),
“The problem with models is that they are often based on historical data and fail to
account for unforeseen events”. In social sciences, this can be particularly problematic,
as “human behavior is complex and often defies quantification” (Giddens 1991).
Consequently, decision-makers may find themselves relying on flawed models that do
not adequately capture the intricacies of real-world scenarios.

In light of these connections, the design of systems emerges as a manifestation of
the transdisciplinary approach. This perspective allows for a unified design framework
that can be applied across diverse systems, emphasizing a transcendent interpretation
of both design and organizational mechanisms. By moving beyond a narrow focus on
individual components, this approach advocates for a more holistic understanding of
complex interactions. Consequently, this research may pave the way for the
development of universally applicable designs that transcend disciplinary boundaries
and enhance our comprehension of various systems on a global scale. But on the other
hand, it risks oversimplification and neglecting details.

Results

This ontological shift in understanding existence, as articulated through the
relationship between systems theory and action ontology, encompasses several
significant philosophical implications:

1. A New Vision of Reality: This perspective offers an innovative understanding
of reality grounded in organizational structure. It moves beyond the traditional
notion of essence, emphasizing the actions performed by agents, their
functions, and the relationships among them.

2. Action Over Agent: The concept of action takes precedence over that of
essence, highlighting the role of the agent who acts, selects from available
options, and considers the choices of other agents. In this framework, any agent
can replicate the actions of a previous agent, positioning the agent within a
secondary role in the system while elevating action to primary importance.

3. Shifting Philosophical Focus: This theory redirects philosophical inquiry from
the dialectic of understanding and interpretation to a new focus on system
design, simulation of real-world systems, and the construction of novel
systems. This shift resonates with contemporary technological advancements.

4. Changing Perspectives on Systems: There has been a transformation in our
understanding of systems, moving from a traditional view—where external
structures and laws govern organization—to a concept of self-organization
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that recognizes systems as emerging from within, organizing themselves in a
decentralized manner

5. Consciousness, Teleology, and Intentionality: The theory prompts exploration
of consciousness, teleology, and intentionality, suggesting that components
may exhibit a form of "awareness" regarding the overarching goals of the
system. This awareness can lead to conflict or cooperation among agents.

6. Evolving Epistemological Approaches: Our approaches to knowledge have
evolved; understanding is no longer the primary guide for human thought but
rather application. This shift acknowledges the complexity of systems and our
challenges in isolating or defining their boundaries. Consequently, we move
away from epistemological debates concerning the primacy of subject versus
object or the relativism versus absolutism of truth, toward a new dimension
focused on system design and the application of organizational structures
across diverse systems.

7. "Design" serves as a synoptic interdisciplinary methodology applicable to all
systems, transcending their ontological components. It emphasizes the
primacy of action and interaction in shaping outcomes across diverse contexts.

Discussion

The applicability of the methodology provided by systems theory prompts critical
inquiries regarding its significance in advancing human thought. Is it a genuine
progression aimed at fostering organization, or does it merely represent another
attempt to impose structure upon complexity? Does systems theory offer a pragmatic
vision that seeks to transcend metaphysical dilemmas while simultaneously providing
comprehensive explanations of existence? If so, can we reconcile this with the
possibility that it reflects a reductive perspective, despite its claims of holism?

The actions of agents striving for self-organization may indeed suggest novel
metaphysical interpretations. What mechanisms enable these agents to remain
conscious of their own goals, the purposes of others, and the overarching objectives of
the system? Are there underlying laws that govern this organization—laws that may
not necessarily signify self-organization but could instead indicate an imposed order
dictated by yet undiscovered principles or perhaps a novel form of regulation?

Moreover, is there potential for applying the same organizational structure across
diverse fields, such as the humanities and natural sciences? Can we transcend the
fragmentation of disciplines by establishing connections through a transdisciplinary
methodology?

This inquiry evokes the relentless pursuit within science for a singular theory that
explains everything. Does this methodology represent yet another manifestation of the
drive toward a singular explanation, reflecting a cognitive bias towards simplification?
Or does it embody a new approach that aligns with contemporary perspectives on
organized complexity, seeking to observe and analyze complexity from multiple
angles and perspectives?

Can design be understood as a legitimate methodology for navigating complexity,
or is it merely an ad hoc response lacking a formal legal framework? What
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implications does this distinction hold for our understanding of design's role in various
disciplines?

We must consider whether this theory presents philosophy with a new role that
transcends its traditional functions of understanding and interpretation. Traditionally,
philosophy has focused on conceptual analysis, but the emergence of systems-oriented
methodology may prompt a shift toward more active engagement in system design.
This new role involves philosophical inquiry into the principles and values that
underpin system designs.

Philosophers could play a crucial part in shaping methodologies, addressing
ethical considerations, and exploring the implications of system interactions. This
engagement bridges the gap between theoretical understanding and practical
application, fostering a dialogue that enriches both philosophy and science.

Ultimately, this approach does not render philosophy irrelevant; rather, it invites
philosophers to actively participate in scientific practices. The interplay between
philosophy and science in system design can lead to a deeper understanding of
complexity, ensuring that philosophical insights inform scientific endeavors while
allowing philosophical thought to evolve through practical engagement with real-
world complexities. This nuanced exploration of their interrelationship underscores
the importance of continued discourse on their respective contributions to our
understanding of complex phenomena.

Conclusion

The contemporary viewpoint provided by systems theory introduces an innovative
understanding of existence, emphasizing the notion of action. This perspective
advocates for a novel methodological approach that theorists strive to adopt, despite the
inherent challenges associated with a transdisciplinary framework applicable to diverse
system types. However, these challenges can be addressed by progressing towards the
design of systems that are universally applicable across various domains.

The epistemological implications arising from the ontological framework
provided by systems theory extend beyond merely describing the world or seeking to
understand and explain it. Instead, these efforts encompass the creation of new worlds
and the reengineering of existing systems. The objective is to accurately represent
reality and develop innovative systems that address the growing needs of humanity, as
well as the profound complexities and challenges we face. This endeavor reflects the
spirit of our age, characterized by technological advancement and the information
revolution, amid our struggle with the unknown.

Rather than simplifying systems, we embrace their complexity, allowing us to
model them and entrust our machines with the task of navigating these intricacies.
This shift may grant philosophy a new role that transcends its traditional functions of
understanding and explanation, enabling us to usher in the age of artificial intelligence.

167



Vol. 5, No. 2 Sifo: Systems Theory Towards a New Interpretive Paradigm...
References

Adams MK (2012) Systems theory: A formal construct for understanding systems, January,
International Journal of System, 3(3/4):209 - 224, DOI:10.1504/1JSSE.2012.052684

Alvargonzalez D (2011) Multidisciplinarity, Interdisciplinarity, Transdisciplinarity, and the
Sciences. International Studies in the Philosophy of Science. Vol. 25. No. 4. pp. 387—403.
London: British. Routledge.

Anscombe GEM (2000) "Intention". Harvard University Press.

Bateson G (1972) Steps to an ecology of mind. University of Chicago Press.

Bertalanffy L von (1950) An outline of general system theory. British Journal for the
Philosophy of Science, 1(2), 134-165.

Bertalanffy L von (1972) The history and status of general systems theory. Academy of
Management Journal, 15(4), 407-426.

Bertalanffy L von (1969) General system theory: Foundations, development, applications.
New York: George Braziller.

Brown T (2009) Change by Design: How Design Thinking Creates New Alternatives for
Business and Society. New York: HarperBusiness.

Chen J (1993) Conceptual systems: A new approach for understanding complex systems.
Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 10(5), 449-458.

Cilliers P (1998) Complexity and postmodernism Understanding Complex Systems. New York:
USA. Routledge.

Capra F (1996) The web of life: A new synthesis of mind and matter. Anchor Books.

Cross N (2006) Designerly Ways of Knowing. London: Springer.

Drack M, Apfalter W (2007). Is Paul Weiss' and Ludwig von Bertalanffy's System Thinking
still valid today? Systems Research Behavioral Science. Vol. 24. Issue. 5. pp: 537-546.
New York City: USA. Wiley Publisher.

Friedman B, Kahn PH, Boming A (2006) Value Sensitive Design and Information Systems.
Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe.

Hare RM (1981) Moral Thinking. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Heylighen F, Cilliers P, Gershenson C (2006 )Complexity and Philosophy, Chapter 8,
ResearchGate.

Heylighen F (2006) The Science of Self-Organization and Adaptivity. In The Encyclopedia of
Life Support Systems.

Heylighen F (2011) Self-organization of complex, intelligent systems. an action ontology for
transdisciplinary integration. Center Leo Apostel. Belgium: Belgium. Vrije Universiteit
Brussel.

Heylighen F (2011) The Meaning of Action in Complex Systems. Complexity, 16 (1), 1-14.

Heylighen F (2008) Complexity and Self-organization. Center "Leo Apostel". pp1215-1224.
Brussels: Belgium. Free University of Brussels.

Heylighen F (2013) The science of self-organization and adaptation: Theory and applications.
In The Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems.

Giddens A (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age.
Stanford University Press.

Kaiser M, Kronfeldner M, Meunier R (2014) Interdisciplinarity in Philosophy of Science.
Journal for General Philosophy of Science. pp59-70. Springer Science.

Kuipers TAF (2007) The role of feedback in systems theory: An overview. Systems Research
and Behavioral Science, 24(4), 381-393.

Lang A, Biirger F, Hermle A (2017) Report of the International Interdisciplinary Forum.
Studienstiftung des deutschen Volkes e.V. Berlin: Germany.

Laszlo E (2003) The interconnected universe: Conceptual foundations of transdisciplinary
unified theory. World Scientific Publishing.

168



Athens Journal of Philosophy June 2026

Laszlo A, Laszlo E (2009) The Systems Sciences in Service of Humanity. Encyclopedia of Life
Support Systems (EOLSS). Vol. II. Paris: France.

Laszlo A, Krippner S (1998) Chapter 3. Systems Theories: Their Origins, Foundations, and
development, Advances in Psychology 126 DOI:10.1016/S0166-4115(98)80017-4

Lin Z (2002) General systems theory: A new perspective on systematic thinking. Systems
Research and Behavioral Science, 19(1), 1-3.

McNamara R (2002) The Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis. Longman.

Mele C, Pels J, Polese F (2010) A brief review of service science: The role of systems theory.
Service Science, 2(2), 126-135.

Morin E (1999) Seven Complex Lessons in Education for the Future. Paris: UNESCO Publishing,

Morin E (2005) On Complexity. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press.

O’Neill MC (2014) The Role of Transdisciplinary Approaches in Addressing Complex
Problems. Journal of Environmental Management, 145, 1-9.

Paine R (2015) The Role of Food Systems in Global Health. Global Health Action, 8(1),
27430.

Prigogine I, Stengers I (1984) Order out of chaos: Man's new dialogue with nature. Bantam
Books.

Schon DA (1983) The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. New York:
Basic Books.

Smith J (2020) The Nature of Action: An Ontological Perspective. New York: Academic Press.

Spirkin A (1983) The philosophy of science. Moscow: Progress Publishers.

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2020) Actions. Retrieved from https:/plato.stanford.
edu/entries/actions/

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2002) Events. Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.
edu/entries/events/

Stout K (2005) The causal theory of action. In Philosophical Perspectives.

Szostak R (2007) How and Why to Teach Interdisciplinary Research Practice. Journal of
Research Practice. Volume. 3. Issue. 2. Article. M17. Athabasca: Canada. Athabasca
University Press.

Taleb NN (2007) The Black Swan. The Impact of the Highly Improbable. Random House.

Turchin V (1993) The Cybernetic Ontology of Action. The City College, the City University of
New York. P: 256.

Turchin V (1977) The phenomenon of science: A cybernetic approach to human evolution.
New York: Columbia University Press.

Weckowicz T (2000) The cognitive science of human development. New York: Academic Press.

Weckowicz T (2000) Systems Theory: The Role of Complexity. Systems Research and
Behavioral Science, 17(1), 13-24.

Wiener N (1961) Cybernetics: Or control and communication in the animal and the machine
(2nd ed.). MIT Press.

Verbeek PP (2011) Designing technology in a cultural context. In J. A. McCarthy M. J.
O’Connor (Eds.), The philosophy of technology: The technological condition (pp. 53-68).
Wiley-Blackwell.

169






