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     	 Plato's Rhetoric of Indirection:Paradox as Site and Agency of Transformation
 
	 Jason Ingram
 

 
 
 
  Periodic review of Plato confirms his enduring generativity. His writings have sustained centuries of adaptation, criticism, investigation, and domestication. The historical Socrates speaks to us mainly through Plato, but the relationship between their ideas remains uncertain. The character Socrates uses sophisticated rhetorical techniques in his debunking of rhetoric, prompting critical reflection in those inclined to see irony. Instead of interrogating the possible gap between the views of character and author, readers may assume that Socrates is Plato's mouthpiece. Resisting that assumption leads to inquiring why Plato would use an unreliable narrator instead of saying what he means directly. This paper entertains the notion that Plato presented Socrates as a foil, making readers wrestle with the question of whether to agree. According to this view, Plato uses Socrates to make indirect arguments. Plato brings rhetoric into play to practice dialectic by pushing readers to work through the contingencies and mysteries of reading (rather than speaking with) characters expressing contentious viewpoints. We can gain insight into Plato's dialectics by examining his rhetoric of indirection as one means of provoking readers into interpretive activity purposively suited to finding our own truths.
 This paper examines rhetorical indirection as one mode of argumentation geared to cultivating a desirable ethos by considering the relationship between rhetoric and dialectic in the Phaedrus, assessing Plato's rhetorical indirection using the Gorgias and one of Plato's letters as points of comparison. Plato presents different views of rhetoric in different texts; he may deliberately use Socrates to obfuscate his own views. Particular arguments in the Phaedrus, such as Socrates' attack against writing and his devaluation of rhetoric, accentuate uncertainty by undercutting themselves.
 The form of Platonic Dialogs is crucial to their effect.1 Maurice Natanson distinguishes philosophy from rhetoric in part based upon the transparency of their means of persuasion: rhetoric is premised upon disguise, whereas "the philosopher fails if he knowingly or designedly conceals his techniques" [End Page 293] (1962, 25). Rhetoric engages in direct as well as indirect persuasion. While the condemnation implicit in discussions of rhetoric's secrecy might be disputed, this paper focuses upon the generative capacity of rhetorical indirection. Such examination treats persuasion "as dialectical transformation of the self through indirect argumentation" (27). Plato uses indirection as part of a strategy to provoke readers, to produce particular effects. Important performative aspects of Plato's teaching require a baffle. Plato's Phaedrus provides a significant enactment of indirection, as Socrates' attack against writing illustrates. The first part of this paper examines the complementary relation between rhetoric and dialectic, arguing that rhetorical indirection serves a valuable pedagogical function. The second section examines rhetorical indirection in more detail by considering its presence in the Phaedrus as figuration, play, paradox, and performative contradiction. The concluding section assesses implications for education and rhetorical study.
 Instead of arguing for any definitive interpretation of Plato or for any single "right" reading, this paper attempts to open alternate views on his texts. The maxims Socrates defends, such as the ideas that it is better to be treated unjustly than to treat others badly and that truth resides in a realm of ideal forms, require testing and confirmation by readers, not to mention adaptation and contextualization. Although Plato tends to write better arguments for Socrates than for those he argues against, at times his interlocutors make good points. At times Socrates seems to contradict earlier positions, so at a minimum, readers are required to engage in intense interpretive effort to puzzle out Plato's position. It is possible that Plato intended readers to agree with Socrates at the end of the day. However, this paper posits that examining Platonic Dialogs with an eye to rhetorical indirection augments the pedagogical form of those texts and opens new interpretations.
 Indirection taps into a different mode of interacting with texts, one with no fixed answer nor a clear set of propositions to be applied dogmatically. Challenging texts to determine whether or not we agree with them is an integral part of conventional interpretation. Plato provides a somewhat unconventional supplement, a rhetorical form purposively designed to bring readers to a particular...
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