
Magic or Magia? 

 

This paper contains a facsimile of a piece of text written in October 1994, while I was living and 

working in Oxford. It was written on a Macintosh, and the original file appears to have been lost. As 

a consequence, there are two or three minor typos in the text which I have been unable to correct, 

but these do not obscure the sense of the argument.  

It is in three parts: the first is a general discussion of the kind of arguments about the nature of 

reality which formed the core of argument on the subject in ancient Greece; the second part is an 

analysis of the structure of Plato’s dialogue The Sophist (Sophistes), where the various arguments 

appear, using the translation by Francis Cornford; the third part restates the structure, but adds 

some significant quotations from the text.  

The purpose of this paper is to elucidate how the Greeks argued about the nature of reality, and that 

there were four principal categories of argument. These arguments stand in relation to each other, 

and it is useful to explore their relationship with each other. Listing them a) to d), arguments a), c) 

and d) turn out to represent an inability to accept the necessity of b), or are contrary positions. 

Position a) is the extreme view of Parmenides that reality is one and one only, and that therefore all 

multiplicity, change and participation is impossible. Position b) suggests that both change and the 

participation of the Forms or Ideas in the world must be accepted, though we cannot easily explain 

this.  

Position b) is the only one which allows the participants in the discussion to accept both what they 

consider to be theoretically true (that reality itself is one and does not change), and aspects of 

experience (change and participation). This is to accept that the worlds of experience and of 

knowledge enshrine paradoxicality at the core. The other two provide modes of argument (by 

themselves) which offer less useful theoretical bases for insight into the nature of reality and the 

world.  

Given the nature of the way the dialogue is constructed and the way the arguments are laid out, it 

seems clear that Plato is making the case for position b). Plato’s philosophical outlook therefore is 

paradoxical in nature. This should not be a surprise, since he describes a transcendental reality 

standing behind appearance in the course of several of his dialogues. The paradoxicality of the 

nature of reality itself is the source of Plato’s transcendentalism.  

The paper begins, perhaps unexpectedly, with a discussion of J.G. Frazer’s view of ancient thought, 

and ancient understandings of magic.  Frazer’s position is essentially position d), meaning that he 

regarded physical reality as the only reality. Modern science is the only proper mode of knowledge, 

and any universality in the world is the universality of a public neutral reality, which obeys physical 

laws which we can observe in nature.  

Frazer was (as I’ve written elsewhere) a disciple of John Locke, who held that all thought was based 

on the ‘association of ideas’.  He was dismissive of the idea of Being altogether, as something about 

which nothing could be said, and therefore had no sense of, or notion of, a transcendental reality 

(he seems to have read most or all of the Platonic dialogues by the age of 24, without agreeing in 

any way with Plato on the question of a reality behind the world of appearance).  

So for Frazer, all ideas of a transcendental reality were simply false, which he explained (in 

connection with Plato in particular) was the consequence of turning an epistemology into an 

ontology. That was an error by Plato. Ideas of magic and magical practice were similarly based on a 



fundamental error, and such errors were explained in terms of the association of ideas (the 

confusion of similarity with identity, and former contact with current connection). In the Golden 

Bough he said quite explicitly that the ancient magician did not supplicate a higher power.  

Of course it is certainly the case that such erroneous ideas of what magic and magical practice 

entailed in the past were widespread, and were likely to be nearly universal outside priestly 

establishments and the royal courts. But that is no way for a scholar to frame a study of human 

thought in antiquity, or in later times. What stratification of phenomena there is in his work is based 

on the difference between thought and practice founded on error (ideas of Being, of sympathy and 

contagion), and modern knowledge based on scientific investigation and the experimental method.  

Plato himself identified the distinction between ideas of magic and sorcery as error in his Laws, and 

contrasts this with prophecy and divining, which, is according to knowledge. The entire basis of the 

idea of the ascent via the Forms to the Good in Plato is that the Good is the place where all 

knowledge can be had, and is defined as such. The philosopher may then descend again by the 

Forms, returning with ‘beneficial knowledge’. He says explicitly that the magician or sorcerer does 

not know what he is doing (i.e., what he is doing is ‘not according to knowledge’). ‘Unless of course 

he is a prophet or a diviner’. [Laws XI, 933.] 

That statement should give us pause. It is one of a number of statements throughout Plato’s work 

which make it clear that what he is discussing actually refers to the gods, and that he is talking about 

the proper theoretical context of religion and religious practice. That context is not about a set of 

beliefs, but rather about knowledge of what is divine (gained by the ascent from assumptions made 

as starting points, and which are reviewed on the return). And the divine is reality itself.  

Is Plato a priest? He often writes like one. The later philosophers who wrote on the basis of his work 

largely interpreted it in terms of a form of theology. Modern philosophers and classicists distinguish 

the work of Plato and the later Platonists on a number of grounds, the two most important of which 

is that there was a large period of time after the physical destruction of the Academy in Athens 

before their writings started to appear; and the second is that, since they were writing about Plato’s 

work as theology, they were introducing ideas from other cultures around the Mediterranean and 

the near East into their discussions, and not really developing thought about Plato. Hence these later 

philosophers are classed as Neoplatonists rather than Platonists, despite the fact that they 

understood themselves to be Platonists. 

That is a discussion for another time. The modern classifications of ‘Platonist’ and ‘Neoplatonist’ 

serve the useful function of allowing modern philosophers to discuss a construction of Plato’s life 

and work which isn’t about theology at all. This is a construction which arose around the time of the 

European Enlightenment, and not before. I think that is unwise to divide the history of philosophy in 

this way, since it discourages the modern academic philosopher from asking certain questions about 

Plato’s intentions, some of which otherwise can be answered by close attention to his text, and to 

the texts of the Neoplatonists.   

If Plato is writing from a priestly perspective (and I think that he is), then he is exposing an 

alternative and philosophical basis for religious thought. A basis which is rooted in a dialectical 

discussion of the nature of reality. If that is indeed the case, then philosophical thought, far from 

being a step forward from religious thought, represents the core of ancient religious speculation 

about the nature of the divine. Plato argued explicitly in both the Protagoras and the Philebus that 

the discipline was of immense age.  



If Plato embraced position b), which understands the nature of reality to be paradoxical, what does 

this mean? It means (apart from many other things) that there is a philosophical basis for the idea 

that the gods can exist on earth in the form of images which are not capable of movement. This is 

because motion and change are in a sense necessarily co-terminous with the changeless reality of 

the One. Meaning that life, change and thought in the physical world, simply represents the 

possibility which is contained in the unchanging One.  

 

Thomas Yaeger, May 31, 2019. 
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