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relatifs aux doctrines secrètes). Philos. Rev, U. S. A. (1953), 62, n° 1, 79-02, - Selon une 

tradition extrêmement répandue, Pythagore, Platon et Aristote auraient enselgné à leurs 

« élèves des doctrines « ésotériques » absentes de leurs publications écrites. Un examen attentif 

des textes invoqués en ce sens prouve qu’il n’en était rien : il existait, certes, dans la Grèce de 

l'époque classique, des cultes de mystères, des oracles, etc., mais cet « enseignement » ne 

jouait aucun rôle dans les systèmes des grands philosophes : il n’y a aucune raison de croire 

que Platon, Aristote ou même le légendaire Pythagore aient professé certaines théories 
x secrètes », qu'ils pensaient nécessaire de cacher au public. L'idée que la philosophie contient 

des « arcanes », qui ne peuvent être exprimés sous une forme rationnelle, n'apparaîtra, dans 

la pensée grecque, qu'avec les néo-pythagoriciens, les néoplatoniciers et les Pères de l'Eglise. 
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>, Boas om Ancient testimony to secret doctrines : PhR LXII 1953 79-82. | Les 
témoignages anciens ne permettent pas de dire qu’Aristote, Platon et les 
Pythagoriciens avaient une doctrine secréte. 
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DISCUSSION 

ANCIENT TESTIMONY TO 

SECRET DOCTRINES 

I N VIEW of an apparently increasing interest and belief in the legend 
that the ancient philosophers had secret doctrines which they did 

not publish, it seems appropriate to list and analyze exactly what the 
Ancients said concerning this matter. We shall confine ourselves to 
Aristotle, Plato, and the Pythagoreans, except where it may prove 
illuminating to discuss secret doctrines in others. We shall arrange 
our passages as far as possible in chronological order, in the hope 
that the historical development of the legend may emerge. Our first 
set of relevant passages is from the works of Aristotle himself.' 

I. In the Aristotelian corpus there are eight references to exoteric 
doctrines, or works, or discussions, or arguments (logoi). The word 
esoteric does not occur in Aristotle or anywhere else, according to the 
revised Liddell and Scott, until Galen. The Aristotelian passages 
run as follows. 
(a) Nichomachean Ethics, II 02 a, 26: 

"Some things are said [about the soul] adequately enough even 
EV rols 4wreptxols XO7OLs and we must use these; e.g., that one 
element in the soul is irrational and one has a rational principle" 
[Tr. Ross]. 

(b) Ibid., II4o a, i: 

"... making and acting are different. rLoTE UojIev be ?repi aThrTv 
xaL volS 4(nTEptxOis XyotLs." 

(c) Metaphysics, I076 a, 28: 

"After this we must separately consider the ideas themselves in a 
general way, and only so far as systematic treatment demands; 
for most of what we have to say has been repeatedly stated xal viro 
1Re'v EwTeptxLXv Xo'ywv" [Tr. Ross and Smith]. 

'For historians who believe that the ancients had secret doctrines, see F. 
Copleston, History of Philosophy, I, 130, 268. Even H. A. Wolfson, whose reputa- 
tion as a scholar is beyond reproach, says in his Philo, I, 25, "In general, it may 
be said that the practice of keeping certain doctrines secret was common among 
all schools of Greek philosophy." This is based upon a passage from Clement of 
Alexandria which will be discussed below. 
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(d) Physics, 2 I 7 b, 3 I: 

"The best plan will be to begin by working out the difficulties 
connected with [Time], making use of xai ta' rAc CTrEptxCov 
Xozycv" [Tr. Hardie and Gaye]. 

(e) Politics, I278 b, 3I: 

"There is no difficulty in distinguishing the various kinds of 
authority; they have been often defined already E' Tots E.(ATEptXOls 

Xo'yots" [Tr. Towett]. 
(f) Ibid., I323 a, 22: 

"Assuming that enough has been already said xac ... E' rois 

E(CJ)TEpLXOls X6'yoLs concerning the best life . . ." [Tr. Jowett]. 
(g) Eudemian Ethics, I 2I7 b, 20: 

"But if we speak briefly about [logical matters], we may say first 
that it is to speak abstractly and idly to assert that there is an idea 
whether of good or of anything whatsoever-this has been con- 
sidered both E' rois 4twTEptXOig XoyoLs and in our philosophic 
discussion" [Tr. Solomon]. 

(h) Ibid., I2i8 b, 32: 

"All goods are either outside or inside the soul . . .; this distinc- 
tion we make xal Es 'ros 4w&TEpLXOlS X6'yoLs" [Tr. idem].2 
It is obvious that none of these passages from Aristotle's own works 

tells us the meaning of the word which we transliterate esoteric. They 
give us no indication that the exoteric doctrines, or theories, or works, 
or discussions, were public as opposed to private, or that they were 
contrasted with something secret or enigmatic. 

II. We have two second-century works which quote a letter from 
Alexander the Great to Aristotle, of which one gives the philosopher's 
reply. One of these is Plutarch's life of Alexander, the other Aulus 
Gellius. 
(a) Plutarch, Vit. Alex., vii, 3: 

"Alexander appears not only to have studied the ethical and 
political doctrines [Xo6'y.v], but also the secret [awropp'rp-ov] and 
deeper [3a~vrE'pcov], which men call by the special terms of acro- 
amatic and epoptic and do not recount to many." 
Nothing is said here about the exoteric doctrines, and the dis- 

tinction which Plutarch seems to have in mind is that between what 
Aristotle called the practical and the theoretical sciences. But at the 
same time he indicates that the theoretical sciences were secret. 

2The same list of passages from the authentic works can also be found in Ross's 
commentary on the Metaphysics, II, 409. 
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The passage immediately precedes one in which Alexander's letter 
is quoted. The letter runs, 

"You have erred in publishing your akroatic doctrines. For how 
might I excell others, if all those things in which I was educated 
were to be made common? But I should prefer to gain distinction 
in my experience of the best rather than through power." 
Plutarch does not quote Aristotle's supposed reply to this note but 

gives it in paraphrase, adding that the treatise on physics has no 
utility for either teaching or learning the science, but was written 
rather as a model for those who had already been trained in it. Just 
what this means concretely is difficult to clarify. But certainly the 
secrecy of the physical-theoretical-sciences is not accentuated. 
It is rather their difficulty which seems to be the burden of the 
passage. The difficulty of interpretation is compounded by a variant 
reading introduced by Xylander, who reads metaphysics for physics. 
And since metaphysics is usually thought of as deeper and possibly 
more secret than physics, Xylander may have been right in spite of 
the MSS.3 In any case it is Plutarch and not the author of the spurious 
letter who is responsible for the notion of secrecy.4 
(b) Aulus Gellius, Noct. Att., XX, v: 

Aulus Gellius, a younger contemporary of Plutarch, gives a much 
more extensive account of the matter. 

"Of the writings and theories [artium] which he handed down to 
his disciples, Aristotle the philosopher, teacher of King Alexander, 
is said to have had two sorts. Some were those which he called 
esoteric [Greek in text], the others were lectures [akroatic]. Those 
were called exoteric which developed rhetorical practice and skill 
and a knowledge of civil affairs. The akroatic were those in which a 
more abstract and subtle philosophy was discussed, pertaining to 
theories of nature and dialectical disputations. To this study, 
which, as I have said, was akroatic, he gave over his mornings in 
the Lyceum, nor did he allow anyone to participate in it who 
chose, but selected those whose ability, whose rudimentary 
knowledge, and whose zeal and industry in learning he had first 
examined. But those exoteric lectures [auditiones] and practice in 
speaking he carried on in the same place in the afternoon, and 
these he gave freely to the young without selection, and he spoke 
of it as his evening walk [8eLXtvdJv 7repl7rarov, Greek in text], but 
the other as his morning [Ecaw7v-'v], for in both cases he spoke 
3I am relying on Ziegler's critical apparatus for this information. 
4Cf. the spurious letter introducing the Rhet. ad Alex., 142i a, 26. 
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while walking. His books too, commentaries on all these things, he 
divided into two parts, so that some are said to be exoteric and 
some akroatic. 

"When King Alexander knew that the books of the akroatic 
sort had been openly published, in spite of the fact that at that 
time he was holding nearly all of Asia by force of arms and was 
driving even King Darius back in victorious battles, yet in the 
midst of such great affairs he sent letters to Aristotle saying that 
he had done wrong to publish those books which were the akroatic 
studies, in which he himself had been educated. 'For how other- 
wise,' he said, 'could we surpass others, if these things which we 
have received from you should become public property? For I prefer 
to excel in learning rather than in goods and money.' 

"Aristotle wrote back this sentence, 'The akroatic books, whose 
publication you deplore and which are thus no longer hidden as 
secrets [arcana], you should know are neither published nor un- 
published, since they will be intelligible [cognobiles] only to those 
who have heard us.' " 
There follows in Greek the text of both letters. Alexander's reads 

precisely as it does in Plutarch. Aristotle's reply runs as follows. 

"You have written me about the akroatic doctrines, thinking 
that I ought to keep them secret. Know that they are both pub- 
lished and unpublished. For they are intelligible [vvePro[] only 
to those who have heard us." 

It is worth pointing out that Aulus Gellius adds himself a word on 
his translation of (VPETOl. Hoc ego verbum: (VPETOrl yap ElIve quaerens 
uno itidem verbo dicere, aliud non repperi, quam quod est scriptum a M. 
Catone in sexta origine: Itaque ego, inquit, cognobiliorem cognitionem 
esse arbitror. It would therefore appear that the author of the letter 
thought that Aristotle's text was sufficiently difficult to require oral 
exegesis. 

Certain comments should now be made on this classical testimony 
to Aristotle's secret doctrines. 

i. The distinction between the two sorts of subject matter cor- 
responds to the writings in the Corpus which we actually have, not 
to a body of secret or unpublished documents and a body of pub- 
lished documents. 

2. In spite of the apparent distinction between written and un- 
written books, both types of subject matter are reported as given in 
the form of oral discussions, one in the morning and one in the after- 
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noon. Here too there is no ground for believing that the lectures were 
secret and the written books public. 

3. The only distinction between the auditors as first stated is 
that between those who have already had the prerequisites for study- 
ing physics and dialectics and those who had not. The difference is 
thus not that between secret and nonsecret but that between ad- 
vanced and elementary, difficult and easy. 

4. Even in the spurious letter from Alexander, nothing is said of 
the secrecy of the akroatic doctrines. Alexander simply wishes them 
kept unpublished so that he will know something which others do not 
know. 

5. The following phrase in Aristotle's supposed reply looks as if it 
has been cribbed from the seventh Platonic letter [34i B]. 

Ps-Aristotle: t'off ov az'Trofss xac Ex8ebo/Elovs xac u Ex8E8650oAE- 
Po VS. 

Ps-Plato: Too6Z'E v yE /L cvrepl wravrcwv 'xw opcpa'tve rcvr vyeypacOo- 
TC&w xat ypa4to'Vrcv, xrX. 

III. The earliest reference to the distinction in non-Aristotelian 
writings which I have been able to discover, appears in Cicero. In the 
Definibus, V, iv, 9-I2, we find the following passage: 

"'9. One part [of the Peripatetic doctrines] deals with nature, 
another with discourse, a third with living. Nature is so investi- 
gated by them that no part of it, whether in heaven, on earth, or in 
the sea, if I may speak poetically, is skipped over. In fact, when 
they spoke of the beginning of things, and of the world as a whole, 
in order to draw conclusions not merely by probable arguments 
but also necessary conclusions from mathematical reasoning, they 
brought forth a very great sum of evidence from the things in- 
vestigated by them for the knowledge of the hidden [rerum oc- 
cultarum] ... 

"I2. Since there are two sorts of books about the highest good, 
one written in popular style, which they used to call esoteric 
[Greek in text], the other more polished [or "accurate"-limatius] 
which they left in the form of commentaries, they do not always 
seem to be saying the same thing. Yet on the whole there is no 
diversity among those whom I have named nor dissension among 
them." 
Here again there is no evidence of secrecy of doctrine, though there 

is evidence that the subject matter of physics and metaphysics was 
considered hidden, which may, and no doubt does, mean no more 
than what we mean when we speak of passing from the known to the 

83 



THE PHILOSOPHICAL REVIEW 

unknown. As for the exoteric writings, they are distinguished simply 
by their style, some being simpler than others. But the more difficult 
writings are not said to be secret, and in fact Cicero appears to believe 
that there is no discrepancy in doctrine between the easier and the 
more difficult fields. It should furthermore not be overlooked that 
Cicero here makes the distinction between the exoteric and the non- 
exoteric within the field of ethics, that is, de summo bono. He does not 
say that the nonexoteric writings dealt with the arcana of meta- 
physics, were enigmatic, mysterious, or anything of the sort.5 

IV. An examination of the Aristotelian commentators gives 
equally negative results. 
(a) Themistius, on Physics, 2I7 b, 3 I: 

Here the discussion concerns time, and all that Themistius notes 
is that "it would be well first to raise questions about [Aristotle's] 
own doctrines and TcoP EQco~E X6o-yco, first if [time] exists, then 
what it is, in order." 
This would seem to indicate that in Themistius' opinion the 

exoterica, if they are to be identified with the Ewcoz X6o7yot, are 
other people's views in contrast with Aristotle's. This would amount 
to nothing more than saying that he is to take up the problem of 
time both in Aristotle and in other people. There is no hint of secrecy 
or nonsecrecy.6 
(b) Simplicius, on the same: 

Simplicius first points out that we must examine the nature of 
time both in Aristotle's works and in the exoteric doctrines. He 
then continues, "The exoteric are the common and generally 
admitted opinions, neither apodeictic nor acroamatic. And after 
such an examination [Aristotle] says we ought to next examine 
what the nature of time is." This clearly follows Aristotle's famous 
practice of citing his predecessors in the opening chapters of his 
works. 

(c) Philoponus, on the same: 
"[Aristotle] uses the term esoteric doctrines to distinguish be- 

tween acroamatic and apodeictic consequences of his opinions and 
those arising from probability. And it is said in the Categories7 that 
5Grote in his Aristotle, p. 64, refers also to the Letter to Atticus, IV, 6, where 

the exoteric writings are those which have proems or introductory prefaces. 
'But see Themistius' Oration, XXVI (3I9 D), which appears to contradict this. 
7This is not in our editions of the Categories. There is a somewhat related 

phrase in the Posterior Analytics, 76 b, 23 ff. Ov yap wrp6s rov E'wo Xo'yov a&r6- 
6eltls, &XXA wrpo's rv i Sr-- 7vx , kre' obi o-vXXoylog6s. 'Aed 'yp "o-Lv bvrvao 

'r v eto Xo'yov, AXXA wrpos rov E'o Xo6yoV OVK aet. The reference, however, 
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the exoteric doctrines are those which are not apodeictic nor ad- 
dressed to the genuine [students] of the akroatic doctrines, but 
arise from probability and are addressed to the many." 
Philoponus here distinguishes, as do his predecessors, between the 

results of logical deduction and those of experience, between the 
certain and the merely probable, between what one knows from 
what Aristotle would call the order of Nature and what one knows 
from the world of chance or observation. It may be well to point 
out that this fits in with what Aristotle says about the degree of 
certainty of the practical and theoretical sciences, the former being 
only probable, the latter capable of being certain. If what I say has 
any importance, then it will be observed that the comments of Aulus 
Gellius quoted above have some pertinence, for he too identifies the 
exoteric doctrines with those about practical matters, the others 
with those about physical and metaphysical. 
(d) Eustratius, on Eth. Nich., II02 a, 26: 

Eustratius here distinguishes between general lectures and 
answers to special questions. The akroatic were the lectures, heard 
by all, the other discourses were called exoteric because they were 
composed for special needs, t6o-t rovTWrP enac-ror Tpos TtWa 

Nr7Tr?7oapTa yEypa7r'at ec) T7rls xotLPs a apOcOs.8 

It will be observed that in the four commentators cited here, with 
the possible exception of Themistius in his oration, there is not a hint 
of secrecy of any doctrines whatsoever. And yet they cover in time 
some seven centuries, during which Aristotelian scholarship could 
easily have been contaminated with vulgar errors and supersti- 
tions.9 The question now arises of whence this interpretation of Aris- 
totle came. 

The second supposed author of secret doctrines is Plato, second 
not to be sure in chronological order, but in importance in the 
development of the legend. For if there are eight authentic passages 
in Aristotle which might indicate that he had two sorts of doctrine, 
there are none in Plato. 

In Aristotle's Physics, 209 b, I5, occurs a passage which is the 
locus classicus of the legend that Plato too had secret doctrines. 

is probably to the commentary of Philoponus on the Categories (ed. Busse), 
pp. 4, IO ff. 

8Ed. Heylbut, p. III, line 27. Cf. what he says on II39 b, 35. 
9See even the Schol. in Luciani Vit. Auct., 26, where the esoteric doctrines are 

simply the dialectic, the esoteric the rhetorical. The scholia to Lucian are prob- 
ably not earlier than the seventh century. 
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There Aristotle says, "This is why Plato in the Timaeus says that 
matter and space are the same; for the 'participant' and space are 
identical. It is true, indeed, that the account he gives there of the 
'participant' is different from what he says in his so-called 'unwritten 
teaching' " [Tr. Hardie and Gaye]. The so-called unwritten teaching 
[av rots Xeyo/E'vots a&ypa6fots 86-y/aotv] has been interpreted both as 
lectures, in the plural, as distinguished from the dialogues, and also 
as secret doctrines. That Plato gave lectures has been pretty well 
disposed of by Cherniss in his Riddle of the Middle Academy, but 
the legend is hard to kill. The supposed evidence that he also had 
secret doctrines follows. 

(a) Theaetetus, I52 C: 

Here Socrates and Theaetetus are discussing a certain belief of 
Protagoras, interpreted by Socrates to mean that appearance and 
sensation are identical and that the latter is episteme. Socrates 
then asks, "By the Graces, was this Protagoras then all-wise and 
did he say this to us as a riddle for the mob, but to the learned did 
he tell the truth in secret ?" 
This is merely a criticism of Protagoras and not an avowal on 

Plato's part that he himself had secret doctrines nor even that he 
believed Protagoras to have had secret doctrines nor that philoso- 
phers in general had secret doctrines. 

(b) Ibid., '55 E: 
Here Socrates says to the young philosopher, "Would you not be 

grateful to me if I were to examine thoroughly with you the hidden 
truth of the thoughts of a man, or rather of famous men?" Natu- 
rally Theaetetus would be delighted, and Socrates begins to launch 
himself upon a solemn invitation to learning. He is discussing the 
hidden truth of Protagoras, which he, of course, drags out of 
hiding, and it turns out to be the doctrine that all is motion. But 
the doctrine of universal motion is the major theme of Protagorean- 
ism, hidden only as a concealed premise is hidden, not secret or 
occult. And even if it were, it is surely not evidence that Plato had 
secret doctrines. 

(c) Republic, 378 A: 
Here Plato says that if it is necessary to speak of certain shame- 

ful myths, such as the story of Kronos, it should be done in private 
and not before the young. 
But this is obviously simply the belief that the young should not 

listen to obscene stories. 
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(d) Phaedo. 62 B: 
Socrates and Cebes are talking. The former says, "There is now 

something said in the a'roppirots about this, to the effect that we 
men are in a sort of prison and that we ought not to free ourselves 
from it nor to escape by stealth. And this seems to me a great 
matter and not easy to understand."''0 
Whether Plato is referring to the Eleusinian mysteries or to certain 

Orphic rites and dogmas, he is certainly not having Socrates quote 
his most famous pupil's secret doctrines. In fact, Socrates is pictured 
as not thinking too highly of the doctrine in question.1' And it might 
be suggested that if it were really a secret of the mysteries, Plato 
would hardly have been likely to mention it in one of his dialogues 
which everyone admits was published. 

(e) Epistle VII, 34I C-E: 
Ast in his Platots Lebet ussd Schriftet (p. 52I) indicates that 

there is a possible intimation of secrecy in the distinction between 
the Many and the Few in the seventh letter. The author, having 
maintained that he himself never has preached anything con- 
cerning "these things" and that he never will, goes on to point 
out the impossibility of reducing them to words. If it were possible, 
however, to expound them either in writing or in speech, he him- 
self would be the best person to do so. He would have been only 
too happy to expound them, had it been possible, for the benefit 
of the Many, but only the Few would have understood what he was 
driving at. He then proceeds to state that some day he plans to 
expound the very things which he has just said were incompre- 
hensible in discursive speech. Nor does he wait long for the day to 
arrive, for the famous "philosophical digression" begins im- 
mediately. 
Even supposing that Plato was the author of this curious bit of 

paradox, it is obvious that he says that he has never expounded the 
doctrines under discussion in any manner-either spoken or written. 
Hence on this basis one should conclude that the "unwritten doc- 
trines" were not even delivered as lectures. And if they are what is 
contained in the philosophical digression, then they are not secret. 
Thus not even the seventh letter, if it is Plato's, gives us any reason 

10The &7r6pp-qra apparently were a matter of interest to the later Platonists, 
for Eusebius, Praep. evang., XIII, 4, cites a book of Numenius, Hep' rcoV -apA 

rIX -rTWVOs Awopp'Trwv. Unhappily the fragment throws no light on our problem. 
See F. Thedinga, De Numenio Philosopho Platonico (Bonn [i8751), frag. 41, p. 66. 

"See Stallbaum's notes on this passage in his edition of the Phaedo. 

87 



THE PHILOSOPHICAL REVIEW 

to believe that Plato had any secret doctrines, and we are no better 
off than we were in the case of Aristotle.12 

Pythagoras is, of course, the most celebrated author of secret 
doctrines, but since we have no works of his whatsoever, we cannot 
cite texts supposedly from his hands which might be used as evi- 
dence one way or the other. The most famous reference to his sup- 
posed secret methods of instruction occurs in Cicero's De natura 
deorum, I, 5, IO, where his disciples are said to refer to him as an 
unquestioned authority on metaphysical matters. This passage 
appears to be the oldest source of the celebrated Ipse dixit. But the 
fact that the Pythagoreans utilized the principle of authority as 
justification of their doctrines does not in itself prove that the doc- 
trines were secret; on the contrary, Cicero seems to say that they had 
certain well-known doctrines which they justified in this way. So 
Catholics are not believing in secret doctrines if they use as their 
authority the words of the Pope speaking ex cathedra on matters of 
faith and morals. Moreover, in Aristotle, who speaks of Pythagorean 
doctrines frequently, there is no hint that besides the theories which 
he is discussing there exist others of which he knows little or nothing. 
The Ipse dixit, however, has a great history. It began, in surviving 
letters, with Cicero, went into Quintilian, Diogenes Laertius, ap- 
peared again in Clement of Alexandria, and from then on passed 
into the realm of the great commonplaces of historical legend.'3 

Diogenes Laertius, however, was the really great purveyor of the 
legend of secret doctrines. "Plato," he says (III, 63), "has employed 
a variety of terms in order to make his system less intelligible to the 
ignorant" [Tr. Hicks]. Epicurus (X, 5) "extolled Idomeneus, Hero- 
dotus, and Timocrates, who had published his esoteric [xpuota] 
doctrines and flattered them for that very reason" [Tr. idem]. Why 
anyone should take pleasure in the publication of his secrets is un- 
explained, as is the paradox of the secrets' being published. As for 
Pythagoras, "Down to the time of Philolaus it was not possible to 
acquire knowledge of any Pythagorean doctrine, and Philolaus alone 
brought out three celebrated books, which Plato sent ioo minas to 

120ddly enough Proclus in Tim. 23 C (see HI. Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 
I, 46, 27) maintains that the tradition of Plato is not so enigmatic as that of 
Pherekydes. And Proclus does not shun enigmas and allegories. 

"3For references to the texts, see A. Delatte, La vie de Pythagore, p. 142, n. 9 
and p. 252, where Delatte seems to maintain that the Ipse dixit was le precepte 
du secret philosophique. I fail to see that it means anything of the sort as quoted 
by Cicero, but Diogenes Laertius, whom Delatte is studying, does use it in that 
way. For further and very illuminating comments on the development of this 
legend, see E. Frank, Plato und die sogenannten Pythagoreer, p. 72. Cf. T. Heath, 
History of Greek Mathematics, p. i6o. 
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purchase.... And the rest of the Pythagoreans used to say that not 
all his doctrines were for all men to hear" (VIII, I5, tr. idem).14 With 
such a passion for a belief in secret doctrines, it is at least a grave 
question whether the witness is unprejudiced. 

Along with Diogenes Laertius must be placed Clement of Alex- 
andria. In the Stromata (V, ix, 58 ff.), after several chapters on 
allegory and symbolism, required by the allegorical method of 
interpreting Scripture as developed from Philo, Clement says, "It 
was not only the Pythagoreans and Plato, then, who concealed 
many things; but the Epicureans too say that they have things that 
may not be uttered, and do not allow all to peruse those writings.'5 
The Stoics also say that by the first Zeno things were written which 
they do not readily allow disciples to read, without first giving proof 
whether or not they are genuine philosophers. And the disciples of 
Aristotle say that some of their treatises are esoteric, and others are 
common and exoteric. Further, those who instituted the mysteries, 
being philosophers, buried their doctrines in myths, so as not to be 
obvious to all" [Tr. Roberts and Donaldson]. This, he maintains, 
is the reason for the myths of Plato. The Pythagoreans, he continues, 
had two sorts of pupils, the "hearers" (a'KOv aVlTt KoL) and the disciples 
(/uat7ruarLKot), by which they signified that "something was spoken 
to the multitude and something concealed from them. " In this way he 
justifies the Christian use of allegory and mystery, a use which was 
necessitated not only by the need for a rational interpretation of 
many of the stories in the two Testaments but also by the doctrine 
that the New Testament was prefigured in the Old. - 

It is interesting to observe that the distinction between the various 
orders of pupils is found also in Aulus Gellius (I, ix) with additional 
classes. Discussing the pedagogic methods of Pythagoras, he says, 
At first he gave a physiognomonic examination to the youths who came to him to 
study, a word which means to inquire into the conduct and nature of men by 
deducing them from the character of their countenances and expression, as well 
as from the quality and appearance of their whole body. Then he who had been 
examined by him and found suitable was ordered to be received into the school at 
once and to keep silent for a certain time, not all for the same amount of time but 

14Cf. D. L., VIII, 42, where the daughter of Pythagoras refused to sell her 
father's writings, for he had "solemnly charged her never to give them to anyone 
outside of his house" [Tr. idem]. 

"5It seems strange to us who know Epicurus largely through Lucretius and 
the account given of his doctrines in Diogenes Laertius to find him also an author 
of arcana. But Dr. Edelstein has called my attention to a comment by A. J. 
Festugidre in his Epicure et ses dieux, p. 57, n. 1, which points out the mystical 
language to be found in some of the Epicurean fragments. It may well be that 
such passages were known to Clement and that they suggested the inclusion of 
Epicurus in his list. 
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some for one period, others for another, according to the estimated ability of 
their aptitude. He, however, who kept silent heard what was said by others, nor 
did he have the right to ask questions if he did not understand, nor to comment 
on what he had heard. But no one kept silent less than two years. These were 
called during the period of silence and listening akoustikoi. Then when they had 
learned the most difficult of all things, to keep silent and listen, and had begun 
to be skilled in silence, the Greek for which is echemuthia, then they were given 
the power to speak and to ask and to write what they had heard and to express 
what they themselves thought. At that time they were said to be mathematikoi, 
from those arts which now they had begun to learn and study, since geometry, 
gnomonics, music, and likewise other deeper studies were called mathemata by 
the ancient Greeks. The people, however, call mathematicians those whom they 
ought to call by the national name, Chaldeans. From then on, adorned with those 
scientific studies, they proceeded to the investigations of cosmic events and the 
principles of nature and were finally called physikoi. 

This passage shows that the pupils of the Pythagoreans in the opinion 
of Aulus Gellius were divided into orders or grades according to 
their proficiency, but does not show that there was anything mysteri- 
ous or secret about what they learned. So most colleges in the United 
States speak of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors, without 
implying that sophomores are wise fools in some occult sense, that 
juniors are especially young or seniors especially old, or that the 
juniors are less initiated into the arcana of scholarship than their 
elders. Degrees of proficiency have habitually been given names, and 
even if Aulus Gellius is right, his testimony is not to degrees of secrecy 
but to degrees of difficulty. 

We have now reached the third century of our own era and by 
this time the distinction between esoteric and exoteric doctrines was 
widely held. This is the period when not only the Platonic myths, 
but also the popular myths, were interpreted allegorically in the 
Philonic manner. It was not long before Porphyry was to interpret 
the wanderings of Odysseus as the symbol of a philosophic theory 
and when the later Neo-Platonists were to go even further along the 
path of fancy. This is the period of Neo-Pythagoreanism at its wildest, 
when the Christian Fathers were to make a more or less viable mix- 
ture of Biblical and philosophic doctrine in which mysticism, logic, 
number theory, Platonism, music, were all jumbled together to form 
in the fifth century the beginnings of a new metaphysics. As the 
Fathers sought, following Philo, a rational interpretation of the Bible, 
so the pagans sought, or seem now to have been seeking, a religious 
interpretation of the sciences. Hence allegory veiling mysteries be- 
came accepted as the standard mode of discourse. To read this 
procedure back into the minds of Plato and Aristotle is quite un- 
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warranted. The method was needed by the Christians and by the 
Neo-Platonists. But it was not needed by the Ancients themselves. 

Typical of the sort of thing of which we are speaking are Galen, 
maintaining that Aristotle or Theophrastus wrote some things for 
the Many and others for their "companions;"'6 Hermias saying that 
"Pythagoras and the proud and silent men united with him, uttered 
other doctrines, in my mind mysterious, and this great and secret 
saying, the Ipse dixit" ;17 Julian the Apostate referring to the Pytha- 
gorean secrecy and saying that not everything ought to be told and 
that "of those things which it is lawful to tell," one ought to refrain 
from revealing them to the Many ;18 Eunapius writing that "some 
philosophers hide their esoteric teachings in obscurity, as poets 
conceal theirs in myths" ;19 Sallustius, the Neo-Platonist, pointing out 
that fables are used in theological matters so that the ignorant may 
not be induced into contempt for things divine and the wise may be 
stimulated into inquiry.20 So Suidas refers to Epimenides as one 
"who wrote many things in the epic manner and in prose mysteries 
of a sort and a purification and other enigmatic things."'2 Simplicius, 
commenting on the Physics, says in regard to Parmenides and Xenoph- 
anes that they are in contrast with the Ancients who "were 
accustomed to set forth their thoughts enigmatically."22 And Diogenes 
Laertius (IX, 6) quotes Timon as saying, "Among these sprang up a 
screamer, reviling the mob, Heraclitus, who spoke in riddles." And 
since Heraclitus became a proverbial symbol of the obscure philoso- 
pher, one of whose works spoke of the Pythian oracle as neither 
speaking nor keeping silent, but giving signs (frag. 74), it is quite 
possible that he, even more than the others cited, was the source of 
the legend in question. The sharp distinction between the populace 
and the learned, the Many and the Few, is not novel by any means, 
but that does not mean that philosophers had secret doctrines. In 
Plato, for instance, one finds allegorical interpretations of Homer 
and mention of the inner meaning of various popular myths. But the 
point is that he gives the interpretation openly and does not merely 
hint that there is one. The idea that philosophy contains arcana 
which cannot be expressed in rational discourse is more characteris- 
tic of Neo-Pythagoreans, Neo-Platonists, and the Christian Fathers, 
to all of whom mysteries and intellectual riddles were an integral 

'6De subst. fac. nat., IV, 758 K. Cf. Schol. in Phaedo, 6i E, citing Philolaos 
teaching "in enigmas as was the custom of these men" (Diels, Fragmente, I, 398, 
23). 

7Irrisio, in Diels, Doxographers, p. 655, 9. 
18Orations, VII, 239 A. 
19Lives, 456 (Boissonade), tr. W. C. Wright. 

20De diis, iii and iv. 
2'Diels, Fragmente, I, 29, 23. 
22 Ibid., I, 22 I, 5. 
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part of belief. In classical times there existed beyond doubt religious 
mysteries, mystery cults, oracles, and riddles, but they seem to have 
formed no part of serious philosophy, for not even the "philosophical 
digression" in the seventh Platonic letter is duplicated in any of the 
dialogues. And since we have no reason either to believe in the 
testimony of these later writers or to read their point of view back 
into the minds of the Ancients, we have no reason to believe that 
Plato and Aristotle, or even Pythagoras-if there was such a person- 
had any doctrines which were secret or which they felt it necessary 
to conceal from the public. We have seen, I hope, that not even the 
Peripatetic commentators attributed any secrecy to any of Aristotle's 
doctrines, and some of them were contemporary with the Neo- 
Platonists, the Neo-Pythagoreans, and the Christian Fathers. Con- 
sequently the whole idea had better be discarded as another legend 
dating from the time when superstition was taking the place of 
reason.23 

GEORGE BOAS 
The Johns Hopkins University 

23I have not attempted to trace the history of this idea into modem times. 
Readers interested might consult the classic study of J. Bernays, Die Dialoge des 
Aristoteles, especially pp. 34 ff. And for further information on the source of this 
legend see Frank, op cit., p. 72. 
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