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To Amara and Elena



Allegory is a manner of speech
denoting one thing by the letter of the words,
but another by their meaning.

Rhetorica ad Herennium
4.34.46
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Preface

Allegory says one thing, but means another. In philosophical discourse,
which attempts to achieve clarity and precision of both language and
thought, what purpose could such a technique possibly serve? We find
allegory in its complementary procedures of interpretation and
composition employed in almost every period in the history of philosophy.
It appears simultaneously with the birth of philosophy in ancient Greece
and remains dominant throughout most of classical antiquity. Toward the
end of this period, it is adopted by Christian, Jewish, and Islamic thinkers
and gradually becomes one of the most salient philosophical and literary
tools of Medieval thought. Allegory continues to flourish during the
Renaissance, in large part due to the classicist tendencies of the time, and
it persists well into the early modern era. Only in the Romantic movement
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries does allegory suffer a decline,
as it comes to be seen as inferior in both its form and content to the symbol.
Allegory has reemerged in contemporary thought in various literary
criticism movements, with the result that its role and significance in
philosophy has been not only reconceived but also revalued.

In this work, I consider the role that allegory plays in early Greek
thought, particularly in the transition from the mythic tradition of the
archaic poets to the philosophical traditions of the Presocratics and Plato.
My purpose is to explore how a mode of speech that “says one thing, but
means another” could be integral to philosophy, which otherwise seeks to
achieve clarity and precision in its discourse. Allegory, in both its
interpretative and compositional strains, allows philosophy to render myth
self-conscious, thereby fulfilling the speculative task of narrating the
whole of reality in a way that utilizes both reason and the imagination. In
providing the earliest Greek thinkers, the Presocratics, with a way of both
defending and appropriating the poetic wisdom of their predecessors,
allegory enables philosophy to locate and recover its own origins in the
mythic tradition.

Allegory allows philosophy simultaneously to move beyond muthos
and express the whole in terms of logos, a rational account in which reality
is represented in a more abstract and universal way than myth allows. With
regard to Plato, my account of allegory seeks to reconcile his critique,
formulated in the ancient quarrel between the poets and philosophers, with
his frequent use of “other speech” in the dialogues. This reconciliation is
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accomplished by consideration of the role that imagination plays in his
thought as well as the unique construction and function of his
“philosophical myth.”

This work is the result of many years of studying the history of
philosophy, first at Loyola Marymount University, then at Université
Paris-Sorbonne and later at Emory University, supported in some years by
Fulbright and Mellon fellowships. It grew out of a longtime interest in the
intersection of philosophy and poetry, and specifically in the poetic nature
of early Greek philosophy. Writing even a short book is a solitary journey,
but one made easier when surrounded by the support of family and friends.
In addition to such support, I especially thank the classicist R. Bracht
Branham and the philosopher Donald Phillip Verene for their advice on
this project over a long period of time. I very much thank Molly Black
Verene for her copyediting of the final version of the manuscript.

Without the encouragement of my parents, Christopher and Agnes
Lobo, and my sister, Gillian Lobo, this work would have not been possible.
I am ever grateful for the support of my husband, Anthony Meeks, who
has surpassed all expectations that one might hope for in a spouse. Finally,
I put forth this work to my two daughters, Amara and Elena, my
unknowing muses in all things—past, present, and future.





