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Yasuhira Kanayama, “What is it to be a written text? Plato’s criticism of writing in the
Phaedrus, and the invention of the alphabet”

(May 14)

In the Phaedrus 274Cff. Plato points out defects of written words, as follows. (1) Writing
makes people neglect the training of memory. (2) Written words give people only the
appearance of wisdom. (3) Written words give only one sign. (4) Written words go anywhere,
talking to whomever they meet. (5) Even when ill-treated, they cannot defend themselves.
He thus concludes that what is written should be treated as mere amusement. Although
these comments suggest that Plato’s evaluation of written texts is very low compared with
high evaluation of spoken speech, the fact that Plato, one of the most prolific writers in
ancient Greece, expresses this view in a written text makes us rather suspect that his written
statement to the effect that we should take written statement as mere amusement may be
a piece of mere amusement.

In attempting to understand Plato’s intention of criticizing written texts, it is important to
take into consideration the fact that when we remember something, we construct our own
memory, so as to make our experience both intelligible to us and consistent with existing
state of affairs surrounding us. This kind of mechanism must work generally in most non-
literate societies, where it is impossible to compare stored memory with the original
information, with the result that what is orally transmitted tends to be changed
unconsciously in the way that conforms to, and serves to maintain, the homeostasis of the
society. However, the situation was dramatically changed with the introduction of writing
system, which enabled the comparison among contents of memory and written documents.

(May 21)

Compared to other writing systems, such as pictographic system, logographic system, logo-
syllabic system, such syllabic systems as cuneiform, and consonantal alphabet systems, the
Greek alphabet, invented around 750 BCE, was special, in that it consisted of vowels and
consonants, and easy enough for ordinary citizens to learn. It enabled the public to engage in
such political activities as ostracism, promoting the development of democracy.

The alphabet made it easy to compare visibly in a single space between documents
transmitted from the distant past as well as from distant places, and this helped Greek
people to reflect on the truth of reports concerning the past and distant places, which led in
turn to the development of history and map making. In philosophy, the use of letters as
symbols representing numbers, geometrical points and figures, universal terms and physical
elements (actually the Greek word for element, stoicheion, originally meant ‘letter’) helped
the development of mathematics, logic and ontology.

Plato must have been aware both of this dramatic cultural development brought about by
the invention of the Greek alphabet and of the power of the letters. When we try to interpret



Plato’s criticism against writing, it is certainly necessary to take this revolutionary event into
consideration.

Shoichi Sato, “Textual and Ideological deconstruction of Feudalism”

(May 28)

1)” My concern of medieval history”, 2) “Middle Ages as historiographical concept”.In 1382,
Filippo Villani wrote down in one of his works a phrase “priscis mediis modernisque
temporibus”. Flavio Biondo filled up the substance of terminology of “Middle Ages”. He
defined “the Middle Ages” as chronological entity after the collapse of Western Roman
Empire in 476. Finally, it is Christoph Keller, a German philologist in the 17th century, whom
we could assign to the contributor for establishing the idea of “Middle Ages” as historical
term and its contents as well. For Keller, Middle Ages begin with the end of Western Roman
Empire and finishe at the arrival of Renaissance. 3) “Which type of society the historians saw
in the Middle Ages?” The 18th century opens the age of Enlightenment and a great number
of philosophers, social thinkers and economists made enormous effort to explain past
societies, in rational and systematic way. We can easily mention the name of Montesquieu,
Voltaire, Rousseau, Adam Smith, John Lock etc., a galaxy of famous actors in intellectual
history of modern Europe. At that moment, the notion of feudal society or feudalism was
about to crystallize in the thought-world of the intellectuals into one of the typologies of the
ancient society. 4) “Appearance of Karl Marx and his idea”. History of the propagation of
notion of Feudalism enters into the new phase with the appearance of Karl Marx on the scene
in the mid-19th century. For Marx, Feudalism corresponded a space of time of thousand
years, characterized by rather a type of economic and social organization (formation) than a
method of government, encompassing from the end of Roman Empire to “ Bourgeois
Revolutions” of the 16th -18th centuries. The feudal mode of economic and social formation,
as Marxist theorist qualifies, had to take over slave mode of social and economic formation
on the basis of which the ancient societies could maintain their overall system of
reproduction.

(June 11)

4) Heavy weight of Marxist theory of historical evolution, especially on academia in Japan, 5)
Feudal theories other than that of Karl Marx, 6) Idea of Feudalism as “Tyranny of construct”,
7) An attack frontal given by Susan Reynols, 8) Five important points, | would summarize
below Reynolds’ demonstration in five points: a) the relationship between the lord and vassal
as having been described by the lawyers of 16th century can not be traced back to the war-
band conglomerate in the early Middle Ages, b) there has never occurred a junction of the
vassalage and the beneficial system, the former remaining mainly means of political ordering,
the latter the donation with full and permanent property, c) So called “vassals” owed service,
not because they were vassals of a lord, but because they were subjects of a ruler, d)
Kingdoms were seen as communities and medieval values laid great stress on authority of
kings. Public sense was never lost in the thought-world of medieval men and women, €) In so
far as anything like feudo-vassalic institutions existed, they were the product not of weak
and unbureaucratic government, but of expert law that began to develop from about the
twelfth century. 9) Feudalism and seigniorial regime, 10) Weight of Statehood. Concluding



the lecture, | introduced and discussed on new and much stimulating book: Kathleen Davis’s,
“Periodization and Sovereignty. How Ideas of Feudalism & Secularization govern the Politics
of Time”. It demonstrates fairly convincingly that the periodization belongs to an instrument
rather for concealing the reality than explaining the facts.
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