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Preface

The essays collected in this volume are guided by four objectives. First, they are
devoted to topics in Platonic philosophy rather than to individual Platonic dialogues.
The assumption of this collection is that Plato is usefully approached by considering
how positions advocated in one dialogue compare and contrast with positions advoc-
ated in others. Each individual author has been free to approach this assumption as
he or she thinks is appropriate. Some have chosen to concentrate primarily on one
dialogue, noting in passing how the topic is treated in other dialogues (for example,
N. White), while other authors have chosen to focus their essay more broadly (for
example, McPherran). Nevertheless, a common assumption of all of the essays is that
it is appropriate, perhaps necessary, to ask whether Plato treats the relevant topic
consistently throughout his corpus. This has inevitably resulted in some repetition
and overlap from one essay to the next. The same Platonic text or doctrine sometimes
gets explored on behalf of different topics. Such repetition, however, should be
embraced as a reflection of the depth of individual Platonic texts and doctrines, and
so of the diverse ways of approaching them.

Second, this collection aims to represent a range of views on Plato’s philosophical
development. Given the topic-oriented (as opposed to dialogue-oriented) approach, the
debate about Plato’s philosophical development is especially salient. If Plato treats a
topic differently in one dialogue (or group of dialogues) than in another, it is natural to
wonder whether this difference is to be explained by a change in context, a change in
emphasis, or change in Plato’s position. If change in position appears to be the best
explanation, it then becomes natural to wonder which position Plato held first and
so to trace his philosophical development on that topic. Here we have become
embroiled in the ongoing debate between those scholars who see Plato’s dialogues as
reflecting his philosophical development and those who see them as displaying aspects,
nuances, and subtleties of a single unified philosophical position throughout. In the
essays that follow, some authors are committed to a fairly robust developmentalism
(for example, McPherran, Penner, and Ferejohn), while others appear to be committed
to a more moderate version (for example, Rowe), and still others appear to offer both
developmentalist and non-developmentalist interpretations (for example, Modrak), or
appear to allow a unitarian interpretation (for example, McCabe, Janaway, and Long).
When the authors refer to the three chronological groups into which Plato’s dialogues

xii



PREFACE

have often been thought to fall, they typically have in mind the following groupings —
early dialogues (Apology, Charmides, Crito, Euthydemus, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Hippias
Major, Hippias Minor, Ion, Laches, Lysis, Menexenus, Meno, Protagoras), middle dialogues
(Cratylus, Parmenides, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Republic, Symposium, Theaetetus), and late
dialogues (Critias, Laws, Philebus, Politicus, Sophist, Timaeus). But the collection as a
whole does not presuppose that the dialogues are correctly seen as having been
composed in this order, nor does it advocate either a developmentalist or unitarian
approach to Plato.

Third, the topics have been selected with an ear to philosophical, as opposed to
historical or philological significance. This distinction is of course vague and poten-
tially misleading, but the focus has been philosophy — not history or philology. Con-
sequently, I am sure the topics chosen reflect the biases of our time (and no doubt
my own biases). Such a reflection is, I suppose, inevitable. But such a reflection will
also, I hope, make the collection appealing to many individuals with current interests
in philosophy.

Fourth, the authors of these essays were asked to compose their essays in a way
accessible to the beginner or non-scholar and yet in a way that also advances the
scholarly discussion. There is always, I suppose, a tension between serious scholarship
and accessibility, but the authors are to be commended for their skill in navigating
these waters. Consequently, the essays should be of interest both to those students
approaching Plato for the first time and also to those students who have spent a good
portion of their adult lives delving his inner depths. To this end the authors have either
provided their own translations of key texts or have used the translations in Plato:
Complete Works, edited by J. M. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997) which have now
become the standard translations for scholars and non-scholars alike.

Finally, T would like to express my sincere appreciation to the fine scholars who
have contributed the essays that follow. I appreciate their patience for my sometimes
confusing instructions and frequent delays, their generosity for agreeing to contribute
to the collection and foregoing the temptation of numerous notes, their grace in re-
sponding to my often obtuse comments, and especially their philosophical and schol-
arly skill in composing the essays that follow. In a very literal sense, this collection is
theirs, not mine. I would especially like to thank Mary Louise Gill and M. M. McCabe
for encouraging me through moments of uncertainty, desperation, and exasperation.
Thanks also to Nick Bellorini, Jennifer Hunt, Gillian Kane, Kelvin Matthews, Mary
Dortch, and the staff at Blackwell for their support, advice, and patience. My students
Elliot Welch and Rusty Jones have also been invaluable contributors to this enterprise,
doing much of the heavy lifting and saving me from some serious blunders. Finally, T
cannot fail to thank Ann, Thomas, and Michael for helping me to remember where my
priorities lie.
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The Life of Plato of Athens
DEBRA NAILS

Plato died in the first year of the hundred and eighth Olympiad in the thirteenth year
of the reign of Philip of Macedon — 347 BcE by contemporary reckoning — and was
buried at the Academy.! So venerable and so widespread was the philosopher’s repu-
tation that mythologizing was inevitable and prolonged: Plato was sired by the god
Apollo and born to the virgin Perictione; he was born on the seventh of Thargelion,
Apollo’s birthday, and the bees of Mount Hymettus dripped honey into the mouth
of the newborn babe. Renaissance Platonists celebrated Plato’s birth on the seventh of
November, the same day his death was commemorated. Woodbridge’s 1929 The Son of
Apollo begins, “The demand of history that we be accurate contends with the demand
of admiration that we be just. Caught between the two, biographers of Plato have
written, not the life of a man, but tributes to a genius.” Genius he certainly was, but he
deserves better than a tribute and better than the standard vita cut to fit the pattern of
the Alexandrian librarian Apollodorus who divided ancient lives into four twenty-year
periods with an akmé at age 40.? By this scheme, Plato is duly born in 427, meets
Socrates at age 20 (when Socrates is 60), founds the Academy at 40, voyages to Sicily
at 60, and dies at the age of 80. Ample evidence belies the neat fit.

Plato of Collytus, son of Ariston — for that was his full legal name, under which he
had rights of Athenian citizenship and by which his name will have been recorded on
the Aegis tribal lists — was born in 424/3, the fourth child of Ariston of Collytus, son of
Aristocles, and Perictione, daughter of Glaucon; Ariston and Perictione had married
by 432. Leaving aside remote divine origins, both parents traced their ancestry to
Athenian archons of the seventh and sixth centuries and, in Perictione’s case, to kin-
ship with the sage legislator, Solon (Ti. 20E1). Ariston and his young family were
probably among the first colonists retaining Athenian citizenship on Aegina, when
Athens expelled the native Aeginetans in 431 (Thucydides 2.27). When Ariston died
around the time of Plato’s birth, Athenian law forbade the legal independence of women,
so Perictione was given in marriage to her mother’s brother, Pyrilampes, a widower
who had recently been wounded in the battle of Delium. Marriages between uncle and
niece, as between first cousins, were common and expedient in Athens, preserving
rather than dividing family estates. Plato’s stepfather, Pyrilampes, had been Pericles’
intimate friend (Plutarch, Per. 13.10) and many times ambassador to Persia (Chrm.
158A2-6); he brought to the marriage at least one son, Demos (Grg. 481D5, 513¢7),
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DEBRA NAILS

whose name means “people”: a tribute to the democracy under which Pyrilampes
flourished in public life. When Pyrilampes and Perictione had another son, they did the
more conventional thing, naming him Antiphon for his grandfather (Prm. 12681-9).
Thus Plato was reared in a household of at least six children, where he was number
five: a stepbrother, a sister, two brothers, and a half brother. Pyrilampes died by 413,
but Ariston’s eldest son, Adeimantus, was old enough by then, about 19, to become
his mother’s guardian (kurios).

Plato’s Youth in Athens

When Plato was a boy and old enough to be paying some attention to affairs of state
affecting his family, Athens was embroiled in the Peloponnesian War, causing and
enduring a horrifying sequence of disasters. In 416, when Plato was about 8 and the
Peace of Nicias signed between Athens and Sparta in 421 had unraveled completely,
Athens behaved with unprecedented cruelty toward Melos, using the might-makes-
right arguments to be echoed by Thrasymachus in Republic I (Thucydides 5.84-116).
The following year, as the city embarked on her catastrophic Sicilian campaign, an
oligarchic political club smashed the city’s herms one night, insulting the god of travel
and setting off a superstitious hysteria that led to the summary execution, imprison-
ment, or exile of citizens accused of sacrilege, including members of Plato’s family. One
of the fleet’s three commanders, the charismatic Alcibiades, was among the accused,
and a terrible consequence of Athens’ mass hysteria was Alcibiades’ abandonment of
the expedition and his betrayal of the city. With Athens’ utter defeat in Sicily in 413,
Sparta renewed the war. Plato would have been 12 when Athens lost her empire with
the revolt of the subject allies; 13 when the democracy fell briefly to the oligarchy of
the Four Hundred and when the army, still under the democrats, persuaded Alcibiades
to return and lead it again; 14 when democracy was restored; 15 when his older
brothers, Adeimantus and Glaucon, distinguished themselves at the battle of Megara
(R. 368A3).

Despite the war and unrest, Plato and his male siblings would have received a
formal education in gymnastics and music, but by “music” we are to understand
the domains of all the Muses: not only dance, lyric, epic, and instrumental music,
but reading, writing, arithmetic, geometry, history, astronomy, and more. A boy’s
informal induction into Athenian civic life was primarily the responsibility of the
older males of his family. As illustrated in Laches and Charmides, a young male was
socialized by his father, older brothers, or guardian, whom he accompanied about
the city — while women remained discreetly indoors. In the company of his brothers,
Plato was thus probably a young child when he became acquainted with Socrates.
Both Lysis, set in early spring, 409, when Plato would have been 15, and Euthydemus,
set a couple of years later, provide insight into Plato’s school-age years since the
young characters of those dialogues were Plato’s exact contemporaries in real life.
Lysis of Aexone, about whom we are lucky to have corroborating contemporaneous
evidence independent of Plato’s dialogues, probably remained an intimate of
Plato’s, since he is known to have lived to be a grandfather, at the very least 60
when he died.
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Set at the time Plato would himself have been considering his educational prospects,
Euthydemus illustrates the educational fashion of the day: the purported transfer of
excellence (arete, also translated “virtue”) from teacher to student. Higher education
in Athens in the late fifth century was dominated by sophists, foreign residents who
achieved fame and wealth by professing techniques of persuasion and exposition, plati-
tudes dressed up in high rhetorical style, the kind of skills that could help young men
to become excellent qua successful in public life by speaking effectively in the Athenian
Assembly (ekklésia) and courts of law. Even the more respectable of these — Gorgias
of Leontini and Protagoras of Abdera, who appear in dialogues named for them (cf.
Socrates’ impersonation of Protagoras in Theaetetus) — are represented as having done
a poor job of transferring whatever excellence they had, however, for their students
seem always to have trouble retaining and defending what their professors professed.
In Euthydemus, two sophists of questionable character claim to be able to make any
man good by calling him to philosophy and excellence (274p7-275A1), but their
display is little more than a hilarious use of fallacies to abuse their respondents. The
dialogue’s denouement (from 304B6) is a serious reminder that, at the time of Plato’s
coming of age, Athenians were increasingly suspicious of sophists, rhetoricians,
orators, and philosophers alike.

These were the closing years before Athens’ surrender to Sparta in 404, when the
Assembly was paying less and less attention to its written laws, and acting ever more
irrationally, emotionally, and in vengeance. An older Plato would distinguish the law-
ful from the lawless democracy (PIt. 302p1-303B5) with good reason. Traditions were
maintained, however, at the level of voting districts or demes, of which Athens had
139. Citizenship was passed strictly from father to son, so the sons of the deceased
Ariston, each in his eighteenth year, would have been presented to the citizens of
Collytus at dokimasia ceremonies, after which they would have been fully emancip-
ated. It was in the year after Plato’s dokimasia that Socrates attempted unsuccessfully
to prevent the Assembly from unconstitutionally trying and executing six generals,
including the son of Pericles and Aspasia, for failure to ensure the collection of casual-
ties after winning the naval battle of Arginusae in 406. In the two years following his
ceremony, Plato would have mustered with his fellow demesmen in the citizen militia,
although confined to service within the borders of Attica. Afterwards, when called up,
he would have served elsewhere. By both law and custom, greater maturity was re-
quired for participation in various other aspects of civic life. A citizen had to be 20 to
enter public life without making a laughing-stock of himself, and 30 before his name
was entered into the lotteries that determined the Athenian Council (boule), juries, and
archons, before he could be elected general, and before he was expected to marry.

As Plato came of age, he naturally imagined for himself a life in public affairs, as he
says in a letter written in 354/3 (VIL.32489). The letter’s authenticity was once much
discussed, but even its detractors concede that its author, if not Plato, was an intimate
of the philosopher with first-hand knowledge of the events reported. Many of its details
are augmented and corroborated by contemporaneous historians of Greece and of
Sicily, and its style — unlike other letters in the series — is that of Laws and Epinomis
(Ledger 1989: 148-51).? Plato’s extended family already included two men in Socrates’
orbit, characters of the dialogues Protagoras and Charmides, who featured promin-
ently in Athenian public life: Critias, Plato’s first cousin once removed (Perictione’s
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first cousin); and Critias” ward Charmides (Perictione’s younger brother). Both were
among fifty-one men for whom Plato had high hopes in 404 when, after the debacles
and excesses of the sometimes lawless democracy, the Spartan defeat of Athens led to
the election of the Thirty, charged with framing a post-democratic constitution that
would return the city to the governing principles of the patrios politeia, the Athenian
ancestral constitution. Critias was a leader of the Thirty, and Charmides was one
of the Piraeus Ten municipal managers; the Eleven municipal managers of urban
Athens completed the total of fifty-one. Although Plato was invited right away to join
the administration, he was still young, he says (VI.324p4), and delayed, attending
closely, and hoping to witness Athens’ return to justice under the new leadership.

The Thirty disappointed him grievously, however, by attempting to implicate Socra-
tes in their seizure of the democratic general Leon of Salamis for summary execution.
Plato says of their oligarchy that it made the rule of the previous democracy appear a
golden age by comparison (VII.324p6—-325A5). According to Xenophon of Erchia, the
constitutional framing was continually delayed (HG 2.3.11); and Isocrates of Erchia
describes the Thirty as having quickly abused and exceeded their authority, summar-
ily executing 1,500 citizens and driving some 5,000 more to the Piraeus during nine
months in power (Areopagiticus 67). But the democrats in exile were able to regroup in
Phyle whence, in 403, they re-entered the Piraeus and met the forces of the Thirty in
the battle of Munychia, where both Critias and Charmides were killed. After months of
further upheaval, the democracy was restored. Despite an amnesty negotiated with
Spartan arbitration in 403-2 to reduce instances of revenge in the immediate after-
math of the civil war, the turmoil simmered. A provision of the reconciliation agree-
ment was that all remaining oligarchic sympathizers would be allowed their own
government in Eleusis, which they had earlier secured for themselves by putting to
death the population on charges of supporting democracy (Xenophon, HG 2.4.8-10;
Diodorus Siculus 14.32.5). The agreement was short-lived: as soon as the Spartans
were distracted by a war with Elis, the oligarchs began hiring mercenaries; Athens
retaliated by annexing Eleusis and killing all the remaining oligarchic sympathizers in
the early spring of 401.

As in other revolutions spun out of control, the general level of disorder had made
acts of retribution easier to perpetrate, violence easier to inflict without punishment.
Yet the returned democrats, in Plato’s account, showed seemly restraint during that
period of revolutions (VII.325B1-5). Indeed, if the dialogues with dramatic dates from
402 to 399 (especially Meno, Theaetetus, Euthyphro, Crito, and Phaedo) can be counted
as sources for the kinds of conversations Plato, in his early twenties, experienced in the
company of Socrates, then at least some things about Athenian life were back to nor-
mal. That may be why Plato describes it as “by chance” (VII.325B5-6) that Anytus
and Lycon, whose friend Leon Socrates had earlier refused to hand over to the Thirty,
managed successfully to prosecute Socrates for impiety and to succeed in their pro-
posed penalty of death. For Plato, this devastating event, together with his surmise
that Athenian order was deteriorating into chaos, put an end to the desire to become
politically active that had been rekindled briefly in him with the restoration of the
democracy (VII.325A7-81). Although continuing to contemplate how he might yet be
able to effect an improvement of the laws and public life generally, at length he real-
ized that every existing state suffered both bad governance and almost incurable laws

4



THE LIFE OF PLATO OF ATHENS

and was forced in his mid-twenties to admit that without “right philosophy,” one
would be unable

to determine what justice is in the polis or in the individual. The evils suffered by human-
ity will not cease until either the right and true philosophers rule in the polis or the rulers
in the poleis, by some divine turn of fate, become truly philosophical. (VII.326A5-84;
cf. R. V.473c11-£2)

Then, or soon after, Plato determined to make his contribution to public life as an
educator. He was, in that role, to supplant the itinerant sophists and rhetoricians who
had for so long been at the forefront of Athenian higher education.

Plato’s First Visit to Sicily and the Founding of the Academy

After Socrates’ execution, Plato remained in Athens for perhaps three years. During
this time he associated with the Heraclitean Cratylus and with Hermogenes, bastard
half-brother of the well-known Callias of Alopece, who had spent a fortune on sophists
(see Cra., Prt., and Ap.). Then, from age 28 in 396, Plato resided for a while in Megara,
half a day’s walk from Athens, with Euclides and other Socratics in the pursuit of
mathematics and philosophy (Hermodorus, quoted in Diogenes Laertius 3.6.2-6).
Dubious hints of other travels appear only in late sources.

Turning 30 in 394, Plato would have been expected to set himself up as a house-
holder and, although there is no hint that he did, to marry (despite Laws IV.721A-E
and VI.772p). He was never among Athens’ wealthiest citizens, but the agricultural
income from his properties outside the city walls seems to have been adequate for his
personal needs and for such familial obligations as dowries and funerals. Funding for
operations of the Academy, still in the future, was probably supplemented by endow-
ments; that Academic finances were distinct from Plato’s personal accounts is witnessed
by the absence of any mention of the Academy in Plato’s will. Plato owned property in
the deme of Iphistiadae, about 10 kilometers north-northeast of the ancient city wall,
and 2 kilometers from the banks of the Cephisus river, a property he probably inherited
(his will mentions no sum paid for it). The land can be precisely located because Plato
describes it as bounded on the south by the temple of Heracles, a boundary stone for
which was found in 1926. Plato was eventually to purchase another plot, in the deme
of Eresidae, from an otherwise unknown Callimachus, a named executor in Plato’s
will; its location was roughly 3 kilometers north of the city wall, on the eastern bank of
the Cephisus river. Plato’s nephew, Eurymedon, another executor, owned the adjacent
properties to the north and east. Although Plato’s deme was Collytus, within the city
walls, there were three brothers to divide Ariston’s estate, and the laws of succession
worked to preserve properties intact. Normally, the absence of a will required an initial
apportionment of the assets of the estate (land under cultivation, structures, herds,
precious metals, cash etc.) into equal portions; when these were agreed to be equal,
the brothers might draw lots or choose their inheritance (MacDowell 1978: 93).

At about the same time that he was establishing himself, Plato and the mathemat-
icians Theaetetus of Sunium, then 19, and dead five years later; Archytas of Tarentum,
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a Pythagorean, musical theorist, and enlightened political leader, who would remain
close to Plato throughout his life; Leodamas of Thasos, and perhaps Neoclides (Proclus,
quoted in Euclid, Elements 66.16) began congregating northwest of urban Athens in
the grove of the hero Hecademus, between the rivers Cephisus and Eridanus, to pursue
their studies. Speusippus of Myrrhinus, son of Plato’s sister Potone, joined the group in
about 390. The number of names of mathematicians that survives from a list origin-
ally compiled by Eudemus late in the fourth century BcE is a strong indication that
the group of fellow students grew steadily in the early years. It is not until Eudoxus of
Cnidos arrives in the mid-380s that Eudemus recognizes a formal Academy. The grove
that would later become the Academy, however, had a gymnasium and commodious
open spaces frequented by young intellectuals — not schoolrooms or lecture halls.

Plato had earned a reputation abroad by about 385, when he was invited to the
court of the Sicilian tyrant, Dionysius I, who regularly asked notable Athenians to be
his guests in the fortified royal compound on Ortygia, the peninsula jutting out into
the harbor of Syracuse. This is a compelling indication that, apart from his math-
ematical and philosophical studies, Plato had begun writing dialogues that were cop-
ied and distributed. There is substantial evidence that a proto-Republic, comprising
most of Books II-V of our current text of Republic, was published before 391 when
Aristophanes’ bawdy Ecclesiazusae parodied its central elements (Thesleff 1982: 102—
10). Apology, an early draft of Gorgias, and what is now Republic I were likely also
among the dialogues that were published in this early group. From time to time, both
Phaedrus and Lysis have been thought to count there as well — especially in traditions
outside Anglo-American analytic philosophy since the 1950s. There is abundant
evidence of revision in several of the dialogues, an insuperable obstacle to definitive
computer analysis of Plato’s style, and thus to certainty about the order in which
the dialogues were written, except for the very last ones (Ledger 1989: 148-51).
Nevertheless, the impression of three major periods of productivity, edges blurred,
persists in most interpretive traditions (Nails 1995: 97-114).

Plato says he was nearly 40 when he voyaged to Italy, where he probably visited
Archytas in Tarentum, and to Sicily, where he was the guest of Dionysius I, tyrant of
Syracuse. The journey was memorable despite Plato’s disgust at both the tyranny and
the decadent sensuality he encountered. He had no truck with the tyrant (strikingly
like the tyrant in Republic IX), but met Dion, the tyrant’s young brother-in-law. Here
was an admirable if rather straight-laced youth of 20, quick to learn whatever Plato
thought could help him achieve “freedom under the best laws” for the people of Sicily
(VII.324B1-2). Their friendship — renewed by Dion’s visits to Greece — was to last
thirty years (VII.324A5-7). Late sources (Diodorus Siculus, Plutarch, Diogenes Laertius)
offer varying details about the end of Plato’s first trip to Sicily, though they agree that
Plato’s frank speaking so angered the tyrant that he was shipped off and sold into
slavery. When he was purchased and set free by Anniceris of Cyrene, in Diogenes’
account, Plato’s friends tried to return the money, but Anniceris refused it and pur-
chased for Plato a garden in Hecademus’ grove.

The Academy, an Athenian center for advanced study including men and women
from throughout the Greek-speaking world, the dialogues that were its textbooks, and
the philosophical methods illustrated in them, are Plato’s brilliant legacy. Founded
after Plato’s return from Sicily in 383, and with unbroken succession until about
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79 BCE, the Academy is sometimes said to be the progenitor of the modern university,
though Isocrates had established a permanent school for rhetoric in Athens in 390.
The Academy’s curriculum, grounded in mathematics and the pursuit of scientific
knowledge — rather than its packaging — made it the first of its kind. Yet what can
“founding” mean? Presumably, the Academy would publicize its readiness to welcome
students, though no fees were charged. Members who had studied together for some
years were perhaps ready now to share what they had learned, and to apply their
knowledge in new areas. The Academy continued to attract sons of political leaders
who were more interested in ruling than in the mathematics that was its prerequisite,
but the beginnings are murky and it is difficult not to impose current categories (teacher,
student) anachronistically — as in other centuries “master” and “disciple” were imposed.
In any case, Plato appears to have spent the period from 383 to 366 in relative quiet,
studying, discussing, writing, and contributing generally to Academic education. It is
to this period that Plato’s greatest productivity of dialogues is attributed; and it was
during this time that the Academy’s members and activities began to be spoofed on
the Athenian comic stage. One might note the arrival in 367 of Aristotle of Stagira,
the fragments of whose dialogues suggest that it was typical of academicians to write
in that genre.

Plato’s Sicilian Expeditions for Dion and Philosophy

In Letter VII, Plato minutely details his subsequent trips to Sicily. The brief summary
below may be of interest if one keeps in mind the image of the philosopher of Theaetetus,
an object of derision for being so perfectly inept at practical matters (172¢3—-177c2);
Plato shows himself an innocent abroad, outmaneuvered at every turn, utterly incom-
petent to help his friend, much less to make the ruler a philosopher.

Plato was not eager to return when summoned back to Syracuse by Dionysius II in
366. The old Dionysius had died in 367, soon after hearing that his play, The Ransom
of Hector, had won first prize at the Lenaean festival in Athens. Despite his reputation
for learning and culture, he had not looked after the education of his son and heir. As
a child, Dionysius II had been mostly kept out of sight, occupied with making wooden
toys, but when he was called before his father, he was strip-searched for hidden weap-
ons, like anyone granted an audience by the tyrant. An adult of about 30 by the time
he summoned Plato, the younger Dionysius had married his paternal half-sister,
Sophrosyne, with whom he had a son, and had recently been made an honorary
Athenian citizen. Dion, meanwhile, had married his niece, Arete, daughter of the old
tyrant, and had a son of 7, so Dion was brother-in-law and sometime adviser to the
new tyrant.

Dion, at whose behest the summons had been issued, had difficulty overcoming
Plato’s reluctance to sail to Syracuse. He urged Plato on several grounds, including
the young tyrant’s passion for philosophy and for education generally. If Plato remem-
bered the adolescent Dionysius from his first visit, he does not mention it, saying only
that the passions of the young are apt to change radically. Dion persisted, exhorting
Plato to help him influence Dionysius II, arguing inter alia that the death of the old
tyrant might be that “divine turn of fate” required for the people’s happiness in
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freedom under good laws to be realized at last; that there were already a few others in
Syracuse who had come to the right views; that his young nephews likewise needed
training in philosophy; and that the new tyrant might be led by Dion with Plato’s help,
as Dion had been led by Plato, to true philosophy, thereby effecting reforms and putting
an end to the evils long suffered by the people. Besides, Dion added, if Plato did not
come, worse men were waiting to undertake the young tyrant’s education. Trusting
more in Dion’s steadfast character and intentions than in any hopes for success with
Dionysius, fearing for Dion’s safety, feeling a debt to his former host outweighing his
present responsibilities at the Academy, a double reason finally proved decisive: it
would be shameful in Plato’s own eyes and a betrayal of philosophy if he proved after
all to be a man of words who cowered at deeds. Plato finally embarked, in the first
sailing season of 366, on a second trip to Sicily.

Factions in the royal court were suspicious of Dion and Plato from the start, assum-
ing that Plato’s secret aim was to put Sicily, then at war with Carthage, under Dion’s
rule. To check the philosopher’s influence, they arranged for the savvy Philistus, an
historian banished by the old tyrant, to be recalled from exile. After a few months in
which both Plato and Dion attempted ceaselessly to make the life of moderation and
wisdom attractive to Dionysius, whom they found not without ability (VII.338p7),
Philistus gave evidence to Dionysius that Dion had been covertly negotiating peace
with Carthage. Dion was summarily deported to Italy, dispossessed of his wife, son,
and part of his property. Dion’s friends feared retaliation, but the tyrant — mindful of
both his reputation abroad and the need to placate Dion’s supporters — made a show of
begging Plato to stay while insuring against his escape by moving him into the fortress
(VII.329p1-330A2). Plato persisted in the educational plan and even established ties
between Dionysius and Archytas and other Tarentines. But Dionysius, attached to
Plato, remained jealous of Plato’s high regard for Dion. He desperately wanted Plato’s
praise, but not to work toward the wisdom that was the only way to earn it. Plato took
every opportunity to persuade Dionysius to allow him to return to Athens, resulting
finally in an agreement: Plato promised that, if Dionysius would recall both Dion and
himself after securing peace with Carthage, both would come. On that basis, Plato
took leave in an outwardly amicable way, and Dionysius removed restrictions on Dion’s
receipt of estate-income.

Dion had meanwhile traveled to Athens, where he had purchased an estate; the city
remained his base and allowed study at the Academy and friendship with Speusippus.
But he traveled widely in Greece, to a warm welcome in Corinth, and in Sparta, where
he was given honorary citizenship. When Dionysius summoned Plato — but not Dion —
in 361, and Dion implored him to go, having heard that Dionysius had developed a
wondrous passion for philosophy (VII.338B6-7), Plato refused, angering both by plead-
ing his advanced age. Rumors from Sicily were that Archytas, a number of friends of
Dion, and many others had engaged Dionysius in philosophical discussions. When a
second summons then arrived, Plato recognized in it the tyrant’s jealous ambition
(philotimos) not to have his ignorance of philosophy brought to light; and again Plato
refused to return to Sicily. A third summons arrived, this one carried by a number of
Plato’s Sicilian acquaintances, including Archytas’ associate, Archedemus, the Sicilian
Dionysius believed Plato regarded most highly. Not only had they arrived by trireme
to ease Plato’s journey, Dionysius had written a long letter, saying that Dion’s affairs,
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if Plato came, would be settled as Plato desired, but that, if he did not, Plato would not
like the outcome for Dion’s property or person. Meanwhile, Plato’s Athenian connec-
tions were urging him strenuously to go at once; and letters were arriving from Italy
and Sicily, making fresh arguments — Archytas reporting that important matters of
state between Tarentum and Syracuse depended on Plato’s return. As before, Plato’s
decision was that it would be a betrayal of Dion and his Tarentine hosts not to make
the effort; as for the betrayal of philosophy, this time Plato reasoned (blindfolded, he
would later say, VII.340A2) that perhaps Dionysius, having now discoursed with so
many men on philosophical subjects, and come under their influence, may in fact
have embraced the best life. At least Plato should find out the truth.

It was clear after their first conversation that Dionysius had no interest in discussing
philosophy; indeed, the tyrant announced that he already knew what was important.
Moreover, he canceled the payment of revenue from Dion’s estates, whereupon Plato
announced in anger that he was returning to Athens, meaning to board just any boat
at harbor. Dionysius, his reputation in mind, entreated Plato to stay and, seeing that
he could not persuade the angry philosopher, offered to arrange Plato’s passage him-
self. But the next day he enraged Plato further by promising that, if Plato stayed through
the winter, Dion would receive excellent terms, which he detailed, in the spring. Plato,
without faith in these promises, considered various scenarios overnight and realized
he had already been checkmated. He agreed to stay, with one stipulation, that Dion be
informed of the terms so his agreement could be sought. Not only was the stipulation
not honored, neither did the terms stay fixed: as soon as the harbor was closed and
Plato could no longer escape the island, Dionysius sold off Dion'’s estates.

A crucial event involving Dion’s friend Heraclides, leader of the Syracusan demo-
cratic faction, however, changed everything. A debacle over mercenary pay was blamed
on Heraclides, who fled for his life and joined Dion. An inscription of the sanctuary of
Asclepius at Epidaurus honors them together (Inscriptiones Graecae IV* 95.39—-40).
Dionysius meanwhile promised another of the democratic leaders special terms for
Heraclides, if he would return to face charges, and Plato happened to be on hand to
swear his oath as witness to the tyrant’s promise. When, the next day, the tyrant
seemed already to be breaking his word, Plato duly invoked the promise he had wit-
nessed, which the tyrant duly denied, stinging Plato yet again. Taking Plato’s action
as a choice of Dion over himself, Dionysius moved Plato out of the fortress into the
house of Archedemus, in the area of the city housing the tyrant’s mercenaries.

If Plato had been a virtual prisoner before, now he was in danger: Athenian rowers
among the mercenaries told him some of their number were plotting to kill him, so he
began desperately sending letters for help. Through the intercession of Archytas, a
Tarentine ship was sent to the rescue. But Plato did not return to Athens. He disem-
barked at Olympia and caught up with Dion at the games, delivering the news of the
tyrant’s further intransigence: in effect, the news that Plato had failed to accomplish
anything worthwhile for Dion or for philosophy in seven years of Sicilian misadven-
ture (VIL.350p4-5). Dion’s first reaction was to call for vengeance; and he wanted
Plato’s friends, family, and the old philosopher himself to join him. Plato refused on
several grounds and offered instead his assistance in the event that Dion and Dionysius
should ever desire friendship and to do one another good. That was never to be,
although Dion’s later actions show that his desire for revenge had been extinguished
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before the liberation of Syracuse, a mission he pursued “preferring to suffer what is
unholy rather than to cause it” (VII.351c6-7).

Plato kept himself informed of his friend’s efforts and continued to offer advice dur-
ing the three years required to garner the necessary financial backing and to hire
mercenaries covertly before Dion could finally set sail in 357, making a gift of his
estate in Athens to Speusippus. Members of the Academy appear to have had high
hopes for a philosopher-ruler: Plato had described them as “pushing” him into the
third trip (VII.339p8-£1), and at least one member, Timonides of Leucas, went along
to record Dion’s operations for Speusippus and history. Heraclides remained behind
to bring additional troops and triremes. Because Dion’s contingent, including thirty
Sicilian exiles, arrived while Dionysius’ army was out of the city, Dion entered unop-
posed and was hailed as the liberator of the Sicilian Greeks. He was elected general-in-
chief and enjoyed the support of all Syracuse — except the tyrant’s fortress on Ortygia
where Dion'’s wife and son were being held.

Dionysius feigned abdication, but sent his army to stealth-attack while negotiating
the details; there were other deceptions, and military skirmishes that earned Dion a
reputation for heroism. When Heraclides arrived with twenty additional triremes and
1,500 mercenaries, there was initial cooperation. The amity deteriorated, however,
over Heraclides’ official appointment as general, the tyrant’s escape by sea on Heraclides’
watch, and because Heraclides was more popular than Dion, causing strife among
their respective followers. Heraclides and Dion had to make repeated attempts to bring
their supporters together in common aims. Two turbulent years passed before Ortygia
was finally open in the summer of 354, Dion’s eleven-year separation from his family
ended, and the citizen Assembly could debate domestic issues: redistribution of land
and property, and whether there should be a Council. Within months, however,
Heraclides was assassinated by some of Dion's supporters, and Dion was assassinated
by an Athenian, Callippus, who had befriended him, hosted him in 366, and accom-
panied him to Sicily. Callippus, who, Plato insists, had no connection to the Academy,
immediately declared himself tyrant. Plato, writing some six years after the meeting in
Olympia, and some weeks or months after Dion’s death, compares his friend of thirty
years to a pilot who correctly anticipates a storm but underestimates its capacity for
destruction: “that the men who brought him down were evil, he knew, but not the
extent of their ignorance, their depravity and their greed” (VII.351D7-E2).

Plato’s Final Years

After 360, Plato remained in Athens where there had been a number of changes in
his family, and in the flourishing Academy. One of the letters with a small claim
to authenticity mentions that two nieces had died, prompting Plato in about 365 to
accept partial responsibility for four grandnieces ranging in age from not-yet-one to
marriageable — which in Athens meant a year past puberty. The eldest was in fact on
the verge of marrying her uncle Speusippus, then in his early forties and in line to be
second head of the Academy (XIII.361c7—£5). Plato’s mother had died some time after
365, but his sister Potone and at least one of his brothers had married and produced
children and grandchildren. A “boy” Adeimantus, probably the grandson of Plato’s
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brother of that name, was the recipient of Plato’s estate. The elderly Plato was
surrounded also by colleagues at the Academy: many names of his associates are
extant. There was detailed record-keeping in the last decade of Plato’s life, and the
succession of Academy heads is preserved, so it is reasonable to suppose that rosters of
students were drawn up from time to time during the nearly forty years of Plato’s
leadership. Besides those mentioned already — Aristotle, Eudoxus, Timonides, and
Speusippus — notables in the late days include two women, Axiothea of Phlius, and
Lasthenia of Mantinea; Heraclides of Pontus, historian; Hermodorus of Syracuse, bio-
grapher; Philippus of Mende, aka Philip of Opus, likely editor of Plato’s late works; and
Xenocrates of Chalcedon, who would succeed Speusippus.

We should reject the standard image of the old Plato, devoting his halcyon years to
squinting with his stylus over Timaeus-Critias, Sophist, Politicus, Philebus, Laws, and
Letter VII, for the image is as unrealistic as it is unnecessary. Although those works
share statistically incontrovertible stylistic features that argue for their having been
written or edited by one individual, Epinomis was uncontroversially written and pub-
lished after Plato’s death, yet it has the unmistakable, turgid prose of the others, sug-
gesting that Plato enjoyed the assistance of a scribe whose responsibility it was to
reformulate Academic productions into the approved Academic style. I say “produc-
tions” because there is good reason to suppose that Plato’s Academy was like other
ancient institutions (e.g., Hippocrates’ and Aristotle’s schools, Hellenistic Pythagoreans)
in undertaking collaborative writing projects. Laws is almost certainly such a collec-
tive effort, with sustained dialectical argument confined primarily to Books I-II, and
incomplete when Plato died (Nails and Thesleff 2003). A small number of brief pas-
sages in Republic appear to have suffered under the editor’s hand too, suggesting that
that great dialogue achieved its present form only very late in Plato’s life.

Similarly, we should reject the image of a Plato who instructs initiates orally or
gives doctrinal lectures (though Aristoxenus attributes to Aristotle an anecdote about
a lecture on the good, Harmonics 30-1). In extant fragments, Plato’s colleagues make
no appeals to what the master said, though they engage in healthy disagreement
about the nature of reality and knowledge, and about the meaning of obscure claims
made by characters in dialogues (Cherniss 1945). We should reject these images for a
strong epistemological reason. Plato

remains convinced throughout that anything taken on trust, second-hand, either from
others or from books, can never amount to a worthwhile cognitive state; knowledge must
be achieved by effort from the person concerned. Plato tries to stimulate thought rather
than to hand over doctrines. (Annas 1996: 1190)

Notes

All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

1 Most readers resist being buried in the exceptions, qualifications, citations, and asides that
are necessary for a complete account; for more nuanced and more comprehensive argu-
ments, and assessments of sources, see Nails 2002, including entries for Plato and all other
persons mentioned herein.
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2 Taylor’s Plato the Man and his Work appeared first in 1927, sticking close to the Alexandrian
model. Ryle (1966) and Randall (1970) challenged Apollodorus’ just-so story, but did not
reassess available evidence.

3 The letter is addressed to Dion’s family and friends. Only if other letters, the will, and a few
epigrams attributed to Plato are genuine is there additional autobiographical information
about him.
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Interpreting Plato
CHRISTOPHER ROWE

That Plato was a philosopher I take for granted, whatever else he may have been: for
example, perhaps the greatest exponent of Greek prose writing, or a dramatist of the
first order — a role whose importance for the present context will immediately become
apparent. However the job of interpreting almost any other philosopher, ancient or
modern, is easier than interpreting Plato. The chief reason for this — if it is reasonable
also to assume that he is concerned to communicate with others, and is not merely
writing for himself — is that he always addresses his reader in an indirect way: con-
structing dialogues, i.e. dramatized conversations, in which he never appears as a
character himself. (Certain letters have come down to us in Plato’s name, only one of
which — the seventh — has much chance of being genuine. But even if it were by Plato,
it would hardly help us; we would not even know from the letter that Plato wrote
dialogues, let alone how to interpret them.) (See 1: THE LIFE OF PLATO OF ATHENS.)
We then have to ask where, if anywhere, we find the author’s authentic voice — and
that is itself far from an easy question to answer, insofar as the central character in the
majority of dialogues, Socrates, typically suggests that ideas he puts forward really
come from some other source: just “someone I heard,” or some named individual, like
the priestess Diotima in the Symposium (probably herself a fiction); or else he suggests
that they are merely provisional. (On the issues, see, e.g., Klagge and Smith 1992;
Press 2000.) Add to that the point that a significant number of dialogues at least
superficially end in aporia or impasse, and it is not difficult to see why some interpre-
ters, ancient and modern, have proposed that Plato had no definitive proposals to
make, no conclusions of his own to propound, to his readers: either, as the ancient
Platonist (Academic) skeptics suggested, because he really was himself a skeptic, whose
message was that we should look for the truth without any expectation of finding
anything better than the merely probable; or because his chief or ultimate aim was to
encourage us to do philosophy, and think things out for ourselves rather than suppos-
ing that we can get what we need from others, or from books. The latter is the view
most congenial to the skeptics’ natural modern successors, interpreters brought up in
the analytical tradition.

Yet if we look at the whole history of Platonic interpretation, the dialogues have far
more often been read as the source of a highly distinctive and connected set of views
about human nature and existence, and about the world in general, held with a firmness
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that no skeptic could ever think justified. Either — so these more numerous, mostly
“Neoplatonic,” readers have held — these views are there in Plato’s writings to be read
off, by the expert interpreter, from each and every dialogue, or else (in a relatively
recent variant of this same “dogmatic” mode of interpretation) they lurk behind the
dialogues themselves, in the shape of what Aristotle calls the “unwritten doctrines”;
for the latter approach, see, e.g., Kramer 1959; Szlezak 1985, 2004. (“Dogmatic” is
here used merely as a convenient term to contrast with “skeptical.” Few modern
readers would in fact treat Plato as a “dogmatist,” in view of the explicit descriptions of
the philosophical process to be found in the dialogues.) The latter kind of reading is
certainly attractive if, for example, one chooses to concentrate on the kinds of ideas
that seem to have been put forward by Plato’s immediate successors as head of the
Academy, Speusippus and Xenocrates. What could be more natural than to suppose
that they were following in Plato’s footsteps, and that their perspectives were actually
much like Plato’s, only put more explicitly and directly, and no longer hidden behind
fictional dialogues?

It must be said at once that the balance of probability seems to lie with the “dog-
matic,” or “doctrinal,” sort of interpretation rather than with its “skeptical” counter-
part. There are just too many occasions in the dialogues when even Socrates not only
appears to commit himself to positive ideas (to the extent that he commits himself to
anything), but offers no reason for rejecting them: about the unreliability of ordinary
assessments of what is good and bad; about the importance for all human beings of
knowledge, and of “virtue,” i.e., the various “virtues” like justice, courage, and “mod-
eration” or “self-control” (i.e., sophrosune, traditionally and unhelpfully translated as
“temperance”); about the need for us humans to assimilate ourselves to the gods,
whom Socrates typically treats as ideal knowers; and so on. While there is not much
here that is actually incompatible with some moderate — Academic? — type of skepticism,
still the skeptical reading is likely to strike most readers as getting the emphasis of the
whole badly wrong. Important though the qualifications are that attach to (what
appear to be) the outcomes of the dialogues, we are given every encouragement, by
the way the dialogues are written, to suppose that those outcomes matter more to
the author — or at least to his character Socrates — than the qualifications attaching to
them; if the truth is ultimately inaccessible to us, nevertheless Plato continually sug-
gests (as a skeptic surely could not) that we can to a greater or lesser degree approx-
imate to it, acquire a greater or lesser grasp of it.

Yet “dogmatic” interpretations are by no means the only alternative to a skeptical
reading; and indeed it will seem to many, even among those who are not skeptical
readers themselves, already to take too much for granted. First, there are those, mainly
literary theorists in the postmodern mode, who will protest that such a way of taking
Plato, if it is put forward as the right way of taking him (as in the present context it
certainly is), illegitimately presupposes the feasibility of a project that is by its very
nature unfeasible: recovering the truth about Plato, as if there were some single way
that Plato, or his texts, or anything, really are. No matter that — thanks especially to
those centuries of “dogmatic” interpretation — Plato’s name has become synonymous
with this kind of error (call it “essentialism,” and Plato will be the “essentialist” par
excellence), still he too must be allowed to have many voices. This is not so much
because of the difficulty of recovering the intention of an author, one who is not only
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dead but seems to have willfully avoided telling us what he was about; it is rather that
texts in general are like that. (For a subtler and more nuanced version of the approach
I describe so crudely here, see Blondell 2002.)

Here is the weakness of the postmodernists’ objection: if they are ultimately relying
on the unproven claim that no text is univocal, then unless the claim is merely trivial
they will themselves be assuming too much. Literary texts may be impossible to pin
down, and maybe we should not wish to pin them down; but why should not philo-
sophical texts — and even highly literary philosophical texts — be different?

Much more threatening to any sort of “dogmatic” interpretation of Plato will be the
charge that it takes for granted that the interpreter is entitled to read any single dialogue in
the light of others, when the dialogues themselves (so the argument runs) rarely invite
us to do any such thing, since they are for the most part independent artifacts. Occa-
sionally, as with Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman, dialogues form a series, with each
successive conversation referring explicitly to the one before, among the same set of
interlocutors. Timaeus and Critias belong together in the same way as the Theaeteus-
Sophist-Statesman group, and Timaeus seems to refer back to a conversation very like
that represented in the Republic, though the interlocutors — apart from Socrates — are
different. (Timaeus and Critias were evidently meant to be rounded off with a
Hermocrates, Statesman to be followed by a Philosopher.) These, however, are the excep-
tions: the general rule, over the other thirty or so genuine dialogues, is that each starts
afresh, and usually with a different interlocutor or set of interlocutors; sometimes
Socrates is himself supplanted in the role of main speaker. Plato did not have to write
like this, since in principle he might have written all his dialogues as a series of linked
conversations between the same or similar casts, with references backwards and even
perhaps forwards between them. It must be our business — so it may be said (see
especially Grote 1865) — to recognize this fundamental feature of Plato’s oeuvre, espe-
cially since to override it will leave us open to the charge of prejudging the admittedly
controversial issue about whether or not there is anything like a unified system con-
tained within the dialogues.

It must be said in any case that the attempt to apply a thoroughly “unitarian”
approach to Plato’s works immediately runs into considerable difficulties. Ancient
interpreters, of whatever persuasion, tended simply to assume that Plato was always
saying the same thing (whatever it was), and they could get away with it by virtue of
simply ignoring those parts that might have appeared to say something different to a
different, and perhaps more exacting, kind of reader. But the problem is that Plato
often does seem to say — have his leading character(s) say — different things in different
places, and indeed not infrequently to contradict himself. To meet this kind of problem,
one of the commonest modern responses is to suppose that Plato’s thinking underwent
significant developments: that is, that he changed his mind on key issues (as indeed is
the modern — as opposed to the ancient — expectation of a philosopher), in some cases
abandoning what had come to seem to him untenable positions, in other cases refining
what had earlier been put more crudely, and so on. This “developmentalist” approach
to the interpretation of Plato has since the 1950s or before become standard at least in
the Anglophone world, and has hardened into a particular thesis about Plato’s intel-
lectual career. The thesis is that he began by writing “Socratic” (or “early”) dialogues,
imitating the methods and preoccupations of his master Socrates; that he then broke
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free, in the “middle” dialogues, and introduced some of his most characteristic ideas,
especially in metaphysics (more than anything I refer here, of course, to the “Theory
of Forms”); but that in his “late” period he finally moved away from the optimistic
“middle” constructions in the direction of a soberer kind of reflection. Looked at in this
way, “developmentalism” is as much a strategy for maintaining a kind of “unitarian,”
or at least unifying, approach, as it is an alternative to it. “Developmentalism,” that is,
presupposes the same license to interpret one dialogue from another, or from others,
except that that license is now more restricted or localized (reading between dialogues
that happen to be located within any one period, but by and large not between dia-
logues falling in different periods). And just as the “dogmatic” reading has more initial
plausibility than the “skeptical,” not least because of the positive themes and ideas
that recur in different dialogues, so the “developmentalist” approach seems initially
more plausible than the plain “unitarian,” just because it takes account of the way
recurrence can appear to go hand in hand with reformulation — and indeed of the way
themes and ideas, instead of recurring, may in fact disappear from the scene. (For
some tastes, what I am now saying may well seem to take too little notice of dramatic,
or more generally literary, form: see above. In common with many interpreters of
Plato, I am presently speaking as if dramatic dialogue were merely another way of
doing what could have been done through monologue. I shall, however, shortly be
returning to these issues.) (See 4: FORM AND THE PLATONIC DIALOGUES.)

At the same time, the “developmentalist” approach — or at any rate the kind of
“standard” version of “developmentalism” I have described — has its own weaknesses.
A first objection, and perhaps the most important, is that it seems psychologically
implausible that Plato should turn his back on Socrates intellectually (i.e., in the “mid-
dle” dialogues), and yet still continue to use him as main character — to introduce the
very ideas that are replacing his (Socrates’) own. Various ways can be found of mitigat-
ing this problem, but a problem it nevertheless remains. A second objection to the
standard “developmentalist” approach is that it overstates the differences between the
three groups of dialogues; a third is that the division into groups is itself uncertain and
controversial.

An illustration of the second objection is Kahn 1996, which argues that the “early”
dialogues are best read as somehow preparing the way for, and representing part of
the same project as, the Republic, the quintessential “middle” dialogue for those who
believe in a “middle,” and newly metaphysical, Plato. I shall myself shortly propose a
reading that is, in a way, a mirror image of Kahn's, but has the same effect of narrow-
ing the gap between “early” and (supposedly) “middle.” As for the division between
“middle” and “late,” the majority of those working on Plato’s political dialogues prob-
ably now agree that Republic (“middle”) and Laws (“late,” and in fact latest of all)
might just as well have been written at the same time, for all the “development” in
political thinking that can be identified between them (see Laks 1990). And it is far
from clear what “Forms” are, or how exactly their introduction changes the philo-
sophical landscape (a point to which I shall return) (see 12: THE FORMS AND THE
SCIENCES IN SOCRATES AND PLATO); and yet, according to the version of the
“developmentalist” hypothesis in question, it is probably the most important single
marker of the shift from “early”/“Socratic” to “middle” (see Vlastos 1991, and further
below; for a subtler treatment Fine 2003: 298; contra, Rowe 2005).
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As it happens, three of the dialogues in which Platonic Forms seem to figure —
Phaedo, Symposium, and Cratylus — in fact belong, according to the best stylometric
evidence, to the earliest group of dialogues (this is the third kind of objection to the
standard “developmentalist” reading of the dialogues, namely that we ultimately have
no good reason to accept the division of dialogues on which it depends; see Kahn
2002). (“Stylometry” is the study of the identifying features of an author’s style, par-
ticularly features of which he or she may be presumed to be unconscious; if such
features vary between different works or groups of works, one explanation may be
that the works in question were written at different times. One might compare differ-
ent “periods” in a painter’s, or a composer’s, output.) So, if stylometry is worth any-
thing, and if stylistic differences here indicate dialogues written in different periods,
some allegedly “middle” dialogues are “early.”

Significant changes in Plato’s thinking need not, of course, have coincided with
changes in his style of writing. Nevertheless the so-called, standard, “middle” dia-
logues, including the stylistically earlier three, are as a group markedly different from
the “early” ones in terms of structure, and above all of ambition. Only one of the
dialogues that the standard “developmentalist” view tends to place before the “middle”
period, namely the Gorgias, is written on the same sort of scale as the great (so-called)
“middle” works like the Republic — to which the Gorgias is comparable in other respects
too, even though unlike the Republic it lacks any mention of (allegedly “middle-
period”) Forms. “Early,” “Socratic,” dialogues like Euthyphro, Charmides, or Lysis by
contrast tend to be short and to end in impasse (see above). So something about Plato’s
“style” in the (so-called) “middle” dialogues seems to be different, even if it does not
show up at the level of the microscopic analyses of the stylometrists. However, if the
larger kind of stylistic difference in question — the sheer size of the constructions
involved — corresponds to no clear, and clearly significant, shift in terms of content (I
here refer again to the issue about the difference that “Forms” make: see above), that
larger stylistic difference ceases to add much to the “developmentalist” case, insofar as
this case is couched in terms of content. Rather, Plato’s turning to the bigger scale (in
the case of the Republic, the monumental) might suggest a shift in his attitude to his
audience — and/or in his view of the kind of audience he needs to address: perhaps a
larger, less specialized one, to the extent that the larger works tend to be more acces-
sible, and intelligible, at least at some level, than the shorter ones.

I shall return to this point in a moment. Here I wish merely to suggest, without
arguing for it, an alternative and somewhat attenuated version of the “development-
alist” approach; a version which is indeed in some respects so attenuated that it may
seem, in the end, hardly distinguishable from a moderate “unitarian” view.

The standard version of “developmentalism” sees various sorts of changes, not
always connected, taking place in the thinking Plato is prepared to put in his character
Socrates’ mouth in the “middle” dialogues (see especially Vlastos 1991: ch. 2); never-
theless, as I have said, it is the changes relating to “Forms” — first introduced, then
(allegedly) abandoned or rethought — that tend to be represented as the most signific-
ant. This way of understanding Plato in effect began with Aristotle, who was the first
to identify Forms — or, strictly speaking, the “separation” of Forms — as the decisive
break-point between Plato and Socrates: Plato made Forms “separate” while Socrates
did not. (If “Forms” were universals, which is the only way Aristotle has of taking
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them, the difference might amount to something like Plato’s treating them as real
things while Socrates treated them as existing in name only, or only in particular
things.) Now Aristotle started objecting to this move of Plato’s early on in his writing,
and he obviously thinks of it as pivotal; but we have no need to follow him and do the
same (see 27: LEARNING ABOUT PLATO FROM ARISTOTLE). It may be that a com-
mitment to separate Forms is, or becomes, an indispensable element in Plato’s thought,
and indeed it is hard to imagine the subsequent long history of Platonism without it.
Yet it is at the same time unclear what difference it would have made to Socrates’ own
project; he seems not to have concerned himself with the ontological status of the
things (the good, the just, the beautiful, and so on) he thought it so crucial for us to
understand, and it is quite plausible to suppose that he would have greeted Plato’s
proposal to treat them as independent objects, if that is what “separation” amounted
to, with equanimity. That Plato himself would have expected such a reaction might
be suggested by the very fact that he actually has Socrates introducing the “Theory
of Forms” as something familiar within the context of his philosophical discussions
(though admittedly my argument thus far has left a large question mark over the issue
of Socrates’ being made to act as proponent of non-Socratic ideas: see above, and
further below).

What really divides Plato from Socrates, on the non-standard version of
“developmentalism” that I am advocating here, is that Plato came to think of human
beings as a permanent combination of the rational and irrational. The standard ver-
sion too acknowledges the same change, but takes it as one among many, occurring
separately and independently as Plato asserts his independence from Socratic ideas
and methods of argument. The version I prefer instead sees the introduction of irra-
tional parts of the soul — argued for specifically in Book IV of the Republic (see 19: THE
PLATONIC SOUL; 23: PLATO ON JUSTICE) — (a) as the source of many other changes
(see especially Rowe 2003); and (b) as leaving other parts of the Socratic position to a
surprising extent untouched. Socrates had held to the disconcerting, but — as one
might think of it — optimistic, view that we are all fundamentally rational (see 18: THE
SOCRATIC PARADOXES). (“Socrates” here is not merely the Socrates of Plato’s dia-
logues, but also, at least in part, the historical Socrates. Aristotle’s evidence is import-
ant here; see below and 3: THE SOCRATIC PROBLEM.) Each and every one of us
desires his or her own good, or happiness, the nature of which — starting from where
we are now — is in principle discoverable by philosophical reasoning; that is, through
reasoning we may hope to determine what it is that is truly good and bad for us, and
so achieve whatever degree of happiness may be available to us given our circum-
stances. What distinguishes us from each other is not our characters, our dispositions
or desires (for our desire, or the one that is driving us as we act, is always the same: for
what is truly good), but only the state of our beliefs. We go wrong, Socrates insisted,
only because we are ignorant, that is, of what our true good is. So, if only we can get
straight about that, we shall unerringly “do well,” i.e., both be happy and — because, as
he holds, acting justly, courageously, and so on will always turn out to be part of our
own good — be just, courageous, and so on as well. This is the extraordinarily radical
kind of account of human action that underlies not only the so-called “Socratic”
dialogues, but also at least one of the so-called “middle ones”: the Symposium, in which,
strikingly, Socrates manages to give an extended description of what one might call
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“romantic” love without once bringing in irrational desires. (“Romantic” love, or eros,
from his point of view, will be just another expression of human desire for the good;
what matters is that it should be directed towards the right objects, i.e., those that
are truly beautiful and good. Contrast the account of eros in the Phaedrus, evidently
written after the Republic, where the story is dominated by the struggle between the
charioteer of reason, and his white horse, with the black horse of appetite and lust.)
(See 20: PLATO ON EROS AND FRIENDSHIP.)

In Book 1V of the Republic, by contrast, Socrates argues for the existence of three
parts to the soul, one rational and two irrational, the latter capable not only of pre-
venting the agent from carrying through with decisions apparently made by the
rational part, but of distorting it on a permanent basis, so diverting it from its natural
projects. One of the two irrational parts is associated with anger, or more generally the
competitive-aggressive aspects of human existence, the other with our appetitive drives
for food, drink, and sex. No longer, on this model, is all desire — all desire, that is, that
leads to action — for the (real) good, and no longer are human beings differentiated
merely by the condition of their intellect; accordingly, it will take more than reasoning
to change the behavior of those behaving in undesirable ways, insofar as it is caused,
not by mere ignorance, but by irrational parts that are by their nature not open to
reason. (They will need conditioning, or at least some form of training, of a sort that is
sketched in R. II-111.) This view of human nature, or some variant of it (i.e., some view
of human psychology which allows — to borrow more modern terms — that passion
may overcome reason), is the one that operates not only in the Republic but in the
Phaedrus, the Timaeus, the Statesman, the Laws — in fact, so far as we can tell, every
dialogue likely to postdate the Republic. In short, Plato seems to have given up what-
ever commitment he may have had to that radical Socratic view (that the only cause
of our going wrong, and doing what will harm us, is intellectual error) with which he
was content to work in pre-Republic dialogues.

But why, then (one might reasonably ask), is this version of the “developmentalist”
approach not vulnerable to exactly the same kind of objection as the standard version?
How is it that Plato can have Socrates — still the main character in the Republic, and in
thoroughly dominating form — putting forward views that are diametrically opposed
to those that he has sponsored so enthusiastically before, as if nothing had changed?
Maybe, after all, Socrates is no more than Plato’s puppet, who will do whatever the
puppet-master makes him do; this might be the sort of case that shows why we should
not try reading off Plato’s convictions from what he has his characters say. The char-
acter Socrates, perhaps we should conclude, is meant just to be the typical philo-
sopher, exploring the options. In that case, we will have gone back to a variety of
what I earlier called a “skeptical” type of interpretation of Plato, one that leaves him
committed to no particular view of things.

Yet in the Republic and in post-Republic dialogues, as much if not rather more than
in earlier ones, Plato often writes, has his characters (and especially Socrates) speak,
in a fashion that plainly exhibits a desire to change his readers. That is, he writes with
evident conviction. This is not mere academic, theoretical musing. What is more,
Aristotle’s evidence unambiguously suggests that the theory of action I have attrib-
uted to the pre-Republic dialogues in fact belonged to the historical Socrates (which is,
presumably, at least part of the reason why Plato has the character Socrates in those
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dialogues perpetually sponsoring it; for Socrates, at any rate, it is not just one possible
option, whatever may be true of his author).

So the objection comes back again: if the Plato of the Republic is actually rejecting
Socrates’ core views, the ones he consistently put in his mouth in earlier dialogues,
how can he go on blithely using this same highly distinctive character: ugly, erotic,
penniless, barefoot (and so on) — even to the extent of having him announce, and
argue for, that rejection of his own core views? The objection is a powerful one, but so
limited is the attractiveness of the alternative interpretative options (“skeptical” read-
ings; postmodern, or purely “literary,” readings that treat the dialogues as essentially
open texts; taking the dialogues one by one; and so on) that we have an equally
powerful reason for expecting to be able to circumvent it.

The crucial point, if the objection is to be met, is that Plato must have thought the
change less significant than it appears to us to be. Somehow or other, we must sup-
pose, he thought of the introduction of irrational parts, capable of overturning and/or
perverting reason, as an improvement on Socrates’ position — a position which, it must be
said, is likely to have seemed as implausible to any ancient audience as it is to a modern
one. (Aristotle certainly regarded it as incredible.) At first blush this looks unlikely, just
insofar as the introduction of irrational parts seems hardly to leave anything of that
original Socratic position standing: acting in the best way doesn’t just depend on the
state of our beliefs; there is such a thing as character; and so on. But this is by no
means the whole story. In the Laws, and so towards the very end of his life, Plato is still
proposing — through the visitor (to Crete) from Athens who plays the main speaker —
that no one goes wrong willingly. This the unwary reader is unlikely to have expected;
after all, if Plato’s diagnosis of error now includes the possibility (even the likelihood)
that the agent has been “overcome by passion,” or had his or her reasoning capacities
perverted by irrational drives, surely such errors must be willing, i.e., voluntary? So
they would be on the Aristotelian analysis; not, it seems, on Plato’s. From an Aristo-
telian perspective, treating actions caused — directly or indirectly — by the “passions”
as involuntary is a simple mistake; any action caused by what is internal to the agent
must be willed by the agent. But Plato’s perspective appears to be different (whether or
not his pupil Aristotle would come to see it as a mistake). For Plato, post-Republic,
actions done under the influence of the irrational parts, and contrary to what reason —
in its unperverted state — would direct, are not properly wished for, desired, by the agent;
any more than actions done as a result of straight intellectual error will be so desired.
And this already takes us a long way back in the direction of the Socratic position, at
the very core of which is precisely the claim that we never desire what it is not in fact
good for us. (We may think we desire it, or want it, but that is entirely another matter.)

If all this is accepted, I believe that it should no longer be puzzling that Plato should
have Socrates sponsoring the introduction of a soul divided between rational and irra-
tional parts, with the irrational parts themselves capable of upsetting the applecart.
Apart from cases of “weakness of will,” or akrasia (i.e., cases where passion intervenes
and actually cancels out decisions of reason — as, allegedly, in what are popularly
called “crimes of passion”), which for Plato are I think likely to have been very much
the exception rather than the rule, it will still be the case that we typically do what our
reason tells us; the real difference from the Socratic position will be just that, along
with sheer intellectual error (which on the new, Platonic, model might be seen as
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mere temporary, even immediately self-correcting, mistakes of calculation), there will
also be errors of reasoning caused by irrational desires or drives. (So it is that the
Timaeus can talk of intellectual error as actually stemming from bodily disease. Con-
trast the Socratic position, on which, since all desire that leads to action is for the real
good, it is impossible that desire should distort anything; reason goes wrong by itself,
e.g., by overreacting to felt desires.) And this difference, I suggest, seemed less import-
ant to Plato than his retention of that basic Socratic idea that we are all, as rational
beings, oriented towards the real good; not least because his, Plato’s, conception of
that real good is also (I claim) still identical to that of Socrates.

Such an approach has immediate benefits. Take, for example, the way the argument
goes at the end of Book IV of the Republic: just as healthy actions promote health in
the body, Socrates argues, so just actions promote justice in the soul. So now (he says)
we need to go back to our original question, about whether it is justice or injustice
that pays. But Glaucon, his interlocutor at this point, says that no further argument
is needed; clearly, given what Socrates has said, it’s justice that’s preferable — and
Socrates agrees. While his argument, as he expounds it, might satisfy Glaucon, it is
hard to see why it should satisfy us, and indeed many modern readers have felt
distinctly short-changed; as they have felt short-changed by Socrates’ assertion a few
lines before that the person the parts of whose soul each do what belongs to them — his
own distinctive, not to say peculiar, definition of justice in this context — will be less
likely than anyone to do the things normally considered unjust. But the situation will
be entirely different if we read the argument against the background of the kind
of amended Socratic psychology that I have just imagined Plato as having in mind;
for the “healthy” soul, in terms of that explanation of human action, will be exactly
the one in which (a) reason sees correctly that the just thing is the best thing to do,
and (b) there are no countervailing factors, in the shape of undisciplined irrational
parts, that interfere with that correct understanding. And, if what all agents want is
the maximum good (for themselves), then having and maintaining a “healthy” soul
will obviously be preferable to coming to have an “unhealthy” one.

Since none of this is spelled out, it is unlikely to be what convinces Glaucon; his take
on the argument seems to be altogether more superficial (we may suppose that for
example he is attracted by the analogy between justice and health, especially after
injustice in the soul has been associated with embezzlement, temple-robbery, theft,
betrayal, the breaking of oaths, adultery, and so on). In this case, as in many others,
Plato appears to operate on different levels, having Socrates offer his interlocutors, and
perhaps those of his own readers who are on the same level as Socrates’ interlocutors,
a level — or at least a kind — of argument that is not the same as the one that would
interest him, or Socrates. In the particular case in question, Socrates in fact said near
the beginning of Book II that he himself was satisfied with the arguments he had
already developed in Book I, in favor of justice, in response to Thrasymachus; but he
says that he’ll obviously have to try harder to persuade Glaucon and his brother
Adeimantus, who have gone on, at the beginning of Book II, to restate the case for
injustice. The whole of Books II-IV are thus designed to convince others about some-
thing Socrates says he himself is satisfied he has given sufficient grounds for believing.
And if we look closely at the arguments in the two contexts (Book I, and Books II-1V),
the difference we find is that those in the first rely on familiar Socratic premises (for
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example, that justice is wisdom), while those in the second do not — or at least, not on
the surface, for as I have suggested, there are grounds for supposing that those
Socratic premises are there lurking beneath the surface, providing the real justifica-
tion for the argument as presented.

What is the reason for this kind of strategy (which I believe to be extremely common
in Plato)? This brings us to the vexed question of Plato’s use of dialogue, or more
generally of dramatic form. It has often been proposed that one of the reasons why
Plato writes in the way he does, using dialogue and drama, is that he wishes to avoid
simply stating the truth, as if it could be conveyed directly from one mind to another.
Intellectual progress (so he is imagined as reasoning) is just not like that; we have to
work things out for ourselves. This is fair enough as far as it goes. But it misses out one
crucial point: that Platonic, and Socratic, thinking is extraordinarily radical — so rad-
ical that, if it were presented to us simply and directly, it would strike us, as no doubt
it strikes many readers even when it is spelled out, as purely and simply false, and so
obviously false as not to be worth investigating. That seems to have been Aristotle’s
reaction to Socrates’ position; Plato’s he accommodates only at the cost of wholesale
revision (see above). It will certainly matter to Plato that we work things out, rather
than thinking that they can be handed to us on a plate. But the truth is that if they
were handed directly to us, we should probably not wish to taste them at all. That this
is so is shown by the willingness of the majority of modern interpreters to suppose that
Plato moved on from Socrates (see above). So he has, in a way; but the thesis of the
present chapter is that at bottom Plato remains a Socratic. At the same time, he recog-
nizes the distance that is likely to separate himself, and his Socrates, from his audience,
and the dialogues typically, if not exclusively, represent a conversation between two
quite different positions: a conversation in which Plato’s Socrates will frequently
appear to take on the coloring, and the premises, of others, while actually trying to
bring them round, as far as they can be brought round without a complete change of
perspective. The new perspective would involve using the same language, but in a
quite different way, so that — to take the most obvious example — a quite different set of
things would be called “good” (because they are good, while the sorts of things nor-
mally called good will at best be neither good nor bad).

The variations that Plato plays on this strategy are almost as numerous as his dia-
logues, and cannot be described here. But there are some principles of reading which,
I propose, will always need to be kept in mind by anyone attempting to read Plato.
First, one should always be prepared to follow Plato’s Socrates, or his other main
speakers, where they lead, however paradoxical the outcomes may be. Secondly, one
needs always to try to distinguish between several different things: Socrates speaking
in propria persona; Socrates taking, or appearing to take, someone else's standpoint;
and Socrates appearing to take an alien standpoint when actually — if the argument is
to work at all — retaining his own. Above all, we need always to remember that Plato’s
Socrates has a standpoint (even if it subtly changes in the course of the dialogues,
especially in relation to what he has to say about human action), and that it is always
likely to be in play — even when he is not telling us about it. It is our failure to recog-
nize this that frequently leads us to suppose that there are gaps, or simple fallacies,
involved in his arguments, when we have simply misunderstood the premises he is
using (because we expect him always to state them, and he does not).
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In the present context, given the absence of extended demonstrations of the usefulness
of these proposals, and of their capacity to illuminate Plato’s text, they must be counted
as no more than a set of suggestions for reading. Furthermore, it will be clear enough
from the earlier parts of this chapter that they will be deeply controversial. Most con-
troversial of all will be the last proposal, that Plato’s Socrates, or his substitutes as chief
speaker (who will overall speak for Plato) is typically relying on a determinate set of
ideas — a “standpoint,” as I called it, and a highly distinctive one at that — which he
feels no obligation to make explicit even when he is relying on them. (I say “who will
overall speak for Plato.” There are issues here too, of course. We cannot assume, even
on the approach I have proposed, that Socrates or any other character will always be
expressing Plato’s own mind: not only may Plato’s characters be arguing ad hominem,
they may also be presenting a strictly limited perspective, perhaps for a particular kind
of audience; and so on.) Yet the chief speakers — as implied by the very possibility of
referring to them as such — in Platonic dialogues always dominate the discussion,
whether to a greater or to a lesser extent, and the more they keep bringing up the
same sorts of substantive ideas (as they do), and doing battle against the same types of
opponents (as they also do), the harder it becomes plausibly to propose distancing the
author from them. Of course he might sometimes write, for example, in ironic mode;
that he should adopt a permanently ironic stance stretches credulity.

To propose, as I have done, that in essence (despite some important divergences) Plato
remains a Socratic throughout will hardly be more warmly welcomed than the proposal
that he always has more up his sleeve than he declares, and is prepared to use it
nonetheless. The idea that the so-called “middle” dialogues — that alleged constellation
of dialogues announcing the “Theory of Forms,” centered on the Republic —mark Plato’s
break with Socrates is thoroughly embedded in modern — Anglophone — perceptions of
the corpus; and in a way the idea fits well with the version of the “dogmatic” Plato,
elaborated lovingly by the Neoplatonists, that has predominated since the philosopher’s
death. The identification of an early, “Socratic,” period, and a supposedly more realistic
and analytical late one might be seen just as an appropriate modern refinement on a
crudely unitarian — and insufficiently analytical — Neoplatonic approach. Yet this
modern view is, and always has been, vulnerable, for the reasons I have suggested;
among them are the ambiguities of the results reached by the stylometrists (the “mid-
dle” dialogues are not a stylistically unitary group), and the continuing unclarity about
exactly what gains are made, what gains Plato thought were made, and what really is
changed, by the introduction of (what used to be called) “middle-period” Forms.

Faced by all this controversy, readers may be tempted to abandon any attempt to
read Plato, and instead just to concentrate on individual dialogues, or indeed cherry-
pick particularly purple passages or contexts — whether in order to luxuriate in Plato’s
prose, or else to analyze the arguments, one by one. But intelligent readers who expose
themselves in this limited way, on a regular basis, to different parts of the corpus are
likely before long to notice two things: first, that there are many things in what they
are reading that seem just to fail to make sense on the basis just of what the text has
given them; and second, that there are some ideas, and arguments, which go on crop-
ping up, in one form or another.

Plato is at once familiar, because he has been so fundamental to the growth of western
culture, and totally unfamiliar: the closer one looks at him, the more peculiar and
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alien he is liable to appear. Perhaps he is just impenetrable to us. Yet the exchanges in
the dialogues often look almost as far away from anything even his contemporaries
might have felt comfortable with; indeed, when he portrays those contemporaries
confronted with his, and Socrates’, ideas we find them frequently disconcerted, uncom-
prehending. Or perhaps Plato is playing with us, his audience; or else he is merely
quirky and provocative (a charge often made against his Socrates). But that is belied
by the surely unmistakable earnestness — albeit typically laced with wit — that imbues
so many Platonic contexts. (I earlier referred to the conviction behind Plato’s writing.)
There seems no option but to continue the attempt to trace the outlines of the Platonic
mindset, whether that should turn out to be something that evolved over time or, as I
now prefer, in most fundamentals remained faithful to its origins. In the latter case, the
Neoplatonists will again have been proved right, in a way: there will be something (more
or less) constant that may justly be called Platonism, even if it turns out to be rather
more down-to-earth, and owing rather more to Socrates, than they bargained for.

References and further reading

Blondell, R. (2002). The Play of Character in Plato’s Dialogues. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Fine, G. (2003) [1984]. Separation. Repr. in Plato on Knowledge and Forms (ch. 11). Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Grote, G. (1865). Plato and the Other Companions of Socrates (3 vols.). London: John Murray.

Kahn, C. (1996). Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary Form.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

——(2002). On Platonic chronology. In J. Annas and C. Rowe (eds.) New Perspectives on Plato,
Modern and Ancient (pp. 93—127). Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Klagge, J. and Smith, N. (eds.) (1992). Methods of Interpreting Plato and his Dialogues. Oxford
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, supplementary volume. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kréamer, H. J. (1959). Arete bei Platon und Aristoteles. Heidelberg: C. Winter.

Laks, A. (1990). Legislation and demiurgy: on the relationship between Plato’s Republic and
Laws, Classical Antiquity 9, pp. 209-29.

Penner, T. and Rowe, C. (2005). Plato: Lysis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Press, G. A. (ed.) (2000). Who Speaks for Plato? Studies in Platonic Anonymity. Lanham, Md.:
Rowman and Littlefield.

Rowe, C. (2002). Comments on Penner (T. Penner, The historical Socrates and Plato’s early
dialogues: some philosophical questions). In ]J. Annas and C. Rowe (eds.) New Perspectives on
Plato, Modern and Ancient (pp. 213-25). Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

——(2003). Plato, Socrates and developmentalism. In N. Reshotko (ed.) Desire, Identity and
Existence: Studies in Honour of T. M. Penner (pp. 17-32). Kelowna, BC, Canada: BPR Publishers.

——(2005). What difference do forms make for Platonic epistemology? In C. Gill (ed.) Virtue,
Norms, and Objectivity (pp. 215-32). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Szlezak, T. (1985). Platon und die Schriftlichkeit der Philosophie. Interpretationen zu den frithen und
mittleren Dialogen. Berlin: de Gruyter.

——(2004). Das Bild des Dialektikers in Platons spdten Dialogen (Platon und die Schriftlichkeit der
Philosophie, Teil 2). Berlin: de Gruyter.

Vlastos, G. (1991). Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press;
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

24



A Companion to Plato
Edited by Hugh H. Benson
Copyright © 2006 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd

3

The Socratic Problem

WILLIAM ]. PRIOR

Introduction

Socrates is one of the most famous and influential figures in the western intellectual
tradition; but who was he? His disciples included the most influential philosophers of
his time, who are credited by historians of philosophy with founding several schools;
but what did he teach them? These questions constitute the “Socratic Problem,” the
attempt to discover the historical individual behind the ancient accounts of Socrates
and his philosophy.

Socrates wrote nothing; for our information we depend on four major sources. The
earliest source is Greek comedy, primarily Aristophanes’ Clouds, produced in 423 BCE.
Two other associates of Socrates, Plato and Xenophon, wrote extensively about him;
their writings, unlike those of several others who also wrote Socratic works, have
survived. Unlike these three authors, our fourth source, Aristotle, was not a contem-
porary of Socrates. Born fifteen years after Socrates’ death, Aristotle was a member of
Plato’s Academy and was presumably familiar with the ancient literature and lore
concerning Socrates. He included remarks about Socrates in his systematic treatises
on various aspects of philosophy. The Socratic Problem stems in part from questions
about the reliability of these sources.

I shall argue below that we know a good deal about the life, character, philosophical
interests and method of the historical Socrates. Unfortunately, our knowledge does
not extend to what doctrines, if any, he may have professed, which is just what
contemporary philosophical scholars most want to know. The uncertainty about
Socrates’ doctrines is traceable to our earliest sources, and in fact to the portraits of
Socrates in our most weighty source, Plato. Socrates was apparently something of a
mystery even to his closest associates. I shall begin by discussing the problem of the
reliability of our sources; I shall continue by describing what we can safely extract
from these sources about Socrates; I shall conclude with a discussion of the problem of
the teaching of Socrates.
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The Reliability of our Sources

The Socratic Problem arises in part from the fact that none of our sources has impec-
cable credentials as a biographer. The earliest source of information about Socrates is
Greek comedy. Our only complete surviving play featuring Socrates as protagonist is
Aristophanes’ Clouds, the only one of our primary sources that dates to Socrates’ own
lifetime. Aristophanes portrays Socrates as a “new intellectual,” a disbeliever in the
gods of traditional Greek religion and a sophist who teaches “unjust argument” to
his pupils. Scholars have found reason to minimize the importance of, or ignore,
Aristophanes’ portrait of Socrates. Comedy is not biography; the relevant question
was not, “Is it true?” or “Is it fair?” but “Is it funny?” Aristophanes’ portrait looks to
many scholars like a composite picture of Athenian intellectuals in the latter part of
the fifth century; they have therefore rejected the idea that it contains accurate infor-
mation about Socrates.

On the other hand, the Clouds gives us some important information about Socrates.
It says that he was a public figure in Athens, and that Aristophanes thought that the
audience would not be able to distinguish his views from those of the sophists and
natural philosophers with whom he was, in the public view, associated. If Plato’s
Apology is to be trusted on this point, this is proved to be true. Plato has Socrates cite
this play in the Apology (18D1-2, 19¢2-5) as a major source of prejudice against him.
In Plato’s eyes, the Clouds is, if not an accurate portrait of Socrates, an important
source for the popular understanding of Socrates in the late fifth century.

Xenophon wrote his Socratic works in part to defend Socrates against the charges of
Aristophanes and others. He wrote four Socratic works: the Apology, Memorabilia,
Oeconomicus, and Symposium. Xenophon was a companion of Socrates for some time
(exactly how long is unclear) during the last decade of Socrates’ life. A charming
anecdote from later antiquity shows Socrates seeking him out, asking him if he knows
where various foods are found, and concluding by asking where men are made gentle-
men (kalos k’agathos, “fine and good”). When Xenophon can’t answer the question,
Socrates says, “follow me and learn” (DL I1.48). Whether or not the anecdote is his-
torical, it reflects Xenophon's interest in Socrates: he saw Socrates as one who made
his associates “fine and good.” Xenophon did not associate with Socrates to become a
philosopher, but to become a gentleman. Unlike Plato, he apparently saw no difficulty
in becoming one without becoming the other.

Xenophon was eager to show that Socrates was innocent of the official charges
raised at his trial: impiety and corrupting the youth. He devoted the first chapter
of his Memorabilia to arguing that Socrates was a believer of the most pious and
traditional sort. He devoted the bulk of the Memorabilia to showing that Socrates
was beneficial to everyone who associated with him. Xenophon's Socrates is first
and foremost a dispenser of practical moral advice (see, e.g., Mem. I1.7). He gives
this advice not only to his close associates, but to virtually everyone he meets, includ-
ing cavalry commanders and courtesans. Xenophon rarely shows Socrates in the
kind of antagonistic confrontation with an interlocutor that is prominent in Plato’s
work. He does, however, show Socrates in conversation with sophists (Antiphon
and Hippias, in Mem. 1.6, IV.4), in search of definitions (Mem. 1I1.9, 1V.6), and as a
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devotee of eros (Symposium 6.8) — all aspects of Socrates that Plato emphasizes.
Xenophon's Socrates does not insist on his ignorance, as does Plato’s, but he points
out to his interlocutors their ignorance, as a preliminary stage of their education.
(Hippias does mention Socrates’ refusal to answer the questions he asks of others
at Mem. 1V.4.9, but for the most part Xenophon'’s Socrates is only too willing to state
his views.)

Xenophon's portrait of Socrates is valuable for two reasons. First, it corroborates
several aspects of Plato’s portrait. Second, it emphasizes an aspect of Socrates’ life that
Plato does not concentrate on: his relations with his disciples. Both Plato and Xenophon
depict Socrates as a man who had passionately devoted disciples; Xenophon offers a
more extensive explanation than does Plato of how Socrates may have elicited that
devotion. Xenophon wrote with a polemical intent: he wanted to show that Socrates
was completely innocent of the charges lodged against him by his accusers and the
popular prejudice against him. He has been criticized for making Socrates appear
bland and uncontroversial; Gregory Vlastos stated that the Athenians never would
have indicted Xenophon’s Socrates (Vlastos 1971a: 3). Xenophon also attributes to
Socrates interests that can only have been Xenophon's own, such as military science
and estate management. The length and closeness of his association with Socrates
have been questioned by scholars. Because he was not primarily interested in Socrates’
philosophy, he is not our best witness to the content of that philosophy. Still, I think it
undeniable that Xenophon knew and associated with Socrates, that he was inspired
by him, and that he was concerned enough with his reputation to devote a consider-
able portion of his literary production to his defense.

Unquestionably, our main source of information about Socrates is Plato. Plato
became a follower of Socrates in the last decade of Socrates’ life, and was one of his
closest associates. Unlike Xenophon, Plato was a philosopher; his works emphasize
Socrates’ philosophical activity. Like Xenophon, he was concerned to show that
Socrates was not guilty of the charges raised against him by his accusers; unlike him,
he does not downplay the controversial elements of his character and method. Plato’s
Socrates is a relentless questioner, bent on revealing the interlocutor’s ignorance to
him. He also insists on his own ignorance, often in explanation of his refusal to answer
the questions he raises. In spite of this insistence, Plato’s Socrates does put forward, on
occasion, philosophical views. At the end of the Gorgias (523A-527c¢) for instance, he
presents an account of the immortality of the soul. In the Crito (from 47c to the end)
he presents both a theory of moral action and a defense of obedience to the law.
Reconciling Socrates’ advocacy of these theories with his profession of ignorance is a
problem for scholars (see 8: SOCRATIC IGNORANCE).

Plato was a great philosopher in his own right, a thinker who developed his own
answers to the questions Socrates asked. This raises a question: where, in his works,
does Plato present Socrates’ views, and where does he present his own? Scholars have
hoped to solve this question by dividing Plato’s dialogues into three groups: an early
group, containing dialogues that (it is argued) present a faithful portrait of the histor-
ical Socrates; a middle group, containing dialogues that represent Plato’s own philo-
sophical views; and a late group, containing a further stage of Plato’s development.
This tripartite division, however, has been criticized; both the membership of the
respective groups and the order of the dialogues within them have been questioned
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(Kahn 2002). Even if we accept the tripartite grouping of the dialogues, however, and
the general developmental picture that goes with them, it seems there is no decisive
reason to believe that the dialogues of the early group represent the views of the
historical Socrates rather than an early stage of Plato’s own philosophical thought
(see 2: INTERPRETING PLATO).

To solve this problem scholars have turned to the works of our fourth source,
Aristotle. As noted above, Aristotle was a member of Plato’s Academy during the last
twenty years of Plato’s life. He would have been able to discuss Socrates with Plato,
had he desired, and he would have had access to the Socratic works of other philo-
sophers that are now lost. Though he was not born when Socrates died, his intellectual
world was much closer to Socrates’ than is ours. Nonetheless, scholars have ques-
tioned Aristotle’s general credibility as a historian of philosophy (for a negative assess-
ment, see Kahn 1996: 79-87; for more positive evaluations, see Guthrie 1971: 35-9,
and Lacey 1971: 44-8). It may be unfair to describe Aristotle as a historian of philo-
sophy, though, rather than as a philosopher writing about other philosophers. His
interest in philosophy was systematic, but in developing his own views he made refer-
ence to those of his predecessors, including Socrates. His primary aim in doing so was
to show that, while earlier thinkers may have anticipated some aspects of his thought,
they did not bring it to perfection. His tendency to see earlier thinkers as forerunners of
his own view has raised questions about the objectivity of his historical account. Also,
as in the case of Plato, the question arises whether Aristotle is reporting what Socrates
said, or what he thought Socrates meant. Finally, some critics of Aristotle as a source
for Socrates have questioned whether there is anything in his account that is not
traceable to Plato’s dialogues (Burnet 1912: xxiv).

Aristotle’s comments on Socrates are confined to his philosophy, and he gives us
several very important pieces of information about it. Here I shall focus on two. First,
he confirms Plato’s picture of Socrates as one who professed ignorance (SE 183b6-7).
Second, he tells us that, although Socrates sought definitions and focused attention on
universals, he did not “make the universals . . . exist apart” as Plato did (Metaph. XIII.4,
1078b29-30). Scholars have taken this passage to provide a crucial distinction
between Plato, with his doctrine of separate Forms, and Socrates. They have used the
distinction to divide the dialogues into developmental stages: a Socratic group that
does not contain the doctrine of separate Forms, and a later Platonic group that does.
Aristotle’s testimony raises more questions than it answers, however. It is not clear
what he is attributing to Socrates: a theory of unseparated universals, such as his own
(which would be hard to reconcile with the Socratic profession of ignorance), or merely
a methodological interest in universal definition (see 6: PLATONIC DEFINITIONS AND
FORMS). Aristotle’s testimony on the authorship of the theory of separate Forms con-
tradicts two passages in Plato’s dialogues in which Socrates claims to be the author of
the theory: Phd. 10081-7 and Prm. 13081-9. This led John Burnet and A. E. Taylor,
early in the last century, to reject Aristotle’s testimony. Most scholars have sided with
Aristotle on this question, but the tension between Plato’s portrayal of Socrates and
Aristotle’s testimony is significant. Aristotle’s testimony on Socrates appears to be
more objective than that of Plato and Xenophon, but it reflects his own interests, and
as it was not based on personal experience it relied, inevitably, on earlier sources,
especially Plato.
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What our Sources tell us about Socrates

Despite their differences of emphasis, our sources agree about several aspects of Socrates’
life, character, philosophical interests and method. Where they concur, we have the best
historical evidence about Socrates that we are likely to have. If we reject this evidence,
we shall have nothing on which to base our account of the historical Socrates. Where
our sources disagree, we may be unable to reconcile them, but in some cases we may
not need to: both sides may present aspects of Socrates we ought not to dismiss.

Our sources tell us a good deal about the life of Socrates. He was born in Athens
in about 469 BcE, and was a citizen of the city, of the deme Alopece. His father,
Sophroniscus, was a stonecutter; Socrates claimed that his mother, Phaenarete, was a
midwife. He was married to one Xanthippe and had three sons. Growing up during the
Golden Age of Athens he witnessed her disastrous decline and fall in the Peloponnesian
War (431-404). During that war he served in the Athenian army as a hoplite (a
heavily armed infantryman), a position that suggests a certain level of family wealth.
According to Alcibiades and Laches (as reported by Plato), he displayed conspicu-
ous courage in battle. Plato and Xenophon both report two incidents that attest to
Socrates’ courage in other contexts. First, in the latter stages of the war, when the
Athenians wished to try en masse ten generals who had abandoned either dead or
wounded soldiers after the battle of Arginusae, Socrates, who was serving at the time
on the Council, alone refused to put the motion to do so to a vote, on the (correct)
ground that it was illegal. Second, when the Thirty Tyrants, who ruled Athens in
403-402, ordered Socrates and several others to arrest Leon of Salamis, he alone in
the group refused. Both episodes put his life in considerable danger. The best-known
episodes in Socrates’ life came at its very end. In 399 Socrates was tried on charges of
impiety and corrupting the youth. His prosecutors were Meletus, Anytus, and Lycon.
He was found guilty and sentenced to death. He refused to escape from prison, and
died by drinking hemlock. Socrates claimed that he had a divine voice that spoke to
him on occasion; according to Plato, it only forbade him to undertake actions he
was considering. He expressed great interest in, and according to Plato knowledge of,
erotics (see 20: PLATO ON EROS AND FRIENDSHIP).

Some of the information I have just given about Socrates’ life, such as that concern-
ing his military service, is found in only one source (in this case Plato), but most is
found in more than one (chiefly in Plato and Xenophon) and is contradicted by none.
It has formed the basis of our historical understanding of Socrates, and it is as certain
as anything about an historical figure can be. Uncertainty about Socrates enters the
picture when we consider his character. For ancient comedy, Socrates was an eccen-
tric underminer of traditional Athenian values, a “crackpot.” He was associated in the
public mind with Alcibiades, the most flamboyant figure in Athenian public life in the
Peloponnesian War era, and with Critias, the widely despised leader of the Thirty. For
his followers, he was a man of the highest moral quality, an inspirational figure. Both
Plato and Xenophon refer to him as the most just man of his time. (Plato, Ep. VII.324g
and Phd. 118A; Xenophon, Mem. IV.8.)

This controversy cannot be resolved by reference to the agreed-upon facts of Socrates’
life. Socrates was something of an eccentric in the context of Athenian life, and his
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threadbare cloak and unkempt appearance were subjects of comic treatment. More
importantly, both Critias and Alcibiades were among his associates, and Xenophon
and Plato had to argue that he was not responsible for their conduct. Socrates was
associated with the pro-Spartan oligarchic elements of Athenian life, and he was a
critic of at least some aspects of Athenian democracy, such as election of magistrates
by lot; but he chose to die rather than to leave Athens when he had been convicted. If
those who knew him best are to be believed, Socrates’ personal piety was exemplary;
but his willingness to question every traditional belief would have encouraged those
who, like Critias and Alcibiades, scoffed at popular religious views. Two features of
Socrates’ character seem uncontroversial and amply attested by our ancient sources:
his courage and his personal integrity. Socrates demonstrated his courage both in
battle and on trial, and he showed his integrity (what Xenophon calls his freedom)
both by refusing to teach for money and by refusing to compromise his standards
when his life was in danger.

Socrates was undoubtedly a complex person. He could not have attracted followers
like Xenophon and Plato had he not been a man of virtue, of deep moral seriousness;
he could not have attracted followers like Alcibiades if he had not been something of
an iconoclast. Moreover, Socrates’ virtue must have seemed somewhat enigmatic even
to his admirers. It was displayed in action, not in words; as Xenophon has Socrates say
to Hippias, “I demonstrate my knowledge of justice by my conduct” (Mem. 1V.4.10).
Unquestionably, Socrates’ associates were attracted to him because of the way he lived
his life. But what theoretical account of virtue, if any, lay behind that conduct? Did
Socrates have anything like a moral philosophy?

Our sources agree that Socrates was primarily interested in ethical questions. They
disagree only on whether he was exclusively interested in them. Aristophanes portrays
Socrates as a teacher of “just and unjust argument,” rival views of human conduct,
but also as a scientific investigator. Xenophon gives us a Socrates interested in a wide
variety of topics, including military tactics and farming, as well as ethics; it seems
reasonable to assume, though, that the first two topics represent Xenophon'’s interests
rather than Socrates’. Plato and Aristotle describe him as primarily an ethicist, but
Aristotle also attributes to Socrates a theoretical interest in definition and inductive
argument (Metaph. XI11.4, 1078b27-9), and Plato attributes to him views on the soul.

All of our sources agree again about Socrates’ primary method of inquiry: he
philosophized by asking questions. No doubt part, at least, of the controversy over
Socrates’ doctrines stems from this fact about his philosophical method. Whether his
aim was to refute a supposed expert or to offer practical moral advice to someone,
Socrates’ method was to elicit his interlocutor’s views by a series of questions and then
critically examine them. Aristophanes shows Socrates questioning Strepsiades (Clouds
636-99, 723-90); Aristotle, as noted above, says that Socrates only questioned others
and refused to answer, for he said he did not know; and Plato and Xenophon show
Socrates constantly questioning others. This method of questioning was so character-
istic of Socrates that it gave rise to a genre of literature, the Sokratikoi logoi, or “Socratic
conversations” (see Kahn 1996: 1-35). We derive the “Socratic method” of examina-
tion from this source.

It is easy to imagine, when one is participating in or witnessing a Socratic examina-
tion, that Socrates must know the answers to the questions he asks. Here again our
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sources disagree. Plato’s Socrates repeatedly insists that he does not know, that he is
inquiring just like his interlocutor. This claim is endorsed by Aristotle, but Aristophanes
does not mention it and Xenophon writes as if it is not true (though he does have
Hippias remark on Socrates’ famous refusal to give his own view). It is often easy, even
if Socrates does disavow knowledge of the answers to his questions, to treat this dis-
avowal as ironic. That is the response of Thrasymachus in Republic I, and it is closely
related to some remarks of Alcibiades that we shall consider below. Thus, though
there is unanimity among our sources concerning Socrates’ method of inquiry, there
is no agreement about the sincerity of his profession of ignorance that (on Plato’s
account, at least) lies behind it.

The Problem of Socrates’ Doctrines

This brings us to our final question, the one that, more than any other, has given
rise to the Socratic Problem. However much we may know about Socrates’ life, his
character, his interests, and his method, scholars will be disappointed unless they can
determine what, if any, philosophical doctrines Socrates held. Here again, our sources
differ; moreover, there is conflict within our most significant source, Plato. Our inabil-
ity to answer this question concerning doctrine, I shall argue, stems from this conflict.
Of our sources, Plato offers us the philosophically richest portrait of Socrates. Not just
in the early dialogues, but in the middle and later works, Plato returns again and
again to the question of the philosophical significance of Socrates. Three of the most
significant Platonic portraits of Socrates occur in dialogues generally not regarded by
scholars as Socratic.

The first portrait I shall consider occurs in the Sophist, a late dialogue. In a series of
attempts to define the nature of the sophist, a character named “the Eleatic Visitor”
finally suggests that a sophist is someone who cross-examines his interlocutors with
the aim of removing from them the false belief that they know something of which
they are really ignorant. His intent is to make them angry with themselves and gentle
toward others, and to purify their souls so that they might be ready to receive know-
ledge (230B-D). The Eleatic Visitor’s description is an accurate summary of Socrates’
activity as described in the early, “Socratic” dialogues. Neither the Eleatic Visitor nor
any other character says that the person thus described is Socrates, but it hardly could
be anyone else. Socrates on this account is not a propounder of doctrine, but an exam-
iner of the views of others. If he has beliefs of his own, they do not enter into the
picture, for his concern is entirely with the purification of others. If there is a philo-
sophical truth to be learned, this Socrates contents himself for preparing the ground
for it.

The great advantage of this portrait is that it is largely faithful to the method of the
Socratic dialogues, if not to all of their content. If Socratic doctrines do emerge in these
dialogues, they do so indirectly, in the context of Socrates’ examination of others. A
second advantage is that it makes sense of a historical fact about Socrates’ disciples.
Socrates, as noted above, was surrounded by several philosophers who held very dif-
ferent views. Aristippus was a proponent of the view that pleasure is the good, and
founder of the Cyrenaic school of philosophy. Antisthenes’ philosophy was the polar

31



WILLIAM J. PRIOR

opposite of Aristippus’. Simmias and Cebes were Pythagoreans; Euclides was known
for some unusual logical doctrines. Then there was Plato, with his own distinctive
constructive views. If Socrates espoused no doctrines but only questioned others, it is
easy to understand how such a variety of thinkers could have chosen to associate with
him, and how they might well have thought that their answers to the questions he
raised were ones of which he would have approved. If the historical Socrates possessed
and taught any positive doctrines, it is less easy to understand how this constellation
of disciples could have arisen.

A disadvantage of the portrait of Socrates as a purely critical dialectician is that it
does not explain very well his attraction to those young men such as Xenophon who
did not go to Socrates for philosophical instruction but for practical counsel, for advice
on how to become kalos k’agathos. For such young men, the endless repetition of the
Socratic technique for twisting his interlocutors into knots would soon have lost its
appeal. A better account, from this perspective, is the one Plato puts in Socrates’ own
mouth in the Theaetetus (149A—151D). According to this story, Socrates is an intellectual
midwife, after the manner of his mother Phaenarete. He himself is barren: “The common
reproach against me is that I am always asking questions of other people but never
express my own views about anything, because there is no wisdom in me,” he says, “and
that is true enough” (150c4-7). Despite his barrenness, Socrates is able to help his
associates give birth to intellectual offspring. Some of these are phantoms; they don't
withstand his examination. On the other hand, some of his associates “discover within
themselves a multitude of beautiful things, which they bring forth into the light”
(150p7-8). Socrates complains that some who find their offspring exposed as phantoms
have been “literally ready to bite when I take away some nonsense or other from them”
(151c6-7). They don’t understand that his motive is benevolent. On the other hand,

With those who associate with me it is different. At first some may give the impression of
being ignorant and stupid; but as time goes on and our association continues, all whom
God permits are seen to make progress — a progress which is amazing both to other people
and to themselves. And yet it is clear that this is not due to anything they have learned
from me. (Tht. 150p2-7)

The midwife analogy offers an account of what the Sophist passage did not. It
explains why some people would choose to associate with Socrates for a long period
of time. Under his tutelage, they bring to birth “a multitude of beautiful things” (p7-8)
which they have discovered within themselves. The language of the midwife analogy
is reminiscent of the doctrine of recollection in the Meno. In the Meno Socrates claimed
that everyone has the truth within himself, and that this truth can be elicited by his
critical questioning (see 9: PLATO ON RECOLLECTION).

The Theaetetus preserves the picture of truth latent within the soul, but with this
variation: not all are pregnant with wisdom. Some who come to him are not, and he
sends them to other teachers (1518). Most importantly, Socrates himself is barren: he
has no wisdom in his soul. One problem with this analogy is that it is not clear exactly
how Socratic questioning, which is essentially critical, can elicit truth from another’s
soul. Another is that we almost never see this process at work in Plato’s dialogues. The
interlocutors in the early dialogues, with the exception of the slave-boy in the Meno,
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never produce a conception that survives Socratic criticism; and, when we do see
constructive philosophical positions introduced, they all seem to come from Socrates.

Despite the difficulty of reconciling the midwife analogy with the Platonic dialogues,
it forms, with the description of the “noble Sophist” in the Sophist, a consistent and
highly attractive portrait of the historical Socrates. Both accounts show a Socrates
who has no philosophical doctrines, only a method. Though this method is critical in
its operation, and designed to make people aware of their ignorance, according to the
midwife analogy it leads to the disclosure of true beliefs, and indeed wisdom, in the
souls of his companions. Now if we apply this analogy to the case of Plato himself, we
get the following analysis: the elenctic method of the early dialogues is the contribu-
tion of Socrates, but the positive philosophical doctrines that may be found there, as
well as in later dialogues, are the contribution of Plato (see 7: PLATO’S METHOD OF
DIALECTIC). It is Plato, not Socrates, who is responsible for the account of the nature
and immortality of the soul found in the Gorgias and Meno, for the theory that virtue is
knowledge, for the doctrine of (unseparated) Forms that appears in the Euthyphro and
Meno, and for the theory of moral and political obligation found in the Crito. One could
argue that, in the midwife analogy, Plato is providing us with a key for the proper
interpretation of his dialogues (see Sedley 2004: esp. 37).

As T have said, I find this picture a very attractive account of the historical Socrates.
It coheres with the portrait in the Sophist while going beyond it to offer an account of
the positive side of Socratic philosophy. It explains that positive side, and Socrates’
appeal to his disciples, without attributing to him any philosophical theories. It shows
us a Socrates whose disciples were philosophers of the most divergent views. It rein-
forces an intuition that many readers of Plato and Xenophon, have, including myself:
that his unique appeal is not to be explained in terms of his doctrines, but in terms of
his character and the spirit of inquiry that he unquestionably manifested. It shows
what is wrong with all attempts, from the most ancient to the most recent, to fit
Socrates into the “doxographical” form of the history of philosophy, which under-
stands philosophers in terms of their theories.

Why, then, should we not simply say that the historical Socrates has been found,
and found in his own self-portrait in a dialogue from our weightiest ancient source,
Plato? The problem is that Plato offers us another portrait, one that is flatly inconsist-
ent with this one. According to this portrait, Socrates is anything but barren. The
portrait is drawn by Alcibiades in the Symposium, and it is as vivid and persuasive
as the portraits we have already seen. Arriving at Agathon's party late and highly
intoxicated, Alcibiades is asked to eulogize Socrates. He begins by comparing him
with a Silenus — a statue of a satyr that, when opened, reveals images of gods within
(215A-B). The significance of the Silenus analogy is that the outer appearance of
Socrates contrasts sharply with what lies within:

To begin with, he’s crazy about beautiful boys; he constantly follows them around in a
perpetual daze. Also, he likes to say he’s ignorant and knows nothing. Isn’t that just like
Silenus? Of course it is! And all this is just on the surface, like the outsides of those statues
of Silenus. I wonder, my fellow drinkers, if you have any idea what a sober and temperate
man he proves to be when you have looked inside . . . In public, I tell you, his whole life is
one big game — a game of irony. I don't know if any of you have seen him when he’s really
serious. But I once caught him when he was open like Silenus’ statues, and I had a
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glimpse of the figures he keeps hidden within; they were so godlike — so bright and beau-
tiful, so utterly amazing — that I no longer had a choice; I just had to do whatever he told
me. (Smp. 21602, 216E-217A2)

After a lengthy and comical account of his failed attempts to seduce Socrates, com-
bined with stories of Socrates’ courage in combat and of one of his legendary trances,
Alcibiades returns to the Silenus analogy at the end of his encomium:

Even his ideas and arguments are just like those hollow statues of Silenus. If you were to
listen to his arguments, at first they’'d strike you as totally ridiculous; they're clothed in
words as coarse as the hides worn by the most vulgar satyrs. He's always going on about
pack asses, or blacksmiths, or cobblers, or tanners; he’s always making the same tired old
points in the same tired old words. If you are foolish, or simply unfamiliar with him, you'd
find it impossible not to laugh at his arguments. But if you see them when they open up
like the statues, if you go beyond their surface, you'll realize that no other arguments
make sense. They're truly worthy of a god, bursting with figures of virtue inside. They're
of great — no, of the greatest — importance for anyone who wants to become a truly good
man. (Smp. 221D7-222A6)

Alcibiades’ Silenus analogy is as masterful a depiction of the power of Socrates as is
the midwife analogy. It explains why Socrates should appear a figure suitable for comic
treatment, and why he should be dismissed by slow-witted interlocutors. It explains
his professed erotic interest in beautiful teenage boys, and at the same time his profes-
sion of ignorance, as cases of irony (see 8: SOCRATIC IGNORANCE). It does not go so
far as to depict Socrates as a propounder of philosophical doctrines, but it says that he
contains within him godlike arguments, uniquely sensible, that are constructive in
character: they lead one to true goodness. If you look within Socrates’ arguments, says
Alcibiades, you will find them rich in images of virtue; and the same is true if you look
within Socrates himself.

The midwife analogy and the Silenus analogy are powerful and persuasive, and
they are found in our most weighty source for the historical Socrates. But they could
not be more at odds. One tells us that Socrates is barren, that he elicits truths from
others that he does not possess himself. The other tells us that he is filled with divine
arguments and images of virtue in a way that is unique among humans. Each image
explains the central feature of the other as a kind of illusion: according to the midwife
analogy, Socrates appears to be fertile because he elicits offspring from others; accord-
ing to the Silenus Analogy, Socrates appears to be sterile because he cloaks his fecund-
ity in a mask of irony.

I see no way of resolving this conflict. One might argue that the two analogies are
compatible, in that neither requires us to attribute particular philosophical theories
to Socrates. All the Silenus analogy requires, it could be claimed, is that Socrates
possesses arguments that can be used to test the philosophical claims presented by
others. Thus, the richness of those arguments lies solely in their power to lead the
interlocutor toward the truth. Unfortunately, I think this attempt fails. It ignores the
fact that the midwife analogy must take Socrates’ professions of ignorance as sincere,
while the Silenus analogy requires us to take them as ironic. It also ignores the fact
that, according to Alcibiades, Socrates, as well as his ideas and arguments, is filled
with godlike images of virtue.
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We face a “Socratic Problem,” in the end, because Plato has left us these two
irreconcilable images of Socrates’ philosophy, images that our other sources do not
enable us to harmonize. It is possible that the historical Socrates was what the midwife
analogy tells us he was: a barren exposer of human ignorance whose followers none-
theless made progress in discovering philosophical truths. It is also possible that he
was what the Silenus analogy tells us he was: an ironist containing within himself
uniquely powerful constructive arguments and images of virtue. It is finally possible
that he was an inconsistent, paradoxical, mixture of both (see 18: THE SOCRATIC
PARADOXES). We are not in a position to resolve this conflict. Nor, apparently, were
Plato’s ancient interpreters. The skeptical Academy, under the leadership of Carneades
and Arcesilaus, took the barren Socrates as their philosophical model. The Middle
Academy and Neoplatonic interpreters of Plato saw Socrates as the constructive philo-
sopher described by Alcibiades. Our inability to resolve this conflict should in no way
undermine the confidence we have in our knowledge of Socrates’ life, character, and
philosophical interests and method, as sketched in the early part of this paper. It should,
however, give pause to those interpreters who have been eager to tell us exactly what
philosophical doctrines the historical Socrates held. For before we can answer that
question we must be able to say, at least with a high degree of plausibility, that he held
any doctrines at all; and this, because of the conflict between the midwife and Silenus
analogies, we are in no position to do.

Note

Translations of Plato are taken from J. M. Cooper (ed.) Plato: Complete Works (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1997).
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Form and the Platonic Dialogues

MARY MARGARET MCCABE

Plato wrote dialogues. Indeed, of his surviving works, almost all depend in some way
or another on the dialogue form. And yet there may well be no such thing as a single
dialogue form; instead Plato uses dialogue in a multiplicity of ways. Why does he do
that — even on those occasions where it seems least successful? How — if at all — does
the form of the dialogues relate to their philosophical purposes?

Direct Conversations

Many of the dialogues are direct conversations, in densely described settings. In the
Gorgias Socrates and Chaerephon, coming from the market, encounter Callicles, who
has been listening to the rhetorical display just delivered by Gorgias. A three-part
discussion develops between Socrates and Gorgias, then Socrates and Polus, and finally
Socrates and Callicles; the dialogue ends with a grand myth of the soul’s fate in the
underworld. The Meno refers back to the encounter in the Gorgias, and starts without
preamble in a debate between Socrates and Meno — himself a follower of Gorgias —
about the teachability of virtue. In the Euthyphro Socrates and Euthyphro meet just
outside the court, each on their way inside: Euthyphro to prosecute his father for
impiety, Socrates to defend himself against the charge of corrupting the young. The
Crito takes place in the prison after Socrates has been condemned to death; Socrates
and Crito discuss whether Socrates should attempt to escape before sentence is carried
out. The Cratylus and the Philebus each begin in the midst of a vigorous dispute. The
Phaedrus describes a riverside meeting between Socrates and Phaedrus, and their dis-
cussion about love, about rhetoric, about writing, and about the soul. (Hippias Major,
Hippias Minor, Laches, Menexenus, Ion, and Alcibiades are similarly direct.)

These encounters are dramas, and their protagonist is Socrates. But the Sophist and
the Statesman describe an occasion when Socrates met a Stranger from Elea. This
Stranger takes the leading role; and his interlocutor is, in each case, a young, and
amenable, companion of Socrates. Likewise the central role of the Timaeus is taken, not
by Socrates, but by the cosmologist Timaeus; and the Critias is a speech by Critias on
the story of Atlantis. The Laws leaves Socrates out altogether: this is a conversation
between Cleinias, Megillus, and the Athenian Stranger, who takes the protagonist’s role.
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As Socrates recedes into the background the dialogues themselves seem to lose their
dramatic character. They were written, many think, late in Plato’s career; perhaps the
dialogue form has become banal. Originally, Plato may just have followed the example
of others; there seems to have been an industry in writing Socratic dialogues in the
period after Socrates’ death. Or he may have followed a rather different tradition,
influenced, no doubt, by the democratic institutions of classical Athens; the presenta-
tion of abstract thought moved from plodding verse (a la Parmenides) or neat aphor-
ism (a la Heraclitus), towards adversarial argument (e.g., in the sophistic Dissoi Logoi,
“Double Arguments,” parodied in Aristophanes’ Clouds). Plato may have used dia-
logue instrumentally, a way of presenting argument in a dramatic format, congenial
to the theater-loving Athenians. So perhaps the dialogue form is merely the outcome
of cultural forces; and as such, just a formal matrix into which some philosophical
arguments are placed. Its purpose, on such a view, would be to blandish the reader, to
make acceptable abstract argument, to slake the aridity of pure philosophical dis-
course (whatever that might be).

This account of the relation between philosophy and how it is written suggests that
there is no direct philosophical function to the dialogue form. But the characterization
of the form as corresponding to one genre (“literary,” “oratorical,” and so forth) and
the argument as corresponding to another (“philosophical,” “logical,” and so forth) is
tendentious. What is more, it seems to shove Plato into his own trap. For Socrates
frequently attacks rhetoric for substituting blandishment and persuasion for reason
(Grg. 453A1-461A1). If the form of a dialogue is designed to persuade, where its
arguments are designed to reason, does the dialogue form take the disgraceful part of
the orator? Does it take the wrong side in the ancient quarrel between poetry and
philosophy (R. 60785)?

Frames and Framed

But not so fast. For Plato’s use of the dialogue form is less uniform than the examples
above might suggest — less uniform and composed in rich, resonant ways. Consider a
different group of dialogues, whose setting is more complex than the last.

Five dialogues (Charmides, Lysis, Protagoras, Euthydemus, and Republic) are narrated
by Socrates himself; the dialogue is the story that he tells. Here, therefore, one of the
protagonists (Socrates) speaks of his own contributions in the first person. The engage-
ment with the interlocutors seems all the more immediate — and the views of Socrates
seem privileged over those of the other characters. That might tempt us to suppose
that Socrates represents Plato; sometimes it is easy to assume that “I” in the Republic is
the author himself, in this dialogue which is often taken to be Plato’s magnum opus,
his own account of pretty much everything to which he might turn his philosophical
attention.

But sometimes this assumption comes under attack, as we are forced to notice
the way the dialogue is composed, and to pay critical attention to the exact role of
Socrates. Consider an incident in the Protagoras. The main part of the dialogue is nar-
rated by Socrates to an unnamed friend. The friend asks him to describe his encounter
the day before with the great sophist Protagoras. Socrates agrees, with alacrity, and
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recounts the whole lengthy meeting. Protagoras turns out to be a tricky interlocutor,
reluctant to abandon his habit of making long speeches and elaborate comments.
Socrates, however, insists on short question and answer discussion. Protagoras, not-
able for his ability to keep it short (329B1-5), agrees to Socrates’ request, but soon
relapses into verbiage. Socrates complains:

Protagoras, I tend to be a forgetful sort of person, and if someone speaks to me at length I
tend to forget the subject of the speech. Now, if T happened to be hard of hearing, and you
were going to converse with me, you would think you had better speak louder to me
than to others. In the same way, now that you have fallen in with a forgetful person, you
will have to cut your answers short if I am going to follow you. (Prt. 334c8-D5; trans.
Lombardo and Bell)

Socrates’ remark comes at the end of a series of points about method and procedure,
but its extraordinary nature should not escape us: how could the Socrates who can
give us an apparently verbatim account of the whole encounter claim that he is forget-
ful? There is irony here, for sure — but why? The bad fit between Socrates’ account of
himself and his ability to tell the whole tale calls attention to just how the dialogue
itself is being set up: why?

Other dialogues are similarly self-conscious. We might think the Phaedo a tragedy, a
moving account of Socrates’ last day, of his arguments about the immortality of the
soul, and of the devastation of his friends at his death. The dialogue has a pietistic air,
and that again might suggest that Plato sees himself as Socrates. What, then, are we
to make of the rare reference to Plato himself, at the beginning when Phaedo, recount-
ing the story to his friend Echecrates, lists those who were present? Many prominent
Socratics are named — then Phaedo says, “but Plato, I think, was ill” (59810). We
should be brought up short: if Plato was ill, how are we to take this record of what
happened? Now this is pointedly a story, an elaboration, even a fiction, not a set of
minutes of the meeting in the prison. And that renders problematic Plato’s relation to
Socrates if, unlike the other Socratics, he did not hear the final arguments of his mas-
ter. Is the relation more complex, less direct, less easy to read than as the recording of
doctrines heard from the mouth of his master? A further feature of the Phaedo’s drama
reiterates the question. The “frame” dialogue is the direct encounter between Phaedo
and Echecrates, within which Phaedo narrates the events in the prison. But twice the
frame breaks in on the narration. On the first occasion (88c8-89A9), the frame re-
flects the framed argument, as Echecrates comments that he is convinced by an objec-
tion to Socrates’ claim that the soul is immortal. On the second (102A3-81), after an
extremely convoluted (and hotly disputed) passage, Echecrates suddenly pronounces
himself satisfied by the utter clarity of Socrates’ account. Good for Echecrates: but
Plato’s readers may be less sanguine — and the interruption itself surprises us: why
does the frame suddenly obtrude at these very moments?

The interruptions undoubtedly call attention not only to individual points in the
argument, but also to the way in which the dialogue is written. The same effect occurs
in the Euthydemus, again a dialogue told within an outer frame. Socrates recounts to
Crito a meeting he had the previous day with the brother sophists Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus (Crito was present, but unable to hear what happened). Here again, the
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frame erupts into the narrated discussion (290£1), as Crito comments with incredulity
on Socrates’ account of how the framed argument is proceeding. Thenceforth the
argument is carried on in the frame for a while, as a direct discussion between Socrates
and Crito. Once again, the interruption calls attention both to a particular moment in
the argument itself; and to the very fact that the discussion is narrated. Is there a
philosophical purpose here?

Fiction and Reporting

Consider three more complicated cases: Theaetetus, Symposium, and Parmenides.
The Theaetetus is a dialogue between Euclides and Terpsion, anticipating the death
of Theaetetus, wounded in battle. Euclides mentions the meeting years ago between
Theaetetus, then a young man, and Socrates shortly before his death. Euclides himself
was not present on that previous occasion; but Socrates told him of it. Euclides
confesses that while he is unable to reproduce Socrates’ tale from memory (unlike
Socrates, then), he has a written record, whose accuracy he checked with Socrates.
He has set the conversation down in direct speech, to avoid the elaborations of “and
then he said” and so forth. This extraordinarily elaborate introduction foregrounds
not only the dialogue’s claims to truthfulness (Euclides makes a great fuss about the
accuracy of his report) but also, by emphasizing the reader’s distance from the action,
its fictionality.

Compare the beginnings of the Symposium and the Parmenides, both of which embed
the central dialogue in an elaborate reportage. In the Symposium the story is told by
Apollodorus to an unknown listener, the day after he had recounted it to Glaucon
(who had heard about it from Phoenix). Apollodorus heard it from Aristodemus, who
had accompanied Socrates to the symposium at Agathon’s house; like Euclides,
Apollodorus subsequently checked the detail with Socrates. The Parmenides is nar-
rated by Cephalus (to an unspecified listener — the reader?), who went to Athens
expressly to find out about the encounter between Socrates and the great Eleatic philo-
sophers, Parmenides and Zeno. Cephalus asks Adeimantus and Glaucon about their
half-brother Antiphon, who apparently heard (and learned by heart) the story from
Pythodorus, a friend of Zeno’s. They go together in search of Antiphon, who eventu-
ally relates the story that Pythodorus gave him. In both dialogues we seem to hear a
story that is well-attested: repeated, checked, learned by heart — although emphat-
ically distanced from us by the chain of narrators. But that reportage also has the
reverse effect, for it makes us hesitate about the truth of the account. What does
happen, after all, when a story is passed from one person to another, but distortion,
exaggeration, the loss of vital detail?

In all of these cases, the story is put at arm’s length, its accuracy, and its point,
subject to question. As a consequence, the relation between the frame and the framed
becomes increasingly problematic. It is all the more surprising, then, that when each
of these three dialogues closes, the outer frame has disappeared. The Theaetetus ends
ominously as Socrates goes to meet the charges which lead to his death: a telling
match to the imminent death of Theaetetus, the promising young mathematician who
looks like Socrates, in the frame. The Symposium ends when Socrates outtalks the
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others at the party; they fall asleep, and he goes off to his usual pursuits. The Parmenides
— perhaps most striking of all — ends a dense discussion between Parmenides and a
young man (who happens to be called Aristotle) with a contradiction:

It seems that whether the one is or is not, both it and the others are and are not, and
appear to be and not to be all manner of things in all manner of ways, with respect to
themselves and to one another. (Prm. 166c2-5)

To this, astonishingly, Aristotle replies “Very true.” Are we to take this as the con-
clusion? And if this is the conclusion, how did Parmenides and Aristotle allow us to
reach it? How did Socrates, standing by, allow it to happen? Didn’t any of the narra-
tors notice?

Socrates on Question and Answer

If the relation between the frame and the framed is hard to settle, what of the framed
dialogues themselves? Socrates explains why he engages in dialogue in the speech he
purportedly made in his own defense, the Apology. He describes to his audience of
jurors how he has acquired the reputation for wisdom in Athens, and how the charges
have come to be brought against him. His friend Chaerephon went to the oracle at
Delphi to ask whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. The oracle said there
was not; Socrates, on hearing this outcome, was puzzled, and tried to discover just
what the oracle could mean (2183-9). He talked to various groups of pretenders to
knowledge: politicians (who turn out to know nothing at all); poets (inspired to tell the
truth, but unable to explain it), and craftsmen (who have expertise, but fail to see its
limitations). By posing questions to them Socrates asked the pretenders to explain
their claims to knowledge; and in each case they turned out to be unable to give an
account of what they were supposed to know. This inability to give an account consti-
tuted, in Socrates’ view, a failure of knowledge, so that their pretension to be wise
failed too. Socrates concluded that he was indeed wiser because he alone understood
that he was not wise.

The pretenders were asked to give an account of what they knew, and their failure
was demonstrated by the process of question and answer with Socrates. Socrates takes
the asking and answering of questions to be somehow central to explanation, to know-
ledge, and to wisdom. Thus midway through his defense (24c9) he is imagined having
a direct conversation with one of his accusers, Meletus, and exposes him as being
unable to explain coherently what he means in accusing Socrates of corrupting the
young. There is a parallel between the ways in which Socrates sought to examine the
pretenders to knowledge, and the direct dialogue we are asked to imagine with his
accuser. This way of proceeding, in turn, is replicated in other dialogues, where the
sequence of question and answer is connected to a demand for explanation, and where
in conversation the interlocutor is seen to fail to meet that demand (e.g., Euthphr.
11A5-81; La. 193€e1-7); (see also 6: PLATONIC DEFINITIONS AND FORMS).

Fair enough: philosophical inquiry regularly searches for explanation by asking
“why?” Likewise the sequence of thought represented by a sequence of questions and

43



MARY MARGARET MCCABE

answers may well be structured by the relation of explanation. If one party makes a
claim, and the other questions it, the answer will be connected to the original claim as
an explanation is to what it explains. If the explanation fails (or is incomplete) the next
question will extend the demand for explanation, and the answer will try to supply it,
still in relation to the original claim. Such, indeed, is the method which Socrates is
represented as using in many dialogues; it is a model for written dialogue. The inter-
locutor offers a view about some topic or other (often in response to a question from
Socrates: “What is courage?,” “What is piety?”); Socrates asks him to explain; and
they proceed by question and answer. Unfortunately for the interlocutor, the investi-
gation of his claim usually ends up in trouble; and the interlocutor himself collapses
into embarrassment, anger, accusation (e.g., Chrm. 169¢3-p1; Men. 7087-8084; Gryg.
505¢1-p9). We may find it easy to see how Meletus would ask for the death penalty.

If this is how Socrates thought philosophy should work, perhaps Plato uses the
dialogue form to represent the Socratic way of doing philosophy. If, however, the dia-
logue form shows us the Socratic method at work, how does that account for the
Parmenides, where Socrates is portrayed as young, in awe of Parmenides and Zeno —
and silent for the major part of the work? How does it account for dialogues where
Socrates is replaced by others such as the Eleatic Stranger, or where the interlocutors
complain of the aridity of the Socratic method (notably at Phlb. 20A1-8)? How, in
short, does it explain the many ways in which the dialogues do not portray a terse
Socratic interrogation? Furthermore, is portraying all that happens even in those dia-
logues where Socrates does seem to be “Socratic”?

Socratic Aporia

In dialogues such as Euthyphro, Charmides, and Laches the conversation regularly ends
in an argumentative impasse, in aporia: the interlocutor (and often Socrates too) finds
himself unable to decide what to say, or even what to think, and the discussion comes
to a stop (see 2: INTERPRETING PLATO). And it is catching; if one of the interlocutors
gets stuck, so often does the other (e.g., Chrm. 169c3—4): Socrates rightly concludes
that he too knows nothing. If these dialogues are intended to be representations of
Socrates and his ways of doing philosophy, then these impasses seem essential to
them, just because this is where his conversations always end up. Meno, at the end of
such a sequence of argument, complains that Socrates numbs people like a stingray
(Men. 80A6). Worse, impasse may be lethal to any kind of philosophical progress. He
challenges Socrates to show us how, from a position of ignorance, we may inquire into
anything; and how, even if we can, we can ever reach the end of inquiry (see 8:
SOCRATIC IGNORANCE). This — Meno's paradox of inquiry — may provide the model
for two rather different ways of interpreting the ways in which the dialogues regularly
end.

If, on the one hand, even Socrates is unable to reach an end to his inquiries, if
his method produces only negative results, perhaps there is a general principle that
inquiries can only be negative. Then the failure of these dialogues to go beyond an
impasse may imply some kind of skepticism: nothing can be known, perhaps, or that
nothing can be demonstrated definitively (see also 5: THE SOCRATIC ELENCHUS). If
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skepticism of this kind is true, it cannot itself be demonstrated (to do so begs the
question). Instead, it can only be exemplified in the repeated failure of philosophical
inquiries to be conclusive. And this may generalize: not only the “Socratic” dialogues,
but other dialogues too fail to produce conclusions that are absolute or decisive. We
should notice — such an interpretation urges — that each dialogue, no matter how
different it may be from any other, ends on a note of indecision. The Theaetetus, for
example, after exhaustive inquiry fails to explain what knowledge is; the Philebus closes
with the account of the best life still unfinished; even the Republic marks its failure to
produce a demonstration by resorting in the end to myth. The dialogue form, on this
interpretation, bears witness to a skeptical Plato.

On the other hand, perhaps the important thing is the inquiring itself. Even if
extreme skepticism is not the point of the dialogue form — after all, not everything said
or claimed in any dialogue is refuted or reduced to an impasse — the prevalence of
aporia may suggest that each dialogue is somehow or other “open-ended.” Like the
skeptical account, this too is thought to be generalizable: the activity of philosophy is
constantly ongoing; inconclusive, perhaps, but nonetheless “the unexamined life is
not worth living.” This, like the skeptical interpretation, rests its generality on the very
fact that the dialogues are multiform, different, focused in ways that differ widely one
from another. And it treats the philosophical issues discussed within the dialogues as
somehow or other secondary to the open-endedness of the process of discussing them.
The dialogue form, on this account, is at the heart of Plato’s account of philosophy.

The Paradox of Writing

Their open-endedness gives us an account, further, of how the written dialogues are to
be read. The dialogues, as we have seen, do not lay claim to expressing the views of
Plato; instead they express the views of the characters portrayed by Plato. What is the
reader to make of this? The position of the reader, indeed, may be deeply problematic,
not least because what he reads is intractably fixed:

You'd think that [written words] were speaking as if they have some understanding, but
if you question anything that has been said because you want to learn more, it continues
to signify just that very same thing forever. When it has once been written down, every
discourse rolls about everywhere, reaching indiscriminately those with understanding
no less than those who have no business with it, and it doesn’t know to whom to speak
and to whom it should not. And when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs
its father’s support; alone it can neither defend itself nor come to its own support. (Phdr.
275p7-E5, trans. Nehamas and Woodruff)

Socrates’ remarks are paradoxical, of course, since their attack on the written word
is itself written in words. But many have thought that the puzzle about writing under-
pins Plato’s authorial strategies, and the enigmatic nature of the arguments, the
encounters, and the conclusions he presents. For the dialogues, complex as they are,
repeatedly demand interpretation; this form (this form alone?) can be mobile enough
for a full dialectical engagement with its readers. So the dialogues are inconclusive in
order to provoke the reader into thinking for herself. All their peculiar features and
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ostentatious inconcinnities, then, are to be explained as weapons in Plato’s armory
to force reflection on the person who seems entirely outside the dialogue’s action:
the person who reads it. If philosophy demands conversation and dialogue, written
philosophy can after all engage with that by indirect means — by the dialogue form.

This explains, then, why Plato does not figure in the dialogues: it is so that he may
be distanced from what his characters say, and thus better provoke a dialogue with his
reader. It may even explain, as has been suggested, those works where the dialogue
form seems to have become an empty formality. Plato may have a dialogue propose a
view, even a view which retains plausibility when the dialogue is finished (the account
of falsehood in the Sophist, for example), without committing himself absolutely to its
truth, without declaring in his own voice that he knows this to be true. This distancing
of Plato from the direct claims of his characters (remember, in the Phaedo, Plato was
sick) dovetails well with his designing the dialogues to make the reader think for her-
self; and it may rescue works such as the Sophist and the Statesman from the charge
that Plato is just losing his touch.

But still, does either the general claim that the dialogues are open-ended just to
provoke, or the more specific one that they distance their author from their conclu-
sions, explain enough about the dialogue form? Does it account for the intricate detail
of the dialogues, or for their striking differences in presentation? Even the disavowal
of authority recedes at times. Consider, for example, the first words of the Republic:
Socrates says, “I went down yesterday to the Piraeus.” Banal, of course, and hardly
striking, at the first reading. But if we read and reread the Republic — as Plato turns out
to have been right to expect — we realize that the business of descent is heavily loaded.
For it is the philosophers who, having seen the truth illuminated by the good, go back
down to the city, and rule. If Socrates is on his way down (and if, in what follows, he
proves full of convictions, albeit claims that cannot be fully transmitted to his compan-
ions) does he really disavow authority? And even if he does, does the further thought
that the dialogue is open-ended explain why there is a complex relation between the
setting of the dialogue and its content?

Drama and the Ethical Dimension

In the drama of the dialogues, the personalities and the destinies of Socrates and his
companions are brought to life. Some are figures of comedy — Prodicus booming from
under the bedclothes (Prt. 316A1-2); Aristophanes hiccupping (Smp. 185c¢5-7); the
slapstick eroticism of the admirers of Charmides (Chrm. 155c1—4). Some are figures of
tragedy: the trial and death of Socrates overshadows many of the dialogues (Apology,
Crito, Phaedo, of course, but also Euthyphro, Meno, even Theaetetus); the flawed
Alcibiades; Theaetetus, the mathematical talent who dies too young. Socrates himself
suggests that there is but a narrow distinction between tragedy and comedy (Smp.
223p3-5); and the dialogues bear him out. These characters are vividly portrayed
living some kind of life, whether trivialized by their pursuit of victory in argument
(the sophist brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus of the Euthydemus) or by their
mindless attraction to pleasure (Philebus); or made meaningful, as Socrates’ is, by
philosophy. If Socrates is right, it is the examination represented in the dialogues
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that transcends both tragedy and comedy. The point, then, of the dialogues may be to
display the infinite variety of characters and the range of their different responses to
philosophy, to display that the unexamined life is not worth living.

So, the dialogue form has an ethical purpose. Plato’s passionate account of Socrates’
death — and Socrates’ own impassivity to it — is a defense of the philosophical life.
Contrariwise, the lives of those driven by the desire to win in argument, no matter
what the truth of the matter is, are somehow empty and valueless (Callicles, for exam-
ple, or Euthydemus). Plato presents them to insist on the connection between how we
live our lives and how we account for them; and he portrays them in dialogue to ask
how our defence of how we live stands up to the scrutiny of others. The frame of the
dialogues, then, is continuous with the framed, instantiating the relation between the
life that is lived and its accountability.

This amounts to a strong philosophical thesis: what we might call ethical rational-
ism. On this view, the way someone lives and his or her character are directly con-
nected to the actual claims this person advances in argument, even if those claims
turn out not to support the life in question. This connection will be thoroughgoing. If
the dialogue form represents this character thus and so and as involved in an argu-
ment about, for example, the nature of relations (e.g., Phd. 74A9-p7) or the distinction
between knowledge and belief (e.g., Men. 97A6-98A8), or the scope of ontology (Prm.
130B1-135c¢2), the representation denies that there are lines of demarcation between
one part of philosophy and another. If arguments about logic, or metaphysics, or
epistemology are lodged in a context which is manifestly ethical; and if that context is
philosophically relevant to the arguments themselves, then Plato evidently denies that
metaphysics has nothing to do with ethics, nor ethics with logic (see 11: KNOWLEDGE
AND THE FORMS IN PLATO). This integration, if it can be supported, between
the living of an examined life and the arguments and principles required to do so —
between the principles of ethics and those of metaphysics, of epistemology, of logic —
constitutes a striking and important claim about the seamless nature of philosophy.

We might see this at work in some conversions, for better and for worse. Lysis
develops his philosophical acuity in ways that will matter for his relations with others.
Protarchus in the Philebus is induced by argument to see that mindless hedonism,
which excludes argument, is untenable, and so he is converted away from the hedon-
ism he originally expounds. In the Euthydemus, Ctesippus, too eager to emulate the
sophists, ends up no better than their clone. In the Gorgias, Callicles is taken over by
his own admiration of the use of force, reduced to a baleful presence, in whom, as
Socrates predicts, Callicles does not agree with Callicles. In cases such as these the
dialogues show us lives being lived well or poorly just by virtue of the principles that
govern them.

Limitations of the Ethical

But then do these examples simply beg the question? Are the principles which Plato
already adjudges bad ones, made to seem worse by the characters who put them up?
We know some principle to be wrong — this view might have it — just because we can
see that its exponent is the villain of the piece. The drama of character, then, encodes
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the arguments and their premises, and disposes us to reject them out of hand. The
seamlessness of ethics with metaphysics and the rest would then be just a trick of
Platonic rhetoric.

Two thoughts may amplify this disquiet. Firstly, what of the characters not articu-
lated in a rich ethical manner? This account tells us little of the Eleatic Stranger, let
alone young Socrates; little of Parmenides’ meek interlocutor Aristotle; little indeed of
Zeno and Parmenides themselves. As a consequence, we may be hard put to see just
how the explanation of falsehood, or even the Theory of Forms, is relevant to how best
to live. Must we posit some kind of dividing line between the dialogues which are thus
ethically elaborate, and those which are not? Whatever that dividing line might be, it
had better not be a merely chronological one; the Philebus, commonly agreed to have
been written late in Plato’s life, is as ethically pregnant as you might wish.

Secondly, this emphasis on drama may not explain the relation between the frame
and the framed. Think of the practice of irony (Socratic or Platonic). When Socrates is
— or is accused of being — ironical, something about the tone of what is said, or some
oddity in its context, indicates that somehow Socrates is concealing what he really
thinks from his companion (whatever one might mean by saying that this fictional
character “really thinks” anything at all). Consider, for example, his disconcerting
deception of young Charmides into thinking that he has a magic leaf which will cure
Charmides’ headache; the reader, but not Charmides, may think that perhaps curing
headaches is trivial, compared to acquiring virtue. Or recall the occasions when
Socrates expresses extravagant amazement at someone’s claim to expertise. Euthyphro,
for example, is oblivious to the barbs of Socrates’ comments; and Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus miss Socrates’ suggestions throughout the Euthydemus that they are
barren of what we should really aspire to know. These ironical moments are not
directly representative, because they work by offsetting what is represented with
how the reader understands it to be meant. They demand interpretation beyond the
confines of the dialogue itself; and they do so by means of the dramatic frame.

Another point of detail extends the scope of a dialogue beyond the confines of the
represented conversation: the (often deep and complex) connections that are made
between one dialogue and another. At Phd. 7283-73A3, for example, Cebes alludes to
the demonstration of recollection in the Meno (82B9-8684). The cross-reference serves,
not merely as a footnote, but towards a deeper philosophical aim. For Socrates next
argues for the theory of recollection by means of a discussion of the phenomenon of
ordinary remembering. But the detailing of that phenomenon is immediate to the
reader just if she recalls the Meno passage which we are asked to bear in mind, and so
herself instantiates that very phenomenon. Indeed, just as irony works in the dia-
logues by remaining unnoticed by its target, so these intertextual connections are not
for the interlocutor, but for the reader. The dense references, for example, to the auto-
biography of “Socrates” (Phd. 96A6-100A7) in a passage of the Philebus where the
interlocutor, Protarchus, exhibits Socratic tendencies (11A1-21p5) invite us to com-
pare and contrast the methodologies discussed in the two passages thus brought
into scrutiny. The same effect is achieved by the opening pages of the Timaeus, which
both recall the Republic and resile from a direct connection with it when the account
that Socrates gives in the Timaeus of the ideal state notably leaves out the central
metaphysics of the Republic. The cross-references are inexact; their intertextuality has
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therefore a significantly critical, comparative role. It plays that role by transcending
the dialogue in question, and inviting the reader to do all the hard work. It would
be a mistake, then, to see the frame as inert, a mere decoration to the philosophy
represented within.

This might reduce the account of the dialogue form, however, once again to mere
generality. Is the point of all these devices just to make the reader into an active
philosopher, whatever that might be? Are all the dialogues alike in their open-ended
provocation, all designed just to have us puzzle and worry about problems philosoph-
ical? The dialogues would differ, therefore, in order to ensure that if one puzzle doesn’t
get us another will; the variety of the dialogues has the scattergun effect of the persist-
ent paradox-monger. To that end, we might complain, the inordinate length and com-
plexity of some of the arguments (not to mention their poverty) is just unwarranted
(why not just go for a good paradox instead? “I am lying” alone could perhaps do all
the work of provocation done by a whole dialogue). This thought, in turn, serves to
unhitch any direct connection between lives and particular arguments in favor of
generating a thoroughgoing puzzlement. It will not matter, on this account, which
questions we ask ourselves just so long as they are philosophically worrying, intract-
able enough to keep us thinking. Is there, then, any more to be said about the connec-
tion between the ethical outer frame of the dialogues, and the motley collections of
arguments, topics, puzzles, difficulties, and counterarguments found within?

The Soul’s Silent Dialogue

If the dialogues are meant to get us to think, what does that involve? In the Theaetetus
(also at Phlb. 38c5-£7) Socrates offers some general remarks about the nature and
importance of dialogue by suggesting that thinking is like an inner, silent dialogue:

A talk which the soul has with itself about the objects under its consideration . . . It seems
to me that the soul when it thinks is simply carrying on a discussion in which it asks itself
questions and answers them, affirms and denies. And when it arrives at something defin-
ite, either by a gradual process or a sudden leap, when it affirms one thing consistently
and without divided counsel, we call this its judgment. (Tht. 189E6-1904A4, trans. Levett
and Burnyeat)

Thinking, on this account, is a conversation within us between two different points
of view. The conversation is imagined to take place by means of question and answer;
and it terminates when the soul (the mind) says “one thing consistently,” or comes to
a unified point of view. Coming to a judgment is not merely the arbitrary choice of one
point of view: it is arrived at by inner interrogation, and by thinking about those two
points of view.

Aristotle picks up on this in his description of dialectic (Metaph. 99 5a24-b4). Both
Aristotle and Plato think that the play between the two sides of a case, between the
two points of view, is essential to making progress in our understanding. How might
this inform our understanding of Plato’s use of the dialogue form? (See also 7:
PLATO’S METHOD OF DIALECTIC.)
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Perhaps (as has been suggested) the link between the dialogue form and the silent
dialogue is a psychological one: the dialogue form echoes or imitates our own trains
of thought, so that reading something like this will come easily. But does that fully
account for the prescriptive features on philosophical conversation which the dialogue
form imposes, on the nature of philosophical dialectic there outlined?

Question and answer is regularly (though not always) insisted upon by Socrates,
and occasionally by his interlocutors (Protarchus at Phlb. 24p8—£2) and it is a promin-
ent feature of the soul’s silent dialogue. The formalities of question and answer figure
largely in the examination of the slave-boy in the Meno, designed to show that know-
ledge is recollection. In the frame dialogue, Socrates and Meno offer comments on
Socrates’ exchange with the slave-boy. Socrates insists that he has only asked ques-
tions (and not imparted knowledge); en route he induces the boy to see that he did not
know what he thought he knew; and then to be in a state of bewilderment, aporia.
When, in the end, the boy comes up with the right answer, Socrates comments to
Meno:

These opinions have now been stirred up like a dream, but if he were repeatedly
asked these same questions in various ways, you know that in the end his knowledge
about these things would be as accurate as anyone’s. (Men. 85¢9-p1, trans. Grube)

Other interrogations are embedded in a frame. In the Hippias Major, for example,
Socrates describes a conversation that he has, offstage, with another man, who turns
out to be just like (or to be) Socrates himself. So we imagine Socrates in conversa-
tion with himself; and we are invited to inspect his own failings to himself. Similarly,
Socrates engages a different point of view as if in dialogue with Meletus in Ap. 24c9—
26A7; with the man who believes at R. 476E4—480A13; or with “the many” at Prt.
352p4-357£8. In these dialogues within dialogues, the relation between frame and
framed becomes mobile, so that the framed becomes the frame. When that happens,
the frame itself provides the locus for comment and reflection upon what happens in
the framed dialogue.

This feature occurs most strikingly in those (late?) dialogues whose conversational
style seems to have become arid and perfunctory. For they still contain some vivid
imaginary encounters embedded in the main discussion: notably, three discussions
that are imagined to take place with Plato’s philosophical predecessors, Protagoras,
Heraclitus, and Parmenides. In the Theaetetus Socrates imagines Protagoras defending
his extreme relativist claim that “man is the measure of all things” (15241-179p1)
and later offers an imaginary encounter with Heraclitus and the exponents of total
flux (18188—18386). In the Sophist (244B6—245E2) the Eleatic Stranger portrays him-
self as committing parricide on his philosophical progenitor, Parmenides, who claimed
that all there ever is, is one thing. In each of these imagined conversations, the argu-
ment begins as it means to go on: by question and answer. But in each case the
imagined interlocutor is unable to engage, because the very theory he advances makes
the extended sequence of question and answer, and the different points of view that
such a sequence demands, impossible. It is to display these theories (relativism, total
flux, strong monism) as incapable of engaging in dialectical exchange that they are
represented within the dialogues in which they appear; and they provide us with a
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paradigm case of the constraints of philosophical dialogue. Further, by being embed-
ded in a framing dialogue, they expose those constraints to our reflective attention, as
the focus of comment in the frame itself.

First, there needs to be a process, a sequence of answers to connected questions. If
the interlocutor sulks, or is too shy to answer, or too arrogant to pay attention, the
process breaks down. If the interlocutor holds a position that precludes dialogue, the
process breaks down: he needs to be able to sustain more than just the first answer to
the first question. Indeed, the process needs to be somehow continuous. Consider — as
the dialogues regularly invite us to do — how questions may be related to their answers;
and how this generates the next question along. This occurs repeatedly just because
the questioner seeks to understand the position of the answerer: the dominant ques-
tions are “What does this mean?” or “Why do you think that?” or “What follows from
this?” or “How does that fit with what you said before?”

Second, the process goes forward by virtue of some kind of contrast between two
points of view, between assertion and denial. Why? The outer conversations make the
point clear; while the process continues, one point of view has not yet convinced the
other; the questioner continues to refuse his agreement until the answers have fully
satisfied him. The process, then, takes place between these two points of view, and it is
their difference (due either to two views being directly opposed, or to one view not
being convinced by the other) that provides the dynamic. Sometimes the two views
occur within the represented conversation; sometimes they are embedded within it;
and sometimes they occur between the framed argument and its frame, when the
frame itself asks questions of what is said within it (e.g., Euthd. 290E1-293A9).

These demands themselves, third, reveal an underlying assumption which is brought
out in the slave-boy episode: that understanding (whether of one’s own point of view
or of another’s) is a matter of relating together all the things one believes, connecting
them with their reasons and consequences. Understanding, that is to say, takes place
across a large web of belief, and never piecemeal. That is how the silent dialogue will
end up with a single view, but only after the process of question and answer has been
carried out. This is a judgment just because it is based on reasons, and fits with the
process of thought that has led up to it (the silent dialogue notably does not describe
the mind as just plumping for one or another of the points of view presented to it).

But then the correlation between the silent dialogue and the process imagined,
represented, failing to be represented, repudiated, scorned, but never ignored in
the Platonic dialogues themselves, shows us one further feature of the portrayal of
dialogue. Whether the dialogue portrayed be written, spoken, enacted, or imagined,
the dialogue form repeatedly invites reflection upon the arguments in question. That is
to say, the points of view in play are seen from within, as if one occupied one of the
points of view; but they are also seen from without, with the detached stance of the
observer, the person who (like Socrates) is not yet convinced of either point of view,
but who reflects upon their interplay, their explanatory power, and their integration
with other principles that we might hold. This reflection on the arguments is offered
to Plato’s reader by the complexity of his use of the dialogue form, by the relation
between frame and framed. It is, moreover, both a formal feature of the nature of
dialectical exchange, and particular to the arguments and discussions upon which the
reflection operates.
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Reflection and its Content

This reflectiveness of the dialogue form is determined by the constraints upon it from
the frame of individual dialogues, and it is, consequently, both broad and varied in its
content. Consider two examples where the relation between the frame and the framed
is essential to our understanding of the arguments. First, Philebus, in the eponymous
dialogue, espouses a life of extreme hedonism, devoid of reason and thought. But such
a life cannot sustain talk about itself, or reflection upon it. Philebus’ position refutes
itself just if he tries to speak, and he falls silent before the dialogue is half way through
(28B6). Second, Dionysodorus maintains that consistency does not matter (Euthd.
287B2-5). Socrates cannot refute him (because such a refutation would assume that
consistency matters), but the dialogue makes clear that without consistency we have
no coherent account to give of personal identity, nor of the life that a person might live.

In these two cases, the principles of ethics (how best to live) connect with the
principles of metaphysics and logic: in the first the frame makes logical demands on an
ethical claim; in the second the frame makes ethical and metaphysical demands on a
logical one. But we see this only by virtue of the reflective distance between the frame
dialogue and what it frames. Both Philebus and Dionysodorus take positions that are
untenable (extreme hedonism, the sophistic denial of consistency). The frame, by com-
paring the untenable position with its denial in a dialectical exchange, shows just
what assumptions the untenable position would force us to forsake (personal identity,
consistency), and how that would impact on our ethical purposes. This can work both
ways: sometimes the ethical position is framed, and shown in the frame to be unbear-
able (as in the Philebus); sometimes it is the frame which offers an ethical account of
what seems quite neutral in the framed dialogue (as in the Euthydemus). Cases like
these are extreme examples of the way that ethical rationalism works, by supposing
the principles of logic and metaphysics to sustain ethics (there must be a persistent
person to live a life) and the principles of ethics to sustain those of logic and metaphysics
(consistency must matter, if we are to have a coherent account of the life we live). It
is a constant feature of the dialogue form to make possible this dialectical interplay
between the foundational principles of philosophy, and to bring it into reflective focus.

Plato’s dialogue form is not uniform, nor are its purposes either evident or singular.
But these are its virtues. For these dialogues provoke us to reflect on the dialogue itself:
on how it works and why it should. In reading we occupy the position of Meno observ-
ing the examination of the slave-boy, or of Theaetetus hearing about Socrates’ imagin-
ary conversations with Protagoras. We stand outside the action even where we may
agree with what is said, and in that way we can think about just how the arguments
work. And so a dialogue may reflect on the principles of argument itself. For under-
lying Plato’s interest in the dialogue form is his concern to explain how understanding
is shaped and constrained, and his concern to show why it matters. The drama of the
dialogues — these people in these situations, there and then — makes clear that under-
standing is something that matters in their lives, or if it does not, it should. That the
dialogues repeatedly fail is part of their challenge — a challenge which the reader is
invited to take up. But the challenge is formed in such a way as to show us what
it would be to meet it: to develop, as the dialogue invites, a systematic and unified
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account of what it is we are endeavoring to understand — an account which integrates
the problems of philosophy with the unity of a life. In the interplay between the repres-
ented dialogues and their presentation in their frames, Plato formulates this seamless
account of the reflection that constitutes philosophy.

Notes

All translations are the author’s own, or are taken from J. M. Cooper (ed.) Plato: Complete Works
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997).

I should like to record my thanks to those with whom I had conversations about Platonic
conversation while I was writing this paper, especially David Galloway, Owen Gower, Verity
Harte, Alex Long, James Warren, and my gratitude for the exemplary skills of the editor.
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The Socratic Elenchus

CHARLES M. YOUNG

Introduction

Socrates — if not the man himself, then the character in most of Plato’s shorter
dialogues and, perhaps, a few of the longer ones as well — was up to something special.
Believing that he was acting under the instructions of Apollo, the god of the oracle at
Delphi, Socrates spent his time talking to people, both ordinary people and more
sophisticated thinkers, asking them questions about human life and how it is to be
lived. When his interlocutors proved unable to defend their opinions on such questions,
Socrates offered his own radical positive agenda in their place. We are happy, he
thought, when our souls are in their best condition — when, as he believed, we have the
virtues of character: courage, temperance, piety, and especially justice. Since we all
want to be happy, we shall inevitably do what is virtuous if only we know what it is
(see 18: THE SOCRATIC PARADOXES; 21: PLATO ON PLEASURE AS THE HUMAN
GOOD). Hence our path to happiness is the removal of ignorance and vice from our souls
and their replacement with virtue and knowledge (see 8: SOCRATIC IGNORANCE).

Nearly everyone agrees with that characterization of Socrates’ life and thought,
or with something like it. Hardly anyone, however, agrees about the details. Why,
exactly, does Socrates believe that he is acting under divine orders? Why does he
believe that Apollo instructed him to ask people questions about how we should live
our lives? What does he think happiness is? What does he think a soul is? Why
does our happiness turn on its good condition? Why does he think that the virtues of
character have anything to do with the soul’s good condition? Is Socrates’ critical
agenda in questioning his fellows connected to his constructive agenda involving the
virtues and happiness? Nothing close to a consensus on the answers to any of these
questions exists.

Nor is there a consensus on what Socrates was up to in his questionings of others
about the virtues of character and how we are to live. A central feature of Socrates’
examinations is, however, commonly identified by a particular name nowadays: it is
called the Socratic elenchus (“cross-examination”). But again, scholars disagree about
the details; witness a 2002 collection of articles on the elenchus (Scott 2002). They
disagree about what, exactly, is involved in the arguments that employ the elenchus,
and about what its distinctive features are, if indeed it has any. They disagree over
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which passages in Plato’s dialogues involve the elenchus and over which dialogues are
relevant to its study. They disagree on whether and how Socrates can reach positive
conclusions by means of the elenchus. They even disagree over whether Socrates actu-
ally has a method, that is, a characteristic way of doing philosophy. And many more
points of disagreement could be mentioned.

I cannot settle any of these questions here. Instead, I shall consider passages that
have been neglected in discussions of the elenchus, at least in the aspects of them on
which I shall focus. All involve points that need to be taken into account if we are to
achieve any consensus on what is going on in the Socratic dialogues, with the elenchus,
and with Socrates.

Preliminaries

It will be useful to have some of the history of the noun “elenchus” and its cognate verb
elencho (following Lesher 2002) on the table. “Elenchus” begins life with the meaning
of “shame” or “disgrace,” typically of the sort that arises from a failure in a martial or
athletic test: “For it will be a disgrace (elenchus), if Hector of the flashing helm captures
the ships” (II. XI.314-15). Later, the meaning shifted from the idea of shame or dis-
grace per se to the idea of the tests in which shame or disgrace was incurred or avoided:
“The bow is no test (elenchus) of a man: it is a coward’s weapon” (Euripides, Heracles
162). Subsequently, the meaning expanded to include tests or contests other than
martial or quasi-martial ones: e.g., the test of a poem’s merits by public opinion (see,
e.g., Pindar, N. VIII.20-1). By mid-fifth century Bck, the term began commonly to
designate any sort of examination of the true nature of a particular person or thing
(see, e.g., Aeschylus, Suppliant Women 993). Then the word came to focus more nar-
rowly on the examination of a person’s words for truth or falsity (see, e.g., Herodotus,
History 11.115), or the negative result of such an examination (see, e.g., Grg. 47389—
10). That brings us up to Plato.

It is nowadays common to deny that Socrates has anything that might be called a
method that goes beyond his usual, self-avowed modes of inquiry: examining (exetazo),
investigating (skopeo and its cognates), questioning (eroto and its cognates), seeking,
(zeto and its cognates), talking over (dialego), and sometimes cross-examining or refut-
ing (elencho), etc., his fellows. This denial of a method to Socrates may well be right.
But the Socratic dialogues, and even some other dialogues, contain several passages
that must be taken into account in coming to a final view of this claim and similar
ones. A few of these passages are as follows: In his opening remarks in the Apology,
Socrates contrasts his way of making a case with that of his accusers, and he says that
he’s going to use the same sort of arguments that he was accustomed to using in the
marketplace (17a1-1846). In the Crito, Socrates says he’s the sort of person who
decides what to do by reference to the “argument” or “principle” (logos) that looks best
to him on reflection (4684—6), and the personified Laws of Athens give as their reason
for cross-examining him the fact that he cross-examines others (50c¢8-9). In the Gorgias,
Socrates contrasts his way of arguing (tropos elenkou) with that of forensic orators
(472c2-4). Two characters in the dialogues take special notice of aspects of Socrates’
argumentative technique: Alcibiades (Smp. 221p1-222A6) and, with contempt,
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Callicles (Grg. 491A1-3). Finally, in the Sophist, the Athenian Stranger draws atten-
tion to a “noble sophistry” that is concerned with “the refutation (elenchus) of the
empty belief in one’s own wisdom” (23185-8); this sort of sophistry is a kissing cousin,
at least, of whatever it is that Socrates seems to have been doing. Whether or not
Socrates has what we should be prepared to call a “method,” then, it is clear from the
Socratic dialogues that Plato regards Socrates’ conduct of his examinations of others
as in some way distinctive.

A relatively simple illustration of an elenchus occurs at La. 192B9-p11. Here Laches
ventures this definition of courage:

A. Courage is endurance (192B9).

Socrates then elicits from him a claim about courage:

B. Courage is among the very fine or admirable things (192¢5-6).
He also elicits two claims about endurance:

C. Endurance with wisdom is fine or admirable and good (192¢c9-10).
D. Endurance with folly is harmful and injurious (192p1-2).

Then comes a general truth about what is harmful and injurious:

E. The sort of thing that is harmful and injurious is not fine or admirable (192p4-5).
Finally, we get two inferences. Since

F. Endurance with folly is not fine or admirable (192D8),

and

G. Courage is a fine or admirable thing (192p8),

Socrates and Laches conclude first that

H. Endurance with folly is not courage (192p7),

and second that “according to [Laches’] argument,”

I. Wise endurance is courage (192p10-11)

Presumably, (F) follows from (D) and (E), (G) follows from (B), and (H) from (F) and
(G). Where (I) comes from is unclear.

This argument exemplifies a pattern that Gregory Vlastos, in a classic paper on the
elenchus (Vlastos 1983; see also Vlastos 1994), called the “standard” elenchus. It
begins with Socrates’ interlocutor’s asserting some claim, here (A). Socrates then
secures the interlocutor’s agreement to further claims: (B) through (E). Socrates then
infers, with the interlocutor’s acceptance, that the original claim is false: in this
instance, (H). The original claim may, however, survive in some qualified form, as
here, in (I). In a “standard” elenchus, the original claim, according to Vlastos, plays no
role in the argument, apart from providing Socrates with a target. This is in contrast to
“indirect” elenchus, in which the original claim does play a role.

Vlastos's distinction between these two modes of elenchus is spurious. If we have a
set of claims — P, Q, and R, say — that entails the negation of an interlocutor’s original
claim, C, it doesn’t matter, from a logical point of view, whether the set includes the
original claim or not: If the entailment obtains, then there is no situation in which P,
Q. R, and C are all true, whether or not C is one of the claims P, Q, and R. So it would
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be better not to distinguish two modes of elenchus but instead to characterize the elenchus
simply as an argument in which an interlocutor’s original claim is rejected when it is
seen to be inconsistent with other things that the interlocutor believes.

Apology 2189-23c1: The Origins of the Socratic Elenchus

Socrates’ account in the Apology of the origins of his philosophical mission is familiar,
but certain of its details will repay scrutiny here. Socrates begins his defense against
the charge of impiety by drawing his audience’s attention to a set of “earlier” and
“more dangerous” accusers, whose traducements against him, he maintains, created
an atmosphere of prejudice towards him that his current, “later,” accusers are using
to their advantage in bringing their charges against him (18A7-19p7). At the heart of
the prejudice, he tells us, is his possession of what he calls sophia tis (20D7). Here sophia
tis must be “wisdom of a sort,” and not “a sort of wisdom” (as it is at, e.g., La. 194D9)
— not a branch of wisdom, but an understanding that offers part of what wisdom
offers, without being the real thing. For Socrates immediately (20p8) identifies his
“wisdom of a sort” with “human wisdom” (anthropiné sophia), and this proves to con-
sist in knowing that one doesn’t know anything, in particular that one doesn’t know
anything “fine and good” (21p4). In fact, “human wisdom” is worth “little or noth-
ing” (23A6-7). Socrates’ possession of “human wisdom,” however, gave rise to the
prejudice against him, inasmuch as it made him appear to people, despite his denials,
as if he really thought he knew something important.

Socrates came to believe in his “human wisdom” through various conversations he
had with other people in an effort to understand the statement of the oracle at Delphi
that no one was wiser than he. He approached three different groups of people: politi-
cians, poets, and artisans. He had different experiences with each group. His discus-
sions with politicians revealed that although they were thought by others and by
themselves to be wise, they in fact were not (2189-22A8). The poets presented a more
complicated case. In their poems, Socrates concedes, the poets had “many fine things”
to say, but because they could not explain themselves adequately, he thought that
they did not know the things they said in their poems, but instead composed their
works through natural talent or through inspiration. In addition, because of their
poetic talents, the poets believed they knew other things, but in fact they did not know
them (22A8-c8). The artisans, finally, did prove to know “many fine things,” but
because of what they knew, they thought that they also knew other, important things
(22¢8-£5). Famously, Socrates went away convinced that he was wiser than any of
those he talked to. He was wiser, however, not because he knew things that they did
not, but because they thought they knew things that in fact they did not know, whereas
he had no such thought. This is what his “human wisdom” consists in. As he tells us,

What is probable, gentlemen, is that in fact the god is wise and that his oracular response
meant that human wisdom is worth little or nothing, and that when he says this man,
Socrates, he is using my name as an example, as if he were to say, “This man among
you, mortals, is wisest who, like Socrates, understands that his wisdom is worthless.”
(23A5-84, trans. Grube, modified slightly)
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What we need to understand, for present purposes, are the epistemic similarities and
differences Socrates claims to find among the three groups he confronted and
how he detected these differences. He doesn'’t tell us, so we shall have to make some
guesses. One obvious guess is that Socrates subjected members of all three groups to
questioning of the sort that is familiar to us from the Socratic dialogues, and which we
have been calling the “elenchus.” This suggestion is borne out by the fact that in the
passage under discussion Socrates uses all the terminology, noted in the previous
section, that he regularly uses in describing his philosophical activities, and if the sug-
gestion is right, then the similarities and differences Socrates notes must reflect similari-
ties and differences in how his respondents fared in his cross-examinations of them. But
an elenchus can have only two results: either the interlocutor’s initial claim fails, or it
survives. It fails if Socrates can show it to be inconsistent with other things the inter-
locutor believes; it survives if he cannot. Socrates concludes that the people in all three
groups think they know things about certain subjects that in fact they do not know.
Since Socrates himself knows nothing about these subjects, he cannot be inferring his
interlocutors’ ignorance from the fact that he, Socrates, knows better. He must, instead,
draw this inference from the fact that his interlocutors cannot consistently maintain
their claims to knowledge. That’s a reasonable guess: If I cannot consistently defend my
beliefs in some area, it is fair for Socrates to conclude that I do not know what I am talking
about in that area, even if he himself doesn’t know what I am talking about, either.

So much for the similarities among the three groups. What about the differences?
Socrates says that the poets had “many fine things” to say in their compositions, that
they could not explain themselves adequately, and that they did not know the fine
things they said. In the case of the artisans, Socrates concedes that they did know
the “many fine things” they had to say. It is reasonable to guess that the things the
artisans knew were things that fall within their crafts: that’s what they know. But
Socrates would not have conceded that the artisans knew the fine things they had to
say if they had not survived his questioning about those things: As we have seen,
Socrates takes failure to survive the elenchus as proof of ignorance. So we may reason-
ably guess that the artisans did survive the elenchus so long as Socrates’ questions fell
within their areas of competence. We can go further: Socrates denied that the poets
knew the fine things they said on the grounds that they could not adequately explain
themselves. Presumably he would have said the same thing about the artisans if they,
too, had been unable to explain themselves adequately. So it is a fair inference that the
artisans were able to explain themselves adequately on issues that fell within their
areas of expertise. We can go further still: all three groups failed to survive the elenchus
in certain areas. The artisans pass the test within their areas of expertise. What are we
to say about the poets when they were asked about their poems? Did they pass or did
they fail? If they failed, there would have been no difference between the poets and the
politicians, and Socrates could have claimed that the poets did not know what they
said in their compositions on that basis, without appealing to their inability to explain
themselves. Since he does not do this, it is not unreasonable to guess that the poets did
not fail the elenctic test when talking about their compositions. They may not have
been able to explain themselves, but at least they didn’t contradict themselves.

What sorts of explanations does Socrates think an artisan can give that a poet
cannot? Taking a cue from Grg. 464B2-465A7, we might reasonably speculate that a

59



CHARLES M. YOUNG

fifth-century doctor, for example, would have had a theory about human health that
gave him the conceptual resources with which to frame explanations. He might have
thought, for example, that human bodies are made up of earth, air, fire, and water;
that human beings are healthy when the heat, cold, wetness, and dryness associated
with these elements are in the appropriate balance, and sick when that balance is
lacking; and that the aim of medical treatment is to restore appropriate balance to
people who are sick and lack balance. Thus: “My patient is feverish; this must mean
that she is suffering from an excess of heat; bleeding her will remove the excess heat
and restore her to health.” So the difference between the poets and the artisans, on this
suggestion, is that the artisans have a supporting theory and the poets do not. Why,
exactly, the poets lack a supporting theory is left unclear. It might be that the “many
fine things” the poets say aren’t the kinds of thing that can have a supporting theory
at all, as Grg. 46482—465A7 would have us believe, e.g., about the claim that while
cookies are good with milk, and doughnuts with coffee, neither is good with Scotch
whiskey. Or it might be that the poets’ claims can be adequately explained, but not
by their proponents, as an idiot savant might believe that 761,838,257,287 X
193,707,721 = 2°* — 1 without being able to carry out the relevant calculations.

The suggestion that this is indeed the difference Socrates sees between the poets and
the artisans is confirmed by the fact that he thinks it is in order to give an alternative
explanation, in terms of natural talent and inspiration, for the poets’ ability to say
“many fine things” in their compositions. This is standard Socratic practice in cases in
which someone is apparently in some sort of control of some subject matter but cannot
explain himself adequately. Thus in the Gorgias (46482—465A7), Socrates claims that
pastry baking fails the explanation test, since it “has no account of the nature of what-
ever things it applies by which it applies them, so that it’s unable to state the cause of
each thing [it does]” (465A3-5, trans. Zeyl). But he is prepared, even so, to call pastry
baking a “knack,” acknowledging that pastry bakers can achieve more or less regular
success. Similarly, Socrates does not challenge Ion’s ability to say “many fine things”
about Homer (Ion 542A5), but he does question whether that ability can be attributed
to Ion’s possession of knowledge, and when Socrates establishes that it cannot, he
accounts for the ability by crediting Ton with a “divine gift” (54244). And in the Meno,
he attributes the abilities of politicians, soothsayers, prophets, and poets to get things
right without knowledge to the gods’ influence and possession (99811-10085).

To sum up: Socrates in the Apology distinguishes three levels of epistemic involve-
ment. If I claim knowledge in some area, Socrates will claim that I am wrong to say I
know if I cannot consistently defend my beliefs in that area. He will also claim I am
wrong to say I know, even if he cannot convict me of inconsistency in some area, if I
cannot explain my beliefs in the area in a certain way. If I can explain my beliefs in the
right way, however, then Socrates, not being himself an expert in the area in question,
has no choice but to let my claim to knowledge stand.

Inconsistency

The elenchus thus aims to expose false claims to knowledge by convicting claimants to
knowledge of holding inconsistent beliefs. Inconsistency matters, according to many
accounts of the elenchus, because it seems that if I believe A, B, and C, and I then come
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to believe that A, B, and C are inconsistent, then (a) at least one of A, B, and C must be
false, and (b) if I wish to maintain my belief in A and my belief in B, say, I must give up
my belief in C. Here (a) is true, but (b) is not. This is so for at least two reasons.

In the first place, I might retain my belief that A, B, and C are each true and give
up my belief that A, B, and C are inconsistent. Consider in this connection the refuta-
tion of Charmides’ first try at defining temperance at Chrm. 15985-160p3. Charmides
ventures that

A. Temperance is quietness (1598B5-6).

Socrates then secures Charmides’ agreement to

B. Temperance is among the fine or admirable things (159c1).
Socrates then runs through any number of cases in which

C. Doing things quickly is finer or more admirable than doing them quietly (159c3—4,
c8-9, etc.).

This is a claim that Socrates puts in a variety of ways. In (C) Socrates uses adverbs and
comparative adjectives. Elsewhere, though, he uses superlative adverbs and adjectives:

D. Doing things as quickly as possible, not doing them as quietly as possible, is the
finest or most admirable (160A5-6).

Sometimes he mixes superlative and comparative adjectives:

E. The quickest things, not the quieter, are the finest or most admirable (159p4-5).
Sometimes he uses abstract substantives:

F. Quickness is finer or more admirable than quietness (16084-5).

And sometimes his formulations are simply bizarre:

G. Quickness is more temperate (!) than quietness (159p10-11).
H. The quiet life (!) is not more temperate than the quick life (160c7-p1).

At any rate, the formulation with which Socrates wraps up the argument is:

I. Quick things are no less fine or admirable than quiet things (160p2-3), claiming
that from (I) and

B. Temperance is among the fine or admirable things,

it follows that

J. Temperance is not quietness (160B7).

And this is the denial of (A), Charmides’ original definition.

Well. Socrates’ claim that (I) and (B) are inconsistent with Charmides’ original defini-
tion, though it is asserted by Socrates and accepted by Charmides (160p4), plainly
depends on something rather more sophisticated than modus ponens, and Charmides is
not given any reason, much less any good reason, for accepting the inference. He
could reasonably retain his belief that temperance is quietness, even given his accept-
ance of (B) and (I), by claiming that Socrates’ claim of inconsistency does not succeed,
or at least that it has not been made out. Charmides does not have to give up his
definition of temperance.
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So it does not follow that if I believe A, B, and C, and I come to believe that A, B, and
C are inconsistent, then I must give up my belief in C if I wish to retain my belief in A
and B. I can instead give up my belief that A, B, and C are inconsistent. Matters are
actually worse than that: In certain circumstances, I can believe A, B, and C, and
believe that A, B, and C are inconsistent, and still retain my belief in all three of A, B,
and C. Suppose, for example, that I am rolling a fair die. Consider these three claims:

A. Something other than 1 or 2 will come up.
B. Something other than 3 or 4 will come up.
C. Something other than 5 or 6 will come up.

Since the probabilities of each of these claims is 0.67, I should believe that each of
them is more likely than not. But plainly I should reject the conjunction of A, B, and C.
For that conjunction amounts to

D. Something other than 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6 will come up,

and that’s impossible. So I should accept all three of A, B, and C, even though I recog-
nize that they cannot all be true together. To be sure, I would know that one of A, B,
and C is false, but I would not know which one. So this is a case in which I accept A
and accept B, and accept that A, B, and C are inconsistent, but I should not reject C.
Quite the contrary, I should accept C as well.

The possibility just described is, moreover, not a merely logical possibility, especially
in philosophical contexts, where anything like certainty is hard to achieve. And
indeed, Richard Kraut drew attention over twenty years ago to the fact that Socrates
(in the Socratic dialogues, including the Protagoras, for the purposes of this point)
thinks he has good reasons for accepting all three of these propositions:

A. Virtue is unteachable.
B. Virtue is knowledge.
C. If virtue is knowledge, then virtue is teachable,

even though he recognizes that (A), (B), and (C) are inconsistent (see Kraut 1984:
285-8). Again, Socrates knows that at least one of (A), (B), and (C) must be false, but
he has no reason to give up any one of them in particular.

Does Socrates Cheat?

So. Socrates himself holds sets of beliefs that he knows cannot all be true. But in
conducting the elenchus, he regularly insists that his interlocutor jettison the claim
that he has targeted once it emerges that that claim is inconsistent with other things
the interlocutor believes. Is that fair? Is that cheating, to frame the question as it has
come to be framed since the publication of Vlastos 1991, esp. ch. 5, “Does Socrates
cheat?” If to cheat is to offer arguments that one recognizes to be of questionable
soundness, or to encourage one’s interlocutors to abandon claims when they are not
required to, it seems to me clear that Socrates does cheat. He probably cheated in the
Charmides argument just discussed, in supposing that formulations (C) through (I) are
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equivalent to one another and in supposing that (I) and (B) entail that temperance is
not quietness, without giving Charmides, or us, any reason to accept these far from
trivial suppositions. And, as many have observed over the years, Socrates’ argument
probably trades on the thought that the contrary of quiet is quick, and not, as Charmides
surely intended, tumultuous, over the top, or something similar. It is hard to believe that
Plato was not aware of either point, and if he was aware, it's hard to believe that he is
not representing Socrates as cheating.

But sometimes what'’s hard to believe is true, so let me take up a couple of examples
from the Ion that are, I believe, clearer. In that dialogue, Ion the rhapsode claims two
related competences, one performative and one critical. He claims, first, the ability to
recite Homer’s poetry with power, feeling, and effectiveness (530p4-5; cf. 53582-3).
And he claims, second, the ability to understand the substance of Homer’s thought
(530c¢5) and to offer sound critical observations on that thought (530p1-2). Ton also
accepts Socrates’ suggestion that his critical competence is based on knowledge of
what Homer is talking about (530c7), and it is this idea that Socrates targets in the
elenchus that follows. In the course of that argument, Ion comes to admit that his
critical competence is restricted to Homer (532B6—c4). Even though, as he concedes,
other poets talk about pretty much the same things that Homer talks about (531cl-
D2), he, Ton, has nothing at all to say about the other poets (53288—-c2). Socrates then
concludes that Ion’s critical competence with respect to Homer is not based on posses-
sion of knowledge: “If you were able to talk about Homer through knowledge, you
would be able to talk about all the other poets as well” (532¢7-8).

Ton accepts this (532c¢10). But he insists that his critical competence with respect to
Homer, even if limited, is, by common opinion, real, and he accordingly asks Socrates to
explain the basis for his competence, given that it cannot be explained by his possession
of knowledge (53288—c4). Socrates responds, famously, with the simile of the magnet
and the theory of divine inspiration, supplemented with facts drawn from the phenom-
enology of poetic experience (533¢9-53685). The simile and the theory are reasonable
as an explanation of Ion’s performative competence, and it is as such that they are
presented by Socrates (note “sing” at 53584 and 53686, and “song” at B7) and accepted
by Ion (535A3-5, A8, A10, c4-—p1, p6-7, E1-6). But Socrates goes on, beginning at
53686, to turn his explanation of Ton’s performative competence into an explanation
of his critical competence. The shift occurs within a single sentence: “When any song of
that poet [namely, Homer] is sounded, you are immediately awake . . . and you have
plenty to say” (536B7—cl, my emphasis; trans. Woodruff). Socrates then concludes,
“It’s not because you're a master of knowledge about Homer that you can say what you
say [about him], but because of a divine gift, because you're possessed” (536¢1-2; trans.
Woodruff). This is unfair of Socrates, and Ion understandably balks: “You're a good
speaker, Socrates. But I would be amazed if you were good enough to convince me that
I am possessed or crazed when I praise Homer” (536p4—6). So Ion accepts Socrates’
theory as an explanation of his performative competence but rejects it as an explana-
tion of his critical competence, and the dialogue goes on. Socrates tried to cheat, in
attempting to pass off a plausible explanation of Ion’s performative competence as an
explanation also of his critical competence, and Ion refused to let him get away with it.

Socrates’ second try for the same conclusion also depends on a cheat — one that, this
time, succeeds. The nub of the argument begins at 5408B3. Socrates is engaged in
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trying to determine what it is that Ion, as a rhapsode, knows. Ion ventures that “he’ll
know what sorts of things it’s fitting for a man or a woman to say — or for a slave or a
freeman, or for a follower or a leader” (540B3-5). Socrates takes Ion to be talking not
about men, slaves, or women as such, but about men who are also navigators in a
storm or doctors treating the sick, or slaves who are also cowherds who need to calm
their cattle, or women who are also wool-workers spinning their yarn — all of them
artisans at work on their crafts (54086-8, c1-2, c4—6, c6-p1). And Ton must of
course deny that a rhapsode will know what it is fitting for artisans to say about their
craftwork, and so indeed he does (54088, c2—3, c6, p1). But then Socrates gives Ion
an opening: “Will a rhapsode know what sorts of things a man should say, if he’s
a general, to encourage his troops?” (540p1-2). Ion seizes his opportunity: “Yes!
A rhapsode will know those sorts of things” (540p2-3). Socrates then says that Ton
must be a general (540p4), and that’s a hook he’s not allowed to wiggle off of for the
rest of the dialogue.

This again is a cheat. What Ion is trying to say is that a rhapsode knows human
character, that a rhapsode can, say, compose the St Crispin’s Day speech in Henry V.
He knows, that is, the sort of speech a man who learned in his teens that he was the
future King of England is apt to deliver, now that he is King, before a decisive battle
in a questionable war undertaken at his own initiative. But Socrates won't allow Ion
to make any such claim. The only sort of person one can be, so far as the logic of
Socrates’ argument goes, is an artisan, and the argument has it that a rhapsode isn’t
able write the St Crispin’s Day speech without also being able to win the Battle of
Agincourt. Ion is not given a chance to say what he means.

The Ion even ends with still another cheat, and by thematizing cheating. “You're
doing me wrong,” Socrates says to Ion, “if what you say is true that what enables you
to praise Homer is knowledge . . . you're cheating me” (541£1-5). But “if . . . you're
possessed by a divine gift . . . then you are not doing me wrong” (542A3-6). Socrates
then gives Ion the option of being regarded “as a man who does wrong, or as someone
divine” (A6-7; trans. Woodruff); not surprisingly Ton plumps for the latter (81-2).
Socrates is famous for his indifference to what others may think of one elsewhere (see,
e.g., Cri. 48c2-6); here he bullies Ion into saying something that Ion does not believe
by appealing to what others may think of him.

Some Stabs at Explanations

I have raised various questions about the elenchus, in particular about what it can be
said to have established, given that consistency in belief lacks the importance it has
usually been taken to have, and given that Socrates regularly cheats. Here I shall try
to explain why Plato allows Socrates to cheat on so many occasions, although I don’t
claim to know in every case why he does.

I have raised questions about seven passages in the Socratic dialogues:

(a) Socrates’ claim at La. 192B9-p11 that the dialectic of his refutation of Laches’
definition of courage as endurance supports the conclusion that courage is wise
endurance.
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(b) Socrates’ assumption in the argument at Chrm. 15985-160p3 that his various
formulations of principle (I) (namely, that quick things are no less fine or admira-
ble than quiet things) are equivalent to one another.

(c) His belief, in the same argument, that from (I) and the claim that temperance is
among the fine or admirable things, it follows that temperance is not quietness.

(d) His treatment, in the same argument, of “quick” as the opposite of “quiet.”

(e) Socrates’ bullying Ion in the Ion to agree that his (Socrates’) plausible explana-
tion of Ion's performative competence via the theory of divine inspiration applies
as well to Ton’s critical competence.

(f) His refusal, again in the Ion, to allow Ion to say what he manifestly is trying to
say.

(g) His accusation that Ion is cheating him at the end of the Ion.

I have little to say about (g) that is not merely speculative. Perhaps Plato is aware
that he is having Socrates cheat and is worried that his readers will sense that cheat-
ing is going on, and he hopes to make those feelings come to rest on Ion, not on
Socrates. Perhaps, alternatively, it is the other way round: Plato wants us to appreci-
ate that Socrates is cheating and hopes that if he raises the question of cheating in
connection with Ion, we will raise it ourselves in connection with Socrates. Or perhaps
he wants us clearly to distinguish Ion’s two very different competencies, and to think
seriously about the topic of poetry and human character.

I likewise have little to say about (d) and (e). On treating “quiet” and “quick” as
contraries, I suggest that Plato has other items on his agenda in the Charmides (espe-
cially to distinguish Socrates from Critias, some of whose views seem similar, at least
verbally, to some of Socrates’ own views) and gives Socrates the argument he does
faute de mieux. As for Socrates’ assuming without argument in the Ion that the theory
of divine inspiration, plausible as an explanation for Ion’s performative competence
but not for his critical competence, nonetheless applies to both competences, I would
guess that Plato had worked out the theory of divine inspiration for poetic composition
and performance, needed a forum for it, and didn’t come up with a better way to get it
into a dialogue.

I can be more helpful, I think, with regard to (f), Socrates’ refusal to allow Ion to
say what he means. I believe Ion means to be claiming that he — or the poet whose
stand-in he is — is an expert on human character. Here are Ion’s words again:
“[A rhapsode will] know what sorts of things it’s fitting for a man or a woman to say —
or for a slave or a freeman, or for a follower or a leader” (540B3-5). Compare those
words with these, from Aristotle’s explanation in the Poetics of his claim that poetry
is more philosophical and serious than history, since it is concerned with universals,
not particulars: “By a universal statement I mean one as to what such or such a kind
of man will probably or necessarily do; which is the aim of poetry; though it affixes
proper names to the characters” (Poet. 9, 1451b8-10; trans. Bywater, modified slightly).
It’s the same idea. Plato takes up the poets elsewhere, in the Republic. But he saves his
big guns in the “ancient battle between poetry and philosophy” for Book X, after he
has developed in Books IV and Books VIII-IX a theory of human character that makes
it the province of philosophy, not poetry (see 26: PLATO AND THE ARTS). He doesn’t
have such a theory in the Ion, or he cannot, for whatever reason, lay it out there. So
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the reason that Ion is not allowed to say what he wants and claim expertise on human
character is that Plato is not in a position, in the Ion, to answer him.

As for (a), (b), and (c), I can only offer suggestions (some of them following Johnson
1977). But I believe that while part of Plato’s agenda in the Socratic dialogues is to
explore and develop various ideas about explanation or causation and abstraction that
drive the dialectic, he omits, with only a few exceptions (e.g., Euthphr. 5p1-5), to give
official notice of these ideas until the Phaedo. For example, at Chrm. 15985-160D3, as
we have seen, Socrates takes it that

I. Quick things are no less fine or admirable than quiet things (160p2-3),
and

B. Temperance is among the fine or admirable things (159c1),

entail the falsity of Charmides’ original definition of temperance:

A. Temperance is quietness (15985-6).

Why? (B) is about temperance understood as a state of character: it is thought of as
something that is (or may be) in Charmides (see, e.g., 158E6-159A1). It is clear from
the arguments in support of (I), in contrast, that it is about quick and quiet actions.
What connects them? If (I) and (B) are to be at all relevant to the truth of (A), we shall
have to read (I) as saying something about the actions that temperance produces, and
not about the state of character that temperance is. And we shall also have to read (B)
and Charmides’ original definition:

A. Temperance is quietness (159B5-6),
as entailing something like:

K. Quiet actions are finer or more admirable than quick ones.

What principles such readings might depend upon is very far from clear.

A second, more striking example is the argument at La. 192B9-p11, with which we
began. Recall that Socrates represents his refutation of Laches’ definition of courage as
endurance as giving Laches, at least, reason to believe:

I. Wise endurance is courage (192p10-11).

But all we have in the argument that might be supposed to be relevant to (I) are these
two claims:

B. Courage is among the very fine or admirable things (192c5-6).
C. Endurance with wisdom is fine or admirable and good (192¢9-10).

One way to understand what is going on here is this: Laches has defined courage
as endurance. Socrates has argued that endurance with folly is not courage. So all
that is left, so to say, of the endurance that Laches identified with courage is wise
endurance. Hence, Laches has some reason to believe that wise endurance is courage.
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I do not deny that this explanation may well be correct. But a more interesting
explanation is available. The relevant claims, again, are:

B. Courage is among the very fine or admirable things (192¢5-6).
C. Endurance with wisdom is fine or admirable and good (192¢9-10).

(B) presumably means or at least entails:

G. Courage is a fine or admirable thing (192p8).

(G) and (C) can be given a causal reading. That is, we can read (G) and (C) as
saying that it is the courage in courageous actions that makes those actions fine or
admirable, and the wise endurance in wisely enduring actions that makes them fine or
admirable, just as we read “love is blind” (with apologies to Jessica at Merchant of
Venice, 11. vi. 36-9) as saying that the love in those who love makes them blind to the
faults of those they love. If we do read (G) and (C) in this way, and if we are drawn to
the idea that

H. Similar features must be explained by reference to similar explanatory factors
(cf. Phd. 97A2-B3),

we shall be inclined to conclude, with Socrates, that:
I. Wise endurance is courage (192p10-11).

And if we were to note that just actions, temperate actions, etc., are also fine or admi-
rable, we should find ourselves, given (H), well down one road to the unity of virtues in
action.

I believe, then, that it may well be possible to give plausible rationales to the infer-
ences in passages (a), (b), and (c) listed at the start of this section. But to give them we
shall have to devote much more study than we have so far to the dialectic of the
Socratic dialogues. (Major steps in this direction are taken in Dancy 2004. See also 6:
PLATONIC DEFINITIONS AND FORMS.)

Concluding Remarks

As I have described the Socratic elenchus, it uses cross-examination to extract contra-
dictions from interlocutors in order to expose their false claims to knowledge. Socrates
was interested in exposing such claims because he believed that false convictions about
the important questions of human life stood in the way of the happiness of the people
who held those convictions, and that their false convictions must be removed if they
are to have a chance at happiness. But the agenda of Plato’s Socratic dialogues
extends well beyond Socrates’ critical agenda. A few of the items on it are: to memori-
alize Socrates, and to understand both the man and his positive views; to mark Socrates
off from others with whom he might be confused (sophists, eristics, Critias, etc.); to
examine the credentials of various people who claim to know how we should live
(politicians, soldiers, rhetoricians, sophists, and poets). And, as I have suggested, Plato
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has a serious concern with argumentation: how it works, when it succeeds, what
principles it depends upon, etc. These constitute a wide spectrum of concerns that
Plato had to balance in composing his dialogues. Sometimes, as in the Apology, Plato
succeeded in weaving his various concerns into a single artistic and philosophical
whole. Other times he was less than fully successful. Those who think that we
may expect a thinker of Plato’s literary and philosophical gifts to score a complete
success every time out are wishful thinkers; I would advise them to take a look at
Burke 1941 and think again. Plato often has to distort, push, shove, maul, gouge,
stretch, chip, and avert his gaze (to paraphrase Nozick 1974: x), just like the rest of us,
if at a higher level.

Note

All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.
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Platonic Definitions and Forms

R. M. DANCY

Aristotle tells us (Metaph. 1.6.987a29-b14, XI11.4.1078b12-32 and 9.1086a24-b4)
that Socrates was concerned with definitions in the domain of “ethical matters” (broadly
construed, to include virtually any matter of evaluation), and that Plato took over
this concern from him. And many of the dialogues of Plato classified as “early” or
“Socratic” show an overarching concern with matters of definition. I see no very good
reason for doubting Aristotle (on the other side see, e.g., Kahn 1996) and am strongly
inclined to suppose that the Socratic dialogues give us something of the flavor of
Socratic discourse. In other words, I think of those dialogues as historical fiction,
especially in connection with definitions. Even in Xenophon Socrates shows an occa-
sional predilection for pursuing definitions (see, e.g., Mem. 1.i.16; IV.vi), although
when it comes to reconstructing Socrates’ practice, Xenophon provides us with noth-
ing on the order of Plato’s Socratic dialogues.

Aristotle also tells us that Plato’s adoption of Socrates’ quest for definitions took a
special turn: Plato made the objects of definition, “forms,” distinct or separate from
perceptible things. And we shall find this taking place, not in the Socratic dialogues,
but in the Phaedo and Republic. These are among what are commonly referred to as the
“middle” dialogues.

The Socratic dialogues that are considered here are: Charmides, Euthyphro,
Hippias Major, Laches, Lysis, the Protagoras, and Book 1 of the Republic (for con-
troversy over the Hippias Major, Lysis, and Republic 1, see references in Dancy 2004:
7-9). Those who question the historical veracity of these dialogues may take the
following reconstruction as pertaining only to Plato himself. Hence occurrences of
the name “Socrates” need only be taken as referring to the character in Plato’s
dialogues.

This applies a fortiori to the use of the name “Socrates” as it occurs in discussion
below of the middle dialogues, Phaedo, Symposium, and Republic, and of the Meno,
which I take to be transitional. In my view (which is hardly mine alone) these latter
dialogues involve a good deal more of Plato and less of Socrates than the Socratic
dialogues do: on this view, the Socrates of the Socratic dialogues tends to represent the
historical Socrates, while that of the others tends to represent Plato, and there is a
development over time from one to the other (see 2: INTERPRETING PLATO; 3: THE
SOCRATIC PROBLEM).
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You need not share any of these views to follow this chapter. The development of
which I speak is in the first instance a logical one: Socrates’ arguments in the Socratic
dialogues do not commit him, as I see it, to the metaphysical position standardly called
the “Theory of Forms”; his arguments in the “middle” dialogues do. But the latter argu-
ments emerge from the previous ones. In particular, one crucial argument that emerges
is what I'll be calling the “Argument from Relativity” (AR). In the middle dialogues this
contrasts a Form, the Beautiful, say, with its mundane participants, the ordinary beau-
tiful things, on the ground that the latter are beautiful only relatively, whereas the
Beautiful is just plain beautiful (see 12: THE FORMS AND THE SCIENCES IN SOCRATES
AND PLATO). It effects this contrast in the following way (further commentary below):

(ARE) There is such a thing as the Beautiful.

(ARO) Any ordinary beautiful [thing: Greek does not require this word] is also ugly.
(ARBeautiful) The Beautiful is never ugly.

~.(ARC) The Beautiful is not the same as any ordinary beautiful [thing].

Here (ARE) assumes the Existence of the Beautiful, (ARO) is a premise (but to be
argued for) to the effect that Ordinary beautiful things are only relatively beautiful,
(ARBeautiful) is one about the Form, the Beautiful, according to which it is not merely
relatively beautiful, and (ARC) is the Conclusion.

This argument does not appear in the Socratic dialogues, although there is a clear
anticipation of it in the Hippias Major (see below). It does appear in the middle dia-
logues. That is the main development of which I am speaking, and it is there, whatever
the chronology or personnel may be.

We're going to construct a Theory of Definition for Socrates. This theory does not
pretend to be Socrates’ Theory of Definition, or Plato’s, since there is no explicit Theory
of Definition in these dialogues, by contrast with the later dialogues Phaedrus, Sophist,
Statesman, and Philebus, in which there is something more by way of a theory (some-
times referred to as the “Method of Collection and Division”). Rather than laying down
Socrates’ pronouncements on what a definition needs to be, the Theory of Definition
relies on Socrates’ refutation of various specific attempts to define terms; we ask, in the
case of each such refutation, how specifically it fails, and then what a definition that
avoided that failure would have to be like.

That Theory of Definition will contain one fairly straightforward condition of
adequacy for a definition, below called the “Substitutivity Requirement,” another more
difficult one, the “Explanatory Requirement,” and a third quite puzzling one, the “Para-
digm Requirement.” The latter two especially will feed into the Theory of Forms. They
do not, however, entail that theory; where Socrates is concerned with definitions, he is
not concerned with metaphysics at all (against this see, e.g., Allen 1970). We shall see
the turn toward metaphysics when we get to the Phaedo.

A Socratic Theory of Definition

Perhaps the first thing to notice is that Socrates does not have a word that straightfor-
wardly means “definition”; one term he uses means, in the first instance, “boundary,”
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but the primary weight of his discussions falls on the question “whatis. .. ?": “what is
the pious?” (Euthyphro), “temperance?” (Charmides), “the beautiful?” (Hippias Major), etc.

Before introducing our theory, we must consider why Socrates is after definitions,
answers to his “what is. .. ?” questions, in the first place.

In Republic I he asks what justice is; he expects this to make it clear whether just
people are happier than unjust people, and so (352p1-7) to help us to see how we
ought to live our lives. This practical concern is quite visible in other dialogues in
which definitions are being sought. The first two-thirds of the Laches has to do with the
question whether or not learning to fight in heavy armor helps build character, espe-
cially courage; the question “what is courage?” is raised in 190D to resolve that ques-
tion. The Lysis comes around to the question what a friend is (212A8-B2: for the
phrasing see 223B7-8) after consideration of how friends should treat each other (this
consideration accounts for half of the dialogue). In the Euthyphro the question “what
is piety?” comes in at 5¢—D (quoted below) after Euthyphro has claimed to be prosecut-
ing his father for murder on the basis of claims about what it is pious to do. Perhaps
the most striking dialogue in this connection is the Protagoras, which begins by raising
the question whether studying with a sophist such as Protagoras will conduce to
virtue or excellence, pursues an astonishing number of wide-ranging ramifications,
and ends with Socrates telling everyone that all the difficulty has been due to their
failure to answer the question “what is excellence?” Everyone turns out to be too busy
for that, and so the dialogue stops.

So Socrates wants definitions because he thinks they are essential to figuring out
how to live rightly, and quite often in these dialogues the “preliminaries” leading up to
the question of definition occupy more space than the discussion of that question.

Nonetheless, the definition question is clearly of great importance, and Socrates
gives us a reason for insisting on it when we are trying to determine how to live. He is
presupposing (against this see, e.g., Beversluis 1987), as he explicitly says, something
I shall refer to as the “Intellectualist Assumption” (often referred to elsewhere as the
“Socratic Fallacy” or the “Principle of the Priority of Definition”; see esp. Benson 1990,
and 2000: 112-63; and Dancy 2004: 35-64 for further comment and references),
which we may write as:

(IA) To know that . .. F —, one must be able to say what the F, or F-ness, is.

Here “...F —” is to be any declarative sentence containing “F” (or “F-ness,”
or “the F”); e.g., where “F” is “pious,” “...F —" could be “this action is pious” or
“piety is a good thing.” Saying what the F or F-ness is is defining it. So, for example: to
say whether prosecuting one's father for murder under circumstances such as
Euthyphro’s is the pious thing to do, one must define the pious or piety (see Euthphr.
4p9-E8, 5¢8-D5, 6P6-E7, 15c11-£1); to say whether something is fine or beautiful
(alternative translations of the same Greek word, kalon; I'm going to stick with “beau-
tiful”) one must define the beautiful (see Hp.Ma. 286¢5-p2, 2988112, 304p4-£3);
to say whether just people are happier than unjust ones, one must define justice (see
R. 1, 354A12-3).

So far I have been using the lower case, as in “the beautiful,” to label the subject

about which Socrates is asking “what is it?” In the middle dialogues, the beautiful is
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reconstrued as a Form, “the Beautiful.” I'll adhere to this convention: the capitals
come in when we are talking about Forms.

The convention also applies to the word “form” itself; in the Socratic dialogues,
Socrates more than once speaks of what he is after as a “form” (eidos) or an “idea”
(idea). There is no discernible difference in force between these two words, both derived
from the root “id---,” associated with a verb for seeing; I shall stick to “form.” The
words in question were common enough in Greek as a term for characters or qualities
of things (initially, visual characters or qualities), used by people who had no profound
ideas about the ontological status of characters or qualities. So I shall speak of “forms”
in the Socratic dialogues and “Forms” in the middle ones.

Socrates sometimes sets off on his quest for definition by checking to see whether he
and his interlocutor agree that there is something to talk about. In the Hippias Major
(287c8-p2) he asks whether there is such a thing as the beautiful, and Hippias readily
concedes that there is. Such concessions, when we get to the Theory of Forms, are
construed as claims about Forms, to the effect that there is such a thing as the Beauti-
ful, the Form. But plainly when Hippias makes his ready concession, he is not thinking
of it as carrying that kind of metaphysical weight. And Socrates immediately cashes
the concession in on what he wants it for: “Say then, friend, what is the beautiful?”
(287p2-3). He does nothing by way of elaborating on the ontological status of the
beautiful. The dialogue is concerned with defining, not with ontology. When we talk
in an ordinary way about animals, say, and ask what distinguishes the lion from the
tiger, we are usually not in the slightest interested in the metaphysical question whether
the lion is something over and above ordinary lions. And Socrates seems to show no
interest in the parallel question whether the beautiful is anything over and above
beautiful things — at least, not at this point. From the point of view of this chapter, that
is the difference between the Socratic and the middle dialogues.

The Theory of Definition we are going to construct for Socrates looks like this. We
start with a candidate definiens: an expression that purports adequately to define some
term, the definiendum. The Socratic dialogues ask of an adequate definition that it satisfy:

the Substitutivity Requirement: its definiens must be substitutable for its definiendum
without upsetting the truth or falsehood of the sentence containing the definiens (salva
veritate);

the Paradigm Requirement: its definiens must give a paradigm or standard by compar-
ison with which cases of its definiendum may be determined; and

the Explanatory Requirement: its definiens must explain the application of its definiendum.

The first of these three requirements may conveniently be broken down into two,
according to the schema that formalizes it:

(SR) w=yabc — (... w—<«>...abc—)

understanding “. .. w—" as earlier with “. .. F—" and reading “—" as “only if " and
“¢>" as “if and only if”. Then (SR) can be understood as the conjunction of

(Nec) w=gabc > (... w— —...abc—),
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which tells us that the definiens “abc” gives a necessary condition for something’s satis-
fying the definiendum “w,” and

(Suf) w=gabc — (...abc— — ... w—),

which tells us that the definiens gives us a sufficient condition for something’s satisfy-
ing the definiendum. E.g., if “vixen” is correctly defined as “female fox,” then (Nec) tells
us that if Vickie is a vixen, she’s a female fox, and (Suf) that if she’s a female fox she’s
a vixen.

The bald statement of the requirements in one important respect fails to mirror
Socrates’ practice, for Socrates does not always treat these as isolated requirements:
rather, he is prone to running more than one of them together.

As an example of this phenomenon, consider a couple of passages from the Euthyphro.
First, at 5¢8-p5 Socrates says:

So now, by Zeus, tell me what you just now affirmed you clearly know: what sort of thing
do you say the reverent [i.e., pious: see 502 below] and the irreverent [i.e., impious] are,
both concerning murder and concerning the other [matters]?

Or isn’t the pious the same as itself in every action, and the impious, again, the con-
trary of the pious in its entirety, but like itself and everything whatever that is to be
impious having, with respect to its impiety, some one idea?

(When at the beginning Socrates speaks of Euthyphro’s having “just now” affirmed
that he clearly knew what the reverent is, he is pointing to 4p—g, in which the Intellec-
tualist Assumption is deployed.) In my terms, this is telling us that (Nec) is satisfied,
and if we read “impious” as “not pious,” it is also telling us that, by contraposition,
(Suf) is also satisfied.

Euthyphro accepts this, and Socrates adverts to it, after Euthyphro has made a stab
at defining the pious as “prosecuting one who commits injustice, whether [it is] about
murders, or temple robberies, or does wrong in any other such way, whether it is
actually one’s father or mother or anyone else, and not prosecuting is impious” (509—
E2). We may put this as:

(D;pious) x is pious = x is a case of prosecuting someone who does wrong in one way
or another.

Before we get any farther, it should be noted that (D;pious) is completely typical
of all the dialogues under consideration in that, despite generations of commentary,
Socrates’ interlocutors, in their first attempts at definition, do not cite “particulars” as
opposed to a “universals” (see Nehamas 1975/6). In the case of (D,pious), prosecuting
bad guys is a perfectly good “universal,” instantiated many times over in courts of
law even today. Socrates’ interlocutors always give universals, albeit often, as in this
case, universals that are not universal enough, as Socrates points out. What he says is
(6D6-8):

... But, Euthyphro, many other things you would say are pious as well.
Euthyphro: For they too are (pious).
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So far, all we have is Substitutivity, in particular, (Nec): there are other pious things
besides prosecuting evildoers, so that does not give us a necessary condition for
piety.

What Socrates next says goes beyond this (6D9—-£7):

Socrates: Then do you remember that I did not direct you to teach me some one or two of

the many pious things, but that form itself by which all the pious things are pious?
For you said, I think, that it is by one idea [= form: see above] that the impious

things are impious and the pious things pious; or don’t you recall?

Euthyphro: 1 certainly do.

Socrates: Then teach me this idea, what it is, so that looking to it and using it as a para-
digm, whatever is such as it is among the things either you or anyone else does, I
shall say is pious, and whatever is not such, I shall say [is] not.

Here we are not only getting Substitutivity, but also the Explanatory Requirement
(that “form itself by which all the pious things are pious”) and the Paradigm Require-
ment as well (“using it as a paradigm, whatever is such as it is . . . I shall say is pious,
and whatever is not such, I shall say [is] not”). But all Socrates requires in the argu-
ment against (D;pious) is (Nec); he makes no use of these additional requirements. He
will, later, and they get separate employments (see below).

In other dialogues, the Substitutivity Requirement is employed without mention of
the others. In the Laches, the first attempt (190E5-6) to define courage as standing
one’s ground fails because there are courageous actions that do not involve standing
one’s ground, but, in fact, retreating (191A5-c6); Socrates wants, he says, “what is
the same in all the cases” (191E10—11). Here the definiens fails Substitutivity by failing
to give a necessary condition. Laches’ next attempt (19289—c1) defines courage as
perseverance, and Socrates objects by pointing out that there are cases of persever-
ance that do not count as courage (192c5-p9; Socrates’ argument is more compli-
cated than this, but this is its basis). Here the definiens fails Substitutivity because it
does not give a sufficient condition. And all the other attempts in that dialogue fail on
one or the other of these grounds, without the help of the other requirements. And the
same holds for many other cases in other dialogues.

The Explanatory Requirement is a different story. I can find only one case in which
it is used in a context that mentions no other requirements. But it bears the primary
weight in more than one of Socrates’ arguments against proposed definitions; some-
times, although the other requirements appear in the background, they are irrelevant
to the actual course of Socrates’ argument.

It will help to consider the initial plausibility of the Explanatory Requirement. The
idea is that an adequate definition should not just give us a term uniformly substitut-
able for the defined term, but should also explain the application of the defined term.
But this is initially plausible only if “explain” is read fairly weakly. Perhaps it makes
sense to say that what explains the fact that this is a vixen is that it is a female fox. But
this explanation is not in any obvious way “causal,” even if we can rephrase the claim
by saying that this is a vixen because it is a female fox: what is being explained is
merely what we mean by calling it a “vixen”; we are merely explaining the content of
the claim “this is a vixen.”
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In the single context in which the Explanatory Requirement appears solo, the very
complex argument of Euthphr. 9p1—-1181, this is ultimately all that is at stake. The
definition to be defeated is:

(D;pious) x is pious =4 x is loved by all the gods

(for (D,pious), see below). The crucial claim that operates against this is Euthyphro’s
concession that

(EC) what is pious is not pious because it is loved by all the gods; rather it is loved by all
the gods because it is pious.

And Socrates’ contention is that if (D;pious) were correct, it would follow that what is
pious is so because it is loved by all the gods. On the face of it, this just amounts to
saying that if (D;pious) were correct, it would follow that the content of the claim “this
is pious” could be unpacked as “this is loved by all the gods”: there is nothing more
going on here than there was in the case of “vixen” and “female fox.” At any rate,
there is no suggestion that some super-physical entity labeled “the Loved by All the
Gods” would be causing various actions or people to be pious.

Full substantiation would require detailed analysis of Socrates’ actual argument,
which is quite a bit more complex than the above sketch indicates, but there is no
space for that here.

More often, the Explanatory Requirement appears in conjunction with the Paradigm
Requirement. So let us first have a look at that.

The general idea is that what is cited by way of defining a term “F” must be a
paradigm for “F” in the sense that it bears no admixture of the contrary term “conF”:
what defines “beautiful” can have about it nothing of ugliness. For Socrates in the
dialogues we are considering, this is not true of a great many things that are beautiful;
they are also ugly, in different respects, at different times, in the eyes of different people,
and so on. They are, in this sense, only relatively beautiful: they are beautiful, or ugly,
relative to certain contexts of evaluation, and the beautiful cannot be that.

There is one case in which the Paradigm Requirement is employed virtually on its
own, again in the Euthyphro (and again the argument is more complex than the
following indicates). At 6811-7A1 Euthyphro tries defining the pious as that which is
loved by the gods; this is

(D,pious) x is pious =4 x is loved by the gods.

It is Socrates’ revision of this that leads to (D;pious), which additionally requires
unanimity on the part of the gods, and that revision is required by the argument
against (D,pious). For that turns on Euthyphro’s belief (already registered at 687—c7,
and appealed to by Socrates in 782—4, pD9-£4) that the gods disagree, and some
approve of (“love”) what others do not. Socrates generalizes this, whether legitimately
or not, to the claim that all the same things are loved and hated by the gods, and
concludes that all the same things are pious and impious (7E10-8A9). We need
Substitutivity for this, but what really undermines (D,pious) is this (8A10-12):
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Socrates: Then you did not answer what I asked, Amazing Fellow. For I wasn't asking for
that which is, while it is the same [thing], in fact both pious and impious; but what-
ever is god-loved is also god-hated, as it seems.

The complaint is not that there is a contradiction in the conclusion that the same
things are both pious and impious; it is, rather, that (D, pious) fails the Paradigm
Requirement: the god-loved is not through and through pious, that is, pious and
under no circumstances impious.

The Paradigm Requirement is puzzling: it is not at all obvious that a definition can
satisfy both it and Substitutivity. Clearly, if a definiens gives us something that is non-
relatively pious, or beautiful, or whatever, whereas any or all ordinary cases of pious
or beautiful things are merely relatively pious, that definiens is not going to be substi-
tutable for “pious” or “beautiful” in those ordinary cases, for that definiens does not
give us a term co-extensive with the defined term, but one that designates a single
instance of the defined term, albeit a perfect one.

One of the features of Socrates’ discourse that tends to support the Paradigm
Requirement is his not invariable but common habit of referring to what he
wants to define using generically abstract noun phrases such as “the pious” or
“the beautiful” instead of the abstract nouns “piety” or “beauty.” (For example, the
abstract noun “beauty” occurs only once or twice in the Hippias Major at 292p3, and
possibly in a quotation from Heraclitus at 289B5; everywhere else in that dialogue
he speaks of “the beautiful.”) This makes the claim that the beautiful is beautiful
sound like a tautology, and the claim that the beautiful is ugly a contradiction. So the
“Self-Predication” (this term goes back to Vlastos 1954) (see also 13: PROBLEMS FOR
FORMS)

(SP) The Fis F
has a more natural sound than perhaps it should, as does its strengthened form
(SPs) The F is always F and never conF.

Socrates buys into both, as do his metaphysically innocent interlocutors (for example,
Euthyphro at Euthphr. 684-9 and 8A10-89, and Protagoras at Prt. 330B7—-£2, where
the assumption is carried over to abstract nouns of the form F-ness).

At any rate, it is (SPs) that connects the Paradigm Requirement with the Explan-
atory Requirement, and begins to bring in a piece of metaphysics (although not yet
the Theory of Forms). For Socrates occasionally operates with what I shall call a
“Transmission Theory of Causality” (the term descends from Lloyd 1976), which can
be broken down as follows:

(TT1) It is the F (or F-ness) because of which anything counts as F.

(TT2) Whatever it is because of which anything counts as F is itself always F and
never conF.

= (TT3) The F (or F-ness) is itself always F.
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(TT1) is a rewritten version of the Explanatory Requirement, (TT3) is (SPs), and is
here made a consequence of (TT1) and the new claim, (TT2); this makes this a
Transmission Theory: whatever causes x to be F is itself F and makes x F by trans-
mitting F to x.

This was for centuries a popular view about causality; it can be found, for example,
in Anaxagoras, in Aristotle, in Thomas Aquinas’ first way of proving the existence of
God, and in Descartes’s Third Meditation. (These days its popularity may seem difficult
to explain: a lot of things cause pain without, unfortunately, themselves being in
pain.) That it is a metaphysical theory is undeniable, since it is a theory about causal-
ity (see also 14: THE ROLE OF COSMOLOGY IN PLATO’S PHILOSOPHY). But its
acceptance by all those philosophers shows that it is not yet the Theory of Forms, since
none of them accepted that theory. And in the dialogues here under discussion, Socrates
does not connect it with any questions having to do with the ontological status of
the F: it is accepted by interlocutors who have never given a thought to such ques-
tions, such as (again) Protagoras in Protagoras (332B6—E2), or, in definition-seeking
contexts, Charmides and Hippias.

Charmides tries defining temperance as modesty (Chrm. 160E3-5). Socrates invokes
against this (161A8-9) the claim that what makes men good must itself be good and
never bad. This is an instance of (TT2), and Charmides unhesitatingly accepts it. He
also agrees that temperance makes men good, and that modesty is sometimes bad. So
temperance is not modesty. (This condenses a very difficult argument, but that is its
guiding thread.)

In Hp.Ma. 28 782—4, Hippias defines “the beautiful” as follows:

(Dbeautiful) x is beautiful =, x is a beautiful girl,

where what is meant is any beautiful girl at all. Socrates begins, ignoring the obvious
objection of circularity, by stating another obvious objection: there are lots of other
beautiful things, such as horses and pots (288B8—E5), so it looks as if he is headed for
Substitutivity. But he doesn’t go there. Instead, he points out that a beautiful girl,
although beautiful when compared with an ape, is ugly when compared with a god
(289A1-B7), and turns this into the following objection (289¢3-p5, omitting some
complications):

when asked for the beautiful, do you give in reply, as you yourself say, what is in fact no
more beautiful than ugly? ... But...if I had asked you from the beginning what is both
beautiful and ugly, if you'd given me in reply what you just now did, wouldn't you have
replied correctly? But does it still seem to you that the beautiful itself, by which all the
other [things] are adorned and show themselves as beautiful when this form is added, is a
girl, or a horse, or a lyre?

And Hippias moves on, without comment. Clearly, what disqualifies “a beautiful girl”
as a definiens for the beautiful is that it cannot explain why other things are beautiful,
and it cannot do this because a beautiful girl is not just beautiful, but also ugly (here in
comparison with other things). This at least connects the Explanatory Requirement
with the Paradigm Requirement, where that is understood as incorporating (SPs) and
the Transmission Theory.
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Subsequent arguments in the Hippias Major (28906—291c9, 291p1-293c¢8) have
essentially the same structure, although they trade on different ways in which some-
thing can be only relatively beautiful: beautiful in one context, ugly in another, and
beautiful in the eyes of some, ugly in the eyes of others.

The argument for which we are headed, the “Argument from Relativity” is very
nearly with us in the Hippias Major. What we have, concentrating on the first of the
refutations, is this much:

(arE) There is such a thing as the beautiful.

(arG) Any beautiful girl is also ugly.

(arbeautiful) The beautiful cannot be ugly.

*. (arC) The beautiful is not the same as any beautiful girl.

This is not quite the Argument from Relativity, for that requires a generalization
Socrates does not give us in the Hippias Major, to the effect that (arG) is not just true of
girls, horses, or lyres, but of any mundane beautiful thing whatever. And Socrates
says nothing whatever to indicate that he has an overarching interest in the trans-
cendental existence of the Form of the Beautiful; he is merely trying to defeat attempts
to define the beautiful.

The Meno: Between Definitions and Forms

In the Meno there is a massive shifting of gears.

At first it does not seem so. The dialogue begins with an abbreviated Socratic
dialogue of definition on the question “what is excellence?” (or “what is virtue?”). The
Intellectualist Assumption is heavily emphasized: Meno’s opening question is whether
excellence can be taught, and Socrates professes himself unable even to start on that
since he does not know at all what excellence is (70A5-71c4). Meno essays three
attempts, all shot down by Socrates, in pretty much the ways we have come to expect,
although with a new twist: Socrates insists that the correct definiens for excellence
must display the unity that makes all the various excellences (justice, temperance,
etc.) one. Nothing much is said by way of elaboration, but the emphasis is new.

But there is more that is new than this. Meno grinds to a halt after his third attempt
goes out the window, and becomes obstreperous. He asks (80p5-9) how Socrates
thinks he could ever get an answer to the question “what is excellence?” if he really
doesn’t know anything at all about it. How could he recognize that any given answer
was the correct one? This is often referred to as “Meno’s Paradox.”

The question is one many of us have been wanting to ask for a long time. In real life,
we manage to arrive at definitions, when we do, on the basis of some background
knowledge about the application of the definiendum. If we really know nothing of
decacumination or esurience, there can be no hope of our defining them.

In those cases, remembering Latin would help some. And what Socrates offers
Meno is a little like that. He introduces (81A10-86) a view, the “Doctrine of Recol-
lection,” according to which we never in fact do learn the answers to Socrates’
definition-questions (see here Scott 1995), at least not in this life. What we do instead
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is recollect the answers, the knowledge of which we have possessed in a period before
this life (see 9: PLATO ON RECOLLECTION). It is a difficult question whether we should
say that that knowledge was acquired prenatally, in which case there was a point
at which we learned it, or that our souls have been so constituted that they always
had the knowledge; some of what Socrates says points one way (81c¢5-£2) and some
another (86A6—84).

Either way, it is that background knowledge that makes it possible to cope
with Socratic questions. Socrates does not quite make it clear precisely how Meno's
Paradox is met by the Doctrine of Recollection. He illustrates the doctrine in a
sub-dialogue (8 1k—-86¢) with one of Meno's slaves, who is asked the rather complex
question: given a square with sides two feet long, what is the length of the side of a
square double the area? Socrates leads him to the correct answer, which is: the diag-
onal of the original square. On his account, he elicits this answer from the slave rather
than supplying it to him. There is room to differ about this, but it is pretty clear that
Socrates is pointing toward what is now called a priori knowledge, and that there is
such knowledge has had many defenders apart from Plato (for the best exposition of
the Meno from this point of view, see Vlastos 1965).

Meno’s Paradox and the Doctrine of Recollection are completely new to the Meno.
The doctrine is going to reappear in the Phaedo (and in the Phaedrus, but, in my view,
nowhere else). There it is associated with the Theory of Forms. Is it so associated here
in the Meno? There is no mention of that theory in the Meno, but there are a couple of
things that suggest it may not be far off. There is first the above-mentioned emphasis
on the idea that the thing being defined is somehow one, and perhaps this suggests
that the definiendum is being thought of as an object, with a unity of its own. And
second there is the fact that in the preliminary dialogue on the question “what is
excellence?” Socrates twice (in 72D8, E5) refers to what he is after as a “form.” This
counts for little by itself, since Meno himself uses the term, unprompted, in 80A5, and
nothing suggests that he is in on the Theory of Forms. But if we ask: What is it that the
slave is recollecting, and what is it that we recollect in successfully answering Socrates’
“what is it?” questions, and if we expect the Doctrine of Recollection to have any
bearing on the question what excellence is, what had better be recollected is the form,
excellence.

Of course, this is a far cry from an explicit Theory of Forms; we must wait for the
Phaedo for that. But we are not done with the novelties introduced in the Meno. Two
call for present attention.

As for the Doctrine of Recollection as illustrated by the sub-dialogue with the slave,
Meno professes qualified conviction, and accordingly Socrates encourages him to
have another go at the question what excellence is (8686—c6). But Meno abruptly
returns to his opening question, whether excellence is teachable, and Socrates, with
only a grumble, simply abandons the Intellectualist Assumption and agrees to pursue
that question (86¢7-£1).

This is striking: in subsequent dialogues the Intellectualist Assumption, as stated
above, plays no role. (It is not that there are no further requests for definition, but
the suggestion that in the absence of a definition one can say nothing whatever is
gone.) And with that goes the other novelty to which we must briefly attend: the
abandonment of the Intellectualist Assumption carries with it a method of approach
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to non-definition questions such as whether excellence is teachable, the “Method of
Hypothesis,” of which Socrates now gives a short and quite obscure description (86£1—
87B2). The method plainly has its roots in mathematics, in a geometrical Method of
Analysis employed by Greek mathematicians (for an exposition see Menn 2002). The
geometrical method involves beginning with a question to which the answer is at the
outset unknown and working backwards, towards assumptions which (if everything
works right) eventually derive from things that are known, such as the geometrical
axioms. Socrates wants to apply this to Meno’s question about excellence by asking
what assumptions would be sufficient to give us the conclusion that excellence is
teachable (8782—c3). He works back to the assumption that excellence is a sort of
knowledge, and then to the assumption that knowledge is the only good thing that
there is (8 7¢5-89A7) (see also 7: PLATO’S METHOD OF DIALECTIC).

But then he undermines his own argument by suggesting that, apart from know-
ledge, true belief would also be a good thing (96p7-97c10). This is mitigated by the
further suggestion that true belief is not as good as knowledge (97c11-9886), but then
this in turn is at least partially retracted (9887-p3), and the dialogue ends, in Socratic
fashion, inconclusively.

The Doctrine of Recollection, the retraction of the Intellectualist Assumption, and
the Method of Hypothesis are hardly Socratic, if we take the dialogues discussed above
as our touchstone of Socraticism. So it looks very much as if, in the Meno, we have
Plato striking out on his own. He is, it appears, now prepared to allow that we can use
terms in the absence of an explicit definition, and that, when definitions are required,
our way of getting at them is due to our prenatal grasp of what is to be defined.

Forms

If the Meno shows Plato stepping out from behind his lead character Socrates, the
Phaedo has him emerging farther still, for the Method of Hypothesis will appear again
there, and now tied to the Theory of Forms.

In the Phaedo, we first encounter the Forms (as opposed to forms) at 6549-66A10,
without argument, and without even the word “form.” At 65p4, Socrates asks his
interlocutor Simmias whether there is “something itself just,” “something beautiful
and good”; he shortly (65p12-13) adds “largeness, health, strength.” So far, there is
nothing to indicate that we have been launched into the realm of Forms. But Simmias
also readily accepts that we have not made contact with these things through the
senses, but only through “pure thought” (66A1-2). These striking claims are new:
they find no parallel in the Socratic dialogues. But they are just what Aristotle had led
us to expect. And this is what leads to my capitalization of “Form.”

The argument that we miss in 65A9-66A10 appears in the course of Phd. 72r11-
78A9. The overall undertaking in that passage is the presentation of a new argument
for the Doctrine of Recollection (as a step toward establishing the immortality of the
soul), but embedded in it, and detachable from it, is the Argument from Relativity.
What Socrates wants to show is that our ability to answer “what is it?” questions
of the sort he had been asking in the Socratic dialogues depends on our prenatal
acquaintance with a special realm of objects not encountered by the senses. These
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objects are the Forms, and in successfully answering Socratic questions we are being
led by things we often do encounter in sense-experience to recollect those objects.

Socrates’ example of a Form in this passage is “the equal itself” (74A12 et passim),
and he says that this is one example among others, of which he mentions “the large,”
“the small,” “the beautiful,” “the good,” and all the things we're always talking about,
raising about them “what is it?” questions (75¢7-p5, 76D7—£7). In other words, “equal”
is here being treated as in some way parallel to “beautiful,” and this, to our ears, is
peculiar because with “that’s equal” we expect a complement unpacking “equal to
what” whereas we expect no such complement with “that’s beautiful.” But perhaps
this is not the way things sounded to Plato, for, as we have already seen in connection
with the Hippias Major, he would have required fleshing out “that’s beautiful” with a
clause explaining what it was beautiful relative to, in what context, in the eyes of
whom, and so on. Shortly put: we think of “equal” as a term of relation; Plato thought
of “beautiful” as a term of relation also.

Why the switch to “equal”? Why not “beautiful” all the way through? Here we
must attend to what Simmias says. In 7482—3, he says he knows what the equal is;
that should mean that he is in a position to give a definition for it (which definition,
regrettably, he does not state: for one possibility, see Prm. 161p). In 76B5—c5, he gives
vent to the fear that, once Socrates has died, there won't be anyone left who can give
definitions for such terms as “the beautiful” (just mentioned along with the other
cases in 75c¢10-p4). Now Socrates, as everyone knows, is going to die at the end of
the Phaedo, and Simmias is not. So it must be that he does not know what (say) the
beautiful is, and cannot define it. And then it must be that the reason for picking “the
equal” is just the contrast between it and “the beautiful” on that score. And perhaps
that has to do with Simmias’ previous familiarity with the Pythagorean Philolaus
(see 61D6—£4); the Pythagoreans were much exercised over the notion of equality.
(This is, of course, conjecture; the contrast between Simmias’ knowledge of the defini-
tion for “equal” and his lack of knowledge of the definition for “beautiful” is not.)

At any rate, in 7484—c6, having elicited from Simmias the claim that he knows
what the equal is, Socrates goes on to argue that the equal is distinct from any of the
ordinary sticks, stones, or whatever that prompt us to recollect it. The argument is, to
put it sketchily (the details get rather complex), that given above as an example of the
Argument from Relativity, but with “equal” replacing “beautiful”:

(ARE) There is such a thing as the Equal.

(ARO) Any ordinary equal [thing] is also unequal.

(AREqual) The Equal is never unequal.

.. (ARC) The Equal is not the same as any ordinary equal [thing].

Here (ARO) is presumably to be supported by the fact that what counts as a stick that
is equal depends on the situation in which the comparison is being made.

The argument is admittedly easier going with “beautiful,” and when Diotima in the
Symposium states its upshot, she does so in terms of “beautiful.” She is talking about
someone who is becoming initiated in the mysteries of love, and this involves his
contemplation of beautiful things. In 210E2-21185 she tells Socrates that once the
initiate has got far enough:
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he will suddenly discern something beautiful, wondrous in its nature, this, Socrates,
[being] that for the sake of which were all his labors hitherto, which, first, always is: it
neither comes-to-be nor perishes, neither waxes nor wanes; then too, [it is] not beautiful
in one way, ugly in another, nor [beautiful] at one time and not at another, nor beautiful
relative to one thing, ugly relative to another, nor beautiful at one place, ugly at another,
as being beautiful to some and ugly to others; nor, again, will the beautiful appear to him
as some face or hands or anything else of which body partakes, nor as a certain account
or a certain knowledge, nor as being somewhere in something else, e.g. in an animal, in
the earth, in heaven, or in anything else, but itself by itself with itself, always being
singular in form, while all the other beautiful [things] are partakers of that [beautiful] in
such a way that, while the others are coming-to-be and passing-away, that in no way
comes-to-be any larger or smaller or undergoes anything.

Diotima is here describing at length the Form, the Beautiful. We may note at this point
that it fits with two of the conditions we ran into in constructing a theory of definition
for Socrates: it covers all the cases, in that whatever is beautiful partakes of it (and,
presumably, nothing that is not beautiful does), and it is a paradigmatically beautiful
thing. So Substitutivity and the Paradigm Requirement are echoed in the Theory of
Forms.

And so is the Explanatory Requirement. This emerges in the final argument
for immortality in the Phaedo (99p4—103c4). There Socrates constructs a theory of
causality by adverting to the Method of Hypothesis outlined in the Meno. Now the
Hypothesis becomes the Theory of Forms itself (100B1-9), and Socrates extends that
into a theory of causality when he says (100c4-6, D3-8):

it seems to me that, if there is anything else beautiful besides the beautiful itself, it is
not beautiful because of any other single [thing] than because it partakes of that
beautiful . . . but simply, artlessly, even perhaps foolishly, I hold this close to myself, that
nothing else makes it beautiful other than the presence or communion or however and in
whatever way it comes on of that beautiful; for I don’t make any further claims about
that, but [I do claim] that [it is] by the beautiful that all beautiful [things are] beautiful.

This “simple” theory requires elaboration to turn it into an argument for immortality,
but the elaboration has no real impact on the Theory of Forms.

This is the Theory of Forms, and its heritage is pretty clearly Socrates’ quest for
definitions. At any rate, “simply, artlessly, even perhaps foolishly, I hold this close to
myself,” however controversial it may be.

Notes

All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

Virtually everything in this chapter is a matter of controversy; there are brief indications of
where to go for dissenting views, but for detailed defense and further references see Dancy 2004
(in particular, for all the cases in which I have said that the argument is more complex than the
present analysis indicates, a full analysis will be found there).
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Plato’s Method of Dialectic
HUGH H. BENSON

Richard Robinson, in his classic work Plato’s Earlier Dialectic (1953), describes the
following difference between dialogues which he takes to represent Plato’s “early
period” and dialogues which he takes to represent Plato’s “middle period”:

The early gives prominence to method but not to methodology, while the middle gives
prominence to methodology but not to method. In other words, theories of method are
more obvious in the middle, but examples of it are more obvious in the early. Actual cases
of the elenchus follow one another in quick succession in the early works; but when we
look for discussions of the elenchus, we found them few and not very abstract. The middle
dialogues, on the other hand, abound in abstract words and proposals concerning method,
but it is by no means obvious whether these proposals are being actually followed, or
whether any method is being actually followed. (Robinson 1953: 61-2)

Robinson goes on in what follows to soften this distinction between the two sets of
dialogues, but scholarly discussion of Platonic method in the latter set of dialogues has
continued to focus more upon Plato’s explicit proposals than on Plato’s actual practice
in those dialogues. No doubt part of the explanation for this tendency is Robinson’s
suggestion that in the latter dialogues Plato appears not to practice what he preaches.
The philosophical method that Plato has Socrates recommend in dialogues such as the
Meno, Phaedo, and Republic is apparently not the method that Plato has Socrates prac-
tice in those dialogues. In this chapter I resist such a conception of Platonic dialectic.

I will begin by looking briefly at Plato’s explicit recommendations of philosophical
method in three key middle dialogues: the Meno, the Phaedo, and the Republic. We will
see that while differences in the methods recommended in these three dialogues are
apparent, certain core features remain invariant. These core features can be reduced
to two processes: a process of identifying and drawing out the consequences of pro-
positions, known as hypotheses, in order to answer the question at hand, and a process
of confirming or justifying those hypotheses. I will then maintain that in three pivotal
and extended stretches in these three dialogues Plato has Socrates practice one or the
other of these processes of the method he has had Socrates recommend. Such a view of
Platonic dialectic has two immediate consequences. First, there is more continuity and
commonality to Plato’s discussion of method, his “methodology” to use Robinson'’s
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word, than has often been supposed. The methods of hypothesis introduced in the
Meno and again in the Phaedo and the method of dialectic explicitly introduced in the
Republic are versions of a single core method. Second, in order to understand Plato’s
recommended philosophical method in the so-called middle dialogues we should not
restrict ourselves to Plato’s explicit discussions of that method. Just as in the so-called
early dialogues we look at both Socrates’ explicit discussions of method and his actual
practice in order to understand the elenchus (see 5: THE SOCRATIC ELENCHUS), so in
the so-called middle dialogues we should look at both Socrates’ explicit discussions of
method and his actual practice in order to understand dialectic. We should, that is,
look at both his “methodology” and his “method,” to use Robinson’s words. Neverthe-
less, we will see that the philosophical method that emerges from both of these sources
remains by Plato’s own lights in some way inadequate. I will conclude by offering an
explanation of this apparent inadequacy — an explanation that points in the direction
of further study.

Dialectic with a Small “d”

Let us begin with the word “dialectic.” Robinson, again, famously maintained that

the word “dialectic” had a strong tendency in Plato to mean “the ideal method, whatever
that may be.” In so far as it was thus merely an honorific title, Plato applied it at
every stage of his life to whatever seemed to him at the moment the most hopeful
procedure. . . . This usage, combined with the fact that Plato did at one time considerably
change his conception of the best method, has the result that the meaning of the word
“dialectic” undergoes a substantial alteration in the course of the dialogues. (Robinson
1953: 70)

One might be surprised to learn, however, that the Greek substantive hé dialektike
and its cognates occur only 22 times in the Platonic corpus and only once in dialogues
that Robinson considers early (Euthd. 290c5). Moreover, more than a third of those
occurrences are concentrated within six Stephanus pages in the Republic (5319,
53284, 533c7, 53483, 53483, 53606, 537c6, 537c7). The substantival infinitive to
dialegesthai occurs much more frequently and can sometimes carry a technical sense
as opposed to its more ordinary meaning of “to converse” or “to discuss.” But it is often
difficult to determine when the technical sense is being employed. Nevertheless, when
the technical sense is plausibly employed, Robinson correctly calls attention to its
instability. For example, twice in the Gorgias Socrates appears to be drawing a quasi-
technical contrast between to dialegesthai and rhetoric where the contrast appears
little more than a preference for a shorter question and answer style of philosophical
discussion over longer displays of philosophical prowess (Grg. 44789—c4 and 448p1—
449c8; see Kahn 1996: 303). In the Republic, however, Socrates contrasts the power
of to dialegesthai with a method apparently sometimes employed by mathematicians,
where the contrast appears highly technical, making use of specialized notions like
hypotheses, conclusions, first principles, and so on (51082-511D5). Nevertheless,
throughout this instability one feature remains invariant: Socrates’ preference for the
method he picks out by to dialegesthai, dialectike or their cognates (Gill 2002: 150).
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In discussing Plato’s dialectical method, then, I take myself to be discussing Plato’s
preferred or recommended philosophical method whatever that may be. The method
he recommends and practices in the so-called early dialogues has already been dis-
cussed in a previous chapter — the method of elenchus. The method Plato introduces
and apparently recommends in the Meno and the Phaedo has come to be known as the
method of hypothesis. In the middle books of the Republic (VI-VII), Plato recommends
as the culmination of the educational process of the philosopher-rulers an apparently
distinct method often understood as dialectic strictly so-called (see Republic 531p—
537c mentioned above; “Dialectic” with a cap “D”). The method of collection and
division is introduced and recommended in the Phaedrus and apparently practiced in
the Sophist, Politicus, and Philebus. While Plato’s dialectical method (at least “dialectic”
with a small “d”) includes all these methods, my focus will be on the method or meth-
ods discussed and, I maintain, practiced in the Meno, Phaedo, and Republic. Connec-
tions with Plato’s elenchus and his method of collection and division are abundant and
important, but cannot be pursued here.

Plato on Dialectic in the Meno, Phaedo, and Republic

The questions of this chapter, then, are: What is the method that Plato recommends in
the central dialogues of the Meno, the Phaedo, and the Republic, and does he practice it
in those dialogues? Consider, first, Socrates’ response to Meno'’s desire to return to the
question of the teachability of virtue prior to answering the question of the nature of
virtue approximately two-thirds of the way through the Meno. Socrates has just
responded to Meno's paradox that it is either impossible or unnecessary methodically
to attempt to acquire knowledge of something. Either one fails to know what one is
attempting to know, in which case the attempt cannot be successfully begun or con-
cluded; or one knows what one is attempting to know, in which case the attempt is
unnecessary. Socrates’ response consists first in appealing to the theory of priests and
priestesses, which has come to be known in the literature as the theory of recollection
(see 9: PLATO ON RECOLLECTION), and then illustrating that theory by means of a
conversation with a slave concerning doubling the area of an original four-square-foot
square. Socrates concludes that while he would not vouchsafe the details of his
response, he would vouchsafe that we ought methodically to seek the knowledge that
we lack rather than accept that such an inquiry is impossible. Apparently having been
persuaded, Meno expresses his desire to return to the question with which the dia-
logue began, the teachability of virtue. Surprisingly, and despite some misgivings,
Socrates accedes to this desire on the condition that Meno permit him to pursue the
question according to the method of the geometers, which he immediately explains
with the following example:

if they are asked whether a specific area can be inscribed in the form of a triangle within
a given circle, one of them might say: “I do not yet know whether that area has that
property, but I think I have, as it were, a hypothesis that is of use for the problem, namely
this: If that area is such that when one has applied it as a rectangle to the given straight
line in the circle it is deficient by a figure similar to the very figure which is applied, then
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I think one alternative results, whereas another results if it is impossible for this to hap-
pen. So, by using this hypothesis, I am willing to tell you what results with regard to
inscribing it in the circle — that is, whether it is impossible or not.” (86£6—8782)

While the details of this example are notoriously obscure and controversial, the idea
seems to be that the method of the geometers is to first propose a hypothesis which
attributes to the given area a property such that, if the area has that property such an
inscription can be made, and if it does not, then such an inscription cannot be made.
So if the hypothesis is true, the inscription can be made; and if the hypothesis is false,
it cannot be made. Then, the geometers turn their attention to inquiring whether or
not the hypothesis is true. Here, then, we have Socrates proposing a method that
consists of two processes. First, it consists of the process of identifying a hypothesis
such that its truth is necessary and sufficient for a determinate answer to the question
under consideration. In the case of the geometrical example, the hypothesis appears to
be that the area is “such that when one has applied it as a rectangle to the given
straight line in the circle it is deficient by a figure similar to the very figure which is
applied,” while in the case of the teachability of virtue the hypothesis is that virtue is a
kind of knowledge (see 8785—c7). The second process is to determine whether the
hypothesis in question is true. One seeks to determine whether the given area is “such
that when one has applied it as a rectangle to the given straight line in the circle it is
deficient by a figure similar to the very figure which is applied” or whether virtue is a
kind of knowledge. The two-part method that Plato has Socrates propose here in the
Meno has come to be called the method of hypothesis. (For further discussions of the
method proposed here in the Meno see Robinson 1953: ch. 8; Bluck 1961; Bedu-Addo
1984; and Benson 2003.)

This so-called method of hypothesis makes its appearance at a similar stage in the
Phaedo. Socrates has been offering a series of three arguments designed to establish the
immortality of the soul, each of which has met with formidable objections (see 19:
THE PLATONIC SOUL). In response to the last objection to the third argument Socrates
explains that an adequate response will require “a thorough investigation of the cause
of generation and destruction” (95£89-96A1), and he offers to recount his own invest-
igation. He began in his youth, he tells us, by following the method of the natural
scientists, but he quickly came to learn that rather than acquire the knowledge he
lacked he actually lost some of the knowledge he formerly thought he had (96¢-978).
Next, he turned to the method of Anaxagoras (see 9783-7), which consisted of
attempting to determine what is best (97c—98B). Unfortunately, Socrates was unable
to acquire the knowledge he lacked by this method either, for he was able neither to
discover what is best on his own nor to learn it from the writings of Anaxagoras.
Consequently he explains that he set out to acquire the knowledge of the cause of
generation and destruction — which he lacked — by means of the following “second-
best” method.

I thought I must take refuge in discussions [tous logous] and investigate the truth of things
by means of words. . . . I started in this manner: taking as my hypothesis in each case the
theory that seemed to me the most compelling, I would consider as true, about cause and
everything else, whatever agreed with this, and as untrue whatever did not so agree.
(99E4-100A7)
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Socrates next explains that the hypothesis he has in mind in the present case is
what has come to be called in the literature his Theory of Forms: “the existence of a
Beautiful, itself by itself, of a Good and a Great and all the rest” (100B5-7) (see also 12:
THE FORMS AND THE SCIENCES IN SOCRATES AND PLATO). Socrates indicates that
it follows from this theory that the cause of a thing’s having a given property is that
thing’s participation in the relevant Form. For example, “it is through Beauty that
beautiful things are made beautiful” (100E2-3). Socrates concludes his discussion of
this method by explaining how one should react when one’s hypothesis is “ques-
tioned” (echoito; see Kahn 1996: 318 n. 35):

you would ignore him and would not answer until you had examined whether the con-
sequences that follow from it agree with one another or contradict one another. And
when you must give an account of your hypothesis itself you will proceed in the same
way: you will assume another hypothesis, the one which seems to you best of the higher
ones until you come to something acceptable, but you will not jumble the two as the
debaters do by discussing the hypothesis and its consequences at the same time, if you
wish to discover any truth. (101p3-£3)

Once again at a crucial stage in the argument of a dialogue, Plato has Socrates
propose a method employing hypotheses in order to continue the inquiry. Again, he
distinguishes two processes of the method. In describing the first process Socrates
stresses the process of drawing out the consequences of the proposed hypothesis rather
than the process of identifying the hypothesis (100A3-7), and in describing the second
process Socrates explains in more detail precisely how one is to carry it out. First, one
should determine whether the consequences of the hypothesis are consistent with
other background beliefs or information concerning the topic under discussion. Second,
one should employ the method of hypothesis on the hypothesis itself — identifying a
further hypothesis whose truth is necessary and sufficient for the truth of the original
hypothesis and testing the consistency of the consequences of this new hypothesis
with one’s background beliefs or information — until one reaches a hypothesis that is
“acceptable” (hikanon). (For further discussions of the method proposed here in the
Phaedo, see Robinson 1953: ch. 9; Gallop 1975; Bostock 1986; Rowe 1993a; van Eck
1994; and Kanayama 2000.)

Finally, in the central books of the Republic Plato provides an extended discussion
of the appropriate philosophical method. Two passages are especially salient. In the
first passage Plato has Socrates distinguish two methods. One method is practiced by
mathematicians and can at best lead one to acquire thought (dianoia). The other is the
one he recommends and that leads one to acquire knowledge (epistéme or noésis).
In the second Plato has Socrates explicitly describe the discipline of dialectic as the
culmination of a lifetime of philosophical education.

At 509¢-511p Socrates asks the interlocutors of the Republic to imagine a line cut
into two unequal portions. The smaller portion, he says, represents the things that
participate in Forms, for example, the beautiful things, and the larger portion the
Forms themselves, for example, the Beautiful itself. Each of these two portions of
the line is similarly divided into two unequal subsections. The portion representing the
things that participate in Forms consists of a smaller subsection representing images of
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the things that participate in Forms — shadows, reflections in pools of water, etc. —
while the larger subsection represents the originals of the things imaged in the smaller
subsection. The portion representing the Forms, however, is not divided according to
objects like the two lower subsections, but according to the methods employed in each
subsection. According to Socrates, in the smaller subsection of the portion represent-
ing the Forms [A1] the soul uses as images the originals of the previous subsection,
[A2] is forced to investigate from hypotheses, and [A3] proceeds to conclusions, not to
a first principle (51084—6), while in the larger subsection the soul makes “[B1] its way
to a first principle that is not a hypothesis, [B2] proceeding from a hypothesis [B3] but
without images used in the previous subsection, using forms themselves and making
its investigation through them” (R. 51086-9). Corresponding to these four subsec-
tions of the line are four conditions of the soul: imaging (eikasia), belief (pistis), thought
(dianoia), and understanding or knowledge (noésis).

Notice that Plato’s description of the two methods distinguished in the top two
subsections appeals to three features which appear to correspond as follows: [A1]/
[B3], [A2]/[B2], and [A3]/[B1]. That is, both the method that leads to dianoia — the
dianoetic method, and the method that leads to knowledge — the dialectical method,
make use of hypotheses: [A2] and [B2]. The two methods are distinguished not by the
fact that they employ hypotheses but by the way they employ hypotheses. The dianoetic
method uses the originals from the preceding subsection in proceeding from its hypo-
theses [A1], while dialectic does not [B3], and dianoetic proceeds from hypotheses
to conclusions and not first principles [A3], while dialectic proceeds from hypotheses
to first principles [B1]. Socrates’ subsequent elaboration of these features suggests that
the former difference amounts to a difference between the use of sense-experience
(by the dianoetic method: 510p5-511A2 and 511A6-8) as opposed to the a priori
method of dialectic (51187—c2), while the latter difference amounts to a distinction
between treating hypotheses as though they were confirmed and not in need of justi-
fication or an account (by the dianoetic method: 510c1-p4 and 511A3-6) and treating
hypotheses as unconfirmed stepping-stones requiring justification or an account until
one reaches “the unhypothetical first principle of everything” (51183-7), which is
plausibly identified with the Form of the Good. What is important to notice for
our present concerns is the continuity between the methods proposed in the Meno
and Phaedo and the method of dialectic in the Republic. All three consist of two funda-
mental processes of, on the one hand, identifying and drawing out the consequences
of hypotheses and, on the other hand, verifying or confirming the truth of the hypo-
theses. The failure of the dianoetic method — in large part — lies in its failure to focus
attention on the latter process.

The three features of dialectic specified here in the Republic — the use of hypotheses,
the unsuitability of sense-experience, and the necessity of confirming the hypotheses
employed until one reaches the “unhypothetical first principle of everything” — are
repeated in the last of the passages we will be looking at, although the last feature is
the focus of attention. At R. 531p7-535A2 (which contains five of the 22 occurrences
of he dialektike in the Platonic corpus) Socrates describes dialectic as the completion of
a lifetime of philosophical education (531p, 534E-535A). He says “dialectic (hé
dialektike) is the only inquiry that travels this road, doing away with hypotheses (tas
hupotheseis anairousa) and proceeding to the first principle itself, so as to be secure”
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(533c7-p1). While the claim that dialectic does away with hypotheses might be
understood as indicating that Plato is here recommending against the use of hypo-
theses, it is more plausible to suppose (especially in light of the passages we have just
been examining) that Plato is recommending the manner in which they should be used
(see, for example, Robinson 1953: 161-2; and Gonzalez 1998: 238-40). They need to
be confirmed, explained, and justified ultimately “proceeding to the first principle itself,
so as to be secure.” It is this aspect of the use of hypotheses that is emphasized through-
out the discussion of dialectic in this passage. Socrates explains that dialectic can give
an account (ho logos) of what it knows (531p6-£6, 5348, and 534c), doesn’t give up
until the first principle or the Form of the Good is grasped (532A-B, 534B—), and
can survive against all refutations (elenchon) (534c). But Socrates also refers to the
other feature of the use of hypotheses mentioned in the divided line passage: the
unsuitability of sense-experience. He explains that the dialectician “tries through
argument (tou logou) and apart from all sense perceptions to find the being itself of
each thing” (53246-7).

In these three key dialogues, then, we find Plato having Socrates describe a methodo-
logy he appears to be endorsing. All three passages feature the use of hypotheses, but
each provides a different perspective. The Meno introduces the method in general terms,
describing it as a method employed by geometers and identifying its two fundamental
processes (identifying hypotheses necessary and sufficient for resolving the question at
hand and determining the truth of the hypotheses). The Phaedo recognizes two pro-
cesses as well but stresses drawing out the consequences of the hypotheses rather than
identifying the hypotheses, and it provides additional details for how one should go
about determining the truth of the hypotheses — (testing their consistency with other
background beliefs and information and attempting to confirm them by employing the
method on the hypotheses themselves). Finally, the Republic adds that the process
of determining the truth of hypotheses should be independent of sense-experience
and carried on until one hits upon the “unhypothetical first principle of everything.”
Having discovered the rough outlines of the method Plato has Socrates discuss and
propose in the Meno, Phaedo, and Republic, we can now consider whether Plato has
Socrates practice what he preaches.

Plato’s Practice of Dialectic in the Meno, Phaedo, and Republic

Let us begin with perhaps the easiest case. Immediately following Socrates’ intro-
duction of the method at Men. 86e6—-878B2, Socrates proposes to “investigate whether
it is teachable or not by means of a hypothesis” (8783—5). He immediately identifies a
hypothesis such that its truth is necessary and sufficient for the teachability of virtue,
namely that virtue is a kind of knowledge, and then sets out to determine the truth of
this hypothesis. He does this by employing the second of the two procedures men-
tioned in the Phaedo: employing the method of hypothesis on the hypothesis itself.
First, he identifies further hypotheses whose truth is necessary and sufficient for the
truth of the hypothesis that virtue is a kind of knowledge, namely that virtue is good
(87p2-3) and that nothing else is good other than knowledge (8 7p4-8). The former
he justifies only by claiming that it “remains” or “stands firm for us” (menei hémin;
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87D3). The latter he defends by means of a brief argument (8765-8941), after which
he concludes that since wisdom is beneficial and virtue is beneficial, “Virtue then, as a
whole or in part, is wisdom” (89a3—4). (If we are not to find Socrates guilty of an
irrelevant conclusion here, we must assume that he is using “wisdom” (sophia) and
“knowledge” (epistéme) interchangeably.)

That this portion of the Meno is an instance of the method of hypothesis has been
generally recognized. But the portion is short — little over two Stephanus pages long —
and it is often thought that the method is dropped for the rest of the dialogue. Thus,
Robinson assumes that the method ends here at 89¢ (Robinson 1953: 117), con-
firming his view that Plato seldom depicts Socrates practicing the method he discusses
in the so-called middle dialogues. But the method of hypothesis is not abandoned
at this point in the Meno. Rather, Socrates takes up the first of the two procedures
the Phaedo mentions for confirming a hypothesis: testing its consistency with other
background beliefs and information. (For a longer defense, see Benson 2003; see also
Kahn 1996: 313.)

After concluding at 89c2—4 that the answer to Meno's question is that virtue can be
taught, on the hypothesis that virtue is knowledge, Socrates expresses doubt, saying

I am not saying that it is wrong to say that virtue is teachable if it is knowledge, but look
whether it is reasonable of me to doubt whether it is knowledge. Tell me this: if not only
virtue but anything whatever can be taught, should there not be of necessity people who
teach it and people who learn it? (Men. 89p3-8)

Notice that Socrates here expresses doubt about the hypothesis — that virtue is a
kind of knowledge — from which the positive answer to Meno’s question has been
inferred, revealing that he is still operating within the confines of the method of hypo-
thesis. He is expressing doubt about the truth of the hypothesis. Its truth has been
supported by the second of the two procedures mentioned in the Phaedo, but the re-
sults of the first procedure — testing its consistency with other background beliefs and
information — which Socrates is about to perform go in the other direction. An immedi-
ate consequence of the hypothesis that virtue is knowledge is that virtue is teachable
(the positive answer to Meno’s question), but a consequence of this (at least given the
background belief expressed above that for everything that can be taught there are
people who teach and people who learn it) is that there are teachers and learners
of virtue. But the subsequent discussion with Meno and Anytus from 896 to 96p4
reveals background beliefs and information concerning the educational practice of
sophists and the gentlemen of Athens that entail that there are no teachers nor
learners of virtue. While the second procedure from the Phaedo tended to confirm the
truth of the hypothesis that virtue is a kind of knowledge, the argument from 8903 to
96Dp4 has revealed that the first procedure from the Phaedo has controverted it.

Thus, contrary to the suggestion that Plato tends not to depict Socrates practicing
the method he proposes in the middle dialogues, here in the Meno we have Socrates
depicted as practicing the method he has just proposed at length (for nearly a third of
the dialogue as a whole and for more than three-quarters of the dialogue following the
introduction of the method). What is unique about this portion of the Meno — as we
will see in a moment — is not that we are presented with an extended instantiation of
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the method Socrates proposes, but that we are presented with the portion of the method
aimed at determining the truth of the hypothesis. Indeed, we are presented with this
portion of the method having conflicting results: the first procedure of the Phaedo
controverting the hypothesis, the second procedure confirming it. Socrates provides
no guidance in either the Phaedo or the Republic for how one is to proceed when this
two-part process has conflicting results. Men. 9605-1008B4 suggests that one should
review the arguments presented in each part to determine whether they contain any
flaws. Socrates claims that the flaw is to be found in the argument for the claim that
nothing else is good other than knowledge. True belief, Socrates professes, is no less
beneficial than knowledge (97A9-p3 and 9887—c3). Whether we take this profession
seriously or not, we should not conclude that Socrates fails to practice the method
he proposes.

As I mentioned above, however, the Meno may be the easiest case to make out.
Nearly everyone would grant that Plato depicts Socrates practicing the method he
proposes at least briefly in the Meno. But what about the Phaedo? Does Plato depict
Socrates practicing the method he proposes in the Phaedo? Obviously I believe that the
answer to this question is yes, but the way in which Socrates practices the method he
proposes in the Phaedo is different from the way in which he practices it in the Meno.
Recall that all three dialogues — the Meno, Phaedo, and Republic — propose and discuss
a method that consists of two distinct processes: the process of identifying hypotheses
and drawing out their consequences and the process of verifying, confirming, or other-
wise determining the truth of the hypotheses. We saw that in the Meno Plato depicted
Socrates concentrating on the latter process: verifying or confirming the hypotheses,
depicting only briefly Socrates’ attention to the former (8785—c7). The converse is
the case in the Phaedo. Despite providing more detail about the process of verifying
hypotheses at 101p3—£3, Plato depicts Socrates concentrating on the process of iden-
tifying hypotheses and drawing out their consequences.

After the general description of the method at 9984—10047, Socrates provides con-
tent by turning to the case at hand. He identifies the hypothesis that the Forms exist
(10085-9), and infers from it, together with various subsidiary premises concerning
the nature of cause (perhaps the three laws or requirements of “cause”; see Gallop
1975: 186; Bostock 1986: 137; and Kanayama 2000: 54), that each thing comes to
be what it is by sharing in a Form. For example, something becomes beautiful because
it shares in the Form of Beauty (100p4—-8), something becomes two because it shares
in the Form of Twoness (101c¢1-6), and something becomes big because it shares in
the Form of Bigness (100E5-101A5). From this “safe” causal principle (again presum-
ably together with various subsidiary premises) Socrates infers a “more subtle” causal
principle according to which a thing comes to be what it is, say F, by possessing
something that entails F-ness. For example, three comes to be odd by possessing One-
ness which entails Oddness, or the body comes to be hot by possessing fire which
entails Heat (10585—c6). At this point Socrates begins his final argument for the im-
mortality of the soul, which can be summarized as follows. The “more subtle” causal
principle entails that if the presence of a thing makes x F, then that thing cannot be
not-F. For example, if the presence of fire in water makes water hot, then fire cannot
be not hot. Since the presence of the soul makes a body alive, it follows that the
soul cannot be not alive. It cannot die. It is immortal. After acknowledging the
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appropriateness of Simmias’ continued “private misgivings,” Socrates concludes the
argument as follows:

our first hypotheses require clearer examination, even though we find them convincing.
And if you analyze them adequately, you will, T think, follow the argument as far as a
man can and if the conclusion is clear, you will look no further. (10785-9)

This last passage makes it explicit that Socrates supposes that he has been practicing
all along the method he proposed. He has, to be sure, been focused on the first of the
two processes which characterize the method: the process of identifying and drawing
out the consequences of the hypotheses for the question at hand, in this case the
immortality of the soul. But he here maintains that the method will not be complete
until one turns to the second process of verifying or confirming the hypotheses
employed. Thus, here in the Phaedo for the crucial final argument for the immortality
of the soul, Plato appears to be depicting Socrates practicing the method he proposes,
just as in the Meno.

Of course, this having been said, my sketch of this final argument for the immortal-
ity of the soul runs roughshod over a variety of difficulties surrounding the argument
and the interpretation of the method proposed. For example, it might be objected that
one cannot derive interesting or substantive consequences from a single hypothesis
(as the general description at 9984—100A7 would suggest that one can), and indeed, it
will be noticed that in describing the argument that follows as an instance of deriving
such consequences I frequently had recourse to additional hypotheses and/or auxili-
ary premises. Moreover, I have simply assumed without argument that the notion of
“agreement” (sumphonein) employed in the general description is roughly the notion of
logical entailment despite all of the difficulties that surround such an assumption (see,
for example, Robinson 1953: 126-8; Gentzler 1991; and Kanayama 2000: 62-4).
And, of course, finally, I have hardly offered anything like a definitive and problem-
free interpretation of the structure of Plato’s final argument in the Phaedo (for a more
detailed interpretation of which see, for example, Kanayama 2000). Nevertheless, as
we seek to address these difficulties surrounding the method Socrates proposes in Phaedo,
we need not, and indeed, should not restrict ourselves to Socrates’ explicit statements
concerning it. We should look to the final argument for the immortality of the soul
that follows Socrates’ explicit statements. In coming to understand his method of
elenchus one would not — and indeed does not — restrict oneself to Socrates’ explicit
statements concerning it, but one looks to his actual practice in dialogues such as the
Euthyphro, Laches, Charmides, and Protagoras. Similarly, while the last third of the Meno
should be seen as evidence of what Socrates has in mind by verifying or confirming
hypotheses, so the final argument for the immortality of the soul in the Phaedo should
be seen as evidence for what Socrates has in mind by identifying and drawing out their
consequences.

A similar point applies to the method practiced in the Republic, although our discus-
sion will necessarily be more sketchy. The Republic can be read as an extended argu-
ment aimed at showing that justice is a good welcomed for its own sake as well as its
consequences (357A1-358A8). (See, for example, White 1979; Annas 1981; see also
23: PLATO ON JUSTICE.) To show this, Socrates proposes first to determine the nature
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of justice, and immediately points out that the investigation they are about to begin is
not easy, but requires “keen eyesight.”

Therefore, since we aren’t clever people, we should adopt the method of investigation
that we’'d use if, lacking keen eyesight, we were told to read small letters from a dis-
tance and then noticed that the same letters existed elsewhere in a larger size and on
a larger surface. We'd consider it a godsend, I think, to be allowed to read the larger
ones first and then to examine the smaller ones, to see whether they really are the
same. (368p1-7)

Like the geometer in the Meno Socrates here proposes to reduce the question he is
concerned with — the nature of individual justice — to a question that is supposed to be
easier to answer: the nature of civic justice. That is, he proposes to identify a hypo-
thesis from which he can infer an answer to his original question. Such a hypothesis,
however, is not ready to hand and so he turns to two other hypotheses from which he
infers such a hypothesis. Socrates proposes to construct the ideal city, or Kallipolis, on
the basis of two hypotheses: that “none of us is self-sufficient, but we all need many
things” (36986-7) and that “each of us differs somewhat in nature from the others,
one being suited to one task, another to another” (370A8-82). (See, for example,
White 1979: 84-5; Annas 1981: 73; and Pappas 1995: 61.) From these two hypo-
theses and numerous auxiliary premises and arguments Socrates infers that civic justice
is each class of Kallipolis — the craftsmen class, the soldier class, and the ruler class —
performing the task for which it is best suited (4335—434c, esp. 434c7-10). Next, on
the basis of the hypothesis that “the same thing will not be willing to do or to undergo
opposites in the same part of itself, in relation to the same thing, at the same time”
(436B8-9; see also 436E8—437A2), together with various psychological premises,
Socrates infers that the soul too consists of three parts arranged like the parts of
Kallipolis, and so, on the basis of the presumed reduction with which the argument
begins, individual justice is seen to be each part of the soul — appetite, spirit,