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ABSTRACT

In this dissertation I look at a series of portraits of Plato’s philosopher throughout the cor-

pus. I argue that there are three central components in his account of the philosopher: (1)

having certain motivations, (2) having a certain sort of nature, and (3) engaging in a set of

characteristic activities. All three features emerge in the early dialogues in the figure of

Socrates. There we see that the philosopher is motivated by a deep and enduring love of

wisdom and a desire to seek it. In addition, he has traits of character and intellect that

make him well suited to the pursue the wisdom. And he engages in certain activities that

has as its aim attaining knowledge. While this basic picture of the philosopher emerges

in the early dialogues, it gets fleshed out and developed more fully in later dialogues and,

in particular in the Republic with the figure of the philosopher ruler. There we see the

close relationship between the philosopher’s character and intellectual pursuits and how

both his character and pursuits are shaped through courses in education. And, in the Re-

public, the philosopher does actually succeed in his pursuit of knowledge. The knowl-

edge he comes to have shapes his character, affecting the sorts of things he values and

resulting in philosophical virtue. In the Theaetetus we see a portrait of a philosopher

who, while sharing the same nature and pursuits as the philosopher ruler of the Republic,

is born in an unjust city. Here the philosopher withdraws from the political and instead

lives a private life, pursuing those interests and questions that are conducive to virtue. Fi-

nally, in the Sophist and Statesman, we find the philosopher in the figure of the Eleatic

Visitor, as he develops accounts of the sophist and statesman. Here, Plato’s focus shifts
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from the philosopher’s nature to his activities as the Eleatic Visitor proposes, teaches, and

uses a new method of inquiry - the method of collection. It is here where we see Plato ar-

ticulate just how one goes about developing the systematic and defensible accounts nec-

essary for the knowledge that the philosopher so desires.

8



INTRODUCTION

This dissertation looks at Plato’s account of the philosopher as it emerges and is devel-

oped throughout the corpus.1 In focusing on the philosopher rather than on the activity of

philosophy I aim to emphasize the complex interplay between the philosopher’s intellec-

tual activities and the rest of his life. Philosophers, after all, are people too. And Plato

realizes this. Philosophers are driven by a fundamental motivation, they have various

traits of character and intellect that shape how they act and how they react, they engage in

a set of activities that are influenced by that motivation and those traits, and they are in

turn shaped by the activities and pursuits they choose to engage in. In this way, the

philosopher is like every other person. What sets the philosopher apart are the particulars

- the motivations and traits he has and the specific types of activities that he engages in.

The philosopher is a person, to be sure. But he is a person who has gotten it right. In

Plato’s philosopher we see a portrait of the person who desires the right sorts of things

and engages in the right sorts of activities in pursuit of his desires. Because he does this -

because he gets it right - he lives the wisest, most virtuous, and so happiest life a human

can.  

Of course, it’s not enough to say that the philosopher gets it right. What we really

want to know is what it is to get it right. What are the details about the philosopher’s na-

ture and activities? Answering this question is the central aim of this dissertation. To do

1. All quotations from the Platonic corpus, unless noted, come from the Collected Works
of Plato, ed. by John M. Cooper.
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this, I offer a series of portraits. By focusing on particular portraits of the philosopher,

we are able to see how Plato characterizes the philosopher within a discrete unit of text.

To that end, while I may draw from other texts for additional support, each of the por-

traits I offer focuses on a characterization within a particular dialogue or set of dialogues.

In developing a series of portraits, however, we are also in a position to look at the rela-

tionships between the different portraits and consider in what ways and why Plato

changes or enhances the account of the philosopher as he does.  

This dissertation is comprised of four distinct portraits of the philosopher. In the

aporetic dialogues (CH 1), Plato offers his first, emerging, account of the philosopher

through his portrait of Socrates.2 He does this at least in part by contrasting Socrates with

other intellectuals within the city. In Socrates, rich and complex character that he is, we

see a man who is motivated deeply by a love of and desire for wisdom. But this motiva-

tion does not exist in a vacuum. It affects his nature and his activities. As a philosopher,

Socrates exhibits traits of intellectual humility, intellectual honesty, tenacity, and

courage. These traits not only follow from his love of wisdom but are conducive towards

the pursuit of that wisdom. In these aporetic dialogues, we see Socrates pursue wisdom

2. The aporetic dialogues are those dialogues wherein Socrates questions the views of
others, testing those views for consistency and plausibility. They typically end in aporia.
I consider the following dialogues clearly aporetic: Euthyphro, Alcibiades, Charmides,
Laches, Lysis, Protagoras, Hippias Major, Hippias Minor, Ion, and Republic book 1. There are
some dialogues that have some aporetic elements but are not clearly (or completely)
aporetic in nature. Included here are: Apology, Crito, Euthydemus, Gorgias, Meno, and
!eaetetus. While the Apology is not a typical aporetic dialogue, Socrates’ description of
his aims and actions in that work is consistent with his behaviors in the aporetic
dialogues, and so I will treat the Apology as an aporetic dialogue.
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by examining the accounts offered by others. While he is ultimately unsuccessful in his

inquiries - Socrates dies proclaiming his ignorance, after all - nonetheless his investiga-

tions shape his moral commitments and the direction of his life.

Socrates’ inability to acquire knowledge in the aporetic dialogues is in sharp con-

trast to the philosopher presented in the Republic (CH 2-3). There, Plato offers an ac-

count of an individual who is successful in his inquiries and who comes to have knowl-

edge. The account he offers is developmental, though, and so we can reconstruct the

growth of the philosopher as he goes from a child with a promising character, through his

youth where he undergoes courses of education that enhance and stabilize his natural

traits and talents, to his adulthood as an accomplished and capable thinker who is engag-

ing in extraordinarily difficult investigations about the most important sorts of topics. By

offering an account of the philosopher’s development, Plato emphasizes here more than

ever the close relationship between the philosopher’s character and his intellectual endea-

vors and the importance of both for success in inquiry. And successful he is. The

philosopher ruler of the Republic comes to have knowledge. As such, we get a glimpse at

the nature of the knowledge the he has and we can see how that knowledge shapes his

values, beliefs, and actions. It is here, in the utopian setting of the Republic, where we

see the philosopher at his most perfect, at his most ideal.  

He comes back down to earth in the Theaetetus (CH 4). The philosopher of the

Theaetetus, like the philosopher of the Republic, has been successful in his investigations.

This philosopher has a worldview and nature not unlike that of the philosopher of the Re-

public. But outwardly he looks quite different from that philosopher. In this portrait,

11



Plato focuses not on the philosopher in an ideal city but instead on how the philosopher in

an unjust city will look and act. Rather than being a capable leader guiding his polis, the

philosopher of the digression is seen as strange and ridiculous by his fellow citizens. He

turns away from the civic and the political, living a very private life instead. But we

should not see this as a fundamentally different portrait than the one of the Republic.

What differs is not the philosopher’s motivations, nature, activities, or worldview but in-

stead are the external circumstances in which he finds himself.

The Sophist and Statesman present us with our final portrait of the philosopher in

the figure of the Eleatic Visitor (CH 5). In many ways this portrait is most different from

the rest, because Plato’s focus is not on the philosopher’s nature or motivations but in-

stead on his activities. As such, we get very little description of the Eleatic Visitor’s

character and instead there is a great deal of discussion of his method of inquiry. The

method that he proposes and uses - the method of division - enables the philosopher to

develop systematic and defensible accounts of the natures of the objects of his investiga-

tion. The task of this final chapter, then, is to try to understand just what this method in-

volves and what improvements, if any, it offers over previous methods of inquiry and ac-

count development.  

We see, then, a continuity in the characterization of the philosopher, from some of

the earliest aporetic dialogues to the later, more technical dialogues. Where we see Plato

primarily expanding on and developing his account is in the particulars - in just what

sorts of traits the philosopher must have and how they are to be developed (as in the Re-
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public), in the effect of inquiry on the philosopher’s character, and in ways in which the

philosopher will go about pursuing the wisdom that he so desires.  

By offering a systematic account of the philosopher, this dissertation fills a gap in

the literature. While several scholars have offered studies of Plato’s account of philoso-

phy in the corpus, there hasn’t been a systematic treatment of the philosopher.3 A careful

study of the philosopher makes several important contributions to Platonic scholarship.

Let me look briefly at three.

First, by focusing on the philosopher, we’re in a better position to think about the

relationship between the practice of philosophy and individual who correctly engages in

that practice. There’s a great deal of focus in ancient scholarship on the effect that in-

quiry and knowledge has on the philosopher’s nature and well-being. Plato repeatedly ar-

gues that the philosopher is living the most virtuous and so most happy life.4 What is the

subject of much less scholarly focus is the impact that the philosopher’s nature and char-

acter have on his intellectual endeavors. While knowledge makes one virtuous, one must

also be virtuous in order to acquire that knowledge. This is an admittedly perplexing

claim, but it is nevertheless one that Plato is quite committed to throughout the corpus.5

3. McCoy 2008, Nightingale 1995 and Wolfsdorf 2008 have all offered different
treatments of the practice of philosophy in the Platonic corpus. Zuckert 2009 has offered
perhaps the closest to a systematic treatment of the philosopher in the corpus. The
ultimate aim of her study, though, is not to focus on the nature and activities of the
philosopher per se but instead is to offer a reconstruction of the order and development of
the Platonic corpus.

4. Whether implicitly (Apology, Euthydemus) or explicitly (Republic, !eaetetus).

5. Especially in the aporetic dialogues and the Republic. The !eaetetus offers an account
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While coming to have knowledge certainly affects the philosopher’s nature, then, it

doesn’t simply bestow virtue on a previously vicious person or happiness on a previously

wretched man. The relationship is much more complex than this. There’s a great deal of

interaction between the philosopher’s nature and his activities throughout the process of

inquiry and as he comes to have knowledge. Recognizing this can help us better under-

stand Socrates’ exhortations to his interlocutors in the aporetic dialogues and the impor-

tance of courses of education (both what they teach and when they they are taught) pre-

scribed in the Republic.

Second, in focusing on the essential features of the philosopher qua philosopher,

we’re in a better place to judge which features of the philosopher are characteristic of the

philosopher and which are idiosyncratic to the individual or the position. Scholars (quite

rightly!) look at Socrates as a paradigmatic philosopher. But if we take Socrates to be the

paradigmatic philosopher and do not look more closely at the portrait that is offered to

determine which features are characteristic of him qua philosopher and which are pecu-

liar to him, then our judgments about other figures in the corpus may become distorted.6

of the philosopher who already has wisdom and so we do not see Plato discuss his
character prior to acquiring that wisdom. The focus in the Sophist and Statesman is on the
philosopher’s activities and so we do not see him discuss the role that character plays in
engaging in that inquiry.

6. For example, McCoy 2008 denies that the Eleatic Visitor is a philosopher because he
does not resemble the Socrates of the !eaetetus. Nightingale 1995 argues that Socrates’
moral commitments are characteristic of the philosopher and so we should not consider
the pre-Socratics philosophers, since they do not share those moral commitments.
Several scholars (Rue 1993, Nightingale 2004, Waymack 1985) argue that the
philosopher of the digression is a caricature because of his striking dissimilarities from
Socrates and the philosopher-ruler of the Republic. I will offer arguments against each of
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It wouldn’t do to focus on Socrates’ sense of humor or his fashion sense and then claim

that anyone who wears shoes or isn’t cutting in his compliments isn’t a philosopher. We

should be likewise careful in thinking that Socrates’ disavowals of knowledge or his

practice of exhorting others to virtue are also necessary features of the philosopher. By

looking closely at what truly characterizes the philosopher, we’re less likely to be caught

up in surface dissimilarities between different individuals and so make false judgments

about who is and is not a philosopher.  

This has obvious interpretive advantages. It’s important to know how we should

regard the various individuals in the dialogues so that we can better understand the argu-

ments and claims being made. We would view the arguments in the Euthydemus very

differently, for example, if we thought that Socrates was genuinely impressed with the

rhetorical stylings of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus. But it’s also important for under-

standing Plato’s instructions to us, his readers. Plato’s philosopher is the person who has

gotten it right and, insofar as we also want to be good, we should endeavor to be like

him.7 To do this, though, we must know what features Plato is exhorting us to adopt.

Must we, like Socrates, exhort others to virtue? Or should we perhaps behave like the

philosopher of the digression and turn our back on the civic and political affairs that sur-

round us? Answering these questions requires that we closely consider what of the fea-

these claims in the dissertation.

7. I discuss this in greater detail below.
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tures are truly characteristic of the philosopher and so are meant to be features that we,

too, should endeavor to have.

Third, in tracing the accounts of the philosopher as I do, I don’t only focus on the

philosopher’s nature. I also look at the method of dialectic that the philosopher engages

in. After all, pursuing the wisdom that he desires is an important feature of the philoso-

pher. Throughout the corpus we see Plato offer different accounts of dialectic. In the

aporetic dialogues, Socrates tests the accounts offered by others. In the Republic, the

philosopher engages in a more positive method of account development that includes a

method of hypothesis. In the Sophist and Statesman the Eleatic Visitor engages in a

method of division. But these changes don’t occur in a vacuum. They occur in a larger

context of different portrayals of the philosopher himself. And, as I have emphasized,

these portrayals look not only at the philosopher’s activities but also at his motivations

and nature. Recognizing this can help us understand why Plato’s characterizations of the

philosopher’s nature changes as his accounts of dialectic change. Given that the philoso-

pher’s traits affect his activities, when we see Plato change his views about what activi-

ties the philosopher engages in we should (and do) see a similar shift in his views about

what sort of nature one must have in order to fruitfully engage in those activities. The

clearest case is the shift between the philosopher of the aporetic dialogues and that of the

Republic. There, we see Socrates shift from engaging in a method of negative testing of

others’ accounts to a method of positive account development using the method of hy-

pothesis. Alongside this change is a change in the features one must have in order to be

considered a true philosopher. While anyone can be a philosopher in the aporetic dia-
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logues8, only the best and brightest (both morally and intellectually) of the Republic have

this opportunity. Why? Because only the best and brightest can successfully engage in

this new method of dialectic.

Thinking of Plato’s account of the philosopher, then, has a lot of explanatory pow-

er as we try to understand various puzzling features of the dialogues. A real virtue of this

dissertation, though, is that it is of interest not only to ancient philosophers. The ques-

tions raised and answers offered in this dissertation are important for anyone interested in

living successful, happy lives. Plato’s philosopher, after all, not only lives but lives well.

He values the right sorts of things, develops the right traits of character, and strives to un-

derstand those things that can help him live most virtuously. Just as we might look to

Aristotle’s phronimos or the Stoic’s sage, we can also look to Plato’s philosopher for in-

sight into what one should value and how one should act.

One of the most important lessons that we can draw from Plato’s account of the

philosopher - and one that I have already emphasized a great deal in the above discussion

- is the role of both character and intellect in the well lived life. We cannot divorce our

intellectual life from our moral one. And it’s not simply because they are two distinct re-

quirements for happiness in the way that, say, both flour and eggs are both necessary in-

gredients of a cake. Rather, the one is required for the other. Being a good intellectual

8. So long as he comes to have the right motivations (which in turn affect his traits and
activities).  
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agent requires that one be a good moral agent, and progress in our intellectual endeavors

shapes our character.  This has consequences for how we should act.  

To be good moral agents, we must know not only what is valuable, beautiful, just,

courageous, and the like; we must also know why this is the case. To know this requires

knowledge of the nature of the world and the virtues and whatever other topics pertain to

the question of living a good life.9 It’s not enough to pick up a moral treatise and blindly

accept whatever is written in the pages. To be truly virtuous we must have the sort of un-

derstanding that can only come from a long process of study and examination.

To be good intellectual agents, we must look beyond issues of explanation and

justification and begin to reflect on what character traits are necessary as we engage in in-

quiry. Plato frequently emphasizes the courage and tenacity of the philosopher. We also

see evidence that intellectual humility and honesty are important as the philosopher en-

gages in discussions with others. In the Republic, Socrates’ list of traits is extensive.

Among others, he mentions gracefulness and harmony, having a good memory and a

quick wit. While we need not agree with Plato that all of these traits are necessary, we

should give serious thought both to why character traits are important for our intellectual

investigations and which traits we should cultivate.

9. We see Plato’s views regarding this change. Socrates of the aporetic dialogues is
interested in moral questions. In the Republic the philosophers are also adept
mathematicians. In the !eaetetus the philosopher’s wisdom involves an account of the
nature of the universe.

18



Finally, the discussion of Plato’s philosopher is interesting to us qua philosophers.

It’s worthwhile to look at different characterizations of the philosopher and reflect on

how Plato’s portrait compares to our own self-conception of who we are and what we do.

We should do this not only as a descriptive exercise but as a normative one. Reflecting

on Plato’s philosopher and noting how it compares to our contemporary conception of the

philosopher, can help us articulate our own characterization of the philosopher.10 More

than this, though, it can help us evaluate ourselves as philosophers. Why do we engage in

philosophy? What motivates us to do what we do? And why do we pursue the questions

and issues that we do? Further, do we engage in philosophy as we should, with the right

traits of character and by engaging in the right method? Is there even a right method? As

philosophers, we surely recognize the importance of reflection and study. And surely we

ourselves should sometimes be the subject of that reflection. Looking at the portrait of

the philosopher, in comparing ourselves and our activities to Plato’s ideal, can help facili-

tate the sorts of reflection that can help us, ultimately, become better philosophers. And,

if Plato is right, by becoming better philosophers we may become better people as well.

10. Must one be employed in an academic department? How about those who publish
books that are commonly shelved in the philosophy section of bookstores? Perhaps being
a philosopher requires making a substantial contribution to important philosophical
problems?  If that’s the case, then what counts as an important philosophical problem?
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CHAPTER 1: THE EMERGING PHILOSOPHER: SOCRATES IN THE APORETIC

DIALOGUES

1 Introduction

Plato’s account of the philosopher begins in aporetic dialogues, with the figure of

Socrates.1 Perhaps most strikingly in the defense of his life in the Apology, but also more

subtly in his interactions and mannerisms throughout any number of dialogues, Plato be-

gins to develop a systematic and sustained portrait of a type of individual who is distinct

from other intellectuals in Athens. In doing this, he’s describing the sort of person who

gets it right, who goes well not only in his intellectual endeavors but in his life as a

whole.  He is describing the philosopher.

In this chapter I aim to answer two very basic questions about the philosopher

who emerges in the aporetic dialogues: (1) what is he like? and (2) why is he like that?

The bulk of this chapter will be spent trying to answer the first question. I argue that we

see three central features of the philosopher. First and most fundamentally, the philoso-

pher is motivated by a love of and desire for wisdom. He does not desire just any sort of

wisdom, though, but the wisdom that pertains to living a happy, flourishing life. This

motivation leads him to engage in a characteristic type of activity - inquiry through di-

1. Socrates self-describes as a philosopher. In the defense of his life in the Apology, he
says "the god ordered me, as I thought and believed, to live the life of a philosopher, to
examine myself and others..." And later he says that if given an ultimatum that he would
be released but if he practiced philosophy again he would be put to death, he says that he
would tell the jury, "Men of Athens...I shall not cease to practice philosophy..." (Apology
28e, 29d).
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alectical examination. It also results in his having a set of character traits that also pertain

to his desire for wisdom. I discuss four traits: intellectual humility, intellectual honesty,

tenacity, and courage.

But to truly understand the account of the philosopher, we must ask not only what

he is like but why he is like that. Why does Socrates only pursue questions and topics

that pertain to living a good life? Aren’t other topics also interesting and worthy of

study? And why do we see him approach the people that he does? Why don’t we ever

see him question a carpenter or average Athenian? Perhaps most curiously, why do we

see him engage in the method of inquiry that he does? Socrates’ habit of questioning pur-

ported experts doesn’t, on its face, look to be the most effective method for acquiring

knowledge. So why is this the method that he uses? Understanding not only the what but

also the why can help us better understand the account that we are given and also help ex-

plain the changes that we see in later portraits of the philosopher. Throughout my ac-

count of the philosopher, then, I aim to offer answers to these and similar questions.

In the final sections of the chapter, I turn my attention from offering an account of

the philosopher to reflecting instead on how the philosopher in these aporetic dialogues is

distinct from other intellectuals. I argue that Plato deliberately sets the philosopher apart

from other intellectuals - the sophists, playwrights, rhetoricians, and politicians - by

emphasizing the philosopher’s love of wisdom as the fundamental desire that motivates

his actions and shapes his nature. In this I disagree with other scholars - most notably

Eric Havelock and Andrea Nightingale - who argue that we do not see an account of the
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philosopher emerge until the Republic.2 It’s his love of wisdom, too, that sets Plato’s

philosopher apart from Isocrates’ philosopher. In my conclusion, I look briefly at

Isocrates’ philosopher because it’s in contrast to his very conventional philosopher that

Plato’s philosopher comes into sharpest focus.

2 The Philosopher’s Motivations

Let’s turn, then, to thinking about these three central features of the philosopher. And

let’s begin with the most fundamental feature - the philosopher’s motivations. To say

that the philosopher loves wisdom, that he philei sophian, is perhaps a truism. But it is an

important one. Indeed, it is this love for wisdom that most fundamentally defines the

philosopher. It is what shapes the rest of his nature and character and it sets him apart

from other sorts of learned men.  

But this truism is a bit more complex than it first seems. Love involves desire. In

both the Lysis and Symposium3 we see an explicit connection between the love for wis-

dom and the desire for it.  In the Lysis, Socrates says:

...[T]hose who are already wise no longer love wisdom, whether they are
gods or men. Nor do those who love it who are so ignorant that they are
bad, for no bad and stupid man loves wisdom. There remain only those
who have this bad thing, ignorance, but have not yet been made ignorant
and stupid by it. They are conscious of not knowing what they don't know.
The upshot is that those who are not yet neither good nor bad love wisdom,
while those who are bad do not, and neither do those who are good.
(218ab)4

2. Havelock 1982 and Nightingale 1995.

3. Symposium 204ab.
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If to love wisdom is also to desire it, and to desire something is to recognize that one does

not yet have it, then the philosopher is aware that he lacks wisdom and that awareness of

the lack prompts the desire and so also the love. An important implication of this is that,

insofar as someone believes that he already has wisdom he is not a philosopher. The suc-

cessful philosopher, once he comes to have wisdom will no longer be a philosopher.5

Neither will those who mistakenly think that they have wisdom - the sophists who pur-

port to teach their wisdom or the cocky youth who thinks he knows everything.6

This truism, then, is a bit more complicated than we might first think. To be a

philosopher is to love wisdom and to love wisdom is to recognize that one does not yet

have it and so to desire it. But what do we mean when we say that the philosopher loves

wisdom? What is this wisdom that the philosopher loves? After all, different conceptions

)-."(")/01 !"#$ "B!7$ 5C1"->1 DE"1!>$ F(!/ +>+"#$ /G1>-: +>+H1 CI6 +>4 J*>3K "<&,1> )-."(")/01.
./98"1!>- &L "M DE"1!/$ *N1 !H +>+H1 !"O!", !L1 5C1"->1, *P87 &N Q8= ><!"O R1!/$ JC1S*"1/$ *'&N
J*>3/0$, JT= D!- UC"V*/1"- *L /:&,1>- W *L 2(>(-1. &-H &L +>4 )-."(")"O(-1 "M "X!/ JC>3"4 "X!/ +>+"9
87 R1!/$, Y("- &N +>+"4 "< )-."(")"O(-1, "<&N "M JC>3"9.

5. This is in tension with characterizations of the philosopher that we see in other
dialogues, especially the Republic. In the Republic, we see the philosopher come to have
knowledge and still, presumably, remain a philosopher. It is the philosophers who
already have come to have knowledge who are best suited to rule Kallipolis, after all.
Plato conception of what it means to love something seems to be different in the aporetic
dialogues and the Republic. Consider his discussion of lovers-of-x in book five. He says,
for example, of wine lovers, “don’t they love every kind of wine and find any excuse to
enjoy it?” (475a). Here, the wine lovers don’t stop loving wine once they get it. Loving
appears to encompass not only desire for but enjoyment of the beloved.

6. Consider the exchange between Socrates and Alcibiades at Alcibiades 109de. Socrates
asks Alcibiades how he has come to understand what it means to be more or less just.
Alcibiades responds that he might investigate the matter and Socrates responds that he
might have “if you thought you didn’t know.” Because Alcibiades mistakenly thinks he
has wisdom, he doesn’t desire it and so doesn’t seek it.
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of wisdom will result in the philosopher acting in very different ways. The person moti-

vated to seek conventional political wisdom (giving convincing speeches, becoming a

ruler of the city) will act and behave quite differently than the person motivated to seek

knowledge of the natural world or moral wisdom or some other sort of wisdom. To truly

understand the philosopher and his motivations, then, we must also ask about the nature

of the wisdom that he loves and desires.

Some scholars have suggested that Socrates’ description of his (and so the

philosopher’s) wisdom can be found in the Apology. There, he says that in his endeavors

to understand the Oracle’s claim that he is the wisest of men, he concludes that, “the god

is wise and...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

said: ‘This man, among you, mortals, is wisest who, like Socrates, understands that his

wisdom is worthless’” (23ab). Here wisdom is not some positive knowledge but is in-

stead a sort of self-knowledge, an awareness of one’s ignorance.7 If this is the sort of

wisdom that the philosopher loves, then the philosopher would engage in a process of

self-examination and will have achieved his desired wisdom when he becomes aware of

his ignorance.

7. McCoy 2008 seems to suggest this reading of the nature of wisdom. She writes:
“Wisdom...is transformed through Socrates’ description of it as being different than
positive knowledge or political skill...Rather than presenting wisdom as positive
knowledge, Socrates describes true wisdom as knowledge of one’s own ignorance...In
presenting his view of wisdom as self-knowledge rather than knowledge of other objects,
Socrates disassociates himself from those sophists who claimed to be wise...” (45).
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To be sure, self-knowledge is quite important to the philosopher. Insofar as a

philosopher desires wisdom he must be aware that he lacks it. He must have some degree

of self-awareness of his own ignorance. But this can’t be the only, or even primary, sort

of wisdom that the philosopher loves and so desires. Why? Because the philosopher

who is aware of his ignorance desires the wisdom that he lacks. If wisdom was simply

self-knowledge, then the very self-aware Socrates would rest content with the wisdom

that he already has. That he is not content, that he goes about Athens seeking knowledge

from those who claim to have it, is ample evidence that self-knowledge cannot be the

limit of what the philosopher seeks. There is something more, something positive, that

wisdom involves.

But what is this positive knowledge that the philosopher seeks? Although

Socrates expresses his desire for wisdom in both his actions and in his words, he shows

no real interest in learning the art of pottery or the detailed lineage of the Spartan kings.

In the Apology he disavows an interest in "things in the sky and below the earth".8 When

in the company of self-described polymath Hippias, he does not beg for a recitation of

speeches or a recounting of histories.9 Instead he engages Hippias in a discussion of the

8. 19b. He does not disparage such knowledge, though, saying that "I do not speak in
contempt of such knowledge, if someone is wise in these things...but gentlemen I have no
part in it..." This is complicated, of course, by Socrates' intellectual autobiography in the
Phaedo where he does indicate that he had an interest in natural science when he was
young (Phaedo 96 ff.)

9. We see similar examples throughout the dialogues. He tells Euthyphro that he will
hear Euthyphro's 'knowledge' about the gods "some other time" (Euthyphro 6cd), he tells
Ion that he will hear a recitation of Homer later (Ion 531a), he’ll listen to Gorgias’
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nature of the fine and in the question of who best makes moral errors. We see a similar

interest in normative concerns in all of the aporetic dialogues. Some of the discussions

focus on the nature of particular virtues - he discusses courage in the Lysis, piety in the

Euthyphro, self-control in the Charmides, friendship in the Lysis, the fine in the Hippias

Major, and justice in the first book of the Republic. Other discussions focus on questions

about the nature of virtue in general - he inquires about whether the virtues are unified in

the Protagoras, whether one with moral knowledge can better abuse that knowledge in

the Hippias Minor, about the importance of self-cultivation in the Alcibiades, about

whether it is better to do or suffer wrong in the Gorgias.10

But why should Socrates be interested only in these sorts of questions? Why isn’t

he interested in questions of, say, mathematics or the history of the Athenian populace or

in how to craft a fine speech? It is mainly a matter of priority. Underlying most, if not

all, of Socrates’ inquiries is an assumption about human psychology: we want what is

best for ourselves and we want to live a happy, eudaimon life. At Symposium 205a, Dio-

tima says to Socrates, “that’s what makes happy people happy, isn’t it - possessing good

epideixis later (Gorgias 447c).

10. The Ion is absent from this list. It’s a peculiar sort of dialogue and doesn’t fit the
central feature of an aporetic dialogue in that Socrates does not appear to be engaging in
any sort of joint search or inquiry with Ion. Instead Socrates offers his own positive
view, arguing that Ion does not act from knowledge but instead from divine dispensation.
Even this topic, though, relates back to the question of living a good life. If living a good
life requires knowledge, then it is important that be able to tell when one is acting from
knowledge and when he is acting from some other cause. The Euthydemus is also a
dialogue that is particularly difficult to characterize but, again, in it Socrates is concerned
with questions pertaining to living a happy life.
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things. There’s no need to ask further, ‘What’s the point of wanting happiness?’ The an-

swer you gave seems to be final.” Socrates agrees. This sentiment - that we seek happi-

ness and goodness - is echoed throughout the corpus - in both aporetic dialogues (Gor-

gias 468b, Euthydemus 278e) and other dialogues (Meno 77e-78b, Republic 506e).11 But

to live a truly happy life, we can’t just pursue what we think is good; we must pursue

what is actually good.12 Real wisdom - the sort of wisdom that is most important for us

humans - is knowledge of goodness and those things that relate to goodness, including

the virtues and knowledge. Given this, it becomes clearer why Socrates pursues the sorts

of topics that he does: he is interested in questions that all pertain to the larger concern of

living the best sort of life.13

But if it is a psychological fact about all of us that we want what is good, then

why don’t we see most Athenians engaging in the same intellectual pursuits as Socrates?

Shouldn’t we all want to pursue questions about how best to live, given that we all want

11. See Vlastos 1991 chapter 8 and Brickhouse and Smith 2000 chapter 4 for discussions
of Socratic eudaimonism. That people want happiness is a basic assumption that all
philosophers (and, indeed, most Greeks) simply asserted.

12. And Socrates has well established beliefs about what is actually good. See, e.g.,
Apology 29de.

13. As we shall see in the upcoming chapters, the scope of topics that the philosopher
pursues widens a great deal. In the Republic, the philosopher will study the various
branches of mathematics, in the Timaeus we see Timaeus develop an extensive
cosmology, in the !eaetetus, Socrates says that the philosopher studies those things “in
the deeps below the earth and in the heights above the heaven...” (173e). What has
changed, though, is the scope of topics that pertain to living a good life. Knowledge of
goodness comes to require knowledge of cosmology and metaphysics and, as such, the
philosopher pursues those sorts of questions.
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to live happy lives? Most Athenians didn’t engage in inquiry because they thought they

already knew how to live the best life, whether it was by accepting traditional beliefs, lis-

tening to the opinions of the sophists, or developing their own accounts.14 Moreover,

some of those who are aware of their ignorance just don’t care or are “made stupid” by

that ignorance.15 Socrates is not like this. He’s aware of his ignorance, he recognizes that

knowledge of these sorts of matters constitutes the very best kind of wisdom, and he

loves and desires that wisdom.

We see, then, the fundamental motivation that underlies the philosopher’s nature

and activity. The philosopher loves wisdom. Insofar as he loves it, he desires it. He

wants it, and he will do whatever he can to obtain it. And the wisdom that he seeks per-

tains to living the very best sort of life and so, to acquire that wisdom, the philosopher

pursues broadly ethical questions.

14. For evidence that Athenians simply accepted traditional beliefs: Charmides’ intial
accounts of temperance in the Charmides, Socrates’ cross-examining of Meletus in
Apology, and Crito’s exhortations to Socrates in the Crito. Socrates calls the public (who
echo traditional beliefs) the “greatest sophist” in Republic 6. Protagoras (at Protagoras
325d-326e) outlines the process by which Athenian youths are taught to be virtuous, a
process steeped in teaching traditional values and beliefs.  

For evidence that some thought to learn the nature of virtue from the sophists, see both
the Protagoras and the Gorgias as well as the discussion of learning virtue in the Meno.

Evidence that some develop their own accounts of moral issues abounds throughout the
aporetic dialogues. Euthyphro, Protagoras, Callicles, Thrasymachus, Critias, and Ion are
among the many that purport to have developed their own accounts of whatever question
is under examination.

15. Lysis 218ab
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2.1 Exhorting to virtue?

Someone reading this might agree with all of what I’ve said above but still protest. I

have given only one of the motivation of the philosopher, they might worry, when we see

Socrates, our philosopher, motivated to do a second sort of thing. Socrates is not only

motivated by a love of wisdom, after all. He says repeatedly throughout the Apology that

he is also motivated by a divine command to exhort others to virtue. The god, Socrates

says, "has ordered me, as I thought and believed, to live the life of a philosopher, to

examine myself and others" (28e-29a). This command has led Socrates to question "any-

one I happen to meet, young and old, citizen and stranger" and to exhort them to virtue,

because "this is what the god orders me to do, and I think there is no greater blessing for

the city than my service to the god."16 This command has "been enjoined upon me by the

god, by means of oracles and dreams, and in every other way that a divine manifestation

has ever ordered a man to do anything."17 An awareness of this command, coupled with

the knowledge that it is "shameful to do wrong, to disobey one's superior, be he god or

man", motivates Socrates to obey the god's commands.18

16. 28e-29a, 30a, 

17. 30e

18. Apology 29b. Weiss 2006 goes so far as to claim that because we see Socrates focus
almost exclusively on his divine mission in the Apology, his sole activity throughout his
life is exhortation by means of refutation. She concludes that when we see Socrates
engage in what appear to be inquiries - looking at what-is-x questions - that he isn’t
actually engaging in inquiry but instead is attempting to “get his interlocutors to think as
he does” and what makes doing this philosophy is that he is doing this “by asking
questions and presenting arguments” (252). I don’t think this position is at all tenable.
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If Socrates is motivated to exhort others to virtue, must we also think that the

philosopher more generally shares this motivation? No. This motivation of Socrates’ is

idiosyncratic to him, the individual. He does not have this motivation insofar as he is a

philosopher but instead he has it because the gods have commanded him specifically to

do this. If Socrates had this motivation qua philosopher, then we would expect him to

command others to similarly exhort others to virtue. But we don’t ever see him do this.

In the Apology, he exhorts his fellow citizens to have a care for their own soul and to care

for wisdom. The greatest good for man, Socrates says, is to "discuss virtue every day and

those other things about which you hear me conversing and testing myself and others"; it

is to inquire into the most important truths. Socrates does not chastise the citizens of

Athens for failing to be fellow gadflies but instead he asks them "are you not ashamed of

your eagerness to possess as much wealth, reputation and honors as possible, while you

do not care for nor give a thought to wisdom or truth, or the best possible state of your

soul?"19

For one, it’s unclear that we should put as much weight on Socrates’ self-characterization
in the Apology as Weiss must. Socrates’ description of his activities in the Apology come
within a rhetorical context, part of which relates to his claim that he, far from being
impious, is on a god-given mission. Moreover, we see passages throughout the corpus
(many of which I discuss in this chapter) that imply that Socrates does want to learn and is
eager to engage in inquiry for his own sake. While I do not deny that Socrates is
motivated to exhort others to virtue, we should not think that this is the full extent of his
actions.

19. Apology 38a and 29e, respectively.
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We also see Socrates exhort others to philosophy in other dialogues. In those cas-

es, we see him focus on those individuals' own knowledge and virtue. He does not exhort

his companions and interlocutors to engage in the same mission of conversion that he

himself engages in. But if this divine command were a command of Socrates qua

philosopher, then we should expect to see him exhort his companions to have a care not

simply for their souls and the souls of those closest to them but to have a care for the

souls of everyone around them. That we don't see him do this is good evidence that he

does not consider it a motivation characteristic of a philosopher.

Perhaps, one might reply, someone must first become virtuous himself before he

can then go on to exhort others to virtue. For example, we might not expect someone

who is training to become a teacher to teach until he himself has gone through the train-

ing. Similarly, we should not expect to see Socrates tell others to be moral exhorters, be-

cause their own lives are far too vicious. Socrates’ interlocutors must first focus on be-

coming virtuous themselves (which is precisely what Socrates encourages them to do).

Once one gets closer to virtue, though, then he will be expected to exhort others to virtue.

This is all well and good, but we don’t see textual evidence to support this sort of reply.  

Even if we accept the basic premise underlying this objection we should still re-

ject the conclusion that the philosopher will be motivated to be a moral exhorter. The

reason for this looks forward to the discussions of the philosopher in future chapters. If

we look to other portraits of the philosopher in other dialogues, we do not see a philoso-

pher who is a moral exhorter. Instead, in both the Republic and Theaetetus, the philoso-

pher aims to become virtuous and have knowledge and then endeavors to mind his own
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business.20 That we do not see the philosopher in other dialogues act as a moral exhorter

as Socrates does, coupled with the fact that Socrates’ exhortations to others is concerned

with their own moral lives, is strong evidence that Socrates’ motivation is idiosyncratic to

him. He is motivated to exhort others to virtue because he believes that the gods have

commanded him to do so.

If we are to accept that Socrates is motivated by both a love of wisdom and a di-

vine command to exhort others to philosophy and we are to accept that only the first of

these is a motivation that he has qua philosopher, then we’re faced with yet another inter-

pretive dilemma: how do we distinguish between those times when Socrates is acting qua

philosopher from those times when he is acting qua moral exhorter? When Socrates is

conversing with Protagoras, is he engaging in inquiry or is he getting Protagoras to be-

come aware of his ignorance in hopes that Protagoras, when made aware, will pursue that

knowledge and so become virtuous? Or how about in the case of Alcibiades? The Alcib-

iades looks like a textbook case of exhortation to virtue. Socrates shows Alcibiades that

his pretenses to wisdom are false and they engage in a series of inquiries that all result in

aporia. In the end, they both conclude that they must cultivate their souls and pursue

20. Republic 496ce, 517c, 549c-550b; Theaetetus 172c-176a. Even the philosopher who
does concern himself with the affairs of the city in the Republic is compelled to do so
(500d, 520a, 539e). ! He does so, Socrates says, "not as if he were doing something fine,
but rather something that has to be done" (540b). I look at the evidence that the
philosopher lives a private, quiet life that does not involve moral exhortation in chapter
four, §4.
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virtue. Should we characterize the exchanges between Socrates and Alcibiades as an ex-

change with Socrates the philosopher or with Socrates the moral exhorter?

It’s not at all clear to me that we can easily distinguish between when Socrates is

acting qua philosopher and when he is acting qua moral exhorter. But for the purposes of

this project, I don’t think that our failure to distinguish between Socrates’ two motiva-

tions is problematic. First, Socrates’ divine mission to exhort others to virtue is compati-

ble with his endeavors as a philosopher. In his self-characterization of his actions,

Socrates says that even now “I go around seeking anyone, citizen or stranger, whom I

think wise. Then if I do not think he is, I come to the assistance of the god and show him

that he is not wise” (Apology 23b).21 He leaves open the possibility that someone he ap-

proaches may in fact have knowledge. If he comes to realize that he is not wise then he

will do as the god commands and exhort him to virtue. Note the order. First he ap-

proaches those who he thinks might be wise, then he examines that person to see whether

he truly does have knowledge, and it is only when he decides that he does not have wis-

dom that Socrates then does what the god orders and points out his ignorance.22 It’s quite

21. !>O!= "?1 @CZ *N1 D!- +>4 1O1 8/6--Z1 ['!\ +>4 @6/A1\ +>!I !H1 3/H1 +>4 !\1 J(!\1 +>4 ],171
51 !-1> "27*>- (")H1 /G1>-: +>4 @8/-&^1 *"- *L &"+_, !` 3/` a"'3\1 @1&/9+1A*>- Y!- "<+ D(!- (")b$.  

See also 29e: “I shall question him, examine him and test him, and if I do not think he has
attained the goodness that he says he has, I shall reproach him because he attaches little
importance to the most important things and greater importance to inferior things.” (JT=
@6P("*>- ><!H1 +>4 @]/!^(7 +>4 @.,C]7, +>4 @^1 *"- *L &"+_ +/+!K(3>- J6/!P1, )^1>- &,, c1/-&-\ Y!-
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22. This account of his actions is consistent with what he says elsewhere about seeking
someone with knowledge to teach him.
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important for Socrates to determine whether his interlocutors correct in their claims for

knowledge. If they are, he can learn from them, if they are not, he has a divine command

to point this out and exhort them to virtue. But insofar as he truly wants to determine

whether they have knowledge, he will test their claims rigorously.23  

If, however, his interlocutor is shown to be ignorant, Socrates will still engage

with that person as a philosopher. To see why, we should consider, briefly, what

Socrates’ moral evangelism involves. When Socrates exhorts others to virtue, he does so

by encouraging them to seek wisdom and virtue rather than any lesser goods.24 Seeking

virtue, though, requires that one acquire knowledge of it. How, after all, could one be

courageous or just or temperate if he doesn’t have knowledge of what courage, justice, or

temperance truly is?25 Part of exhorting one to virtue, then, is exhorting that individual to

value and seek moral wisdom. It is, we can conclude, exhorting one to become a philoso-

pher. If to become good is to become a philosopher, then Socrates will model what it is

to be a philosopher to them and he will hold them to that same standard. Thus, even if

we cannot easily distinguish when Socrates is acting qua philosopher and when he is act-

ing qua moral exhorter, we can look to his interactions with others for evidence about the

nature and activities of the philosopher. Socrates himself will be acting in a philosophi-

23. See section 4 below for a discussion of why intellectual honesty is characteristic of
the philosopher and whether Socrates is intellectual honest in his investigations.

24. Apology 29d, ff.

25. That knowledge is required for virtue is at the heart of Socratic intellectualism. See
Protagoras 361b, Laches 194d, Charmides 165c, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 1144b28-30.
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cally rigorous way throughout his exchanges with others and he will be encouraging his

interlocutors to do so as well.26  

Simply because Socrates exhorts others to virtue, then, does not mean that we

must think that the philosopher more generally will be similarly motivated. This point

holds more generally -- the portrayal of Socrates in the aporetic dialogues is rich with de-

tail and we should not assume that all of Socrates’ characteristics will be shared with oth-

er philosophers. Two of the most talked about features of Socrates - his biting wit and

well-honed use of irony - are examples of this. It’s hard to read the aporetic dialogues -

particularly the Ion and both Hippias dialogues - without feeling the full force of

Socrates’ cutting sense of humor. When he tells Hippias that his ability to command a

great fee for his services is “strong evidence of your own and modern wisdom, and of the

superiority of men nowadays over the Ancients” he is (not-so-gently) mocking the other’s

claim to wisdom and riches.27 So too when he tells Euthyphro that it is important that he,

Socrates, become Euthyphro’s pupil (5a), or remarks to Protagoras that he is a “person of

enormous experience who has learned much from others and thought a great many

things” (320b). Similarly with Socrates’ use of irony.28 Socrates frequently portrayed

26. If this is the case, then why make the distinction at all? For one, even if Socrates’
outward behavior toward his interlocutors doesn’t change, it could explain why he
approaches some individuals and doesn’t approach others.  

27. Hippias Major 283a

28. As with most topics pertaining to Socrates, there is a wealth of scholarship about how
to understand Socratic irony. Vlastos 1991 offers one of the most definitive treatments.
Brickhouse and Smith 2000 criticize Vlastos’ account and offer their own treatment of
Socratic irony.
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himself as a poor, ignorant man who would like nothing more than to learn from his wise

and experienced interlocutor. It often seems like the more vehement his claims to this

end the more soundly, and swiftly, he dispatches with whatever proposals that interlocu-

tor puts forward. Socrates’ approach in both of these cases, prompted either by his own

set of mannerisms or by his desire to engage these men in discussion to show they are not

wise (and so not virtuous), are not characteristic of the philosopher but is instead quintes-

sential Socrates. We can be confident of this for the same reasons that we can be confi-

dent that his motivation of others is idiosyncratic to him: we do not see him ever exhort

others to adopt his sense of humor or his ironical claims nor do we see see these traits

present in other characterizations of the philosopher.

3 The Philosopher’s Activities

We can reasonably maintain, then, that the philosopher is fundamentally motivated by a

love of and desire for wisdom. Motivations, of course, do not occur in a vacuum. They

affect the philosopher in at least two important ways: they motivate him to engage in cer-

tain activities and they shape his nature as he engages in those activities. In what follows,

I will look at both of these features of the philosopher. Let me begin with the philoso-

pher’s activities.

The philosopher, desiring wisdom, pursues it. Socrates does not rest content with

his ignorance but instead engages in a characteristic, and one might say peculiar, sort of

inquiry in pursuit of the wisdom he does not have. While his inquiry is distinctive, it’s

not at all clear that it conforms to any one systematic and articulable method. To be sure,
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many scholars have argued that we can reconstruct a method of inquiry in the aporetic di-

alogues, and they’ve gone to great lengths in offering accounts of precisely what that

method is.29 Unfortunately, there are an abundance of counterexamples to any proposed

account of methodology. Socrates’ method seems to defy easy classification. In this, I

tend to agree with Thomas Brickhouse and Nicholas Smith who argue that “there is no

‘cookbook’ for the Socratic elenchos, nor could a step-by-step procedure ever be set

forth..."30 The absence of a set method does not mean there is nothing to be said at all

about how Socrates inquires, though. To abuse an analogy, Socrates’ method of inquiry

more resembles a jazz performance than an orchestral piece. He does not follow a specif-

ic set of rules and no inquiry looks quite the same as any other. Instead he follows (and

then only most of the time) a general set of practices as he inquires after knowledge.

So what do Socrates’ investigations look like? If we can say nothing else about

Socrates' activities, we can say that he engages people in conversation. Indeed, the very

name for his method - dialectic - comes from the notion of engaging in discussion with

one or more individuals. The specifics of these conversations, though, vary greatly.

Some conversations are private, others are held in a more public place surrounded by on-

lookers. Some interlocutors are young men, others are older men well established in their

respective fields. Sometimes Socrates converses with Athenian citizens and other times

29. Benson 2000, Robinson 1941, and Vlastos 1983 have all proposed accounts of the
Socratic elenchus.

30. Brickhouse and Smith 1994, pg 10. See also Brickhouse and Smith 2002 for further
worries against positing any specific methodology to Socrates.
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with visitors to Athens. While more than two people may be active over the course of the

dialogue, it is rarely the case that Socrates engages with more than one person in conver-

sation at a time.31

Typically, the individuals with whom Socrates engages in conversation claim to

have knowledge of the matter about which they are discussing. Protagoras, Hippias, and

Gorgias are sophists who go around teaching others. Laches and Nicias are generals well-

experienced in fighting. Euthyphro is a self-proclaimed expert in matters of piety. Ion is

a successful rhapsode. Alcibiades is a cocky youth. Even those who do not explicitly

boast of their wisdom - Charmides, Menexenus, Lysis, and sometimes even Socrates

himself - act in ways that betray that they think they have knowledge.32  

Socratic conversations are almost always ad hominem. He refuses to offer (and so

examine) his own positions.33 Instead he asks his interlocutors to offer their own accounts

31. Parts of the Laches are an example of a three way discussion. See, for example,
194-197.

32. Critias calls Charmides temperate and Charmides does not deny this. When Socrates
then challenges him to offer an account of temperance he obliges. Lysis and Menexenus
claim to be friends. But one can only make this claim if he thinks he knows what it
means to be a friend. In the Alcibiades Socrates points out that even as a boy Alcibiades
acted as though he knew what justice was, since he accused his playmates of cheating at
knucklebones (110b). In the Hippias Major Socrates recounts his own experiences being
admonished by an unseen interlocutor, who says that Socrates shouldn't claim that some
parts of speeches were fine and others were foul, given that Socrates does not know the
nature of fineness and foulness (286cd).

33. A practice that frequently led his interlocutors to charge him with being unfair.
Consider Thrasymachus’ charge in the Republic: “If you truly want to know what justice
is, don’t just ask questions and then refute the answers simply to satisfy your
competitiveness or love of honor. You know very well that it is easier to ask questions
than answer them. Give an answer yourself and tell us what you say the just is” (336c).
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and then examines the accounts that they give. His aim is to test a position - whether it’s

one his interlocutor actually endorses or is simply a position they can articulate even if

they do not themselves believe it.34 For this reason, he repeatedly asks his interlocutors to

engage in short question-and-answer style exchanges rather than long speeches.35 He

doesn’t want his interlocutors to hold forth and try to overwhelm the argument with sheer

verbiage. The goal of the exchange is not to persuade or to win, it’s to figure out whether

a particular claim is true. Short exchanges facilitate better examination of those claims.

For example, at Republic 348ab, Glaucon asks Socrates whether he wants to persuade

Thrasymachus that he is wrong.  Socrates replies that 

Socrates responds with another claim of his own ignorance -- how could he offer an
account when he doesn’t have any idea what the nature of justice is?

34. Nicias says that in any conversation with Socrates one will inevitably subject his own
beliefs and life to examination (Laches 187e). Frequently Socrates tells his interlocutors
to say what they actually believe (Protagoras 331cd; Gorgias 495a, 500b; Republic 345b,
346a, 348e). But almost as frequently, Socrates tells his interlocutors that he wants to
continue to investigate a position, regardless of whether they believe it or not (Republic
349a; Protagoras 333c; Charmides 169cd, 172d). What seems important to Plato is not that
his interlocutors actively endorse some particular position but that, once they are
investigating some position they do not arbitrarily choose various positions simply to win
the exchange.  

35. Protagoras 334d, Gorgias 449b. Despite this, Socrates does sometimes engage in
speechifying himself. Perhaps the most infamous example of this is Socrates’ exchange
with Protagoras. Socrates tells Protagoras that “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...Well I have
heard, anyways, that when you are instructing someone in a certain subject, you are able
to speak at length if you choose...or to speak so briefly that no one could be briefer. So if
you are gong to converse with me, please use the latter form of expression, brevity”
(334d-335a). Just five Stephanus pages after this plea, Socrates himself offers a quite
lengthy speech that lasts almost seven Stephanus pages. We see similar (though less
egregious) examples in the Gorgias.
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“if we oppose him with a parallel speech about the blessings of the just
life, and then he replies, and then we do, we’d have to count and measure
the good things mentioned on each side, and we’d need a jury to decide the
case. But if, on the other hand, we investigate the question as we’ve been
doing, by seeking agreement with each other, we ourselves can be both
jury and advocates at once.”  

By engaging in these short exchanges, one is better able to examine each of the claims as

they are made, instead of being forced to wait until the end when many claims have piled

up.  

Socrates tests his interlocutors’ answers in a variety of different ways. He tests to

ensure that (1) they offer an account of the basic nature or essence of the question at

hand36, (2) that their answers are consistent with other claims they have made or other

commitments that they might have37, and (3) that their answers do not assume knowledge

of some other (perhaps more basic) thing.38 If it turns out that the answers are not ade-

quate for any of these (or other) reasons, Socrates engages in argument to point out the

shortcoming. The interlocutor is then given a chance to respond to Socrates’ worries, ei-

36. Euthyphro 6de, !eaetetus 146e.

37. At Hippias Minor 369d Socrates says "It is always my custom to pay attention when
someone is saying something, especially when the speaker seems to me to be wise. And
because I desire to learn what he means, I question him thoroughly and examine and
place side-by-side the things he says, so I can learn.”  See also Alcibiades 117a.

38. In other words, Socrates seems to require that one respect the priority of definition.
Before I can answer the question of whether virtue is teachable, I must first know what
virtue is (Meno 71bc), I cannot claim that some action is fine if I don’t first know what
fineness is (Hippias Major 304de). See also Alcibiades 110bc, Lysis 223a, Republic 354b,
Laches 190bc. 
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ther offering a defense of his claim or by withdrawing his initial proposal and offering a

different account of the topic at hand.  With this, the process of examination begins again.

Invariably, though, the investigations are unsuccessful. The conversation ends

when all parties involved admit they are in aporia and don’t know what else to say, the

interlocutor gets frustrated or runs out of time and leaves, or some other situation comes

up that cuts off the discussion. No one ever successfully responds to all of Socrates’ wor-

ries. Thus while Socrates frequently approaches his interlocutors with a desire to learn

from them he invariably leaves the conversation without the knowledge that he seeks.

3.1 Why this method?

While Socrates may not follow some strict method of inquiry, then, we do see him act in

distinctive ways in his exchanges with others. He holds conversations with those who

purport to have knowledge, examining their accounts of those topics that they claim to

know. Without fail, his interlocutors are not able to withstand his questions and Socrates

leaves without coming to have knowledge. If we think about this method in the context

of Socrates the philosopher seeking the wisdom he loves and desires, then we’re left in a

state of perplexity ourselves. Socrates is seeking wisdom. He’s looking for something

that he does not yet have. And yet instead of engaging in some method wherein he joint-

ly develops accounts with his interlocutors, Socrates engages in what appears to be a

wholly destructive method that results in perplexity rather than knowledge. If he is so

keen to acquire knowledge, why does he act as he does instead of engaging in some oth-

er, more constructive, method? 
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The seeming disparity between what Socrates wants and how he goes about

seeking it is a persistently tough question for anyone trying to understand the aporetic di-

alogues. Some look at Socrates’ activities and take it as evidence that he is acting

throughout as an exhorter to virtue. In his exchanges, Socrates is not engaging in inquiry

at all, one might say, but instead he aims to show his interlocutors that they lack the

knowledge they think they have, in hopes that they will be motivated to seek wisdom and

virtue.39 I don’t think this can be correct. In the Charmides, Critias challenges Socrates,

saying that Socrates is trying to refute him while ignoring the larger question. Socrates

responds, saying:

Oh come...how could you possibly think that even if I were to refute every-
thing you say, I could be doing it for any other reason than the one I would
give for a thorough investigation of my own statements - the fear of uncon-
sciously thinking I know something when I do not. And this is what I
claim to be doing now, examining the argument for my own sake primari-
ly, but perhaps also for the sake of my friends” (166cd).

We should take Socrates’ sentiments here seriously. He echoes this sentiment - that his

goal in examining others’ views is so that he can learn - repeatedly throughout the dia-

logues.40 He engages in these discussions with the goal of learning from them. His ex-

changes can properly considered inquiry.

39. Robinson 1941: “The Apology...represents the ultimate aim of the elenchus not as
intellectual education but as moral improvement. Its purpose is, as expressed at the end
of the Apology, to make men better men, to give them more of the highest virtue of a
man; and in practicing it Socrates is a moral reformer” (14).  See also Weiss 2006.

40. See also Laches 181d, Protagoras 360e-361a, Gorgias 457-458a, Hippias Minor 369de,
Republic 336e, 338b. In the Alcibiades, Socrates tells Alcibiades that they are in the same
state - they both need self-cultivation. When Alcibiades asks what they should do,
Socrates says that they should “work it out together” (124d).
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But if this is so, we still face the original question: if Socrates enters into these ex-

changes to learn, why does he engage in this sort of inquiry? Let me propose a specula-

tive answer: Socrates engages in elenctic examination because Plato models the sort of

knowledge he’s interested in - moral knowledge - after craft knowledge. Quite frequently

when he is discussing the nature of moral knowledge and/or what is required of one who

has this sort of knowledge, Socrates appeals to craftsmen as paradigmatic knowers and

crafts, or technai, as paradigmatic types of knowledge.41 To see how this answer can re-

solve our question, let’s look a bit more closely at the nature of technai and how thinking

about moral knowledge as a type of techne shapes Socrates’ expectations about moral

knowledge.

Techne is what an expert in a discipline has when he exercises his craft. Frequent-

ly Socrates refers to doctors, house builders, flautists, and coaches as having technai.

Martha Nussbaum lists four features of a techne that are quite prominent in ancient texts:

(1) universality, (2) teachability, (3) precision, and (4) concern for explanation.42 One

who has a techne is able to understand the more general, or universal, principle that un-

derlies any particular instantiation. Thus the doctor recognizes a particular illness as be-

longing to a more general class of sickness (and is, presumably, then able to treat that

41. See Laches 198de, Charmides 174bd for appealing to techne to help understand the
nature of moral knowledge. See Gorgias 514ac, Protagoras 319be, Laches 185be, Euthyphro
16a, Alcibiades 109d for places where Socrates appeals to other types of expertise to think
about what is required for one who has moral knowledge.

42. See Nussbaum 2001, §4.2. Woodruff 1990 offers a similar characterization of the
nature of techne.
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particular illness). By grasping this more general principle, the expert is also able to pass

that information along and so teach others. A house builder, for example, will be aware

of certain principles that relate to housebuilding. He can pass along that information to a

student, teaching that student how to build houses. Next, the expert will have an element

of precision in his judgments related to his expertise. The doctor will be aware of the

precise types and quantities of medicine to give his patient, the house builder will be able

to take precise measurements and so build his house more accurately. And, finally, the

expert will be concerned with the explanation for phenomena related to his techne. He

will want to know why. The house builder will want to know why the roof is sagging; the

doctor will want to know why the patient is ill. And, insofar as he is an expert, he will be

able to offer these sorts of explanations.43 We should add an additional feature to the four

that Nussbaum mentions: he will have an identifiable product. Some technai have prod-

ucts external to them - houses, shoes, plays, or the health of a patient, while others have

products internal to them - playing the flute, playing tennis.

One who has a techne, then, will be able to offer accounts about those things that

relate to his expertise. These accounts will be suitably precise and explanatory and will

draw on the general principles that pertain to the techne. Because these accounts and ex-

planations are articulable, the expert will be able to relate them - in a conversation with

43. In the Gorgias, Socrates distinguishes a mere knack from a true techne because, unlike
a techne, a knack “has no account of the nature of whatever things it applies by which it
applies them, so that it’s unable to state the cause of each thing” (465a).
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Socrates, say - and defend them against any questions or worries.44 These are, of course,

precisely the standards to which Socrates holds his interlocutors as they discuss the vari-

ous moral questions throughout the dialogues. Like others who purport to have a techne,

Socrates’ interlocutors must be able to offer an adequate account regarding those things

that relate to their expertise.

All of this is strong evidence for the claim that Plato views moral knowledge as a

type of craft knowledge or, if that is too strong, that Socrates’ conception of moral

knowledge is modeled after craft knowledge.45 But how does this help us answer our

question of why Socrates would engage in elenctic examinations with his interlocutors as

a means of inquiry? One who has a techne is able to teach others. Moreover, the most

effective way to learn a skill is to learn it from someone who already has that knowledge.

If I want to learn how to throw a pot on the potter's wheel, I would be best served to find

a skilled potter and learn from her. Discovery is not impossible, but it is surely far more

difficult (and rare) than learning from someone who is already an expert.46 Indeed, while

44. At Apology 22d, Socrates indicates that the craftsmen he questions (when he questions
them about their crafts) were indeed able to do this successfully. He says that “they knew
many things I did not know, and to that extent they were wiser than I.”

45. Just what the relationship is between moral knowledge and techne is a difficult and
quite contentious question. Irwin 1977 argues that moral knowledge just is a techne.
Vlastos 1991 rejects this, saying instead that while it shares features of other technai there
are important disanalogies. Klosko 1981 rejects the idea that it is a techne at all. Roochnik
1986 argues that while moral knowledge is a type of techne, we ought not think that
technai are necessarily productive and moral knowledge is an example of a non-
productive techne.

46. Laches 186ab, Alcibiades 106d.
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someone may have succeeded in discovering moral truth for himself, Socrates explicitly

say that he is not such a person. He says that not only has he had no teacher in the sub-

ject of virtue but “I myself...am unable to discover the art even now” (Laches 186c).

If Socrates is unable to discover the truth for himself, it remains for him to search

for someone who already has that knowledge and who is willing to teach him.47 Unlike

with a house builder or a potter, whose products are external to them and so can be exam-

ined for adequacy, it’s much more difficult to determine whether someone is truly a

moral expert. If the moral expert cannot point to a product (perhaps a student), then he

must at least be able to point to himself; he must be able to defend his knowledge against

questioning.  

When Socrates examines his interlocutors’ beliefs, he often does so with the goal

of determining whether they actually have the knowledge they purport to have. It’s vital

to do this because there’s a real risk when one entrusts his soul to a teacher. Socrates

tells Hippocrates in the Protagoras that “those who take their teachings from town to

town and sell them...to anybody who wants them recommend all their products, but I

wouldn’t be surprised, my friend, if some of these people did not know which of their

47. Potential counterexamples to this are the Charmides, Lysis, and Alcibiades. Here
Socrates examines youths, not older more established individuals. But even in these
cases (with the potential exception of the Lysis), the accounts given are meant to represent
the view of the majority of Athenians and the views imparted to youths via traditional
education. In the Alcibiades, Socrates charges that Alcibiades' views of justice have been
informed by the public, which is itself ignorant of the nature of justice (110de). In the
Protagoras, Protagoras argues that one learns virtue from the society in general (Protagoras
327e-328c).  Anytus echoes this sentiment in the Meno (92e-93a).
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products are beneficial and which detrimental to the soul” (313de). It’s imperative for

someone considering becoming a student of anyone purporting to have knowledge of

things that concern the soul to first discover whether they in fact have knowledge of their

products and, in particular, know whether those products are harmful or beneficial. In

this way, Socrates’ task is evaluative in nature. If his interlocutor truly has knowledge

then he will be able to demonstrate that knowledge by explaining it and defending it

against any questions or criticisms that Socrates might have.

Socrates’ questions also may have a more positive role, though. If Socrates were

to find someone with knowledge then by engaging in the sort of inquiry that he does,

Socrates can learn from him. Socrates asks his interlocutors to offer accounts of the na-

ture or essence of the object under inquiry and he follows up those initial requests with

further questions, pushing his interlocutors on various details of the accounts. If, in the

end, those accounts have survived his examination, then Socrates will have learned some-

thing important from this exchange.

While, then, we cannot offer any determinate account of Socrates’ method, we can

at least make some general observations about it. And it’s reasonable to think that this

characterization of inquiry extends to the philosopher more generally. Plato conceives of

moral knowledge as a type of craft knowledge and the way that one learns a craft is by

going to someone who already has knowledge and learning from him. In this way, then,

we can see how and why the philosopher, motivated by a love of wisdom, pursues it.
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4 The Philosopher’s Nature

The philosopher will also have a set of traits that follow from his love of and desire for

wisdom.48 This is a quite common phenomenon. When we are motivated by something

we come to have certain behavioral dispositions that result from that motivation. If I am

motivated by a desire to become a good singer, say, then I will be tenacious in pursuit of

that desire. I will be willing to endure long training sessions, I will accept constructive

criticisms in hopes of improvement, I’ll value activities that contribute to my desire, and

so forth. So too with the philosopher. One who truly desires wisdom instead of some-

thing else (like victory, a good reputation, wealth, or power) will come to have certain

traits that are conducive towards attaining that wisdom. So what traits do we see the

philosopher characteristically exemplify? There are at least four: intellectual humility,

intellectual honesty, tenacity, and courage.

Intellectual humility involves having a sort of modesty towards one’s intellectual

abilities and endeavors. The philosopher, as we have already seen, will be quite willing

to admit that he is wrong. He does not have some false conceit of wisdom - he knows

that he is ignorant of many things and aims to rid himself of that ignorance.49 He will

gladly learn from whomever he can, taking no mind of that person’s social or political

48. This relationship is a causal relationship - loving wisdom leads one to have specific
dispositions toward acting in certain ways. ! 

49. Indeed, as discussed in section 2, intellectual humility is a central feature of the
philosopher insofar as intellectual humility involves recognizing that one is not wise.
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status.50 Reputation does not matter, after all, but attaining wisdom. Moreover, he will

be grateful to whomever can show him that his own beliefs are false or his accounts are

poorly reasoned since being made aware of the errors in his accounts puts the philosopher

in a much better position to make progress towards the wisdom that he so desires.51

In the same way and for the same reasons that the philosopher will have intellec-

tual humility he will also be intellectually honest in his investigations. The philosopher

values and desires the truth.52 It is important to him that he have true beliefs and get rid

of whatever false beliefs he might still hold. The central way that he does this - attain

true beliefs and remove false beliefs - is by engaging in discussions with others. But the

only way that he can be sure that he accomplishes his goal is by engaging in these discus-

sions in an intellectually honest way. He will not lie to himself or others about the posi-

50. At the Hippias Minor 372c Socrates tells Hippias that "I have one wonderfully good
trait, which saves me: I'm not ashamed to learn. I inquire and ask questions and I'm very
grateful to the one who answers, and I've never failed in gratitude to anyone..." See also
Republic 338b, Apology 29b.

51. At Gorgias 458a he tells Gorgias: “And what kind of man am I? One of those who
would be pleased to refute anyone who says anything untrue; one who, however,
wouldn’t be any less pleased to be refuted than to refute. For I could being refuted a
greater good, insofar as it is a greater good for oneself to be delivered from the worst
thing there is than to deliver someone else from it. I don’t suppose there’s anything quite
so bad for a person as having false belief about the things we’re discussing right now.”
See also Republic 336e and Hippias Minor 373a.

52. This is, I take it, conceptually related to the philosopher’s love of and desire for
wisdom. Insofar as he wants to know what is true (rather than to simply believe whatever
is convenient or most conducive to wealth or reputation), then believing truths and not
believing falsehoods will be important to him.
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tions that he holds and he won’t distort or manipulate the accounts of his interlocutors.53

The goal is not to win the argument but to come to have wisdom.54  

For this reason, the philosopher aims to engage in cooperative rather than compet-

itive inquiry.55 By distorting the positions of his interlocutors, the philosopher would not

53. In the Gorgias Socrates says to Callicles, "you'll ruin our previous arguments and will
no longer be examining the truth with me if you speak contrary to what you believe"
(495a). In the Republic, Socrates entreats Thrasymachus to "stick to what you've said, and
then, if you change your position, do it openly and don't deceive us" (345b).

54. Socrates in the Charmides offers us one of the most clear descriptions of what he does
and why he does it. He says, “How could you possibly think that even if I were to refute
everything you say, I would be doing it for any other reason than the one I would give for
a thorough investigation of my own statements - the fear of unconsciously thinking I
know something when I do not. And this is what I claim to be doing now, examining the
argument for my own sake primarily, but perhaps also for the sake of my friends. Or
don’t you believe it to be for the common good, or for that of most men, that the state of
each existing thing should become clear?” (166cd)

55. Socrates often stresses that he is engaging in inquiry cooperatively. At Protagoras
348cd he says “Protagoras, please don’t think that I have any other wish in our
discussion than to examine the things that are difficulties for me each time. For I think
that there is a lot in what Homer says: “To go together and one saw it before the other”.
For somehow we human beings are all more resourceful in this way, in each deed, word,
or thought. “And if he sees it alone,” he straightaway goes around to search for someone
to whom he can show it and who will confirm it.” See also Hippias Minor 364d and
Gorgias 457de.

While Socrates claims he is engaging in cooperative inquiry, he is not above engaging in
agonistic exchanges at times. His speech discussing the Simonides poem in the
Protagoras, his first speech in the Phaedrus, the funeral oration in the Menexenus, and his
etymologies in the Cratylus can all be seen as agonistic exchanges. Barney 1998 has a
nice discussion of the features of Socratic agonistic exchanges. One feature in particular
that she discusses is that Socrates, in these exchanges, wins the agon. He is better than his
competitors, even if this is not the method that he prefers to use. As a consequence,
Socrates is seen as an authority in that genre and this “gives him stature by dissolving any
suspicion that the philosopher’s preference for his own method, dialectic, is just self-
serving” (84). Socrates does not dismiss these other methods because he cannot engage
in them but because they are not conducive to the truth.
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give fair treatment to accounts that may in fact be true. He is sabotaging the possibility

that he may in fact learn from those individuals. And by lying about his own position, he

is reducing the chance that his accounts and beliefs may be shown to be false, thereby

reducing the chance that he will be relieved of false beliefs. Given the philosopher’s

motivations, then, and the fact that intellectual dishonesty impedes the philosopher’s abil-

ity to acquire wisdom, it’s clear that the philosopher (when he is acting qua philosopher)

will engage in intellectually honest investigations.

While we have good prima facie reason to think that the philosopher will charac-

teristically engage in intellectually honest inquiry, there’s serious doubt about whether

this is, in fact, the case. And that doubt stems from Socrates’ behavior throughout the di-

alogues. Scholars have frequently pointed out that Socrates occasionally engages in fal-

lacious arguments.56 Indeed, Socrates’ own interlocutors frequently charge him with dis-

honesty and dissembling in his exchanges with them.57 If Socrates does behave

dishonestly throughout the dialogues, then that is a serious interpretive challenge to my

assertion that intellectual honesty is a characteristic of the philosopher. Either it is char-

acteristic of the philosopher and Socrates is not acting as a philosopher or honesty is not

characteristic of the philosopher.  In fact, it may be a bit of both.

56. Socrates’ dissembling is the one of the central themes of Beversluis 2000.
Beversluis, in chapter 2 footnote 13 offers an extensive list of scholars who have
commented on Socrates’ apparent dishonesty.

57. Thrasymachus at Republic 336e-37a, Alcibiades at Symposium 216de, Hippias at
Hippias Minor 373b, Critias at Charmides 166c
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We have already looked a bit at Socrates’ dishonesty, at the end of §2.1 above.

There are certain features of Socrates that are idiosyncratic to his life and situation. One

of these is his use of irony to get his interlocutors to participate in conversations with

him. We need not think that in doing this, though, Socrates is somehow acting contrary

to his philosophical nature. The sort of honesty that is characteristic of the philosopher is

intellectual honesty; it is being honest with oneself and one’s interlocutors while one is

engaging in inquiry. This leaves open the possibility that the philosopher may lie other

circumstances.58 If this is the case, then perhaps we can distinguish between cases where

Socrates will not lie and those where he will. Gregory Vlastos suggests this sort of dis-

tinction in his defense of Socrates against charges of dishonesty.  He writes:

"[T]his is my claim: when Socrates is searching for the right way to live in
circumstances in which it is reasonable for him to think of the search as
obedience to divine command, his argument cannot involve wilful untruth.
For elenctic argument is the very process on which he depends to test the
truth of his own convictions about the right way to live, no less than those
of his interlocutor...To cheat his partners in this search would be to sabo-
tage the process by which he hopes to discover moral truth himself; to
cheat his interlocutors would be to cheat himself" (134-5).59

58. Plato has complicated views about lying. It doesn’t seem at all clear that Plato
thought that all lying was bad. In addition to presenting Socrates’ own brushes with
dishonesty, in the Republic Socrates says that the philosopher king will sometimes lie
while at the same time loving the truth and hating falsehood. (See Woolf 2009 for a
discussion of Plato’s varying views of truth in the Republic.) There seems to be an
important difference between loving the truth and being honest. One can love the truth
but still be dishonest in certain situations. However, I don’t think that we see this
separation in cases pertaining to intellectual honesty, since honesty in one’s intellectual
endeavors directly affects one’s ability to know the truth.

59. Vlastos 1991, chapter 5.
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While Vlastos is emphasizing Socrates' obedience to divine command, the point is more

expansive than this. Insofar as Socrates (or any other philosopher) desires wisdom, and

the process by which he comes to acquire that wisdom is engaging in elenctic argument,

then it is vital that the philosopher engage in his inquiries with intellectual honesty so that

he will be able to accurately assess the reasonableness of the claims being made.60 This

leaves wide open the possibility that Socrates (or any other philosopher) will be a bit

more loose with the truth in other circumstances. And, indeed, if we look to those places

where Socrates seems to be untruthful, they tend not to be in the arguments themselves

but instead in the more conversational bits of the dialogue.61 Socrates’ tenuous relation-

60. Beversluis 2000, chapter 2 offers several arguments against the distinction that
Vlastos offers. His central worry is that we cannot easily distinguish between the times
when Socrates is engaging in ‘serious’ dialectic and those times when he is not. It would
be quite problematic if one were to simply stipulate that those times that Socrates is
engaging in dishonest exchanges he is not behaving seriously. Beversluis puts quite
heavy weight on the logical validity of an argument. He says, “I think that [the
excellence of the argument’s logic] is the sole criterion by which it should be judged”
(41). He is not at all abashed about the ahistorical approach that he takes. Responding to
the scholarly claim that Plato may not have ever deliberately portrayed Socrates as
engaging in fallacious arguments because he had a limited awareness of fallaciousness in
arguments, Beversluis responds that “Whether Plato ‘realized’ that some of the
arguments he puts into Socrates’ mouth are fallacious, I do not pretend to know. Since
my purpose is not historical but philosophical, I avoid all authorial inferences and assess
Socrates’ arguments as arguments” (42, n. 22). This attitude in assessing the dialogues
seems terribly unfair, particularly since the larger context of Beversluis’ inquiry in this
chapter is in trying to determine whether Socratic dialectic differs from sophistic eristic
(pg 39). But this is a question that is highly historical in nature. Much of what
distinguishes the sophist from the philosopher is intent and motivation. You cannot
simply ignore the question of whether Socrates was portrayed as intentionally engaging in
fallacious arguments when trying to determine whether Socrates behaves sophistically.

61. It is important here to draw a sharp distinction between being untruthful and being
wrong. Someone (including Socrates) may engage in fallacious reasoning or come to a
false conclusion while acting in good faith and motivated by the right reasons. We
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ship with the truth, then, is not problematic for my more general claim about the philoso-

pher’s truthfulness when engaging in inquiry.

The previous two traits of the philosopher - his intellectual humility and honesty -

relate to how he approaches and conducts his investigations. Inquiry is a means of dis-

covery, and to be successful in that inquiry the philosopher must be willing to admit that

he is wrong and accept it when his interlocutors point out his errors, and he must engage

in inquiry with his interlocutors sincerely, with honesty and in a cooperative, rather than

competitive, spirit. The next two traits - tenacity and courage - are both types of en-

durance. The inquiries that the philosopher engages in are extraordinarily difficult and to

be successful he must have endurance. First, he must have endurance in the face of fail-

ure. He must be tenacious. Socrates went to his death proclaiming his ignorance despite

a lifetime spent in inquiry. He was never successful because his standards for knowledge

are high, the objects and methods of inquiry are difficult, and the process is long. Time

and again he was met with failure and yet he did not give up. When his interlocutors

were in aporia he encouraged them to try again, to persevere.62 The only way that the

philosopher is ever going to come to have knowledge is if he is tenacious.

It is not just failure that the philosopher must face. He must also face certain fears

and pains in the course of investigations. And he must demonstrate endurance in the face

of these fears. He must be courageous. This is perhaps baffling to us, and it would cer-

should not take every instance of Socrates engaging in fallacious reasoning to be
evidence of his dishonesty.

62. Hippias Major 295a, Alcibiades 124d, 126e, Euthyphro 11e.
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tainly be baffling to most Athenians. After all, when we think of courage, we tend to

think of the courage on the battlefield. The philosopher isn’t on the battlefield, though,

and he faces nothing more threatening than a well-honed objection. Even so, Socrates

continually encourages his interlocutors to be courageous in their investigations.63

Much of the need for courage comes from the social nature of philosophy.

Socrates engages with his interlocutors in a social setting. Quite frequently there are a

large number of onlookers who are watching and commenting on the exchanges.64 By

agreeing to participate in inquiry with Socrates, one is exposing himself and his beliefs

up to examination and testing. Those engaging in inquiry open themselves up to being

shown to be wrong and they risk being put into a state of aporia in a very public setting.

To be willing to face this risk takes courage. This holds especially for interlocutors who

aren’t philosophers - those who claim to have knowledge of the object under investiga-

tion. For these men especially, to be shown that they do not have knowledge risks seri-

ous social humiliation.65 But the point holds for philosophers who make no pretenses to

knowledge as well. While the philosophers may not risk losing their reputation for being

63. Laches 194a, Charmides 160de, 166d, Euthydemus 275d, 277d, 306d.

64. Socrates describes his experiences questioning others in the Apology. He says that the
youth of Athens follow him around and they “take pleasure in hearing people
questioned...” (23c). We also see mention of crowds in the Charmides, Lysis, Euthydemus,
Protagoras, and Gorgias.

65. Consider Critias’ reaction to his and Socrates’ exchange at Charmides 169cd: “...he
seemed to be affected by my troubles and to be seized by difficulties himself. But since
his consistently high reputation made him feel ashamed in the eyes of the company and
he did not wish to admit to me that he was incapable of dealing with the question I had
asked him, he said nothing clear but concealed his predicament.”

55



wise, they nevertheless risk being shown to be wrong in front of other people, including

those that they respect. Even if they recognize the value of having their false beliefs

pointed out to them, it can still be a daunting process.

But what about that person who is not daunted by the chance of being shown that

he is wrong? Will this sort of person also need to be courageous? I think so. Unfor-

tunately, we don’t see much textual evidence for why such individuals must be bold. Let

me offer a suggestion that is, if not directly stated in the text, is nevertheless quite in the

spirit of it. Courage is necessary for every philosopher because of the sorts of questions

he asks and the beliefs that he tests. The sorts of beliefs that the philosopher is interested

in - those pertaining to virtue, to the happy life, to what is truly valuable - are some of the

most important beliefs that a person can hold. They are the sorts of beliefs that define the

individual who holds them. My beliefs about courage, for example, will shape my ac-

tions and my judgments about when I acted well and acted poorly. My conception of the

nature of friendship affects my beliefs about who should and should not be considered a

friend.66 The impact of these beliefs may extend beyond this, though. The sorts of be-

liefs that Socrates is most interested in also establish their holder as a member of a cultur-

al community. Athenians are part of a cultural, as well as political, community. As such,

66. At the end of the Lysis, Socrates tells Lysis and Menexenus: “Now we’ve done it,
Lysis and Menexenus - made fools of ourselves, I, an old man, and you as well. These
people here will go away saying that we are friends of one another - for I count myself in
with you - but what a friend is we have not yet been able to find out” (223b). It’s foolish
of him to claim to be their friends, given the aporia that they have come to at the end of
the dialogue.
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they participate in a shared set of values and judgments about how one should act, what is

valuable, and so forth.67 Consider Crito’s multiple exhortations to Socrates to escape. He

tells Socrates that if Socrates doesn’t escape then “many people who do not know you or

me very well will think that I could have saved you if I were willing to spend money, but

that I did not care to do so” (44bc). He continues, telling Socrates that if he does not es-

cape “I do not think that what you are doing is just, to give up your life when you can

save it, and to hasten your fate as your enemies would hasten it...” and that by not escap-

ing “you are betraying your sons by going away and leaving them, when you could bring

them up and educate them” (45cd). In making these arguments, Crito is echoing the cul-

tural ideals of Athens, that tell one that life is more valuable than anything else, that it’s

shameful to value money more than the life of a friend, that one ought not be seen to give

in to one’s enemies, and that one must ensure for the well-being (both pedagogical and

material) of their children.  

But in philosophical inquiry, the philosopher critically examines these, and other,

beliefs. After all, he cannot simply assume that they are true. Nicias was well aware of

this risk when, in the Laches, he warns Lysimachus that:

Whoever comes into close contact with Socrates...in conversation must
necessarily, even if he began by conversing about something quite differ-
ent in the first place, keep being led about by the man’s arguments until he
submits to answering questions about himself concerning both his present
manner of life and the life he has lived hitherto (187e).

67. Protagoras offers an account of Athenian paideia at Protagoras 325d-326e. There he
recounts a process by which Athenians are brought up on stories, poems, plays, and
music from childhood on. It is through these forms of media that they are taught what is
fine and shameful and how they, as part of a cultural community, are supposed to act.
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In examining these beliefs, the philosopher faces a real risk of discovering that these be-

liefs - the very beliefs that shape his identity and make him a member of a larger cultural

community - are false. He risks unsettling his own identity and making himself an out-

sider in the cultural community in which he was born and raised. We need only look at

Socrates to see an example of social ostracization. While Socrates was certainly a mem-

ber of the political community of Athens, he had long stopped being part of its cultural

community and, as such, he was viewed as strange and absurd by many if not most of his

fellow Athenians. It’s not at all unreasonable to suppose that risking either of these

things - one’s self-conception or one’s place in a cultural community - is a frightening

prospect, even if one recognizes that to do so is ultimately beneficial. To be willing to

face both of these prospects and to persist in one’s inquiries takes real courage.68

We see, then, four traits that result from the philosopher’s desire for wisdom. In-

terestingly, though, while we see ample evidence that the philosopher has certain traits

stemming from his love of wisdom, we don’t see any evidence that the philosopher must

have natural traits in order to be a philosopher. We don’t see Socrates demand that his

interlocutor have a good memory or be a fast learner or have a natural curiosity. Indeed,

68. This may be part of the experience of Clitophon in the eponymous dialogue. There,
Clitophon claims that he was persuaded to reject the values of traditional Athens, but that
when he gave up on those beliefs Socrates did not offer any positive account to fill in the
gap. He’s not comfortable being at a loss and so he goes to the sophist Thrasymachus
who is more than happy to tell him his beliefs about the nature of justice, the happy life,
and whatever else he wants to know. Being at a loss about these sorts of things is scary
and it takes a person of real courage to be willing to nevertheless pursue those
investigations and to cope with the aporia as he searches for wisdom.
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the only trait that we see Socrates require, in his discussion with Meno, is that his inter-

locutor be able to speak Greek.69 That seems to be a quite low standard, indeed. This

seems to imply that Socrates thought that anyone properly motivated could do philoso-

phy. There are no natural requirements or limitations that would disqualify someone

from being a philosopher.

But if this is the case - if there are no natural traits that are necessary for being a

philosopher - then why do we see Socrates engage in discussion only with the best and

brightest of Athens? Why do we see conversations with Laches and Nicias, with Alcibi-

ades, Critias, and Protagoras instead of with your run-of-the-mill carpenter or merchant?

Even if Socrates doesn’t explicitly say that intellectual prowess is necessary for being a

philosopher, we might take the fact that he only seems to engage with intellectually gifted

individuals as implicit evidence for a sort of elitism. We shouldn’t. Socrates engages

with those he does not because they’ve passed some sort of intellectual litmus test but be-

cause he is seeking knowledge and they purport to have it. Carpenters and bakers are

quite unlikely to claim to have knowledge of the sorts of topics that Socrates is most in-

terested in, and so we shouldn’t be surprised that we don’t see him conversing with them.

On the other hand, if these craftsmen purport to have the sort of knowledge that Socrates

seeks, then he may well converse with them, not qua butcher or baker but qua claimant of

knowledge. This is, I take it, what he does with Euthyphro. While Euthyphro is consid-

ered (by at least himself) to be a prophet, his real occupation is as a farmer with his father

69. Meno 82b
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on Naxos. Socrates is happy to converse with him, though, insofar as he purports to

know what is and is not pious.

4.1 The moral life of the philosopher

Intellectual honesty, humility, tenacity, and courage are all traits characteristic of the

philosopher. They are traits that result from the philosopher’s love of wisdom and they

all are important to the philosopher’s ability to engage in inquiry successfully. But they

are not really the sorts of traits that immediately spring to mind when we think about the

philosopher’s nature. Socrates (and by extension, the philosopher more generally) was

interested in the nature of the virtues and the relationship between the virtues and the

happy life. Even though he denied that he had knowledge, he had certain moral commit-

ments that shaped his behaviors. When we think about Socrates’ nature, we surely don’t

focus on his tenacity in inquiry but instead on his insistence that living well is more im-

portant than merely living, his belief that it is better to be harmed than to harm, or his

views about the relative value of material goods. We think of his various moral commit-

ments and how those commitments in turn shaped his nature and influenced his

behaviors.

We should think about this aspect of the philosopher’s nature as well. Intellectual

honesty, humility, tenacity, and courage do not exhaust the philosopher’s moral life. He

will surely have all sorts of moral commitments that shape his nature. After all, he de-

sires wisdom and, in particular, the sort of wisdom that pertains to living well. Given

this, he will pursue questions of a decidedly moral character and will form opinions about
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those issues. So what are they? Will all philosophers share the same moral commit-

ments?  And will they be the same as Socrates’ commitments?

Trying to figure out what the philosopher’s moral commitments will be is a bit

more tricky than we might initially think. Why? Because it’s not at all clear that we

should simply assume that all of Socrates’ commitments are indicative of the philoso-

pher’s commitments. Socrates, after all, continually asserted his own ignorance. Even in

those instances in which he emphasizes his confidence in his moral convictions he was,

nevertheless, open to the idea that he could be wrong. We shouldn’t assume that Socrates

is clearly correct and so anyone who disagrees with him must thereby be wrong. It’s

safer to initially take a rather agnostic stance towards the moral commitments that the

philosopher will have. 

I do not mean to imply that we can say nothing about the philosopher’s commit-

ments. But I also think that it’s implausible to think that we can deduce some set list of

moral commitments that the philosopher must believe in order to be considered a philoso-

pher.70 So what can we say about the philosopher’s moral commitments? Well, we can

say what has already been said: the philosopher will be motivated by a love of wisdom.

The sort of wisdom that the philosopher loves is decidedly moral in nature; it pertains to

70. This is precisely what Nightingale 1995 claims we can, and should, do. She writes:
“In fact, ‘philosophy’ as Plato conceived it comprised not just an analytic inquiry into
certain types of subjects but a unique set of ethical and metaphysical commitments that
demanded a whole new way of living. It is for this reason that, in spite of his ongoing
engagement with the ideas of many Presocratic thinkers, Plato’s definition of the
‘philosopher’ actually excluded these intellectuals” (10).
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questions and issues concerning a well-lived life. Thus he will desire this moral wisdom

more than he will desire other things, like money, reputation, or political power. Can we

say more than this about his moral commitments? A bit. The best way to answer this

question may be to first ask a slightly different one: what is the effect of inquiry on the

philosopher’s nature? If we can better understand the way in which inquiry affects the

philosopher’s moral commitments then we will be in a better place to think about the

sorts of commitments that he may have.

Perhaps the most immediate way that engaging in inquiry affects the philoso-

pher’s moral commitments is by eliminating those that are false. The philosopher is born

in and is raised in an imperfect city and, as a result, will likely have all sorts of false be-

liefs when he begins inquiring. By testing himself and his commitments, he can begin to

eliminate those beliefs that are refuted through elenctic examination and come to recog-

nize which commitments he holds without sufficient reason. And, on account of this

awareness, he is better able to avoid making as many errors in judgment or action.71  

But inquiry need not have wholly negative results. As the philosopher investi-

gates the beliefs that he and others hold it’s not at all unlikely that some of those beliefs

will survive examination. And, if they do, then he has reason to be more confident in

71. Those who are ignorant but are unaware of that ignorance are far more likely to make
mistakes. Those who have knowledge will not make mistakes while those who are aware
of their ignorance will leave those decisions to other people (Alcibiades 117d-118a).
Even Socrates who is well aware of his own ignorance is nevertheless portrayed as being
stopped from making mistakes by his daimonic sign. While the philosopher won’t
typically have a daimonic sign, and may still make mistakes as a result of his ignorance,
he will be far less likely to make mistakes given his awareness of his ignorance.

62



their truth. Socrates appears to be quite confident in certain moral beliefs that he holds.

Most famous, perhaps, his is declaration in the Apology that, while he is not wise,

nonetheless he knows "that it is wicked and shameful to do wrong, to disobey one's supe-

rior, be he god or man" (29b). We also see confidence in the Crito. There, Crito is trying

to convince Socrates to escape before he is killed. Socrates listens to his reasons and then

responds, saying:

At all times I am the kind of man who listens to nothing within me but the
argument that on reflection seems best to me. I cannot, now that this fate
has come upon me, discard the arguments I used; they seem to me much
the same. I value and respect the same principles as before, and if we have
no better arguments to bring up at this moment, be sure that I shall not
agree with you... (46bc)

Perhaps Socrates' strongest statement of conviction comes in the Gorgias. There,

Socrates tells Callicles that his conclusions that it is worse to do wrong than suffer it are 

"held down and bound by arguments of iron and adamant, even if its rather
rude to say so. So it would seem, anyhow. And if you or someone more
forceful than you won't undo them, then anyone who says anything other
than what I'm now saying cannot be speaking well. And yet for my part,
my account is ever the same: I don't know how these things are, but no one
I've ever met, as in this case, can say anything else without being ridicu-
lous" (Gorgias 508e-509a).

In these passages72 Socrates denies that he has knowledge. After all, he does not know

how the things he believes are true and he is still open to the possibility that someone

may offer a convincing argument against them.73 On the other hand, his lifetime of ques-

72. With the exception of the passage in the Apology, above.

73. Both the Hippias Major and the Laches show elements of self-criticism of views that
Socrates holds. In the former we see Socrates both present and criticize accounts of the
kalon. In the Laches Nicias puts forward an account of courage that looks similar to the
account that Socrates himself holds.  See Woodruff 1990, pp 68-9 for a discussion of this.
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tioning has led him to be quite confident in at least many of the moral beliefs that he does

have.74 There are stages between utter aporia and complete knowledge and, as the

philosopher inquires, he can come to be more and more confident in those beliefs that

survive examination.

It’s quite likely, then, that different philosophers at different stages of develop-

ment may have different sets of beliefs. Socrates has spent his life in inquiry and so has

an extensive set of beliefs that he considers well supported by argument and so worthy of

confidence. Moreover he is guided by a daimonion and so gets additional input about

what actions he should avoid and is able to incorporate this information in to his own

thinking about moral matters. It seems unreasonable to think that another philosopher in

a different set of circumstances must share all of these very same beliefs in order to be

considered a philosopher. In the Lysis, for example, Socrates notes that Lysis has a fond-

ness for philosophy and he exhibits certain features, like an eagerness to engage in dis-

cussion and a willingness to test his beliefs, that are characteristic of the philosopher.

Even in the Gorgias passage, Socrates says that the arguments are bound by arguments of
steel as it seems to him (d$ C"O1 e1 &b]/-/1 "Q!7(9) and he challenges Callicles to refute
them. It’s only if Callicles or someone more vigorous than Callicles is unable to do so
that Socrates will admit victory.

74. Brickhouse and Smith 1994 argue this point convincingly. They write, "Given
Socrates' desire to examine all who claim to know how best to live and his view that by
means of the elenchos he is somehow examining his interlocutor's life, it is not
unreasonable to think that the others whom he has examined pursue a wide variety of
lives. If so, Socrates can inductively infer that anyone who, like Callicles, rejects
Socrates' view of the value of injustice has an inconsistent conception of how to live. To
put the point another way, Socrates can inductively infer that no one who rejects Socrates'
own view can maintain a coherent conception of how to live..." (18-9).
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Let’s imagine that Lysis leaves his conversation with Socrates inspired and, guided by the

same love of and desire for wisdom, engages in the sorts of inquiries and exhibits the

sorts of traits that are characteristic of the philosopher. What he doesn’t yet have is the

same set of moral commitments that Socrates does. He’s a youth, just starting his life of

inquiry. We shouldn’t conclude that, because he doesn’t share all of Socrates’ convic-

tions, he cannot be a philosopher.

Of course, it’s not really the case of an eager youth like Lysis that we’re most in-

terested in. What about an amoralist? Could there be an individual who shared all the

features of the philosopher - a love of wisdom, an eagerness to engage in the characteris-

tic sorts of inquiry, the various traits of character that follow from the love of wisdom -

and yet had Calliclean convictions with respect to the nature of justice and goodness?

Could a philosopher ever maintain these convictions after having subject them to

examination?  

I don’t think so. Not because to be a philosopher one must subscribe to some es-

tablished set of moral principles but because someone motivated by a love of wisdom and

engaging in inquiry in a rigorous and intellectually honest manner will not be able to

maintain false beliefs. So long as one is willing to test his beliefs, if he believes some-

thing false he will come to recognize that that false belief is in tension with other beliefs

that he has and he will stop believing it.75 In this way, we should expect philosophers to

75. This is one feature of Socrates’ discussion with Callicles that is so striking.
Throughout their exchange, Socrates frequently notes that Callicles’ position is internally
inconsistent. Callicles quite stubbornly continues to maintain his position regardless of
the inconsistencies. Woolf 2000 offers a nice diagnosis of Callicles’ inconsistent
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converge on the same set of beliefs, as they discover some views to be untenable and oth-

ers to be capable of surviving examination. And, presumably, the views they converge

on will be many of the same that Socrates expresses throughout the dialogues insofar as

those beliefs have undergone extensive examination and have emerged unscathed.

A philosopher, then, will not be an amoralist because one cannot consistently

maintain an amoralist position in the face of examination. Someone truly guided by a

love of wisdom will be forced to discard his amoralism. But what about someone who is

agnostic about moral truths, as the Pyrrhonists were? Let’s assume that this person is

motivated by a love of wisdom and engages in the sorts of activities and has the sorts of

traits discussed above but withhold judgment on moral truths. Could this sort of person

ever be considered a philosopher?

This is a much more difficult question and we see little textual evidence to help us

answer it. Socrates doesn’t engage in any discussions of skepticism and his interlocutors

aren’t themselves agnostics of the sort described above.76 Despite this, let me suggest a

tentative answer: the agnostic, the Pyrrhonist, could indeed be considered a philosopher.

Like Socrates, he is driven by a love of wisdom and he works to attain that wisdom. He

isn’t a misologist; he doesn’t believe that there is no truth to be discovered or that attain-

arguments.

76. Gorgias’ work On Not Being appears to propose an argument for skepticism. Despite
this, the Gorgias that Socrates encounters in the Gorgias does not appear to be a skeptic at
all.
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ing wisdom is impossible.77 Nor does he maintain an untenable position in the face of

examination, as the amoralist does. Unlike Socrates, though, he is unwilling to maintain

any moral commitments given his ignorance. That a belief survives elenctic refutation is

not enough to inspire confidence in that belief; substantial knowledge is required and, in-

sofar as he lacks that, the agnostic will withhold judgment.

This is a perfectly legitimate epistemic position and, indeed, one that we see

Socrates advocate throughout the aporetic dialogues. Recall from section 2.3 (and, in

particular, footnote 38) that Socrates requires his interlocutors to respect the priority of

definition. You cannot say whether virtue is teachable before you give an account of

virtue; you cannot say that a particular action is just before you know what justice is. In-

deed, in his discussion with Alcibiades he chastises the youth for thinking he could

charge a playmate with cheating.  He says: 

When you were a boy I often observed you, at school and other places, and
sometimes when you were playing knucklebones or some other game,
you’d say to one or another of your playmates, very loudly and confidently
- not at all unlike someone who was at a loss about justice and injustice -
that he was a lousy cheater and wasn’t playing fairly.

When Alcibiades responds that he clearly saw they were cheating, Socrates replies, “so it

seems that even as a child you thought you understood justice and injustice” (Alcibiades

110bc). Here Socrates seems to indicate that to make even the most innocuous judgment

- that someone else is cheating and not playing fairly - one must have knowledge of jus-

tice and injustice.

77. Both Phaedo 89d-90d and Republic 538d-539a describe the experience of the
misologist.
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If Socrates is truly committed to the priority of definition then we should not only

allow that the agnostic, who seems to be guided by something like respect for the priority

of definition, can be properly considered a philosopher but we should also wonder why

Socrates doesn’t look more like the agnostic. Why he doesn’t - why he holds the moral

commitments that he does despite his repeated claims of ignorance - is the subject of a

great deal of scholarly discussion.78 For now, though, it is enough to note that the agnos-

tic’s withholding judgment about particular moral beliefs seems consistent with the ac-

count of the philosopher - both his nature and the sorts of activities that he engages in - as

is discussed above.

One thing that follows from this discussion is that while Socrates and other

philosophers will certainly share a variety of traits and will engage in similar sorts of ac-

tivities, we need not think that all philosophers will share the same moral commitments.

As we shall see in the next chapters, this is markedly different from the philosopher in,

say, the Republic. And there’s a good reason for this. In the aporetic dialogues the

philosopher is searching for wisdom but he has yet to find it. In the course of inquiry, we

should expect to see different philosophers have different sets of beliefs (with the caveat,

as described above, that we should not be surprised to see them converge on those beliefs

78. Brickhouse and Smith 2000 offer a nice treatment of this problem, as does Benson
2000 and Vlastos 1985. Geach 1966 argues that there is a fallacy in Socrates’ epistemic
commitments that would (or, should) result in a thorough-going agnosticism. Geach’s
criticism has itself spawned a host of scholarly responses. It’s also worth remembering
that the Academic Skeptics took Socrates to be their intellectual ancestor. They saw in
his own activities something quite akin to their own skepticism.
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that are not undermined in examination). In the Republic, as we shall see, philosophers

actually attain the knowledge that they seek and, since knowledge is objective, they will,

as a result, share the same moral commitments. We should not expect such uniformity of

belief in the aporetic dialogues.

5 The Emerging Philosopher

Throughout this chapter, I have developed a portrait of the philosopher. The philosopher,

I have argued, is fundamentally shaped by his love of and desire for wisdom. This love

of wisdom has profound effects on other aspects of his life - it shapes the sorts of activi-

ties he engages in and the sorts of traits that he exhibits. It also determines the sorts of

moral commitments that he has, thereby influencing the whole of his life. But while I use

the term ‘philosopher’ throughout this chapter, very rarely do we actually see Socrates

use that term. Outside of his declarations in the Apology, he almost never self-identifies

as a philosopher, nor does he explicitly exhort his interlocutors to become philosophers.  

Scholars have taken this silence as evidence that Plato has not yet developed an

account of the philosopher (or philosophy more generally) in the aporetic dialogues. Eric

Havelock, noting the lack of the term ‘philosophos’ and its various cognates in ancient

texts prior to the Republic argues that, “there is no...contemporary evidence that the

‘philosopher’ identified a kind of person we mean by that term, that is, that he represent-

ed a member of a ‘school of thought’ among other schools equipped with doctrines ex-
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pressed in formulas which were appropriately systematic.”79 Plato first defines the

philosopher, Havelock claims, in the middle books of the Republic. In defining him

there, Plato is doing something revolutionary and is defining an entirely new sort of

person.  

Andrea Nightingale makes a similar claim. She argues that “it is not until the

middle dialogues of Plato that we find any attempt to appropriate or to define the term

"philosophy."80 It isn’t until the Gorgias that Plato attempts to define philosophy and so

also the philosopher. Prior to this, any use of the term ‘philosophy’ or its cognates refer

to a general sort of intellectual cultivation.81 When Nightingale says that Plato doesn’t at-

tempt to appropriate the term ‘philosophy’ until the Gorgias, she does not mean simply

that the word ‘philosophy’ is not used but that Plato did not make any attempt to differen-

tiate philosophy (or the philosopher) from other types of intellectual endeavors in the

aporetic dialogues, whether explicitly or implicitly.82 Thus it’s not simply that Plato does

not put a name on the philosopher until the middle dialogues, it’s that he does not differ-

entiate an individual at all, marking him out even implicitly as a philosopher. 

79. Havelock 1982, pg 281. 

80. Nightingale 1995. For most of the quotes and references below, see in particular pp
17-19 and, especially, footnote 11.

81. Nightingale 1995 offers a nice overview of the term on pp 14-17.

82. This is, at least, how I take her statement that “while the Republic offers the most
detailed definition of the ‘true’ philosopher, one should not forget that the nature of
philosophy and the philosopher is addressed (be it implicitly or explicitly) in the great
majority of the middle and late dialogues” (19). 
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If Havelock and Nightingale are correct - if Plato does not distinguish the philoso-

pher from other intellectuals in the aporetic dialogues - then the project of this chapter is

doomed. I have found a distinctive individual where there is none. Unsurprisingly, I

don’t think we should accept their conclusions. Let’s assume for the moment that we

don’t see Plato attempt to appropriate the term ‘philosophy’ until the Gorgias. Even if

we accept this, it’s clear that in the aporetic dialogues Plato is clearly distinguishing one

type of individual from other intellectuals.  

Socrates - this paradigmatic individual - is portrayed as fundamentally different

from others in Athens, whether they be sophists, politicians, or common citizens.

Throughout the aporetic dialogues, Plato presents Socrates’ interlocutors as having quite

mixed motivations. Critias in the Charmides is described as aiming to impress

Charmides and the rest of the audience; Laches admits that he is seized by “an absolute

desire for victory”; Thrasymachus wants the admiration of those who are listening to

him.83 Sophists like Protagoras, Gorgias, and Hippias exact huge fees from their follow-

ers and are motivated to acquire and retain students.84 Rhetoricians seek their own perso-

83. Charmides 162cd, Laches 194b, Republic 338a.

84. At Hippias Major 283b Socrates notes (surely ironically) that “the mark of being
wise...is when someone makes the most money”. While it’s clear that Socrates does not
truly believe this, Hippias does. In the Protagoras, Socrates says that the sophist is a type
of merchant “who peddles provisions upon which the soul is nourished” (313c). I don’t
mean to imply that the sophists (or, indeed, other intellectuals) can’t ever act from a desire
for knowledge. What I mean to say is that they do not characteristically act from this
motivation.  
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nal benefit, whether it be power, reputation, or wealth.85 All of these motivations are in

sharp contrast to those of Socrates who is continually presented as acting out of a love of

and desire for wisdom. Socrates is portrayed as different from these other intellectuals

insofar as he is guided by this motivation, and, as we saw in the previous section, insofar

as he has a distinctive nature and set of activities that fall from that motivation. I think,

then, that we can quite reasonably say that Plato is indeed offering a portrait of an indi-

vidual who is distinct from other sorts of intellectuals.

But we can make a stronger claim than this. Namely, we should not accept

Nightingale and Havelock’s claim that Plato does not seek to define the philosopher as a

philosopher until the Gorgias and Republic. Plato was beginning to distinguish philoso-

phy and the philosopher from other intellectuals and intellectual endeavors in the aporetic

dialogues. To see this, we need only look back to the passage from the Lysis discussed

near the beginning of this chapter. There, Socrates in the course of his inquiry offers an

account of the philosopher.  He says: 

“those who are already wise no longer love wisdom...nor do those love it
who are so ignorant that they are bad...there remain only those who have
this bad thing, ignorance, but have not yet been made ignorant and stupid
by it. They are conscious of not knowing what they don’t know. The up-
shot is that those who are as yet neither good nor bad love wisdom, while
all those who are bad do not, and neither do those who are good” (218ab).  

It is these people alone who are philosophers because it is only they who truly love wis-

dom. This description of the philosopher does not suggest a generic sort of intellectual

85. Gorgias 502d-503b, 521a, 521de.
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cultivation.86 Why, after all, couldn’t someone who is already good nevertheless pursue

more (or varied) intellectual cultivation? Or why couldn’t a bad or stupid man seek intel-

lectual cultivation in order to gain a better reputation, more political power, or some other

benefit? That Socrates clearly limits philosophy to a specific sort of person - someone

who is not yet good but hasn’t been made bad by his ignorance - is strong evidence that

he is already thinking of philosophy as something different than generic intellectual culti-

vation. Moreover, the above passage draws a clear connection between wisdom and

goodness on the one hand and serious ignorance and badness on the other. But why

should we think that there is a connection between general intellectual cultivation and

moral goodness? We shouldn’t. Instead, the above passage draws on the etymology of

the word ‘philosophein’ to describe a very specific sort of person - a person in a particu-

lar cognitive state (aware of his ignorance) with a certain motivation (seeking moral wis-

dom). This passage in the Lysis not only distinguishes one sort of individual from others,

but it describes that sort of person as a philosopher.

Socrates’ description of his activities in the Apology is further evidence that Plato

is distinguishing the philosopher from other intellectuals in the aporetic dialogues. There

he is describing what the god has commanded him to do. He says, “the god ordered me,

as I thought and believed, to live the life of a philosopher ()-."(")"O1!^ */ &/01 [K1), to

examine myself and others.” Soon after, he assures the Athenians that “I shall not cease

86. If they are to maintain that we do not see Socrates attempt to characterize philosophy
or the philosopher until the Gorgias and/or the Republic, both Nightingale and Havelock
must consider this Lysis passage to be describing intellectual cultivation.
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to practice philosophy ("< *L 8>V(7*>- )-."(")\1), to exhort you...” (28e-29e).87 The phi-

losophy that Socrates is talking about in this passage is not some generic sort of intellec-

tual cultivation. It is instead a sort of practice that is distinctive to him and other similar-

ly motivated individuals.88 Here, Socrates self-identifies as a philosopher in this quite

specialized sense.

6 Conclusion: Plato’s Philosopher and Isocrates’ Philosopher

Contra the claims of Havelock and Nightingale, then, we do see Plato begin to appropri-

ate the term ‘philosopher’ to designate a quite distinctive sort of individual in the aporetic

dialogues. But he is not the only person to attempt this. Isocrates, too, describes his own

activities and teachings as philosophy. The account of philosophy (and, by extension, the

philosopher) that he offers is strikingly different from that offered by Plato. Reflecting

on the differences between these two men’s conception of the philosopher can help us tie

together the various strands of discussion throughout the chapter. By way of conclusion,

87. Neither Havelock nor Nightingale address either of these passages which is a glaring
oversight given their claims about when we see an account of the philosopher emerge in
the Platonic corpus.

88. Socrates here seems to imply that his duty to philosophize is motivated by a divine
command instead of, as I claim above, a love for wisdom. Recall, though, the role of
philosophy in moral exhortation. As I argue above (on pg 32), when Socrates acts as an
exhorter to virtue, he does so by engaging his interlocutors in philosophical
investigations. If there is this connection between philosophy and moral exhortation,
then it should not surprise us that Socrates sees the god as commanding him to engage in
philosophy with an aim as exhorting others to virtue.
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then, let’s look briefly at Isocrates’ philosopher and how he is different from Plato’s

philosopher, as described above.89

Isocrates presents himself as a teacher of philosophy. Philosophy gives one some-

thing that nature cannot - the ability to make the best sorts of decisions most of the time.

Philosophers, Isocrates says, “are those who spend time acquiring such an intelligence

("#$%&'(%) as quickly as possible” (15.271).90 The path to this sort of phronesis goes

through oratory. He says that philosophy is a training that improves those who “are inter-

ested in speaking well, have a passion for being able to persuade their audience, and also

desire advantage” (15.275). Those who learn philosophy with Isocrates will study good

speeches and will learn how to construct those sorts of speeches themselves. They will,

in other words, become good orators. The beneficial effect of studying good speeches

isn’t constrained to the law courts and Assembly, though. Indeed, Isocrates takes great

pains to note that many of his students go on to lead private lives. By studying these

great speeches one can improve his own moral life and can begin to make better deci-

sions, both for himself and for his city.91  

89. Both Timmerman 1998 and Nightingale 1995 ch. 1 offer discussions of Isocrates’
conception of philosophy and the philosopher.  

90. All quotations from Isocrates come from Isocrates I, translated by Mirhady and Too
2004.

91. In Against the Sophists, Isocrates claims that “those who wish to follow the
prescriptions of my philosophy may be helped more quickly to fair-mindedness than to
speechmaking. Let no one think that a sense of justice is teachable...but I certainly do
think that the study of political speeches can assist in encouraging and training these
faculties” (13.21). Poulakos 2004 offers a nice study of the relationship between the
study of philosophy, oratory, and phronesis.

75



The sort of education that Isocrates prescribes is rather passive in nature. In the

Antidosis he describes an education in philosophy:

Those whose concern is philosophy pass on to their pupils all the structures
which speech (logos) employs. When they have given them experience
and detailed knowledge of these, they again exercise the students and make
them accustomed to hard work, and then force them to synthesize every-
thing they have learned in order that they may have a more secure under-
standing and their views (doxai) may be better adapted to the right mo-
ments. 15.183-4

To be sure, the students are required to synthesize and understand the content of their in-

struction, but they must synthesize material that is already given to them. Philosophy

here is not a process of inquiry or examination but instead is a process of learning and un-

derstanding the various types of logoi presented by teachers who already have that

knowledge. There is no critical evaluation of the ideas that they are offered but is instead

a passing down of information from one person to another.92

Given the quite uncritical nature of Isocrates’ proposed education, it shouldn’t

surprise us that he, in his own speeches and in his teachings to his students, operates

within the cultural community of Athens. He embraces traditional Athenian values and

encourages his students to do so as well. Throughout the Antidosis he emphasizes his

own good reputation in the city, arguing as a key part of his defense that he is well liked

and well accepted within the city. In his speeches he praises Athens and her ancestors,

92. In the Encomium of Helen Isocrates criticizes other intellectuals’ dialectical
exchanges, saying: “They should throw away this hairsplitting, which pretends to make
refutations (elenchoi) in speech but which has long since been refuted action. They
should pursue the truth, educate their students about the affairs in which we act as
citizens, and develop their students’ experience of these matters” (10.4).
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marking Athens out as the city best suited to rule all of Greece.93 He also uses speeches

to advise Athens about how to conduct herself in war, about the sorts of alliances she

should make, and about how (and when) to engage in warfare.94 In other words, Isocrates

uses his rhetorical ability - an ability that has been honed through the study of philosophy

- to act as an engaged Athenian citizen. This embracing of traditional values extends to

his teaching. In the Antidosis he reassures this jury that he teaches his students only ac-

ceptable subjects. They study only those speeches “that men everywhere respect”

(15.228). His students are taught to embrace the cultural community in which they live.

Insofar as training in philosophy improves their character, helping them develop the

virtues, it develops culturally defined virtues that establish the cultural community of

which they are a part. Isocrates is training his students, his future philosophers, to be the

very best, and most conventional, sorts of citizens.

It’s clear, then, how Isocrates’ philosopher will differ from Plato’s philosopher.

Even if we grant that both Plato’s philosopher and Isocrates’ philosopher seek wisdom,

their conception of wisdom is markedly different. The wisdom of Isocrates’ philosopher

is found in his ability to make good speeches and good practical decisions. The sphere of

wisdom for Isocrates is the civic, the practical. Isocrates’ wise man is the one who can

best live and rule in his city and household. This conception of wisdom in turn shapes

93. 15.61. The Panathenaicus offers an extended series of praises to Athens and her
leaders of old.

94. Several speeches and letters in Isocrates’ corpus pertain to issues of war and peace.
See On the Peace, 

77



the philosopher’s endeavors and activities. The philosopher aims to be a good citizen and

so aims to acquire that knowledge that can best help him do this. Given the conventional

nature of the wisdom he seeks, he pursues that knowledge by finding those speeches,

documents, and leaders that best represent the ideals of the community in which he lives

and then studying them so that he, too, can attain that goodness.

For Plato, being a philosopher is not a matter of training to become a good citizen

of Athens or an effective manager in one’s household. Plato’s philosopher seeks the sort

of wisdom concerned with how best to live. This wisdom is not culturally defined; you

don’t find it just by looking to the good speeches of great Athenians. Instead, it’s objec-

tive. There is real truth about these issues that can, hopefully, be discovered. And one

comes to discover it by searching for it - by seeking out those who purport to have that

knowledge or, failing that, by attempting to develop accounts on one’s own. But the

philosopher is not willing to blindly accept these accounts - he aims to test them to see

whether they are, in fact, correct.95 After all, he doesn’t just want some account, he wants

the right account. He is an active participant in his own education, and he has the right

traits of character and engages in the sorts of activities that will, hopefully, lead him to

the wisdom that he so desires.

95. We’ve seen (in section 3.1) why Plato thinks that the philosopher will approach
others who purport to have knowledge and will test those accounts. Ultimately this
answer - that because knowledge is objective one must seek out an account that can
survive dialectic - is unsuccessful. It offers no account of what underlies the account to
make it true. This is, I take it, one of the central reasons why Plato proposes his account
of the Forms - they offer an objectively true object of knowledge that correct accounts
can be of (or directed at?).
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CHAPTER 2: SEEKERS OF WISDOM: THE PHILOSOPHER AND HIS PURSUIT OF

WISDOM IN THE REPUBLIC

1 Introduction

While the aporetic dialogues offer an emerging picture of the philosopher, the Republic

takes that account and develops it into a systematic and sustained description of the

philosopher. Here we see Plato take the basic features of the philosopher - his love of

wisdom, his traits, and his characteristic activities - and expand upon them. All three fea-

tures of the philosopher are still present in the Republic, but we see Plato develop them

and, as we shall see, make important changes in the portrait of the philosopher. In the

context of this chapter, I will look particularly at the philosopher as he seeks the wisdom

that he desires.

I will focus on Plato’s characterization of the philosopher’s nature and his intel-

lectual pursuits as he searches for wisdom. One of the most important developments for

both of these features of the philosopher, and what will be a focus in this chapter, is Pla-

to’s account of how that nature and those pursuits get shaped by courses in education. He

proposes two different courses of education, one that shapes the philosopher’s character

and another that trains his intellect. In this chapter I will focus on these two different

courses of education, looking at how they take and improve the philosopher’s natural

state. I will also look at how they interact with one another. Most scholars who work on

the Republic treat these courses of education as separate endeavors that do very different

things and, in fact, happen at different times in the philosopher’s life. I will argue that
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this is wrong. Both courses of education happen concurrently in childhood. By the time

the philosophers reach adulthood and engage in dialectic, they will have well-established

characters as a result of their moral education and they will have become accomplished

mathematicians as a result of their theoretical education.  

This is an important claim and one that is woefully under-appreciated in the schol-

arship. First, as we will see, there are a number of important overlaps between the moral

and theoretical educations. The moral education is required to stabilize the philosopher’s

character in preparation for dialectic. But it also confers intellectual capacities that are

important for the philosopher as he engages in his investigations. Second, by recognizing

that the mathematical education happens alongside the moral education in childhood, we

can reevaluate the nature of dialectic and what, precisely, is involved in engaging in that

method. I will argue that we in fact see two stages of dialectic in the Republic: first is a

process of synthesis and account development and second is a process of testing and

examining the accounts developed.

To show all this, I will offer a largely developmental picture of the philosopher in

the Republic. I will begin by looking at the natural traits that he must have prior to any

education. I will then turn to the courses of education, thinking both about what they of-

fer to those undergoing them and how they impact one another. Finally I will turn to the

culminating stage of the philosopher’s education - his engagement in dialectic.
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2 The Natural Traits of the Philosopher

Unlike in the aporetic dialogues, Socrates in the Republic maintains that philosophers

have certain natural traits that mark them out as being suited to philosophy.1 These are

traits that the philosopher has prior to any education. They are traits that he was born

having.2 Moreover, Plato emphasizes that one must necessarily have these traits in order

to be a philosopher. One will not be selected for further education if he lacks those traits.

If someone without the right philosophical nature were to attempt to do philosophy he

won’t come to have wisdom but will instead create mere sophisms (496a). We might

think of these natural traits as raw materials. Just as a cobbler can’t make a good pair of

shoes without having leather (and, indeed, leather of sufficient quality), so too one must

begin with the right raw materials to produce a character and intellect adequate for com-

ing to have knowledge. Failure to have those materials, or having materials of insuffi-

cient quality, will result in a deficient final product.

But what, precisely, are these natural traits that the philosopher must have? Un-

surprisingly, the first feature of the philosopher that Socrates points to is his love of wis-

dom, which is just stipulated by Socrates and accepted by Glaucon. He offers no argu-

1. This is consistent with the general principle of specialization that he outlines for
Kallipolis at 370ab.  We all have natures that suit us to some particular occupation.

2. When I say that the philosopher has these traits from birth, I mean to say that he has
them prior to any sort of education. They are in some important sense natural to him.
For evidence that these are had from birth, see 375-6, 485d, 486b, 491-2, 494ab, and
495a.
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ment at all for this claim. He does, though, spend more time arguing that because the

philosopher loves wisdom he loves, and so desires, all parts of it. To make this argument,

though, Socrates simply assumes a connection between loving something and desiring it.3

This, like the philosopher’s love for wisdom, seems a conceptual connection that Socrates

considers just obvious. Directly after saying that the philosopher desires all types of wis-

dom, Socrates proceeds to clarify the sort of wisdom that the philosopher has. After all,

the philosopher is not like the lover of sights and sounds who goes to all available lec-

tures, plays, and festivals. While the lovers of sights and sounds may look like they’re

pursuing knowledge, in fact they’re only pursuing opinion. It’s only the philosopher who

studies the proper objects of knowledge and so can rightly be said to desire (and pursue)

wisdom.4 As in the aporetic dialogues, then, we see Socrates do three things in his char-

acterization of the philosopher: first he stipulates that philosophers love wisdom, next he

links loving wisdom to desiring it, and finally he refines the conception of wisdom that

3. Socrates slips almost immediately from talking about love to talking about desire. At
474c he reminds Glaucon that “if it’s rightly said that someone loves something, then he
mustn’t love one part of it and not another, but he must love all of it”. Glaucon denies he
remembers this and asks Socrates for more explanation, which Socrates then gives,
offering examples of lovers of boys and lovers of wine. At 475a, though, he notes that
honor lovers desire the whole of honor and then immediately concludes, asking “when
we say that someone desires something, do we mean he desires everything of that kind or
that he desires one part of it but not another?” Glaucon agrees that he desires the whole
part of it. Note, though, that Socrates has moved from talking about loving all parts of
one’s beloved to desiring all parts of it.

4. The argument at the end of book five aims to distinguish those things that can be
known from those that can only be the objects of belief. So while we might think that the
lovers of sights and sounds pursue all types of knowledge, they actually pursue all sorts
of belief, since the objects they look to can only be considered the objects of belief.
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the philosopher desires to distinguish the philosopher from other individuals who may

look (superficially) like him. 

From here, though, Socrates makes a radical departure from his earlier account of

the philosopher and begins to describe the natural traits that the philosopher must have.5

Many of the traits are intellectual in nature - it’s not enough for the philosopher to love

wisdom, he must also have the intellectual resources capable of acquiring it. Some of

these intellectual traits pertain to the philosopher’s ability to learn. He must be a fast

learner with a good memory, because “if he’s laboring in vain, he’d inevitably come to

hate both himself and that activity in the end” (486cd, 535bc). In addition, he must be a

lover of hard work, because “how else do you think he’d be willing to carry out both the

requisite bodily labors and also complete so much study and practice?”6 But some of

these intellectual traits pertain more to the philosopher’s disposition in his inquiries. He

must be quick witted, fast on his feet, and spirited in discussion (503c). Someone who is

dull, lifeless, and slow to learn cannot adequately engage in philosophy, which requires a

great deal mental dexterity. But the philosopher cannot simply be vivacious, lively,

smart, and quick-witted. Those who have only these qualities “are carried by their quick

wits wherever chance leads them and have no stability at all” (503c). Thus he must also

be stable, steady, and quiet (503cd). He must be at least a bit resistant to change. It is

5. At chapter 1, §4 I argue that there are no natural traits that are necessary for the
philosopher in the aporetic dialogues.

6. 535d. The bodily labors point to the required physical education in the moral
education (discussed in greater detail in §3).  
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this stableness, this quietness, that suits him to decades, of long, difficult, and complicat-

ed inquiry and prevents him from easily adopting whatever argument first comes along or

giving up on arguments altogether after a few defeats.

The philosopher needs more than a strong and quick intellect, though. He must

also have the right character traits. At the beginning of book six, Socrates describes sev-

eral traits of character that the philosopher will have. First, he says that the philosopher

will be moderate. This moderation follows from the philosopher’s love of wisdom. Be-

cause he desires wisdom, his desires for other sorts of things (and, in particular, for

“pleasures that come through the body”) will be lessened (485d). He will also be coura-

geous, orderly, and just.7 While it’s clear why the philosopher must have the intellectual

traits in order to be successful in his investigations, it’s less clear why the philosopher

must have these character traits. Can’t you have a brilliant scholar who, despite his

brilliance, also has excessive desires for alcohol or sex? Or perhaps a promising student

who is, nevertheless, timid in his personal life? Not for Plato. In §3.1, below, I look at

why the philosopher must have character traits in order to successfully engage in his in-

tellectual endeavors.

7. For courage, see 486b, 490c. Socrates just stipulates that the philosopher will have an
orderly nature. If this orderliness is meant to be prior to any education then it is indeed
just a stipulation. However, as we shall see the moral education introduces (or enforces?)
an orderliness of the soul. Thus even if the philosopher’s soul isn’t orderly prior to the
moral education it certainly will be after it. To arrive at the conclusion that the
philosophical nature will be just, Socrates relies on all of the previous character traits that
the philosopher has. He asks, “is there any way that an orderly person, who isn’t money-
loving, slavish, a boaster, or a coward, could be unreliable or unjust?” Glaucon agrees
that it isn’t possible (486b).
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All of these traits, then, are necessary for one to be a philosopher. But Socrates

notes that “everyone would agree that only a few natures possess all the qualities that we

just now said were essential to becoming a complete philosopher and that seldom occur

naturally among human beings” (491ab).8 And yet it is only those who possess all these

qualities who will be educated in such a way to attain knowledge. Far from allowing that

everyone might be able to do philosophy, then, already the pursuit of philosophy (and the

possibility of being a philosopher) has been limited to very few individuals. Very few in-

dividuals will even have the option of becoming a philosopher. And, as we shall see, the

number of those capable of being a philosopher is only going to decrease.

While it is necessary for the philosopher to have these traits if he is to successfully

inquire and so have knowledge, they are far from sufficient. Why? Because these natur-

al traits are highly susceptible to corruption. Those who have the natural traits described

above are likely, indeed virtually guaranteed to be corrupted and so become vicious. At

491b Socrates says, quite shockingly, that “each of the things we praised in that nature

tends to corrupt the soul and to drag it away from philosophy. I mean courage (J1&6/9>1),

moderation ((7)6"(V1'1), and the other things we mentioned.” The reason for this is that

the youth who is born with a philosophical nature - who is among the best of his genera-

tion - is also born into an imperfect world. The same natural qualities that make him suit-

ed to philosophy also makes him attractive to friends and family who aim to recruit him

to their own interests. He will be flattered and will “be filled with impractical expecta-

8. See also 431c, 495a, 503d
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tions and think himself capable of managing the affairs, not only of the Greeks, but of the

barbarians as well. And as a result [he will] exalt himself to great heights and be brim-

ming with pretension and pride that is empty and lacks understanding” (494cd).9  

Even if the youth is somehow able to resist the initial attempts at corruption, being

surrounded by the false values of an unjust city and being threatened with exile or death

if he continues to resist the persuasions of the majority will inevitably corrupt the youth.

Socrates says that 

“there isn’t now, hasn’t been in the past, nor ever will be in the future any-
one with a character so unusual that he has been educated to virtue in spite
of the contrary education he received from the mob...you should realize
that if anyone is saved and becomes what he ought to be under our present
constitutions, he has been saved, you might rightly say - by a divine dis-
pensation” (492e).

In an unjust city, the only hope that the philosopher has is to be somehow divinely

blessed.10 But if one is lucky enough to be born into a good city, with a proper courses of

9. This is, surely, a reference to Alcibiades who had a great deal of potential but
infamously became a terribly vicious person.

10. Socrates considers himself one of the blessed. Though, of course, we know that he
was eventually killed by the Athenian populace due in large part to his intellectual
endeavors. See 496be for a discussion of those who have somehow survived the
corruption of the majority.

Plato’s pessimism here is worth noting. Not only are few people even naturally capable
of engaging in philosophy adequately but even if they are so lucky as to be born with the
right nature it is almost inevitable that they will be corrupted and so become terribly
vicious. The philosopher, to be successful, must not only work hard and be tenacious.
He must also be very, very lucky. Why would Plato’s views have shifted so much from
the aporetic dialogues? Why has he raised the standard for who can properly be
considered a philosopher? One (quite speculative) reason is that his conception of
success has changed. As we will see, the philosopher must not only engage in inquiry but
must be successful in that inquiry. The philosopher is expected to develop systematic
and defensible accounts. Given the different standards for success, perhaps Plato
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education, then the philosophical nature can be nurtured and developed. Plato’s Kallipo-

lis is one such city and there we see Socrates propose an extensive course of education

which has, as its goal, establishing a stable, harmonious soul in those who undergo it.

3 The Moral Education

The moral education of the youths in Kallipolis begins almost immediately from birth

and both the auxiliary and guardians are given this education. At the outset of the discus-

sion Socrates identifies two character traits - spirit (or natural courage) and philosophy

(or a love of learning) that one must have in order to receive the moral education pre-

scribed.11 The moral education aims to do two things. First, it imparts true beliefs about

what is fine and shameful. Second, it takes the natural traits of the student and it harmo-

nizes and stabilizes them. 

The first task of the moral education - imparting true beliefs - is accomplished pri-

marily through stories, poems, and the lyrics of songs. Socrates proposes an extensive

program of censorship in Kallipolis to ensure that only the right sorts of stories - those

that portray the gods, heroes, and men correctly - are told to the children. As a result, the

children will come to have the correct sorts of beliefs about which actions and lives are

likewise raised the standards for entry into the chase itself. I discuss this further in the
conclusion to this chapter.

11. 374e-376c. While the discussion of natural traits in the previous section included far
more traits (including a natural moderation), we can still quite reasonably start with the
characterization of the philosophical nature offered in book six and then turn back to this
discussion in book two and three to see how that nature can be trained and stabilized.
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praiseworthy and which are shameful, about the nature of the gods, about the nature of

death, and about similar things that shape their beliefs and actions. We also see evidence

that the students will not only have the right beliefs but will be encouraged to reflect on

the stories and poems that they hear and draw reasoned conclusions about them.12

The second task of the moral education - harmonizing the soul - is accomplished

via dual courses of music and physical education.13 The musical education is meant to

‘soften’ the spirit and make it pliable. To do this Socrates proposes that the students are

exposed only to the modes of music that imitate the virtuous person.  He says:

Just leave me the mode that would suitably imitate the tone and rhythm of
a courageous person who is active in battle or doing other violent deeds, or
who is failing and facing wounds, death, or some other misfortune, and
who, in all of these circumstances, is fighting off his fate steadily and with
self-control. Leave me also another mode, that of someone engaged in a
peaceful, unforced, voluntary action, persuading someone or asking a favor
of a god in prayer or a human being through teaching and exhortation, or,
on the other hand, of someone submitting to the supplications of another
who is teaching him and trying to get him to change his mind, and who, in
all these circumstances, is acting with moderation and self-control, not
with arrogance but with understanding, and is content with the outcome.
(399ac)

It is important to allow only those modes and rhythms that imitate good men because mu-

sic is more effective than anything else in making the soul graceful.14 By being exposed

12. Gill 2003 offers a persuasive argument for this. Kamtekar 1998 also argues that the
auxiliary class (who have received the moral education but have not acquired knowledge)
engage in quite sophisticated reasoning.

13. Socrates does point to other things that must also be controlled, such as games and the
aesthetic appearances of the city.

14. Which should remind us of the characterization of the philosophical nature in book
six. There Socrates notes that gracefulness is required for the philosopher. The musical
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to music throughout his young life, the philosopher’s spirit is “softened, just as iron is

tempered, and from being hard and useless it is made useful” (411ab).

Music is not enough to harmonize the soul, though. If someone “keeps at music

unrelentingly and is beguiled by the music, after a time his spirit is melted and dissolved

until it vanishes” (411ab). To counter this, the youth must also be trained in physical ed-

ucation with the aim of strengthening the spirit.15 There must, then, be a fine balance be-

tween music and physical education. Too much of one or the other will result in an over-

ly soft or savage soul.  Socrates concludes:

It seems, then, that a god has given music and physical training to human
beings not, except incidentally, for the body and the soul but for the spirit-
ed and wisdom-loving parts of the soul itself, in order that these might be
in harmony with one another, each being stretched and relaxed to the ap-
propriate degree (411e).

By engaging in these courses of music and physical educations the soul comes to be har-

monized and with that harmony the soul comes to exhibit certain virtues, particularly

moderation and courage.16

This education is imparted largely by subliminal means. Socrates emphasizes the

importance of surrounding the youth with good things (not only music and stories but

also buildings, pictures, and any other sort of product) "so that something of those fine

education results in a graceful nature.

15. “He’ll work at physical exercises in order to arouse the spirited part of his nature,
rather than to acquire the physical strength for which other athletes diet and labor”
(410b).

16. Socrates says that if harmony between the spirited and philosophical parts of the soul
is achieved then “the soul is both moderate and courageous” (411a).
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works will strike their eyes and ears like a breeze that brings health from a good place,

leading them unwittingly, from childhood on, to resemblance, friendship, and harmony

with the beauty of reason" (401cd).17 Thus while the youths who have undergone the

moral education will be habituated to act and believe in certain ways, they are led to act

this way unwittingly, without explicit awareness of what is going on and without true un-

derstanding of why they have the beliefs that they do.18

3.1 The effects of the moral education

As a result of this education the youths are guided by true beliefs regarding what is fine

and shameful, what things are to be rightly feared, what desires to pursue, and so forth.

Further, these beliefs are had by a soul that is itself harmonized and graceful, exhibiting

the virtues of courage and moderation. The effect of this two-fold education is that the

soul acts in a highly reliable way with respect to these beliefs. At 429de Socrates likens

the students’ souls to an expertly dyed cloth. He says that just as dyers choose and pre-

pare their cloth very carefully so that the color stays fast and no amount of washing can

remove it, so too:

[B]ecause they had the proper nature and upbringing, they would absorb
the laws in the finest possible way, just like a dye so that their belief about

17. The students will be exposed to stories of bad men, but all stories of bad men will be
stories of the shame and bad consequences that result from their viciousness. These
vicious people are portrayed as ridiculous, as something to be laughed at and not as
something to be emulated.

18. Moreover, the students are not even permitted to engage in the sort of argumentation
that will result in knowledge until their character is already well established as a result of
that moral education. (See 539cd)
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what they should fear and all the rest would become so fast that even such
extremely effective detergents as pleasure, pain, fear, and desire wouldn’t
wish it out.19

Thus the moral education takes the natural character of the individuals and it improves

upon it. It makes the student's character stable and it imparts true beliefs that the student

can then act in accordance with. As a result of the moral education, the student has devel-

oped stable dispositions toward acting in the right way. He has come to have a sort of

virtue, which I call virtues of habit.

Developing these virtues of habit is important not only for the philosophers qua

guardians of the city. The philosopher must also have these traits in order to properly en-

gage in inquiry. To see why, let’s look at the two different traits of the philosopher

emphasized throughout the moral education - moderation and courage - as they relate to

his intellectual endeavors.

Moderation is required so that one’s attention is where it should be. Intemperance

affects one’s ability to reflect on the proper objects of knowledge. At 519a, Socrates is

talking about clever souls.  He says:

If a nature of this sort had been hammered at from childhood and freed
from the bonds of kinship with becoming, which had been fastened to it by
feasting, greed, and other such pleasures and which, like leaden weights,
pull its vision downward - if being rid of these, it turned to look at true
things, then I say that the same soul of the same person would see these
most sharply.

19. While Socrates is talking in this passage about the courage, the same point must also
hold for moderation insofar as the course of education he describes, and that this passage
points back to, results in moderation no less than courage.
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By loving the physical, one starts to prioritize it and think of it as what is most real. In

other words, one’s soul gets more and more focused in the wrong direction and so is not

able to focus on the proper objects of study and knowledge.20

One must also be courageous. The process of education that Socrates prescribes

is long and difficult with a lot of false starts, wrong turns, and dashed hopes (and hy-

potheses). It takes courage to stick with it, to continue in the face of repeated failures.

But the need for courage goes deeper than this. At 450d when he is challenged by Glau-

con and Adeimantus, Socrates says:

One can feel both secure and confident when one knows the truth about the
dearest and most important things and speaks about them among those
who are themselves wise and dear friends. But to speak, as I am doing, at a
time when one is unsure of oneself and searching for truth, is a frightening
and insecure thing to do. I’m not afraid of being laughed at - that would be
childish indeed. But I am afraid that, if I slip from the truth, just where it’s
most important not to, I’ll not only fall myself but drag my friends down as
well.

Those who engage in dialectic will be investigating the most fundamental and important

truths that there are. They are investigating things and asking questions that challenge

their most basic beliefs. To do this in an intellectually rigorous and honest way takes

great courage. And this risk is compounded when we realize that these philosophers are

engaging in dialectic, in dialogue with others. Thus, as Socrates says, they run the great

risk of leading not only themselves but their friends to corruption. To be willing to inves-

tigate these truths in the face of these dangers takes great courage of character.

20. At Phaedo 66-8 Socrates also discusses the detrimental effect of focusing on the
physical. There, though, Socrates does not say the problem is only with the intemperate.
Everyone, insofar as they are a physical being, is dragged down by the body’s demands. 
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The moral education does not only affect the philosopher’s character, though. It

also has a profound impact on his intellectual capacities. Socrates discusses the contribu-

tion that the moral education has on the intellectual abilities of the philosopher at 401-2.

There, Socrates asks Glaucon: 

Aren’t these the reasons, Glaucon, that education in music and poetry is
most important? First, because rhythm and harmony permeate the inner
part of the soul more than anything else, affecting it most strongly and
bringing it grace, so that if someone is properly educated in music and po-
etry, it makes him graceful, but if not, then the opposite. Second, because
anyone who has been properly educated in music and poetry will sense it
acutely when something has been omitted from a thing and when it hasn’t
been finely crafted or finely made by nature. And since he has the right
distastes, he’ll praise fine things, be pleased by them, receive them into his
soul, and, being nurtured by them, become fine and good. He’ll rightly ob-
ject to what is shameful, hating it while he’s still young and unable to
grasp the reason, but, having been educated in this way, he will welcome
the reason when it comes and recognize it easily because of its kinship
with himself.

In this passage we see at least three different ways that the moral education benefits the

student’s intellectual endeavors.  

First, the student becomes graceful as a result of his moral education. Why, we

might wonder, is being graceful important for the philosopher’s studies? We see a bit of

an answer in book six. There, when he is enumerating the various traits of the philoso-

pher, Socrates says, “we’d certainly say that the unmusical and graceless element in a

person’s nature draws him to lack of due measure...and...truth is akin to what is

measured21...then...let’s look for someone whose thought is by nature measured and

21. @**/!69f.  Literally, what is ‘due measured’ or ‘proportionate’.
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graceful” (486d). Both being true and being graceful are related to being measured.22

Truth is itself measured and ordered. It fits with the other truths in the world to form a

harmonious unity.23 In being graceful, the student is also ordered and harmonious. His

thoughts and process of reasoning in this way resemble the structure and order of truth.

And, given this, he will be more receptive to the truth and recognize it when he comes

across it.

This idea of kinship plays an important role in both of the other ways in which the

moral education contributes to the philosopher’s intellectual endeavors. Consider the

second reason that Socrates offers in the above quotation. Because the student has been

surrounded by fine things - by fine stories and songs and buildings - he will come to get a

sense, if only subliminally, about what it means to be fine. Much of the reason for this is

because he himself has become fine and has developed a sense of when something is fine

and when it isn’t. Having the ability to tell when something is finely crafted and when it

isn’t can be quite helpful as the philosopher develops and assesses accounts in dialectic.

After all, part of his task will be developing finely crafted accounts. Being able to tell

when something is omitted from the account or when the account itself isn’t adequate is

an important capacity for the philosopher to develop in preparation for his future engage-

ment in dialectic.

22. Diotima likens gracefulness to being balanced at Symposium 196a.

23. I look at the interconnectedness of the various beliefs of the philosopher in the next
chapter, at §2.3
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The third way in which the moral education contributes to the student’s intellectu-

al development comes in the final sentence. Socrates says that the philosopher “will wel-

come the reason when it comes and recognize it easily because of its kinship with him-

self.”24 Just as with gracefulness and the truth, and with fineness and well-crafted

accounts, the student will have some kinship with the very reasons he seeks and so, as a

result of this kinship, recognize the reason as correct, once he comes across it.

But what does it mean to say that the student has a kinship with reason? Socrates

doesn’t say more than this in the passage. Let me suggest one interpretation. At 500-1,

Socrates describes the activities of a philosopher who has come to have knowledge of the

Forms. The philosopher will, looking to the Forms, not only shape his own character but,

if he is compelled to do so he will “put what he sees there into people’s characters,

whether into a single person or into a populace.”25 Thus the philosopher rulers of

Kallipolis will shape the student’s soul based on his knowledge of the Forms. The stu-

dent’s soul will in some way resemble the Forms, even if he is not yet aware of what

those resemblances are. In this way, then, the student’s soul have some sort of kinship

with the Forms. But the Forms do not only serve as models upon which to shape souls.

They also serve an important explanatory function in Plato’s epistemology. The Form of

Courage, for example, is the underlying cause and reason for why courageous actions are

24. @.3b1!"$ &N !"O .bC"A J(8^["-!= e1 ><!H1 C1769[71 &-= ":+/-b!'!> *^.-(!> g "B!7 !6>)/9$

25. This is a bit of a distortion of the text. The text is actually a question. Socrates asks
whether the philosopher, if he is compelled to put his knowledge into people’s characters,
would be a poor craftsman.  Glaucon, of course, denies it.  
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courageous.26 So, if the student’s soul resembles the Form of Courage, and the Form of

Courage is the ultimate reason for why a particular action is courageous, then in some im-

portant way the student’s soul resembles - is akin to - the reason for a particular action’s

being courageous. And thus, when the student comes across the right reason for a partic-

ular action’s being courageous, he will somehow recognize it as the right reason, given

his kinship with it.

Why can’t the student come across the right reason immediately, though? Why

does Socrates say that the student is “unable to grasp the reason”, pointing only to some

indeterminate time in the student’s future when the reason will somehow appear? Sever-

al scholars have taken this line as evidence that Socrates is not talking about some partic-

ular reason or explanation but instead is indicating that the students are somehow pre-ra-

tional and do not yet have the capacity for reason.27 As we shall see in §4.1 below, this

can’t be correct because the students are engaging in a highly intellectual mathematical

26. The Form of Courage is the cause both of the courageous disposition of the student
and the courageousness of a particular action. In this way, both the disposition and action
participate in (and so resemble) the Form. And the disposition and action, in virtue of
both resembling the Form, share at least some resemblance to each other.

27. Irwin 1995, for example, says, “The pleasures and pains of young people are to be
formed so that they go in the direction that reason will approve when it comes along; and
so, once young people acquire correct rational judgment, they will welcome and accept
what it says (401e-402a)” (223, my emphasis). Annas 1981 says that Plato “is thinking of
young children to whom ‘reason has not yet come’, that is, who do not fully understand
the reasons they are given for commands and prohibitions, or the whole practice of giving
and asking for reasons” (pg 83, my emphasis). Cooke 1999 says that “the young
guardians are prerational...any attempt to try to instill critical and intellectual rigor before
a child is fully capable would probably be unsuccessful and perhaps even dangerous”
(40).  
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education alongside their moral education. They cannot yet grasp the reasons because to

truly understand them the students must engage in dialectic, but they cannot engage in di-

alectic until they have the appropriate character. Thus the moral education is a prerequi-

site for the theoretical investigations that will, eventually, reveal the reasons for the be-

liefs they were taught as children.

In this discussion of the effects of the moral education on the intellectual abilities

of the youth, we see an answer to one of the more perplexing claims made by Plato. To

be a good intellectual agent, to be a successful philosopher, one must have the right traits

of character. One must be virtuous. It’s not immediately obvious why. After all, don’t

we see very smart and influential philosophers who are nonetheless terrible people? Pla-

to, though, offers two different reasons why one must be virtuous in order to be success-

ful in philosophy. First, the virtues are required because the process of inquiry is long

and difficult. One must be moderate so that he will not be distracted by other pleasures

and desires and so come to view those as more real than intelligible objects. One must be

courageous so that he will be willing to test him most fundamental beliefs. This reason in

many ways echoes the reasons for why the philosopher in the aporetic dialogues must

have the traits of character that he does.  

In the passage at 401-2 we see an entirely new reason for why the philosopher

must be virtuous in order to be successful in his investigations. By becoming virtuous,

the philosopher comes to resemble those objects that he aims to know. He becomes

graceful and harmonious, he is courageous and moderate, he appreciates what is truly
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fine. By resembling the Forms and truth, he will thereby be much better placed to recog-

nize them and identify with them when he engages in inquiry.

3.2 The intellectual instability of the moral education

It’s clear that the students who undergo the moral education make important develop-

ments in both their moral and intellectual lives. Their natural traits are honed, stabilized,

and harmonized so that the students are able to maintain that harmony in the face of

pleasures, pains, fears, or desires. Moreover, they have an extensive set of true beliefs

about what is fine, shameful, just, cowardly, and so forth. They have, in other words, de-

veloped stable dispositions toward acting in the right ways. They have developed a set of

virtues. In addition to the developments in their moral lives, the moral education also

makes the students akin to the objects they will investigate - their souls are graceful, or-

dered, fine, and are modeled after the Forms. This kinship will help the students as they

engage in dialectic as adults.

But they do not yet have knowledge. And because they do not have knowledge,

they will be highly susceptible to being persuaded that the beliefs they were taught are,

in fact, false. Socrates discusses this worry when he talks about the dangers of engaging

in dialectic.  He says:

We hold from childhood certain convictions about just and fine things;
we’re brought up with them as with our parents, we obey and honor
them...And then a questioner comes along and asks someone of this sort,
‘What is the fine?’ And when he answers what he has heard from the tra-
ditional lawgiver, the argument refutes him, and by refuting him often and
in many places it shames him from his convictions, and makes him believe
that the fine is no more fine than the shameful, and the same with the just,
the good, and the things he honored most...Of necessity he won’t honor or
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obey [his earlier convictions] in the same way...And so, I suppose, from
being law-abiding he becomes lawless.  (538c-39a)

Only those who have successfully completed the moral education will even be allowed to

attempt dialectic because these students’ characters have been made as stable as they can

be without yet having knowledge.28 But even for these students, whose souls are like a

well-dyed cloth, there is a real risk that by engaging in dialectic they will be corrupted

and become misologists and amoralists. For this reason, the rulers of Kallipolis must take

“every sort of precaution” when introducing the students to dialectic.

A similar account can be given about the structuring of the soul. Because the soul

is ordered through subliminal means - through the rhythm and modes of music, through

the effects of physical education, through being exposed only to fine things, and so forth -

great effort must be expended in making sure that the youths (and those auxiliaries who

do not go on to have knowledge of the Good) continue to be exposed only to the right

sorts of things. Exposure to the wrong sorts of things can still corrupt. This is because

the ordering of the soul is dependent on external mechanisms rather than any sort of in-

ternal understanding. Because of this dependency, any change in the external mecha-

nisms can undermine the established harmony.

28. At 535a, Socrates says that “we have to select the most stable, the most courageous,
and as far as possible the most graceful” natures to engage in dialectic. So too at 519ab,
Socrates says that “if a petty and vicious yet clever nature “had been hammered at from
childhood and freed from the bonds of kinship with becoming, which have been fastened
to it by feasting, greed, and other such pleasures and which, like leaden weights, pull its
vision downward - if, being rid of these, it turned to look at true things, then I say that the
same soul of the same person would see these most sharply.”
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While the moral education improves the student’s character in several different

ways, then, we should not think that it perfects the philosopher’s character. Perfection

comes with knowledge. Before we look at the way the philosopher comes to have knowl-

edge, though, we must turn to the theoretical education that Socrates discusses in book

seven. This education, as we will see, plays a necessary role in developing the student’s

intellectual abilities and focusing the student on the right objects of inquiry.

4 The Theoretical Education

The ultimate purpose of the theoretical education is presented in the allegory of the cave.

There, a prisoner in a cave is bound, facing a wall where shadows are projected against a

wall. He is bound in such a way that he can’t turn around and look at the source of the

shadows. The process of education begins when the prisoner is “freed and suddenly

compelled to stand up, turn his head, and look toward the light” (515c). Once he turns

around he is able to see new and more real things - first the objects in the cave, then the

fire in the cave, then things outside of the cave, and then finally the sun.

What is most crucial in this process is that the philosopher turns around. It is in

virtue of this turning that he is able to study more and more intelligible objects until, fi-

nally, he can come to study and so understand the ultimate cause for everything else.

And it is this turning around that the propaideutic education concerns itself with. Plato

says:

Education isn’t what some people declare it to be, namely, putting knowl-
edge into souls that lack it ("<+ @1"V('$ @1 !_ hAE_ @8-(!P*'$...@1!-3,1>-), like
putting sight into blind eyes...But our present discussion...shows that the
power (&V1>*-1) to learn is present in everyone’s soul and that the instru-
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ment (!" R6C>1"1) with which each learns is like an eye that cannot be
turned around from darkness to light without turning the whole body. This
instrument cannot be turned around from that which is coming into being
without turning the whole soul (]#1 Y.i !_ hAEi) until it is able to study that
which is and the brightest thing that is, namely, the one we call
good...Then education is the craft (!,E1') concerned with doing this very
thing, this turning around, and with how the soul can most easily and ef-
fectively be made to do it. It isn’t the craft of putting sight into the soul.
Education takes for granted that sight is there but that it isn’t turned the
right way or looking where it ought to look and it tries to redirect it
appropriately.

Education does not consist in reading books and memorizing facts. It is not meant to fill

up the student with information.29 Rather, the course of education Plato prescribes is a

training in method and the development of a skill. It acclimatizes the student to investi-

gating through the use of reason rather than by sight alone and it trains him in the proper

methods of investigation.

4.1 The Five Subjects

To accomplish this task, Socrates proposes a mathematical education that concentrates on

five subjects: calculation, plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy, and harmonics.

This course in mathematics is exceptionally difficult and only the very brightest of their

generations are able to engage in it successfully. Indeed at one point (at 531) Glaucon

notes that the education proposed is a superhuman task, and Socrates does not deny it.

The first reason why this mathematical education is so difficult is because mathe-

matics was still an emerging discipline. Only two of the subjects proposed - calculation

29. This may be a direct response to the sophist’s claims regarding education. See, for
example, the brief account of Isocrates’ discussion of education in at chapter 1, §6).
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and plane geometry - had active programs in study in Plato’s day and those programs

were yielding new discoveries regularly.30 Solid geometry was not studied at all, and

mathematically oriented astronomy and harmonics were studied quite improperly.

Socrates is prescribing a course of education in developing disciplines. He is not propos-

ing a course in mathematics similar to what contemporary students engage in, where they

are given a book and asked to learn and understand proofs and theorems that have already

been developed. He is asking his students to make groundbreaking discoveries as they

pursue these subjects.

The second reason why this course of education is so difficult lies in the way that

Socrates expects the students to approach the subjects. The course of education is meant

to train the student to reflect on intelligible objects, and so the students will be expected

to approach the subjects as being studies of intelligible, rather than visible, objects. For

example, when studying calculation, the student is expected to reflect on and discuss the

numbers themselves. If one starts discussing numbers in material terms, that individual

would be admonished and told that “they are talking about those numbers that can be

grasped only in thought and can’t be dealt with in any other way” (526a). The same

holds for geometry. For example, if I draw a triangle in the course of thinking about tri-

angularity and came to the conclusion that not all triangles have perfectly straight lines

because the one I had drawn doesn’t, I would be mistaken. The triangle that I have

30. It’s worth remembering that Euclid postdates Plato. Burnyeat 2000 and Cross and
Woozley 1964 both have nice discussions of the state of mathematics during Plato’s
lifetime.
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drawn is a representation of an intelligible object. What I am thinking about when I rea-

son about triangularity is not really the image I have drawn but rather the intelligible ob-

ject that the image represents.31 By being forced to think about the intelligible numbers

and triangles that their visible diagrams represent, the students are meant to gradually be-

come accustomed to reasoning about these intelligible objects alone.

This approach holds not only for calculation and geometry where approaching the

subjects via understanding is a bit more commonplace but also for astronomy and har-

monics, two subjects that were studied almost exclusively by observation. The students

undergoing the mathematical education, though, will be expected to treat their observa-

tions in astronomy and harmonics in precisely the same way they would a drawing of a

triangle.  Socrates says:

We should consider the decorations in the sky to be the most beautiful and
exact of visible things, seeing that they’re embroidered on a physical sur-
face. But we should consider their motions to fall far short of the true ones
- motions that are really fast or slow as measured in true numbers, that
trace out their geometrical figures, that are all in relation to one another,
and that are the true motions of the things carried along in them. And
these, of course, must be grasped by reason and thought, not by sight.
(529cd).

The ultimate goal in studying astronomy is not to observe the motions of the heaven, as

beautiful as they might be, but instead to reflect on the nature of the true numbers and

true motions. And the way to do this is not to rely on perception but instead to use one’s

understanding.  

31. At 510de Socrates indicates that geometers were already actively doing this.
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A similar account is given for harmonics. Just as many do astronomy improperly

by relying on their eyes to study and reflect on motion, so too many do harmonics im-

properly by relying on their ears to reflect on ratio and other mathematical properties.

Socrates says that they put their ears before their understanding. The problem with those

who study harmonics is that “they seek out the numbers that are to be found in those au-

dible consonances, but they do not make the ascent (J19>(-1) to problems. They don’t in-

vestigate, for example, which numbers are consonant and which aren’t or what the expla-

nation (&-I !9) is of each” (531c). Proper study of harmonics should be a study of

mathematical ratio. 

Throughout all five courses of education, then, the students are encouraged to rely

on their understanding alone to reflect on their objects of inquiry. While they may use

drawings or observations to think about the intelligible objects, they will nonetheless see

these sensible representations for what they are - imperfect representations of true, per-

fect mathematical realities. In spending time with these subjects, students will come to

develop the appropriate attitude toward the use of sensory observation in their

investigations.

4.2 The results of the propaideutic education

Socrates introduces the mathematical education with a statement of its ultimate purpose:

to turn the soul “from a day that is a kind of night to the true day” (521c). In the previous

section we saw how the mathematical education does this - by focusing the students’

minds on intelligible objects and forcing them to think about those objects via the under-
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standing alone. In other words, it develops the students’ ability to engage in abstract rea-

soning. Without this skill, the students will never be able to engage in reasoning about

the most important objects of understanding - the Forms - as they are accessible by un-

derstanding alone.  

But abstract reasoning is not the only result of the propaideutic education. The

students also learn an important methodological skill - reasoning via the hypothetical

method. Plato co-opts this method from the mathematicians.32 While we see no mention

of the method of hypothesis in the presentation of the propaideutic education, Socrates

describes the mathematicians’ use of the method in his earlier image of the line.  He says:

I think you know that the students of geometry, calculation, and the like
hypothesize the odd and the even, the various figures, the three kinds of
angles, and other things akin to these in each of their investigations, as if
they knew them. They make these their hypotheses and don’t think it nec-
essary to give any account of them, either to themselves or to others, as if
they were clear to everyone. And going from these first principles through
the remaining steps they arrive in full agreement. (510c)

While he denies that mathematicians can come to have knowledge, he fully endorses their

use of hypotheses. The mathematicians’ problem is not that they are engaging in that

particular method but instead that they take certain assumptions as basic and never offer

accounts of them. Philosophers, too, use the method of hypothesis, but use it properly by

treating all hypotheses as genuine assumptions that must be eventually explained.

We can safely assume that as they become adept mathematicians, the students will

also become quite proficient in the method of hypothesis. But what does this method en-

32. He appears to introduce it in the Meno 86e-87b. He also discusses it at Phaedo 100a
and 101de.
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tail? At its most basic, the method of hypothesis is a way that one can engage in a syste-

matic and highly structured process of reasoning.33 Mathematicians begin with an as-

sumption, a hypothesis.34 After making their assumption, they go on to engage in a

process of reasoning, continuing until they reach a conclusion with which they all agree.

What exactly this process involves is woefully undescribed and we can only guess at the

process that they engage in. At a minimum we can say that they begin with however

many hypotheses that they need and, from there, they draw out the implications of those

hypotheses, coming to conclusions that are either logically consistent or, at least, persua-

sive to those who are participating in the investigation. This process of reasoning is high-

ly systematic and those who are proficient in it will become adept at structuring their ar-

guments so that they clearly know what assumptions they are making, what the various

steps of the argument are, and how those steps lead to their conclusion.35 Insofar as a sys-

33. I’m restricting my discussion of hypothesis to the Republic. Whether we should
understand the method of hypothesis in the Republic as consistent with the accounts
presented in the Phaedo and Meno is a difficult question and a matter of some contention
in the scholarship. Robinson 1941, Benson 2006 both argue that there is a strong thread
of continuity.  Gonzalez 1998 disagrees.

34. Burnyeat 2000 has a nice description of what these hypotheses may look like on pp
25-6. He draws on Euclid’s Elements which, of course, post-dates Plato. But we can
fairly assume that Euclid’s methods were similar to mathematicians contemporary to
Plato. Netz 2003 offers a slightly different account, arguing that the hypotheses are
actually a combination of diagrams drawn and referred to and assumptions or claims
made about those diagrams. In this way, the process of hypothesis that Plato describes is
“the practice of mathematicians at the beginning of their propositions...and not, that is,
the structure of mathematics taken as a single whole” (312).

35. Socrates, at Phaedo 101de points to the orderliness of the method of hypothesis. He
says, “and when you 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
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tem of logic would not be developed until Aristotle, mathematics, and particularly this

method that they used, offered the most systematic method of discovery and analysis

available.36 As we shall see, this method is carried over in dialectic. As the students de-

velop and defend their accounts, they will continue to use the method of hypothesis.

As a result of engaging in the mathematical education, then, the students develop

two keys skills: the ability to reason abstractly and the ability to engage in the method of

hypothesis. But this is not all they acquire. They also come to learn mathematical con-

tent. They will come to form beliefs about the natures of numbers and the relations of

numbers to each other, about various geometric proofs, about motions and ratios. They

will, in other words, be highly adept mathematicians. There is active debate about the

role of this content in the student’s education. Traditionally, the mathematical education

was seen as conferring exclusively (or, at least, primarily) instrumental benefit. Its aim is

to turn the student around and confer certain capacities that will be useful when they en-

gage in inquiry.37 Burnyeat has offered a vigorous argument against this, claiming that

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.”

36. Annas 1981 notes, “mathematics, and in particular geometry, was the only branch of
knowledge familiar to Plato which had advanced not only in making particular
discoveries but also in organizing the material into a form which clearly conveyed the
structure of the subject in intelligible form...what impressed Plato was clearly the fact that
mathematics had surpassed other fields in producing not only strings of results but
orderly presentations of those results in a way displaying their systematic dependence on
the basic axioms and rules of inference” (289).

37. Robinson 1941, Annas 1981, Irwin 1995, and Cross and Woozley 1964 are among
those who suggest this instrumental reading of the text.
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the central aim of the training was to impart mathematical content that would then be

used to inform the students’ accounts of the Forms as they engage in dialectic.38 Central

to this reading is the idea that ethical truths just mathematical in nature. Burnyeat writes

that Plato’s goal was “to mathematicize ethics and politics and, simultaneously, to moral-

ize mathematics” (2000, 76).  

The correct answer is, I think, some mean between these two positions. Christo-

pher Gill has offered several quite persuasive arguments that claim that the important

content that the mathematical education confers is conceptual in nature.39 It offers the

student new ways to structure and think about the beliefs that were imparted by the moral

education in light of their thinking about the Forms while engaging in dialectic. In this

way, the ethical beliefs that the philosopher has are not purely mathematical in nature.

One cannot simply study mathematics in order to come to have ethical knowledge.40 On

the other hand, the content of the mathematical knowledge - that includes thinking about

the nature of unity, harmony, order, proportion, and the like - will positively inform the

38. Burnyeat 2000 and Burnyeat 1987

39. Gill 2004a, Gill 2004b, and Gill 2003. Gill 1996 offers an account of the relationship
between the two types of education that is, while not precisely on this question, certainly
relevant to the discussion.

40. One reason for this is that the content of the moral beliefs of the philosopher are not
purely mathematical in nature. I discuss the virtues that result from knowledge in the
following chapter (§4, pg. 153). There we see a passage in book six that appears to
reflect the philosopher’s reasoning once he has knowledge. This process of reasoning is
highly evaluative, not mathematical, in nature.
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philosopher’s thinking about the Forms. For this reason, the content acquired by the

mathematical education is just as important as the capacities developed.

Let’s step back, briefly, from exegesis and note what seems to be striking differ-

ence between the intellectual inquiries in the Republic and those in the aporetic dia-

logues.41 In the aporetic dialogues, recall, Socrates is focused almost exclusively on nor-

mative questions. He does not indicate any interest in mathematics, astronomy,

harmonics, and the like. Instead he is interested in questions about how to live the best

sort of life. On the surface, it looks like the philosophers of the Republic have a much

broader range of interests. They are adept mathematicians and study both astronomy and

harmonics as part of their theoretical education. But here, too, their studies and investi-

gations all relate back to a concern with living well. To come to know the Good and the

various Forms, the youths must study mathematics. And at least part of the reason for

this is that these normative objects have mathematical elements. So we don’t actually see

a shift in the ultimate focus of the philosopher. He is still interested in pursuing knowl-

edge of the Good and in living well. Instead we see a shift in the scope of what is re-

quired in order to acquire the knowledge that he so desires.42

41. I discuss the moral focus of philosopher’s investigations in the aporetic dialogues at
chapter 1, §2.

42. Indeed, we may see the scope of the philosopher’s interest expand even more in the
Timaeus. There, we see an account of the origins and nature of the universe. In chapter 4,
§2.2 I look how the philosopher’s thinking about cosmology affect his normative
commitments.
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4.3 The Presentation of the Propaideutic Education

The students in Kallipolis undergo this mathematical education - all of it - in childhood.

Socrates is explicit about this. He says, after a brief discussion of dialectic, “well, then,

calculation, geometry, and all the preparatory education that serves as preparation for di-

alectic must be offered to [the students] in childhood - and not in the shape of compulsory

instruction, either” (536d). This passage (and a later one at 537bc) is woefully over-

looked by those discussing the mathematical education in the Republic. Most scholars

assume that even if there is some mathematical education in childhood, the bulk of it

comes once the students have completed their moral education at the age of 20.43 But this

position is not well supported within the text. In addition to Socrates’ explicit claim

about this at 536d, we also have a programmatic reason for thinking this. As he is going

through the various stages of education and inquiry, Socrates says that “the subjects they

learned in no particular order...they must now bring together into a unified vision of their

kinship with one another and with the nature of what is” (537bc). At the age of 20 the

students will be asked to engage in a distinctively new sort of reasoning - a sort of meta-

theorizing that is, I will argue, a component of dialectic - about the subjects that they

43. Reeve 1988 claims that “those who do outstandingly well in primary education are
selected for training in the mathematical sciences, and ‘receive more honours than the
others’” (197). Annas 1981, too, characterizes the moral education as somehow
happening at a different stage in the student’s lives than the mathematical education. In
comparing the Platonic account of education with that proposed by the National
Education Association in 1918 she writes, “As in Plato, there is no great emphasis on the
development of the intellect at this stage, or on the intrinsic interest and value of certain
studies” (86).
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learned in their childhood. Instead of learning the content of each of the different sub-

jects they must take that content and see how it relates to other content and to the Forms.

But to be able to recognize the kinships between seemingly disparate subjects, they must

already have extensive knowledge of those subjects. I must already know a great deal

about motion and proportion to be able to recognize how the two are related to each

other.

In saying this, I am offering a reading of the text that runs contrary to Myles

Burnyeat’s enormously influential treatment of mathematics in the Republic. He claims

that while the philosophers start to learn mathematics in infancy “they have another ten

years of mathematics to occupy them between the ages of 20 and 30”.44 The mathemati-

cal investigations are not, he assures us “baby maths”, but instead they “will take the

Guards into the most advanced mathematical thinking of the day.” It’s precisely this fo-

cus on ‘baby maths’ or on ‘play’ that leads scholars to believe that the mathematical edu-

cation - or, at least, the true, hard mathematical education - must happen in adulthood.

After all, how could mere children engage in such high-powered mathematical educa-

tion? And, besides, Socrates says that the mathematical education will be introduced to

the children in play. And how could such extensive, difficult, and innovative reasoning

be done through play?  Let me briefly address both of these worries in turn.

First, that the students are highly proficient mathematicians at the end of the math-

ematical education shouldn’t seem too shocking to us. We ourselves have seen mathe-

44. Burnyeat 2000, pg 1.
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matical geniuses - children who are able to do complicated proofs, youths still in their

teens who solve heretofore insolvable theorems. And Plato himself was familiar with at

least one such youth himself - Theaetetus. In the eponymous dialogue, Theaetetus is de-

scribed as a young mathematical genius with both the character and skill necessary to

make great strides in mathematics.45 In the dialogue he says spent the morning thinking

about a mathematical problem that was both innovative and extraordinarily difficult.46

Imagine, then, the proficiency of the youths who are raised in an educated in Kallipolis,

who have the natural traits conducive to such an inquiry, who do not have concerns other

than their education, who are not surrounded by family and friends who wish to drag

them away from their mathematics to pursue political concerns, who are taught by teach-

ers who have a genuine knowledge of the matters at hand. Imagine what such youths

would be capable of learning, of mastering, in ten or fifteen years of study.

But what about Socrates’ statement that this education would be imparted through

play? After all, when we think of children learning through play we’re inevitably drawn

to visions of shape matching toys and abacuses. These are hardly the sort of activities

45. Theodorus says of Theaetetus: “among the people I have ever met - and I have got to
know a good many in my time - I have never yet seen anyone so amazingly gifted.
Along with a quickness beyond the capacity of most people, he has an unusually gentle
temper; and, to crown it all, he is as manly a boy as any of his fellows...this boy
approaches his studies in a smooth, sure, effective way, and with a great good
temper..The result is that it is astonishing to see how he gets through is work, at his age”
(!eaetetus 144ab).

46. !eaetetus 147d-148b. Nails 2002 calls this “a historical watershed in the problem of
incommensurability” (276).
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that result in high-level mathematical reasoning. But we shouldn’t let our own precon-

ceptions of what play involves color our interpretation of the text. Socrates says that the

mathematical education must be introduced using play because “nothing taught by force

stays in the soul” (536e). Moreover, by using play, they are able to see which children

are best suited to mathematics. The issue here is not that the students must be eased into

mathematics using games and toys but instead is a matter of seeing who is eager to learn

and ensuring that those who do learn are able to retain that education. We have no evi-

dence at all that a mathematical education taught in the form of play will be any less rig-

orous than a course of education taught in some other manner.47

If we look at the descriptions of play in the Laws, we see that quite complicated

mathematical concepts can be learned by engaging in play. At Laws 820cd, the Athenian

stranger says: “For students who are not to be absolutely worthless it is necessary to

examine these and to distinguish the two kinds [the commensurable and the incommensu-

rable], and, by proposing such problems one to another, to compete in a game that is wor-

thy of them ()-."1-+/01 @1 !>0$ !"V!71 J]9>-(- (E".>0$),—for this is a much more refined pas-

time than draughts for old men. …I assert, then, Clinias, that these subjects must be learnt

by the young (!"#$ 1,"A$); for they are, in truth, neither harmful nor hard, and when learnt

by way of play (*/!I &N 8>-&-j$ k*> *>13>1b*/1>) they will do no damage at all to our State,

47. Indeed, at 536bc, Socrates characterizes their own conversation as play! he says, “I
forgot that we were only playing and I spoke too vehemently.”  
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but will do it good.” Here, students are led to thinking about the commensurable and in-

commensurable - surely no light and easy task! - by means of a game.48 

Finally, recall the natural traits that the student must have in order to be selected

for the theoretical education. They must be fast learners and have a good memory. They

must be spirited and eager yet also steady and stable. The youths must have these traits

in order to be selected for the propaideutic education because the education is extraor-

dinarily difficult and only those with both the traits of intellect and character have even a

hope of completing it. Socrates wouldn’t need to emphasize the importance of these

traits if the propaideutic education were some kind, gentle, and relatively easy endeavor.

We must take what Socrates says at 536d at face value. The students receive the

mathematical education in childhood alongside their moral education. This mathematical

education is rigorous and extensive. At the end of their education they will be skilled

mathematicians and will have the capacities necessary for going on to dialectic for which

this education prepared them.

5 Dialectic

I spent a great deal of time in the previous section arguing that the students receive the

mathematical education in their childhood because we see something fundamentally dif-

ferent going on once the students reach the age of twenty. Socrates indicates that this is a

significant turning point because he points to this stage as a culling stage. He says that

48. We might also consider Archimedes’ Stomachion an example of the sort of puzzles
that students would be allowed to play.  
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“in all these things - in labors, studies, and fears - the ones who always show the greatest

aptitude are to be inscribed on a list” and they will receive the greatest honors and will be

allowed to proceed to the next stage of their education - dialectic (537a). Once the stu-

dents finish both their moral and theoretical educations and finish their required military

training (during which time they will not engage in the mathematical education), they

will immediately, at the age of 20, begin to practice dialectic.

This is not a commonly held position. Most scholars maintain that the students

study mathematics from the ages of 20-30 and they engage in dialectic beginning at the

age of 35.49 In what follows, I will argue that we actually see two distinct stages of di-

alectic described in book seven. First, the students will be asked to develop accounts by

seeking kinships between the various subjects they were taught in childhood and between

those subjects and the Forms. Next, the students will be tested. This testing, I will argue,

involves both a testing of the accounts they have offered but also, importantly, of their

own abilities as dialecticians.

To see how all of this is so, let me begin by looking at Socrates’ primary discus-

sion of dialectic, which extends from 532a through 534d. There we see Socrates make

six separate claims about the nature of dialectic.  He says:

1. Someone engages in dialectic when he “tries through argument and apart from all

sense perceptions to find the being itself of each thing (&->.,C/(3>- @8-E/-6_ e1/A 8>(\1

49. The list here is extensive. Among others: Benson 2006, Burnyeat 2000, Cross and
Woozley 1964, Gill 1996, Reeve 1988, Robinson 1941, and Vlastos 1988.
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!\1 >:(3P(/71 &-I !"O .bC"A @8=><!H l D(!-1 m+>(!"1 g6*j1) and doesn’t give up until he

grasps the good itself with understanding itself” (532ab). Dialectic is the journey

that this person engages in when he does this.

2. It involves “study of the best among things that are” (532c).

3. It “systematically attempts to grasp with respect to each thing itself what the being

of it is (><!"O C/ n+^(!"A 8,6- l D(!-1 m+>(!"1 5T' !-$ @8-E/-6/0 *,3"&"$ g&` 8/64 8>1!H$

.>*a^1/-1)” (533b).

4. It “does away with hypotheses” and proceeds “to the first principle itself, so as to be

secure” (533cd).

5. Someone is dialectical (&->./+!-+H1) if he “is able to give an account of the being of

each thing (!H1 .bC"1 n+^(!"A .>*a^1"1!> !K$ "<(9>$)” (534b).

6. What is required for this account is that one “can distinguish in an account the Form

of the Good from everything else, can survive all refutation (@.,CE71), as if in a bat-

tle, striving to judge (@.,CE/-1) things not in accordance with opinion but in accor-

dance with being, and can come through all this with his account still intact.” Fail-

ure to do this means that he doesn’t know “the good or any other good”.  (534bc)

We see two central tasks for the dialectician. First, he must be able to develop adequate

accounts, and second he must be able to defend those accounts against tests and

examinations.

An adequate account will focus on the right objects - the Forms and whatever else

might be considered “the best among things that are”. If Burnyeat is right, then we might
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think that mathematical objects, too, should be included in this class of objects. The ac-

count will offer an explanation of their ousia, their essence or fundamental nature.50 To

be adequate, though, the account must do more than this. The account must also do away

with hypotheses and reach the first principle. This first principle is the Form of the

Good51, which is why Socrates says that the philosopher will not stop his inquiries until

he “grasps the good itself”. Appeal to hypotheses and, in particular, the first principle,

emphasizes the important systematic and synoptic nature of the accounts that the philoso-

pher gives. In the image of the line, Socrates describes the dialectician’s use of hypothe-

ses.  He says:

It does not consider these hypotheses as first principles but truly as hy-
potheses, stepping stones to take off from, enabling it to reach the unhypo-
thetical first principle of everything. Having grasped this principle, it rev-
erses itself and, keeping hold of what follows from it, comes down to a

50. In doing this, Socrates is distinguishing the dialecticians’ concerns from the concerns
of others, who may also be interested in these subjects but are concerned with them in
relation to “human opinions and desires, with growing or construction, or with the care of
growing or constructed things” (533b). For example, the prisoners in the cave might also
say that the are interested in justice and piety and courage. Their interest in these matters,
though, pertains to their own opinions and desires with respect to them. They are not
interested in the truth but instead in operating within the confines of traditional values.
These sorts of people, Socrates says, are the greatest sorts of sophists (493ad). A similar
account can be given of mathematical subjects. Many people study mathematics, but
most of those who study it at present do so because it is necessary for war or building or
commerce. Only philosophers (and perhaps mathematicians) will approach mathematics
in a way conducive to knowledge (525bc).

51. This is, I take it, a fairly safe assumption to make. In the allegories of the sun, line,
and cave Socrates talks both of the Good and the unhypothetical first principle. Just as
the Good (or, in the cave, the sun) is the cause of everything and “provides truth and
understanding”, so too does the first principle act as the ultimate cause (or explanation)
for all subordinate hypotheses.
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conclusion without making use of anything visible at all, but only Forms
themselves, moving on from Forms to Forms and ending in Forms. (511b)

There is a systematicity to the process that is described here. The philosopher does not

jump around but instead proceeds up higher and higher hypotheses until, finally, he

reaches the principle that will somehow make the previous hypotheses and so the whole

account a,a>-"$ - firm or secure. 

When Socrates says that the dialectician offers accounts of the being of each

thing, then, we must conclude that he means that the dialectician must, ultimately, offer

an account of every intelligible object, how they relate to each other, and how they ulti-

mately relate to the Form of the Good. This is the first task of the philosopher and we

should not overlook its importance.

Socrates doesn’t. When describing the process of education, he says that after

they select those who have successfully completed their moral and propaideutic educa-

tions, they will be given a new task: “The subjects they learned in no particular order as

children they must now bring together to form a unified vision of their kinship both with

one another and with the nature of that which is” (537bc).52 This is no small task. The

philosophers are asked to engage in a ten year process of synthesis. They are being asked

to develop a unified view of the intelligible realm beginning with the subjects they were

taught as childhood and proceeding on to the Forms.53 

52. !^ !/ EV&'1 *>3P*>!> 8>-(41 @1 !_ 8>-&/9f C/1b*/1> !"V!"-$ (A1>+!,"1 /:$ (V1"h-1 ":+/-b!'!b$
!/ JTP.71 !\1 *>3'*^!71 +>4 !K$ !"O R1!"$ )V(/7$.

53. I take ‘!K$ !"O R1!"$ )V(/7$’ to be referring to the Forms, insofar as the Forms are
those things that truly are (476 ff.). That the students are expected to develop a unified
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Note Socrates’ words here. The students are asked to bring together !^ !/ EV&'1

*>3P*>!> 8>-(41 @1 !_ 8>-&/9f C/1b*/1>. He does not say that they are asked to bring togeth-

er the subjects of the propaideutic education. He does not list the mathematical subjects,

as he does at 536d. He says they must they must form a unified vision using the subjects

that they were taught in childhood. This includes not only the mathematical education

but also the moral one. Recall, after all, that in their moral education they come to have

any number of true moral beliefs and their souls are shaped by music and physical educa-

tion to have some resemblance to the Forms. They must take this education as well as the

mathematical education and begin to develop a unified account of how these subjects

come together. And, if that is not enough, they must also do this with respect to the

Forms.  It should be no wonder at all that they are given ten years for such a task.54

Being able to do this is the “greatest test of who is naturally dialectical” (537c).

Indeed, Socrates says that whoever is able to achieve this unified vision, is a dialecti-

cian.55 And we’ve already seen why - because developing an adequate account that is

account of the Forms is itself strong evidence that this stage in the education is no longer
propaideutic. To be able to study the Forms, one must already be turned around insofar
as the Forms are intelligible and so accessible to the understanding alone.

54. For comparison: philosophy graduate students today take, on average, seven years to
complete the requirements for their PhD. They are required to understand and develop a
defensible account of a very small topic during that time. How long would those students
take if they were asked to develop systematic and defensible accounts of the whole of
reality?  

55. g *N1 CI6 (A1"8!-+H$ &->./+!-+b$, g &N *L "X.  (537c)
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suitably systematic and synoptic is a central part of dialectic. In this ten year period the

students are asked to perform the first, and perhaps greatest, task of the dialectician.

Of course, it isn’t the entirety of dialectic. Dialectic also involves being able to

subject those accounts to testing and being able to emerge from that testing with an intact

account. Those who have been able to develop the unified view will be selected and then

they will be tested “by means of the power of dialectic (!_ !"O &->.,C/(3>- &A1^*/-

a>(>19["1!>)” (537d).56 We see little textual evidence to indicate what this testing would

look like, though the use of the work @.,CE71 at 534bc might indicate that it is akin to the

elenctic examinations that Socrates engaged in in the aporetic dialogues. They will be

tested to ensure that their accounts are internally consistent and consistent with other

commitments they may hold. The students themselves will also be tested at this stage, to

ensure that they have developed the right intellectual capacities necessary for continued

engagement in dialectic.

We have very good reason to believe, then, that the philosopher begins to engage

in dialectic far earlier than one might first think. Let me make one qualification to my in-

56. We shouldn’t think that because Socrates says that they should be tested “by the
power of dialectic” that it is only here where dialectic is being practiced. Instead he adds
‘!_ !"O &->.,C/(3>- &A1^*/-’ as a caveat, so we know the nature of the testing that these
individuals will undergo at this particular stage. He talks throughout the Republic of
testing the youths using any number of different methods. For example, at 413de he says
that they “must expose our young people to fears and pleasures, testing them
(a>(>19["1!>$) more thoroughly than gold is tested by fire.” When he says, then, that the
philosophers are tested by the power of dialectic, we should take this to simply be his
specifying the mode that they are being tested. We should not take it to indicate that it is
in this stage, and this stage alone, where the youths engage in dialectic at all.
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terpretation. This is a caveat that we don’t find in the text, but surely we find in the spirit

of the dialogue and throughout the corpus more generally. It is this: while the students

are expected to develop accounts in the ten year period prior to testing, we should not

think that the accounts they develop are perfect and will not be amended over the course

of examination with others. Nor do I think that in those ten years the students will be

holed away by themselves, avoiding any conversations or discussions. Dialectic, after

all, is a process that involves dialogue and conversation. Moreover, it is not something

that yields immediate results. Even in the ideal city, the philosopher comes to have

knowledge fifty years after his education began. Thus there will be conversations and

questions in the first stage of dialectic and there will be an ever continuing process of ac-

count-development and emendation, even in the second stage of dialectic.  

What distinguishes these two stages is their focus. In the first stage, the philoso-

phers focus on seeing connections and developing accounts. Their interactions with oth-

ers share the same goal and are cooperative in nature. Those engaging in dialectic at this

stage are successful if they are able to develop a unified account. If they are able to do

this, then they enter the second stage of dialectic and the focus shifts to testing that ac-

count. Here the testing and questions are much, much harder. Socrates likens it to being

in a battle, after all. The accounts that were developed are thoroughly examined to en-

sure that they’re thoroughly defensible. Only those with the intellectual prowess and the

resolve are able to endure this sort of testing with their account intact.
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Those who are able to survive emerge much closer to, but not yet at, knowledge.57

Instead Socrates says that they must first take a break in dialectic to participate in politi-

cal matters, “so that they won’t be inferior to others in experience” (539e).58 It’s only

those who can endure all of this education - the moral, the theoretical, and the practical -

who finally, at the age of 50, will be “led to the goal and compelled to lift up the radiant

light of their souls to what itself provides light for everything” (540a).

6 Conclusion: The Moral and Intellectual Life of the Philosopher

In this discussion of the development of the philosopher’s moral and intellectual lives,

one thing that becomes quite clear is how all-encompassing it is to be a philosopher. You

cannot be a philosopher simply by taking a class, by being interested in a certain set of

questions, or by being employed in a philosophy department. Instead being a philosopher

encompasses a whole set of traits, values, and endeavors. Being a philosopher is no easy

task and very few even have the nature that makes it possible for them to even hope for

success. Moreover, as we’ve seen, those tasks and qualities that suit the philosopher to

57. Thus we need not think that the testing in the second stage is conclusive. The
philosopher isn’t done yet.

58. This looks back to the initial discussion of the philosopher at the beginning of book
six. There, Socrates argues that the philosopher would make a far better ruler than any
other sort of person. He asks: “should we make these blind people our guardians or
rather those who know each thing that is and who are not inferior to the others, either in
experience or in any other part of virtue?” (484d) See also 519bc. Socrates has focused
almost exclusively on the theoretical knowledge that the philosopher must acquire. But
in the Republic he is not just a philosopher; he is also a ruler. To that end, he must be
educated not only in the intellectual studies that have been the focus of book seven (and
this section of the chapter) but also in the practical matters that concern politike.
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his task must be developed and shaped before he can attempt, much less succeed, at the

intellectual pursuits that can result in knowledge.

It’s reasonable at this stage to ask why. Why has Plato’s view of the philosopher

changed so dramatically from the aporetic dialogues to the Republic? Why have the

standards required for even being considered a philosopher become so high?

By way of conclusion, let me suggest an answer. Plato’s view of what is required

in order to become a philosopher has shifted because his view of success has changed. In

the aporetic dialogues, it was enough that the philosopher inquire after knowledge (being

motivated for the right reasons, with the right traits, and using the right method). He

need not be successful in his inquiries in order to be considered a good philosopher. This

is no longer the case in the Republic. Here, the philosopher must actually make progress

toward knowledge. He must be able to offer a systematic, defensible account. If he fails

to do this, he will be relegated to the ranks of the auxiliaries and will never come to have

knowledge, or, indeed, be a true philosopher.  

This expectation that one be able to offer systematic accounts holds not only for

the citizens of Kallipolis, but for the philosopher more generally. To see this, we need

only look to the beginning of book two of the Republic. There, Socrates has just finished

discussing the nature of justice with Polemarchus and Thrasymachus. In typical fashion,

he has shown that both of their accounts of justice are inconsistent and they are left in a

state of aporia.59 But Glaucon is not satisfied with this conclusion. He asks Socrates,

59. Even though he has seemingly shown Thrasymachus that it is better to be just than
unjust, he concludes book one saying: “the result of the discussion, as far as I’m
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“do you want to seem to have persuaded us that it is better in every way to be just than

unjust, or do you want truly to convince us of this?” (357a) With this, he restates the

challenge to Socrates. And Socrates takes it up. From this challenge to the end of the di-

alogue, Socrates offers an extensive, systematic, sustained account with the aim of show-

ing it is better to be just than unjust. But his account does more than this. It makes

claims about human psychology, about education, about the rise and fall of constitutions,

about the nature of the world and the nature of knowledge. Socrates himself, then, far

from the mere seeker of the aporetic dialogues, has a view of the world and he offers it.

Moreover, when faced with questions and criticisms from his interlocutors, he answers

them.60

Again, though, we can ask why. Why has Plato’s view of success changed? Why

does he now require that the philosopher not simply inquire but make progress in his in-

quiries? Here is a speculative answer: because his model for knowledge has changed. In

the last chapter I argued that Plato’s model for knowledge was craft knowledge. Having

that as a model shaped his views about how one should act in pursuit of that knowledge.

But as we’ve seen in the discussion in this chapter, Plato has shifted from thinking of

moral knowledge as a sort of craft to instead thinking of it as more akin to mathematics.

concerned, is that I know nothing, for when I don’t know what justice is, I’ll hardly know
whether it is a kind of virtue or not, or whether a person who has it is happy or unhappy”
(354bc).

60. I do not mean to say that Socrates has the systematic understanding that the
philosophers in Kallipolis do. After all, we see him deny that he has knowledge of the
Good and he acknowledges that his accounts of the virtues of the soul was incomplete
and so inadequate for knowledge.

124



And mathematicians have a method of inquiry - the method of hypothesis - that allows

for the development of systematic accounts. By using this method, the philosopher is

able to posit and test any number of theorems and so make progress in a way that wasn’t

available when Plato modeled moral knowledge after craft knowledge.  

By changing his views about what is required for knowledge, Plato also changes

his account of what the philosopher must be able to do. Now that the philosopher is ex-

pected to develop systematic and defensible accounts, it isn’t surprising that Plato’s

views about what sort of people are capable of doing this has changed. And, interesting-

ly, Plato requires not only that one have the right intellectual abilities, trained and fos-

tered in the right way, but also that one have the right character traits that are suitably

stable and harmonized.  

But while Plato has become far more selective in who can rightfully be considered

a philosopher, he has also become in some ways more optimistic. Because in the Repub-

lic we do not just get a portrait of a philosopher searching for knowledge. We see a por-

trait of a philosopher who has acquired that knowledge. In the next chapter, we turn to

look at this philosopher as knower, looking at both at the nature of the knowledge he has

and, importantly, how that knowledge shapes his character and activities.
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CHAPTER 3: LOVERS OF TRUTH: THE PHILOSOPHER AS KNOWER IN THE

REPUBLIC

1 Introduction

The philosopher in the Republic does not only seek knowledge. He attains it. In this

chapter I look at the philosopher who has come to have knowledge, and ask two central

questions about him: what is the knowledge that he has and how does that knowledge af-

fect his character?  

I look first at the philosopher’s knowledge. Plato’s characterization of the knowl-

edge is complex and incorporates both language of vision and language of discourse. I

argue that we can best accommodate both characterizations if we take the knowledge to

be a systematic explanatory understanding. But this systematic understanding is not the

only kind of knowledge that the philosopher has. When we turn to think about what the

philosopher has knowledge of, it becomes clear that he does not only have knowledge of

the Forms and other intelligible objects but he also has knowledge that various sensibles

participate in the Forms. He not only has knowledge of Courage but he knows that some

particular action is courageous. In this way, the knowledge of the Forms imparts a dis-

tinctive sort of propositional knowledge about things that participate in the Forms. This

resolves the question about how we are to accommodate the knowledge argument in book

five with Socrates’ other claims about the meritorious effects that knowledge has on the

one who has it.
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Next I turn to look at the effect of knowledge on the philosopher’s character. The

knowledge that the philosopher comes to have is highly normative, after all, and it has a

profound effect on his nature. It enables him to explain and justify the moral education

that he was raised on as a child. But it also imparts a distinctive set of virtues, philosoph-

ical virtues, which affect both his motivations for action and the structure of his soul.

2 The Nature of Knowledge

In his discussion of knowledge in books six and seven, Socrates is not consistent with his

language. He alternates between two different characterizations of knowledge that look,

at least at first glance, to be in tension with one another. On the one hand, he describes

knowledge as a sort of vision or grasping of the objects one knows. This suggests an ac-

quaintance style of knowledge whereby one has knowledge as a result of some contact

with the object of knowledge. On the other hand he clearly thinks of knowledge as hav-

ing a discursive nature. Knowledge involves the ability to give and defend accounts. An

acquaintance style of knowledge tends to emphasize the first-hand nature of knowledge.

Knowledge comes from some sort of vision and grasping and so is in an important way

incommunicable. On the other hand, discursive knowledge requires that one be able to

explain and describe the thing he purports to know. Failure to communicate indicates a

failure to know.  At first glance, these two types of knowledge appear incommensurable.

How are we to understand an account of knowledge that incorporates language of

vision and language of discourse? Getting clear on an answer to this question can help us
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understand the nature of knowledge more generally. To do this, let’s begin by looking at

the evidence for both types of knowledge.

2.1 Knowledge as Vision

In the allegory of the cave, Socrates describes the ascent of the philosopher, moving from

ignorance to knowledge. As he progresses out of the cave, he sees a succession of ob-

jects, from the objects that were casting the shadows on the wall to the fire that caused

the shadows. Socrates continues that when he gets outside the cave the philosopher

would first be unable to see anything. Eventually, though, “he’d see shadows most easi-

ly, then images of men and other things in water, then the things themselves. Of these,

he’d be able to study the things in the sky and the sky itself more easily at night, looking

at the light of the stars and the moon...finally, I suppose, he’d be able to see the sun...and

be able to study it” (516ab). The language of vision is prominent throughout this ac-

count. The philosopher’s epistemic progress is marked by being able to see more and

more intelligible objects until he is finally able to see the object - the sun - that is the

cause of all other intelligible objects.

While the cave presents an allegorical ascent to knowledge - we don’t think that

we are actually in a cave, after all - we shouldn’t dismiss the language of vision as being

an element of the allegory. This language is pervasive throughout the Republic and else-

where. Directly after the allegory, Socrates reiterates that the goal of education is to turn

around the mind’s eye. He says, “the instrument with which one learns is like an eye that

cannot be turned around from darkness to light without turning the whole body. This in-
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strument cannot be turned around from that which is coming into being without turning

the whole soul until, beholding that which is and is the brightest thing that is, namely, the

one we call good, one is able to study it.”1 Reason here is likened to an eye and is some-

thing that must be directed at the appropriate thing so that, observing it (3/7*,1'), one can

study it. Moreover, this passage attempts to de-allegorize the cave, and while it does

away with much of the imagery, it maintains the emphasis on the visual component of

knowing.

Later he says that dialectic “is intelligible, but is imitated by the power of sight...

We said that sight tries at last to look at the animals themselves, the stars themselves,

and, in the end, the sun itself. In the same way, whenever someone tries through argu-

ment and apart from all sense perceptions to find the being itself of each thing and

doesn’t give up until he grasps the good itself with understanding itself (8641 e1 ><!H l

D(!-1 JC>3H1 ><!_ 1"P(/- .^ai), he reaches the end of the intelligible, just as the other

reached the end of the visible” (532ab). While in this passage he says that dialectic is like

sight, nevertheless he reiterates the language of contact. In this case, the dialectician

grasps the Form of the Good.

1. 518cd. This translation deviates a bit from the Grube-Reeve translation. That
translation translates the last sentence as follows: “This instrument cannot be turned
around from what which is coming into being without turning the whole soul until it is
able to study that which is and the brightest thing that is, namely, the one we call the
good.” The bit of Greek relevant here is: &A1>!L C,1'!>- J1>(E,(3>- 3/7"*,1'. The Grube-
Reeve translation fails to incorporate the verb ‘3/7"*,1'’ into their translation.
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We see language of sight and grasping earlier in the Republic, too. In book six

Socrates says that the philosopher “looks at and studies (c6\1!>$ +>4 3/7*,1"A) things that

are organized and always the same” (500bc). Those who lack knowledge are not able to

see in this way. At 484cd Socrates says that those who lack knowledge “cannot - in the

manner of painters - look to what is most true, make constant reference to it, and study it

as exactly as possible.” One who has knowledge will have access to the objects of

knowledge so that he can make reference to them as an artist does his model. And, of

course, artists do not create their masterpieces from accounts of their subjects.2

It’s clear that Plato thinks that knowledge involves a sort of seeing or grasping.

But what does this even mean? If knowledge crucially involves having some sort of con-

tact with the objects of knowledge, what would this knowledge even be like?

We can take this language in a robust sense and argue that the sort of knowledge

that Plato has in mind is a sort of knowledge by acquaintance. Scholars who adopt this

view3 argue that knowledge constitutes a sort of intuition or mental seeing of the Forms.

The knowledge one has is not demonstrable knowledge but is rather a direct vision and it

is that vision that confers certainty on the knower. The process of education in this pic-

2. This language of sight and grasping is not restricted to the Republic. The description
of the ascent to knowledge in both the Symposium and the Phaedrus also put great
emphasis on the language of seeing and grasping.

3. This is no longer a widely held position. Cross and Woozley 1964 and Cornford
1965 have both argued for an acquaintance view of knowledge. More recently,
Grabowski 2008 has offered an argument in favor of an acquaintance style knowledge.
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ture is a sort of mental training for the eventual sight of the objects of knowledge and,

eventually, the Form of the Good itself.  

Numerous scholars have argued against this view of knowledge, arguing that it

does not do enough to account for the discursive language found alongside the talk of

grasping and seeing the Forms.4 But the language of vision points to an important feature

of knowledge. Namely, it highlights the idea that knowledge is first-personal. Knowl-

edge is not something that can be given to you by another but is instead something that

you must accomplish and experience on your own. Someone cannot give you a vision,

even though they can lead you to it. Similarly for Plato, one cannot give another knowl-

edge, though he can be led to that knowledge. In this way, knowledge is necessarily

first-personal.

2.2 Knowledge as Logos

But this can’t be all that is said of knowledge. The sort of knowledge that Plato has in

mind cannot be acquaintance alone. There is a discursive element to knowledge as well.

Indeed, the language of discourse is just as prominent as the language of vision. Much of

this evidence was offered in the discussion of dialectic in the previous chapter and I

won’t repeat the discussion of offering and defending accounts here.5 It’s enough, per-

haps, to look once again at Socrates’ discussion of knowledge at 534bc. He says: “unless

4. Among them Robinson 1941, Burnyeat 2000, and Gentzler 2005

5. Look, in particular, at §5 of the previous chapter.
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someone can distinguish in an account the Form of the Good from everything else, can

survive all refutation as if in a battle, striving to judge things not in accordance with opin-

ion but in accordance with being, and can come through all this with his account still in-

tact, you’ll say he doesn’t know the good itself or any other good.” Knowledge necessar-

ily involves defensible accounts. You cannot have knowledge if you lack the ability to

offer and defend an account.  

Unsurprisingly, numerous scholars have focused on this discursive element when

offering their account of the nature of knowledge. Gail Fine has offered one of the

strongest defenses of this conception of knowledge.  She writes:

One knows more to the extent that one can explain more; knowledge re-

quires, not a vision, and not some special sort of certainty or infallibility,

but sufficiently rich, mutually supporting, explanatory accounts. Knowl-

edge, for Plato, does not proceed piecemeal; to know, one must master a

whole field, by interrelating and explaining its diverse elements.6

Fine disregards the language of vision and focuses exclusively on the discursive elements

of knowledge - on being able to offer explanations and accounts. Any language of vision

or grasping is metaphorical.

But to entirely dismiss the language of vision as allegorical is as problematic as to

overlook the discursive elements of knowledge. Fine, in dismissing acquaintance and the

language of vision as she does, argues that “Plato repeatedly stresses that the route to L4

6. Fine 1990, 114.  See also the treatment in Gosling 1973, chapter eight.
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[episteme] is dialectic” (112). And she’s right. He does stress that. But he also stresses

that vision plays a role in dialectic and in the process of coming to have knowledge. In

addition to the above quoted passage at 532ab where he likens dialectic to sight, at 537c

he says that one who can achieve a unified vision ((A1"8!-+H$) is a dialectician. Simply

saying that the route to knowledge is via dialectic is not enough to dismiss the language

of vision, since Socrates’ discussion dialectic itself incorporates that language.  

2.3 Knowledge as Understanding 

We have, then, two different characterizations of knowledge, both of which are supported

by extensive textual evidence. Any adequate account of the nature of knowledge must be

able to incorporate both characterizations. And to do this, we should look beyond the no-

tion of propositional knowledge. Plato’s focus in his discussions of knowledge isn’t on

knowing that some thing is the case but is instead focused on knowing objects: justice,

beauty, courage, goodness, and the rest of the intelligible objects. The knowledge that

the philosopher has, because it is knowledge of something rather than knowledge that

something, will be dramatically different than the propositional knowledge that is the typ-

ical focus of contemporary epistemologists.7 But if the knowledge Plato is interested in

7. A similar point can be made about certainty. Contemporary epistemologists who
focus on propositional knowledge spend a great amount of effort to give an account of
knowledge that accommodates skeptical worries. They focus on when and how we can
be sure that a particular belief is true. Plato doesn’t seem worried about skeptical issues
and his account of knowledge does not at all focus on how to to know that that’s account
is actually true. Plato’s focus is on being able to explain and to understand the object of
knowledge.  The discussion of this in Annas 1981 is quite correct.
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isn’t propositional knowledge, then what sort of knowledge is it? It is something far

more akin to our contemporary conception of understanding.8

2.3.1 The Nature of Understanding

The sort of understanding that I am interested in here is explanatory understanding.9 This

is in contrast to semantic understanding, where one is said to understand when she grasps

the sense or meaning of a word. With explanatory understanding, the emphasis is on un-

derstanding the reasons and explanations that surround the object of understanding. We

typically say that we have understanding of something.10 Thus I can reasonably say that I

8. Fine 1990 considers and rejects the idea that the sort of knowledge that Plato is
interested in is something akin to understanding. She argues that while some
epistemologists “focus on conditions for knowing that a particular proposition is true, or
believe that knowledge requires certainty, or that justification does not consist in or
require an explanation...that is hardly characteristic of all contemporary
epistemology...many contemporary epistemologists defend holistic conceptions of
knowledge” (115). I find this sort of argument unconvincing. Outside of skeptics, I
know of no contemporary epistemologists who would deny that you and I have
knowledge of all sorts of things. Even those with high standards for justification will
allow that you know I know our names, know the city in which we live, know the name
of the current President of the United States, and so forth. For Plato, knowledge is had by
only very few people and only after a long and rigorous course of study. Why is this?
Presumably because he has a very different conception of knowledge than any current
epistemologist who is also offering accounts of the nature of knowledge. I do not deny
that some contemporary epistemologists are interested in cognitive states similar to the
sort that Plato is interested in (I cite several in footnote 9 below). But these
epistemologists do not call such states ‘knowledge’.

9. There has been a small resurgence in interest in the nature of understanding. See
Riggs 2003, Kvanvig 2003, and Zagzebski 2001 for discussions of the role of
understanding in epistemology and, in particular, on the nature of understanding.

10. Moravcsik 1979 offers a nice discussion of some important differences between
knowledge and understanding. In it he draws a distinction between the sorts of objects of
understanding versus the objects of knowledge. He writes, “We understand systems,
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understand quantum mechanics, or the causes of the civil war, or Plato’s epistemology. It

makes little sense, on the other hand, to say that I understand (in the explanatory sense)

that the cat is on the mat or the color pink. Making a claim of understanding is different

than making a claim of knowledge. I can claim to know something - that an electron is

negatively charged - while not at all understanding why it is so.

What is the difference, then, between knowing that an electron is negatively

charged and understanding why it is so? First, understanding involves a whole set of true

beliefs.11 If I understand particle physics then I have a large set of beliefs about it. But

these beliefs are not simply jumbled together with no coherent structure. Rather, under-

standing requires that the set of beliefs be organized and structured in the right way. One

must be able to see how different beliefs fit together, how some beliefs help explain or

justify other beliefs, and so how the various beliefs one has about the particular subject

come together to form a coherent and unified whole. I could have a collection of true be-

liefs about something, but if those beliefs are not connected together and I cannot see the

languages, mathematics, proofs; it makes no sense to say that we understand places, trees,
colours, while these items can function as objects for the direct construction of ‘know’”
(55). He goes on to argue that one has understanding of systems. This is plausible if we
think of systems very broadly as systematically structured sets of beliefs.  

11. It’s clear that the beliefs have to be truth apt. But there are, of course, skeptical
worries about whether we can ever be certain that a particular belief is true. In true
Platonic fashion, I want to shelve any skeptical worries. The goal for this section is not
to answer against skeptical challenges but instead to offer a brief characterization of
understanding. It is not enough to have a set of systematically structured false beliefs
about the object I purport to understand. For example, we would say that astronomers
who adopted Ptolemaic accounts of the cosmos thought they understood the workings of
the universe but, in fact, didn’t since many of their beliefs and explanations were false.
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explanatory relations that hold between the different beliefs, then I cannot be said to un-

derstand the thing that I have true beliefs about.12

One who has understanding, then, will not only have a set of beliefs but will have

a grasp of them in such a way that she recognizes, can see, how the different beliefs fit to

form a coherent whole. Notice here the language of seeing and grasping. It’s not enough

that one has a particular set of beliefs. When one understands something, she has a men-

tal grasp of the connections between the beliefs she has and, ultimately, she has a sort of

mental vision of the subject as a whole.

Further, when one has this grasp of the matter at hand - when she is able to see

how her various beliefs fit and work together - she is able to offer explanations about the

objects of her understanding. This ability comes in virtue of being able to see the various

beliefs as working together as part of a coherent whole. One is able to explain why the

military strategy of the Seven Years War affected the taxation strategy of England after

the war and how these two things, in combination, impacted the Colonists’ views regard-

ing England because she sees how these bits of information are related to one another.

She sees the explanatory relations that hold between beliefs and is thereby able to articu-

late them in the form of explanations. Having the ability to explain is a necessary condi-

12. Consider studying for a trivia game on American history. In the process of studying
for the game, one could come to have all sorts of true beliefs about the American
Revolution. Indeed, this person may be said to know those facts. But this person, say,
has memorized these as bits of trivia and doesn’t see the connections between the beliefs.
Her set does not hold together in any sort of ordered or structured way. Because she
lacks awareness of how the beliefs are related to one another, she lacks understanding of
the topic.
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tion for understanding because the ability to explain reveals that one has a grasp of the

matter at hand.  One could not explain if she did not have the requisite mental grasping.13

Finally, one must not only be able to offer these explanations, she must be able to

defend them against questions or criticisms. Offering explanations is not sufficient, of

course. They must be the correct explanations. Moreover, one must not simply have

guessed at the correct explanation or have simply repeated the explanation offered from

someone who does have understanding of the matter at hand. In being able to defend the

explanations against questions and criticisms, the agent is demonstrating that, in some

important sense, the explanations are hers. She has truly grasped them and understands

why the explanations themselves are correct.

This is a sufficient digression into the nature of understanding to suit our purpos-

es. The key idea is that understanding requires at least three things: (1) that one have a

set of (true) beliefs concerning the object of understanding, (2) that one grasp the right

explanatory connections between the various beliefs such that the set of beliefs comes to-

gether to form a coherent whole, and (3) that one be able to offer the right explanations of

the object of her understanding, explanations that stem from her grasp of the explanatory

relationships that exist within that set of beliefs.

13. There are, perhaps, some caveats to this claim. For example, while one must be able
to explain, she must be able to explain to the appropriate audience. We wouldn’t think
that a physicist didn’t understand physics simply because she was unable to explain how
the various charges of particles interact with one another to preschoolers. Further, there
are various states of being incapacitated that may inhibit one’s ability to explain but we
would not want to say that that person thereby failed to have understanding.
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Note that in this account understanding is importantly first-personal. Someone

cannot give understanding to another person. One can relate information that can help

someone else come to understand, but it is up to the other person to be able to grasp the

connections so that she, too, can offer the right sort of explanations. In addition, it’s clear

that understanding something is a far more difficult task than knowing something. The

process by which one recognizes connections and develops and defends explanations is

almost universally more difficult than the process of justification whereby someone

knows some proposition.14

2.3.2 Knowledge as Understanding, again

If we think of knowledge as a sort of understanding, it can help us reconcile the two dif-

ferent characterizations of knowledge in the Republic. Understanding, after all, requires

both the ability to see the connections between a set of beliefs and the ability to offer ex-

planations based on this grasping. The language of vision and contact is pervasive

throughout discussions of understanding. One grasps the connections between beliefs.

He sees how one belief is related to another. Alongside this language of division is an

equally important discursive element. One offers accounts and defends explanations.

But these two features, far from being inconsistent with one another play complementary

roles in the development of understanding. In attempting to give and defend one’s ac-

14. Moravcsik talks of democratic and aristocratic concepts. Knowledge is democratic --
all sorts of people can have all sorts of knowledge with very little work involve.
Understanding, on the other hand, is aristocratic. Far fewer people actually have
understanding.
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counts, in being pushed by questions and criticisms, one comes to recognize connections

between beliefs. In seeing those connections, he is now able to offer a better account that

takes into consideration this new awareness. But this account, too, is questioned, and in

being questioned the student again comes to see how yet more beliefs and commitments

are related to this account. And, just as before, in seeing these new connections the stu-

dent is able to offer a better account, that is even more systematic and has more explana-

tory power than her previous account.  

Compare this with the process by which the philosopher comes to have knowl-

edge in the Republic. He is tasked with seeing connections between the various subjects

he was taught and seeing how they come together to form a cohesive whole.15 He aims to

uncover the reasons or explanations that underlie the beliefs that he holds16 and he begins

to structure his explanations in a systematic and synoptic manner that emphasizes their

relationships with one another.17 Ultimate success comes when he is able to grasp the

Form of the Good and so, as a result, account for all of his previous explanations and

assumptions.

15. 537bc

16. At 531c, for example, Socrates says that many do harmonics wrong because they
“don’t investigate...which numbers are consonant and which aren’t and what the
explanation is of each (&-I !9 n+^!/6"-). Recall, too, that at 402a Socrates emphasizes that
while the youth do not yet have the reasons for their beliefs, they will welcome them
when they come.  

17. This is an important part of what is going on, I take it, with hypotheses in book six.
While we don’t see any indication that there is an explanatory or justificatory connection
between lower and higher hypotheses in the Republic, this is Socrates’ explanation for
positing higher hypotheses in the Phaedo.
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Thinking of knowledge as a sort of understanding also helps us make sense of

Socrates’ description of the philosopher’s ascent out of the cave. The philosopher, recall,

is depicted as seeing all sorts of objects before finally seeing the sun. But he does not

truly know any of those objects until he sees the sun, because the sun, as Form of the

Good, is the unhypothetical first principle that somehow secures or justifies all of his ac-

count.18 In what sense, then, does the philosopher see these objects if he does not yet

have knowledge of them? We can understand the sense in which the philosopher sees the

various objects if we think that the vision that Socrates is talking about here isn’t really

vision of the objects themselves but instead is grasping an ever broadening set of beliefs

that pertain to those objects.  

To see how this is so, let’s briefly reconstruct a way that the philosopher might

come to reason about justice. He might begin by looking around and seeing particular

examples of justice. Eventually, he comes to reflect on the features that underlie all of

the different particular instantiations of justice and, in the process, he might become

aware that the scope of justice is far more expansive than he initially thought.19 It doesn’t

just pertain to our actions towards others, but our very character and thoughts. At this

stage he has a lot of beliefs and he is starting to see how different beliefs are related to

18. This is the mathematicians’ problem. They are “unable to command a waking view”
but nonetheless “do dream about what is” (533b). They’re limited in this way because
they never make the ascent to the first principle.

19. The ascent to beauty passage in the Symposium seems to indicate this. The
philosopher might begin by appreciating the beauty of a particular youth but soon comes
to realize that the scope of beauty extends beyond he physical appearance of the youth to
their soul, to the beauty of the soul, to institutions, to learning, and so forth.
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one another in interesting ways. As he continues his investigation he might realize that

the central feature of all of the different instantiations of justice is an internal harmony or

structure of the soul.20 This acts as an explanation for why various actions are just and

others are unjust. But this answer also requires explanation, and so he starts trying to fig-

ure out why it is structure or harmony that confers justice to souls and cities. This will

lead him to reflect on other subjects where structure and harmony play an important role -

mathematics and beauty, say. As he continues to inquire he sees more and more connec-

tions between his beliefs and his beliefs become more integrated into a unified whole.

Eventually, the philosopher will begin to reflect on the nature of goodness, because it is

goodness that ultimately justifies and explains all of the subordinate beliefs and

explanations.21

Throughout this process, the philosopher develops an ever expanding set of expla-

nations. Moreover, as he proceeds in his inquiries he shifts his focus from finding justice

in particular traditional instantiations, to finding justice in less conventional instantia-

tions, to relating justice to the structure or harmony of the just object (soul, city), to think-

ing about the role of structure and harmony in objects more broadly, and so forth. In

20. Socrates’ characterization of justice in book four.

21. Trying to map this on to the language of the cave isn’t easy. We might think that in
trying to see the features that underlie particular instantiations of justice might constitute
turning around. The philosopher’s broadening his account of justice and placing it as a
feature of the soul could represent his journey through the cave. Once he begins
reflecting on the relationships between the structure of justice and how it pertains to the
structure of mathematics and beauty and other similarly structured intelligible objects we
might think of him as investigating the trees and grass and lakes outside the cave. And,
of course, it isn’t until he comes to grasp the nature of goodness that he sees the sun.
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each instance we might think of the philosopher as seeing different things insofar as his

focus has shifted. He is grasping the explanations and connections between sets of be-

liefs about different (though surely related) things. But, insofar as he does not yet have

the ultimate explanation for why any of this is the case, he cannot yet be said to

understand.

We should take quite seriously Plato’s talk of vision and grasping, then. But we

need not think of it as anything spooky. The philosopher comes to grasp the explanations

and connections between the various sets of beliefs and begins to see the set of beliefs as

a coherent whole. Moreover, as he comes to see these various connections, he is able to

develop better and more defensible accounts about the objects of his investigations.  

I worry, though, that this does not adequately explain Socrates’ language through-

out the Republic. After all, he doesn’t talk of seeing explanations or beliefs. He talks

about seeing the Forms themselves.22 He says that the philosopher eventually “grasps the

Good itself”, not that he grasps the explanations or beliefs that pertain to the Good. The

philosopher is able to achieve a ‘unified vision’ and looks at and studies the Forms. This

is very robust language and we have to be careful that we don’t water down what it

means to see or grasp something to accommodate our more modern sensibilities. Can the

22. This is one of my primary worries about those who try to explain away the vision of
sight by saying that it’s similar to when we say that we see something to indicate that we
understand it in a weak sense. Fine 1990, for example, says that “even if Plato’s visual
metaphors suggest some sort of acquaintance, they do not require it. The metaphors can
easily be interpreted here in terms of understanding; when I say that I finally see the point
of what you have said, I do not mean that I have had some special vision that confers
knowledge, but that I now understand what you have said” (113 n30).
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account of understanding that I’ve offered above accommodate a robust interpretation of

the language of vision? 

Let me offer one possible explanation for how we might understand talk of the

philosopher seeing the objects themselves. And do to this, let me first start with mathe-

matics. There are mathematical objects - waves, triangles, cubes, ratios - that are objects

of understanding in much the same way as the Forms. As one begins to study a mathe-

matical object and truly begins to understand its nature, she starts to see the mathematical

object in her understanding alone. Someone studying triangles, for example, may start

seeing the triangle she is interested in in her mind. And she may be able to mentally ma-

nipulate that triangle, seeing how the shape of the triangle shifts as she changes an angle

or seeing what different triangles might emerge if she bisects the original triangle. What

enables her to envision the triangle in this way is, at least in part, her understanding of the

nature of triangularity and her awareness of how different features of the triangle fit to-

gether to form a coherent whole. In other words, as she begins to grasp the connections

between different beliefs she has about triangles, as she begins to see them coming to-

gether as a coherent whole, she is better able to envision this triangle through the under-

standing alone. She begins to see and reflect on triangularity itself and is able to study it

through the use of reason alone.

Perhaps a similar thing happens with the Forms. As the philosopher begins to re-

flect on the nature of the Form and begins to see the connections between the various be-

liefs, he will, eventually, see them coming together to form a whole, a unit. And in a

similar way as our mathematician began to envision and reflect on the triangle, our
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philosopher begins to envision and reflect on the Form. He will start to see, in some rich

sense, the very nature and essence of the Form. It’s hard to imagine what this would be

like. After all, we’re quite enmeshed in this sensible world and have neither the training

nor, likely, the characters necessary for such a task. We’re more like Glaucon who, when

he asks Socrates to describe the nature of dialectic, is denied because to give a full ac-

counting of dialectic would require seeing the truth itself instead of just some image of it

(533a). But we can see an example in mathematics of people who are able to develop

mental representations of intelligible objects in their minds and study them through rea-

son alone.  Perhaps a similar phenomenon can occur with the Forms.

If so, then the philosopher grasps or sees the Forms in a very rich, robust way.23

He actually has some real sort of contact with these intelligible objects. But it isn’t some

mystical vision of the sort suggested by other scholars.24 Instead the philosopher comes

to ‘see’ the object of his understanding in virtue of recognizing how all of the beliefs he

has comes together to form a coherent, consistent whole. In coming to understand the na-

ture of the object, he comes to have a sort of vision or grasping of it.

So what can we say about the nature of knowledge in the Republic? Knowledge

is, at its most basic, a capacity or power to understand. The philosopher who has come to

“lift up the radiant light of his soul” to the Good and thereby to come to know it will have

a deep understanding of the nature of goodness and, given the systematic and synoptic

23. Contra Fine 1990 and Gosling 1973

24. Such as those listed in note 3, above.
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nature of the intelligible realm, of the whole of the intelligible ream. In having this un-

derstanding, the philosopher will have an extensive set of true beliefs regarding the nature

of the intelligible objects. He will not only have those beliefs but will also see the ex-

planatory relations that hold between them.25 And this will give him the ability to both

offer accounts of the nature of the intelligible objects and also defend those accounts

against questions and criticisms. As he comes to better understand the nature of these in-

telligible objects, he will come to see them as whole, complete objects. He will be able to

see, to grasp, the very objects themselves and, in so doing, he will be able to study them

and, as we will see, shape both his character and the souls of those around him.

3 What the Philosopher Knows

This view of the nature of the philosopher’s knowledge can also help us in thinking about

what the philosopher knows. It’s indisputable that the philosopher who has come to see

the Form of the Good will have knowledge both of the Good and the rest of the intelligi-

ble ream. But what of everything else? Does he have knowledge of things in the sensible

world? Can he be said to know that a particular painting is beautiful or that a particular

action is just?

25. One might worry about my use of the ‘beliefs’ throughout this discussion given
Socrates’ claim in the knowledge argument of book five that knowledge is set over the
Forms and belief is set over sensible particulars. This has often been understood to mean
that one cannot have beliefs about the Forms. Thus one might look at my constant
references to true beliefs throughout this passage as being in conflict with the Republic
five passage. I don’t think we need to worry about this concern. In the Republic five
passage, Socrates is distinguishing between the capacity of knowledge and the capacity of
belief.  Particular beliefs can be the objects of belief or knowledge.  
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This is a point of continuous scholarly contention, and the debate focuses on the

knowledge argument of book five.26 There, Socrates argues that knowledge and belief

are different capacities (dunameis) and so are set over different things. Knowledge is set

over the Forms and belief is set over the sensible particulars. Under this very general

reading, it looks like one cannot have knowledge of things in the sensible realm.27 Let’s

call this the two-world interpretation. Book five is not the only place that offers evidence

for the two-world interpretation. At 529bc Socrates says: “if anyone attempts to learn

something about sensible things (!\1 >:(3'!\1), whether by gaping upward or squinting

downward, I’d claim - since there’s no knowledge (@8-(!P*'1) of such things - that he

never learns anything...”28 Knowledge, it seems, is restricted to the Forms while sensible

particulars are the objects of belief.

There are worries if this is the case. The most pressing concern surrounds the

philosopher in his role as ruler. In book five, recall, Socrates says that the philosopher is

best suited to rule Kallipolis because the philosopher alone will have knowledge.29 But

26. Forests have been felled by philosophers trying to understand the claims about
knowledge and belief in the Republic five passage. Cross and Woozley 1964, Fine 1990,
Vlastos 1965, Kahn 1981, Smith 2000,and Annas 1981 have all offered interpretations of
the passage.  I don’t mean to offer my own in what follows.

27. Nor can one be in a state of belief about the Forms. This implication has not been the
subject of as much scholarly attention, though. I won’t address it in this chapter, but it is
a pressing concern for anyone who wants to describe the philosopher’s progression to
knowledge as I have.

28. See also 517bc and 508d.

29. 474ff.  See also 484cd and 506ab.  
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Kallipolis is a city that is meant to exist in the sensible world and so is full of practical

concerns. The ruler will have to manage trade with other countries as well as issues of

war and agriculture and building roads and houses and the like. But if the philosopher

only has knowledge of the Forms and has mere beliefs about these sorts of matters, then

what is beneficial about the philosopher’s ruling? Why not have a general or a carpenter

rule Kallipolis instead? 

This is also problematic for Plato’s general claims about the benefits of being a

philosopher. The central task of the Republic is to show why one should be just.

Socrates argues that one should be just because it is the just man who is truly happy.

Who is the just man? It’s the philosopher - the person who has come to know what is of

true value, whose soul is guided by his wise reason, and who has, as Socrates says, tasted

the pleasures of philosophy. If the philosopher is the person who lives the most happy

life, then we should expect that the philosopher’s knowledge will be a cause of that hap-

piness. But if the claim above is correct and one cannot have knowledge of things in the

sensible world, then it’s not clear how having knowledge would help the philosopher live

his (happy) life, given that he finds himself living in the sensible world.

Of course, Socrates maintains that the philosopher’s knowledge does confer bene-

fits. We all seek the good, for example, but we won’t ever know what things are actually

good unless we come to have knowledge of goodness itself.30 The philosopher ruler is a

30. At 517c he says that when one sees the sun he must conclude “that it is the cause of
all that is correct and beautiful in anything, that it produces both light and its source in the
visible realm, and that in the intelligible realm it controls and provides truth and
understanding, so that anyone who is to act sensible in public and private must see it.” (My

147



better ruler than a general or carpenter precisely because he has the sort of knowledge

that will help him rule. But Socrates’ statements about the practical benefits of knowl-

edge point to a more complicated picture of the epistemic status of the sensible world

than the two world reading suggests. How? First, coming to have knowledge of the

Forms has an impact on the philosopher’s other cognitive states and abilities. At 402b,

during his discussion of the moral education, Socrates says that: “if there are images of

letters reflected in mirrors or water, we won’t know (C17(b*/3>) them until we know the

letters themselves, for both abilities are part of the same craft and discipline.” Just as I

cannot know that this is a picture of Joe if I don’t know what Joe looks like, I can’t know

that this is an instantiation of justice if I don’t know the nature of justice.31 Having

emphasis.)

31. This is, I recognize, a very strong reading of the passage. Directly after this
statement, Socrates says “neither we nor the guardians we are raising will be educated
(8>-&/A!,"1) in music and poetry until we know (C1769[7*/1) the different forms (/2&') of
moderation, courage, frankness, high-mindedness, and all their kindred, and their
opposites too, which are moving around everywhere, and see them in the things in which
they are both themselves and their images (@1b1!> @1 "o$ D1/(!-1 >:(3>1S*/3> +>4 ><!I +>4
/:+b1>$ ><!\1), and do not disregard them, whether they are written on small things or
large, but accept that the knowledge of both large and small letters is part of the same
craft and discipline” (402c). This, and the previous passage quoted above, are passages
that bear a second reading. While Socrates has not yet introduced the Forms and we
should probably not find them on the surface here, the language throughout this passage -
of seeing reflections in mirrors and water, of seeing these Forms in things which are
moving about everywhere - is quite similar to Plato’s discussion of sensibles in later
discussions of the Forms (see in particular 476a, 509e-510a). While we can offer a
reasonable interpretation of this passage in the context in which it is given - the moral
education gives the student the ability to recognize instantiations of courage, temperance,
and the like in a wide range of things - we can also see this passage as making a stronger
epistemological point. While the student may be able to recognize different instantiations
of a particular virtue as a result of his moral training, to truly know (C1769[/-1) that some
action is an instantiation of that virtue, one must have knowledge of the virtue itself. In
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knowledge of the Forms gives one the ability to pick out particular instantiations of those

Forms as he comes across them in the sensible world. It is this ability that Socrates

points to in his discussion of the philosopher returning to the cave. He says that while the

philosopher may initially be blinded when he returns to the cave “when you are used to it,

you’ll see vastly better than the people there. And because you’ve seen the truth about

fine, just, and good things, you’ll know ()%*'+',+) each image for what it is and also

that of which it is the image” (520c).

In these passages, we see Socrates describing a different cognitive activity from

the knowledge discussed in the previous section. The philosopher already has the deep

systematic understanding that is characteristic of knowledge of the Forms. He has al-

ready emerged from the cave and seen the sun. But as a result of having that understand-

ing, he will be able to recognize instantiations of those Forms in the sensible world. Thus

he will form judgments that a particular action is just or a painting is beautiful.32 And

these judgments will stem from his knowledge of the Forms and the Good. He has seen

this way, one is not truly educated until he comes to have knowledge of the Forms.  

32. 591b-592a gives us a peek at what such judgments might look like on a personal
level. Socrates is talking about the “person of understanding” and says that in affairs of
money “he’ll look to the constitution within him and guard against disturbing anything in
it, either by too much money or too little”. In matters of honor “he’ll willingly share in
and taste those that he believes will make him better, but he’ll avoid any public or private
honor that might overthrow the established condition of his soul.” Smith 2000 points out,
quite rightly, that the ability to make the right judgments doesn’t happen automatically.
Indeed initially the philosopher will be quite rubbish at it (thus the talk of being blinded
by the darkness). It is for this reason, Smith argues, that the philosophers are required to
go back down to the cave for 15 years of practical experience before they’re allowed to
rule.
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them and so he can recognize images of them in the sensible particulars in the world, just

as someone who has seen Bob would then be able to find the drawing of Bob and indicate

whether it is a good likeness.  

But should we consider this cognitive activity - judging sensible particulars in

light of knowledge of the Forms - to be a sort of knowledge? I think we should. First, a

textual point: the verb that Plato uses to describe the state is a derivative of ‘C-C1S(+7’

which is a verb of knowing and is used in other passages interchangeably with

‘@8-(!P*'’.33 If Plato considered this a sort of knowledge, surely we should too. We have

a philosophical reason for considering this a sort of knowledge as well, though. The

philosopher is able to know that a particular action is courageous because he understand

the nature of Courage. And, because the philosopher’s systematic understanding is not

simply a mental grasping but is also discursive in nature, we should expect that he will

not only be able to recognize sensible instantiations of the Forms but he will have defen-

sible reasons for why his judgments in these particular cases are true. In other words, the

philosopher will have defensible reasons for his particular judgments and those particular

judgments will be true.34  This is sufficient for knowledge.

33. Perhaps most notably the knowledge argument in book five. Look at, e.g., 477a9-b1
for a particularly egregious example: "<+"O1 @84 *N1 !` R1!- C1\(-$ p1, JC17(9> &= @] J1^C+'$
@84 *L R1!-, @84 &N !` */!>]# !"V!q */!>]V !- +>4 ['!'!,"1 JC1"9>$ !/ +>4 @8-(!P*'$, /2 !- !ACE^1/-
r1 !"-"O!"1;.  There, Socrates moves from ‘C1\(-$’ to ‘@8-(!P*'$’ within the same sentence.

34. This does not mean, of course, that everyone must be able to understand these
reasons.
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Let me reiterate that I do not mean to imply that the philosopher’s knowing that a

particular action is courageous is the same sort of knowledge as his knowing (or under-

standing) the nature of Courage itself.35 Understanding is prior to and responsible for the

philosopher’s ability to know whether a particular is an instantiation of the Form. But

both states are privileged epistemic states and the philosopher who has both sorts of

knowledge will be consistently correct and will have defensible accounts.36

Perhaps one might object and say that it can’t be knowledge because the knowl-

edge argument of book five clearly indicates that knowledge is set over Forms, belief is

set over sensibles, and ignorance is set over what is not. This characterization of the cog-

nitive landscape doesn’t leave room for some fourth cognitive state such as the one I’m

describing. I don’t find this sort of response very worrisome. Why, after all, should we

think that the list of cognitive states described in the book five passage is exhaustive?

Socrates’ goal in the book five passage was to distinguish the philosopher from the lover

of sights and sounds. To do this, he must distinguish between the cognitive state and ac-

tivities of the philosopher and the cognitive state and activities of the lovers of sights and

35. Just because we see him use the two words interchangeably in the book five passage
does not mean that we must thereby think that every other passage that uses either term
must be taken to be referring to the sort of knowledge discussed in the book five passage,
pace Fine 2003, n.31, pg. 13. Plato is notoriously inconsistent with his use of
terminology throughout his writings, after all.

36. This account of the philosopher’s knowledge is at least in the spirit of the account
offered by Smith 2000. Smith, though, maintains that just one sort of knowledge -
episteme - accounts both for the theoretical understanding and the ability to form accurate
judgments. I am maintaining that they’re two types of knowledge, given that the states
are quite different from one another.
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sounds. But this leaves open the possibility of other cognitive states that the philosopher

(or lover of sights and sounds, for that matter) might have that, because they weren’t rele-

vant to the argument at hand, were not discussed.37 Being able to make consistently true

judgments as a result of systematic understanding is one such state.

So where does this leave us? Well, we can attribute to the philosopher two dis-

tinct states of knowledge. The first state is the one discussed at length in the above sec-

tion. The philosopher has systematic understanding of intelligible objects. And it’s quite

fair to restrict the objects of this sort of knowledge to the Forms and the Form of the

Good, because they alone have the intelligibility and stability necessary for the sort of

sustained study and consistent accounts that are necessary for that type of knowledge.38

Moreover, this is the knowledge that is distinctive of the philosopher qua philosopher. It

is this systematic understanding of those things that can be understood that the philoso-

pher loves, desires, and seeks throughout his life. But there is another type of knowledge

- knowledge that some sensible particular is an instantiation of some Form - that the

philosopher has about all sorts of things in the sensible world. It is this knowledge that

allows the philosopher king to rule well and the philosopher to live well.

37. Ferejohn 2006 may suggest a larger diversity of cognitive states in his arguments
about the role of recollection in book seven.  See in particular his §5.

38. The knowledge argument in book five seems to indicate this. See also Timaeus 29bd
and 51-52.

152



4 The Virtues of Knowledge

It is this latter bit - how knowledge helps the philosopher live well - that I want to turn to

next. By the time he comes to have knowledge, recall, the philosopher’s character will

already have been substantially shaped and stabilized by the moral education of his

youth. That moral education imparted both a set of true beliefs about what is fine and

shameful and a certain harmoniousness to his soul. At this stage in his moral develop-

ment, the philosopher will have virtues of habit, which will serve him well as he seeks

knowledge.39 Acquiring the knowledge that he seeks is transformative. Knowledge of

the Good and the Forms affects both his set of beliefs and the structure and harmony of

his soul. The result is that the philosopher will come to have a new and unique set of

virtues, which I will call philosophical virtues.

We shouldn’t, perhaps, be surprised that the philosopher’s moral beliefs will be

affected by the knowledge that he comes to have. After all, the ultimate object of knowl-

edge is the Form of the Good. By coming to have knowledge of Goodness, the philoso-

pher will come to have a set of values that is informed by that knowledge. And, impor-

tantly, he will know not only what is good (valuable, fine, courageous, beautiful, etc) but

he will know why it is good In virtue of his knowledge, the philosopher will have the

reasons and explanations that underlie the value judgments that he makes.

39. See chapter 2, §3.1 for a discussion of the virtues of habit that result from the moral
education.
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This is an important point of contrast to the philosopher’s set of beliefs prior to

coming to have knowledge. After all, one might think that the philosopher’s value judg-

ments won’t change much at all from having virtues of habit to having philosophical

virtues because the moral education is prescribed by the philosopher rulers who are, of

course, individuals who already have knowledge of the good.40 Insofar as the philosopher

rulers will be overseeing the beliefs that are conveyed by stories and poems, we should

expect that the students will be raised with true moral beliefs. And if this is the case, then

both the student and philosopher will share the same true beliefs, although the philoso-

pher’s true beliefs will be supported in a way that the student’s are not.

It’s true that the philosopher and the student may share many of the same beliefs

about how one should act. They might both believe, for example, that it is courageous to

stand firm in battle. And they might both believe that to do this courageous action is fine

(and, perhaps, that one should perform that action because it is fine). But their ultimate

reasons for why they engage in the action are different and this points to an important dif-

ference in motivation. The student who only has the virtues of habit will perhaps point to

examples of heroes and men who also stood firm in battle as an explanation for why he,

too, thinks it’s good to stand firm. He might indicate that in standing firm in battle one is

following the command of one’s superior and that one should always obey one’s superior

40. Gill 2003 offers a persuasive accounting of what the philosopher carries over from
the early moral education.
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in these situations.41 But, ultimately, he will lack any explanatory reason for why this

particular action is fine, courageous, or just.  

The philosopher, on the other hand, has the resources to explain and justify his

action. He will have a much deeper, richer understanding of what he is doing and why he

is doing it.42 And he will act not because of some story or command but because he rec-

ognizes that it is best to engage in that activity and he wants to do what is best. In the Re-

public, we see one clear example of the philosopher’s thought process as he engages in

this sort of moral reasoning and evaluation. That example comes in book six with

Socrates’ discussion of the philosopher’s courage.  He asks Glaucon:

Will a thinker high minded enough to study all time and all being consider

human life to be something important?

--He couldn't possibly.

--Then will he consider death to be a terrible thing?

--He least of all  (486ab)

41. At 429cd Socrates describes the courage of those who have completed the moral
education. He says that courage in this group of people is the “preservation of the belief
that has been inculcated by the law through education about what things and sorts of
things are to be feared...preserving it and not abandoning it because of pains, pleasures,
desires, or fears.”

42. We might compare this with a student who is learning mathematics and an
experienced mathematician. The student will be taught certain rules of mathematics and,
in the appropriate circumstances, will apply that rule. The mathematician, on the other
hand, understands the discipline and understand why that rule is in place and the purpose
and function it serves. The mathematician will also apply that rule in the appropriate
circumstances, but his reasons for doing so will be quite different, quite richer, than the
student's reasons for doing so.
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Studying the Forms leads the philosopher to reevaluate the value of life. In coming to

have knowledge of the Good, he comes to recognize that life is far less valuable than one

might initially suppose. When he stands firm in battle, then, he does so because he

knows the true value of human life relative to the value of other things and he acts ac-

cordingly. Rather than being guided by some external rule or law set down by an outside

force, the philosopher is guided by his own wisdom, his own knowledge of what is good

and fine.

We see similar discussions of the philosopher’s evaluative stance in passages from

the Phaedo and Symposium.43 In both passages, the philosopher is has a different set of

evaluative beliefs and is motivated by different reasons than those around him. The

Phaedo draws a sharp distinction between the moderation and courage of the masses and

properly philosophical courage and moderation. For the majority, Socrates says, modera-

tion involves not being overwhelmed by some pleasures because they want to be able to

enjoy other pleasures.44 So too with courage. Those who are traditionally considered

courageous think that death is an evil but are willing to face it because they fear even

greater evils, like a poor reputation and disgrace.

43. We see a similar reevaluation in the digression of the !eaetetus. What the
philosopher comes to value and why he comes to value it will be the focus of the next
chapter.

44. For Plato’s discussion of the difference between traditional and philosophical virtues,
see Phaedo 66e-69d. 
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In contrast, the philosopher is guided by a love for wisdom and an awareness of

the true nature of the body and the rest of the sensible world. The philosopher is moder-

ate not because he wants to pursue other pleasures but because he recognizes that the

pleasures of the body move him further away from wisdom and so he disdains them and

disregards them. He is courageous because he recognizes that, far from being an evil,

death will bring him closer to true knowledge. It is this awareness, this sort of wisdom,

that marks true virtue. Socrates comments that, “this is not the right exchange to attain

virtue, to exchange pleasures for pleasures, pains for pains, and fears for fears...but the

only valid currency for which all these things should be exchanged is wisdom. With this

we have real courage and moderation and justice and, in a word, true virtue, with wis-

dom, whether pleasures and fears and all such things be present or absent” (69ab).

There’s an important difference between the account of philosophical virtue in the

Republic and that described here in the Phaedo. Namely, in the Phaedo the philosopher

who has these philosophical virtues has a sort of wisdom that stems from his love of and

desire for knowledge, but he won’t acquire the true knowledge he seeks until after death.

Thus the virtues described above characterize someone still searching for knowledge

rather than someone, like the philosopher in the Republic, who has gotten it. Regardless,

we see in this passage a radical recharacterization of virtue. Virtue involves a recognition

of what is of value and what is not and acting in accordance with that recognition. Ulti-

mately, virtue - all virtue - comes down to awareness of what is truly good.

157



The Symposium does not focus on the role of goodness in the philosopher’s virtue

but instead on the role of beauty. At the end of Diotima’s speech in praise of love she de-

scribes the effect of knowing Beauty.  She says:

And there in life, Socrates, my friend...there if anywhere should a person
live his life, beholding that Beauty. If you once see that, it won’t occur to
you to measure beauty by gold or clothing or beautiful boys and youths -
who, if you see them now, strike you out of your senses, and make you,
you and many others, eager to be with the boys you love and look at them
forever, if there were any way to do that, forgetting food and drink, every-
thing but looking at them and being with them. But how would it be, in
our view...if someone got to see the Beautiful itself, absolute, pure, un-
mixed, not polluted by human flesh or colors or any other great nonsense
of mortality, but if he could see the divine Beauty itself in its one Form?
Do you think it would be a poor life for a human being to look there and
behold it by that which he ought, and to be with it? Or haven’t you re-
membered...that in that life alone, when he looks at Beauty in the only way
that Beauty can be seen - only then will it become possible for him to give
birth not to images of virtue (because he’s in touch with no images) but to
true virtue (because he is in touch with true Beauty).45 The love of the
gods belongs to anyone who has given birth to true virtue and nourished it,
and if any human being could become immortal, it would be he.
(211d-212b)

Like with knowledge of the Good, knowledge of Beauty leads one to reevaluate their

judgments, in this case about what is truly beautiful. After having seen Beauty itself, the

philosopher stops measuring beauty by traditional standards - the golden statue, the youth

in his prime - and instead pursues what is actually beautiful. And in doing this, Diotima

says, he begets true virtue. Why does the philosopher come to be virtuous? Because he

45. This points back, I take it, to 209ab where Diotima says that those who are pregnant
in soul “are pregnant with what is fitting for a soul to bear and bring to birth. And what is
fitting? Wisdom and the rest of virtue...by far the greatest and most beautiful part of
wisdom deals with the proper ordering of cities and households and that is called
moderation and justice.” It is also very similar to Socrates’ description of the
philosopher’s activities at Republic 490ab.
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is making the appropriate sorts of evaluations, based not on traditional beliefs but instead

by his knowledge of true beauty.

The philosopher in the Republic, as in the Phaedo and Symposium, as a result of

his knowledge comes to make revisionary judgments about the true value of particular

actions or things. These judgments are revisionary insofar as they are often quite differ-

ent from the judgments he would make prior to coming to have knowledge and are most

certainly different than the judgments of those who haven’t benefitted from the moral ed-

ucation of Kallipolis. Finally, these judgments are motivating. When the philosopher is

deciding how to act, or what to prioritize, he will be guided by his knowledge of the

Good and the other relevant Forms. In this way, having knowledge shapes and trans-

forms the philosopher’s set of beliefs and motivations.

Knowledge also affects the structure and harmony of the philosopher’s soul. At

the very end of book seven Socrates describes the philosopher’s ascent to knowledge.

Directly after describing how they will be led to knowledge of the Good he says, “and

once they’ve seen the good itself, they must each in turn put the city, its citizens, and

themselves in order, using it as their model” (540ab). This is described in greater detail

earlier, in book six.  There, Socrates says:

As [the philosopher] looks at and studies things that are organized and al-
ways the same, that neither do injustice to one another nor suffer it
(J&-+"O1!> "X!= J&-+"V*/1> Q8= JTP.71), being all in a rational order (+b(*q
&N 8^1!> +>4 +>!I .bC"1 DE"1!>), he imitates them and tries to become as like
them as he can...then the philosopher, by consorting with what is ordered
and divine and despite all the slanders around that say otherwise, himself
becomes as divine and ordered as a human being can..And if he should
come to be compelled to put what he sees there into people’s characters,
whether into a single person or a populace, instead of shaping only his

159



own, do you think that he will be a poor craftsman of moderation, justice,
and the whole of popular virtue ((7)6"(V1'$ !/ +>4 &-+>-"(V1'$ +>4 (A*8^('$
!K$ &'*"!-+K$ J6/!K$)? (500bc)

Note that Socrates distinguishes between what the philosopher does to his own soul and

what he does to the souls of others. In the populace, the philosopher instills “the whole

of popular virtue”. Presumably this is the sort of ordering that we saw in the moral edu-

cation, as discussed in §3 of the previous chapter. While the philosopher is acting based

on knowledge, those receiving the virtues take a passive role. They are materials that the

philosopher as craftsman shapes using his contact with the Forms as a guide. In his own

soul, in contrast, he actively engages with the Forms, studying them and modeling him-

self after them. This is a deliberate and thoroughly rational process that he engages in,

with the end result that he becomes “as divine and ordered as a human being can”.46

Moreover, we see in this passage that by ordering his soul, the philosopher is doing

something new, something different, to it. His soul will already have been ordered so as

to have popular virtue, since he is the product of the moral education of books two and

three. If the harmony established in the moral education were sufficient, then the

philosopher would not have to do more to make his soul like the Forms, because they

would already be maximally like them. That he does further order his soul after coming

46. We should not expect that a human be as ordered as the Forms. The philosopher is
still in the sensible world with a physical body and so has a complex soul. While he can
train his spirited and appetitive parts to be as cooperative as possible, he will,
nevertheless, have bodily concerns. See Socrates’ discussion of the bodied vs
disembodied soul at 611b ff.
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to have knowledge is a strong indication that the structure will be different in some way

from the structure established in his youth.

But what will the philosopher’s ordered soul be like? We know that it will some-

how resemble the Forms and will be ordered and close to the divine. But can we say any-

thing else about it? And what does it mean to say that the philosopher orders his soul?

Plato says very little about it, though perhaps we can find some indication of what the or-

dered soul looks like if we go back to the account of the virtues in book four. The

philosopher, like all other people, has a tripartite soul. Each part of the soul is meant to

perform a particular function and, if they are just, each part “does its own work, whether

it’s ruling or being ruled” (443a). Justice of the whole soul involves each part being just

to each other part.  Socrates describes the psychology of the just man, saying:

“He does not allow any part of himself to do the work of another part or al-
low the various classes within him to meddle with each other. He regu-
lates well what is really his own and rules himself. He puts himself in or-
der, is his own friend, and harmonizes the three parts of himself like three
limiting notes in a musical scale - high, low, and middle. He binds togeth-
er those parts and any there might be in between, and from having been
many things he becomes entirely one, moderate, and harmonious. Only
then does he act...” (443de)

The philosopher’s soul becomes harmonious because each of the parts does its own job

and doesn’t meddle with any other part. In other words, just as the Forms, the philoso-

pher ensures that the parts of his soul don’t suffer or commit injustices towards one

another. In doing this - in establishing the proper relationships between the parts of his

soul while being guided by wisdom - the philosopher becomes unified and harmonious.

He establishes in his soul a rational order and so becomes as like the Forms as he can be.
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We see evidence, then, that the philosopher comes to have and be guided by a new set of

beliefs and he comes to structure his soul in a new way. And in this way, coming to have

knowledge will be transformative. He will come to have a new set of virtues - philosoph-

ical virtues - which are completely stable and are guided by knowledge.

5 Conclusion

One of the most important components of this portrait of the philosopher - something that

is emphasized both in the account of his pursuit of knowledge and in the characterization

of him as knower - is the close connection between the philosopher’s moral and intellec-

tual lives. To be successful as a philosopher, one must cultivate both his character and

his intellectual abilities. In the previous chapter I looked at the impact that the philoso-

pher’s moral education has on his intellectual life. A vicious person will not ever succeed

as a philosopher, both because he lacks the right traits for inquiry and because he is utter-

ly dissimilar to the objects he seeks to know.47 In this chapter we see the effect that his

intellectual endeavors has on his moral life. The philosopher’s knowledge of the Good

and the Forms gives him the ability to know when particular actions or objects instantiate

the Forms. He knows which things are courageous, just, beautiful, and the like. Unlike

we who have to guess at the passing shadows on the wall, the philosopher actually knows

which things are courageous, just, beautiful, and the like. And he is able to couple this

with knowledge of what is truly valuable and so worth pursuing (and, conversely, what

47. I discuss this in greater detail in §3.1 of the previous chapter.

162



lacks value and so should be avoided). Together this knowledge gives the philosopher

the very best resources for living a successful human life. He has made himself as divine,

and as happy, as a human being possibly can.
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CHAPTER 4: LIVING BEHIND THE WALL: THE PHILOSOPHER OF THE

THEAETETUS

1 Introduction

Plato offers very few explicit characterizations of the philosopher in the corpus. We have

already seen, in the Republic's presentation of the philosopher ruler, Plato's most exten-

sive discussion of the nature and activities of the philosopher. But the digression in the

Theaetetus presents us with another portrait of the philosopher. There, rather than being

a capable leader who uses his knowledge to better his fellow citizens and best rule the

city, the philosopher is portrayed as someone who is ineffective in the law courts and as-

semblies, is unaware of the laws and decrees of the day, and is aloof and dismissive of

the matters of greatest concern to the citizenry. He doesn't even know the way to the

agora or how to make a bed. 

This philosopher looks strikingly different from the philosopher of the Republic.

In the Republic, after all, a philosopher is not simply a philosopher. He is also a king.

Insofar as he is a king he has knowledge of laws and decrees, he can make speeches and

decide when to go to war, he is aware of the current year's harvests and the affairs that are

of most concern to the citizenry of his polis. And his knowledge and experience allows

him to affect positive change both in the city and the citizenry. He appears to be striking-

ly different than the philosopher of the digression - a capable leader in contrast to a bum-

bling fool.
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This apparent disparity presents us with a problem: the Republic and Theaetetus

are two of the only dialogues to offer explicit, extended discussions of the philosopher. If

the characterizations of philosophers are indeed quite different, we might worry whether

Plato has a consistent conception of the philosopher. If we want to say that he does

(which I do), then we must explain away this apparent distinction. If he doesn't, we must

think about whether we can take any characterization as truly informative of his charac-

terization of the philosopher and, if so, which one(s). Fortunately, the apparent dispari-

ties are just that -- merely apparent. To show this I must give an account of the philoso-

pher of the digression.

The task of this chapter, then, is to offer an account of the philosopher of the di-

gression. I will argue that while the philosopher may appear a fool or otherworldly (or

an otherworldly fool), his beliefs and behaviors can be explained and defended by appeal

to the second part of the digression.1 The initial characterization of the philosopher of-

fered in the first part of the digression offers a description of the philosopher’s interests

and pursuits, but it does not give us a real explanation for why the philosopher believes

and behaves as he does. That explanation comes in the second part of the digression.

There we see a systematic account of the nature of the world and we see certain norma-

tive obligations that fall from that account. This worldview, I will argue, informs the

1. The digression has two clearly distinguishable parts. ! In the first part (172c-176a) we
get a portrait of the philosopher in the context of a contrast between the philosopher and
the man of the law courts. The second part of the digression (from 176a-177b), changes
subjects from the philosopher to the worldview that is the theoretical underpinning for the
philosopher's beliefs and behaviors.
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philosopher's value judgments, leading him to turn away from those things that he con-

siders worthless or positively harmful. Turning away from what is harmful does not ne-

cessitate turning away from the world completely, though. In this way the characteriza-

tion of the philosopher in the Theaetetus is consistent with the one offered in the

Republic. The apparent differences are surface differences explained by the different ex-

ternal circumstances of the two individuals rather than their nature.2

To show this, this chapter will be divided into three parts. In the first part I aim to

offer an account of the philosopher in the digression. To best understand the philosopher,

we must look not only at the characterization offered in the first part of the digression but

also to the account of the worldview offered in the second part of the digression. In the

second part I will address the question of the otherworldliness of the philosopher. While

the philosopher rejects certain features of the sensible world (indeed, features that you

and I may consider quite important), we need not think that the philosopher rejects the

world entirely. We need not think that he is completely otherworldly. Finally I will re-

2. In the account that I give, I will be departing from both of the major trends in
interpreting the digression. Scholars have traditionally been divided about how we are to
understand such a striking portrait of the philosopher. Some! (most notably Rue 1993, but
also Waymack 1985 and Nightingale 2004), looking at his strangeness, note how
different he is from Socrates himself (who exhibited awareness and concern for worldly
matters) and argue that we should reject the characterization of the philosopher as a
caricature, as philosophy gone too far. Others ! argue that the strangeness is explained by
the fact that the philosopher is otherworldly (Annas 1999, Burnyeat 1990; Sedley 2004).
But rather than rejecting the otherworldly, they argue Plato positively embraces it, and so
also embraces the otherworldly philosopher. Both of these interpretations have as their
starting point the strangeness and otherworldliness of the philosopher. They differ on
whether Plato accepts or rejects this feature of the philosopher. I reject both the
strangeness (beyond a surface strangeness) and otherworldliness of the philosopher.
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turn to the question of whether the account of the philosopher in the digression is consis-

tent with the account of the philosopher that we see in the Republic.

2 The Philosopher of the Digression

Let us begin, then, with the portrait of the philosopher in the Theaetetus. The account of

the philosopher comes in the context of a comparison with the man who is engaged in the

legal and political affairs of the city (who, for the sake of brevity, I will call the lawyer).

Socrates has noted that they have time to pursue conversations when and for as long as

they wish, though, he says, it has often occurred to him "how natural it is that men who

have spent a great part of their lives in philosophical studies make such fools of them-

selves when they appear as speakers in the law-courts" (172c). This then sets up a

comparison between the philosopher and the lawyer.3  

3. The lawyer is described as a "man who has been knowing about in the law courts and
such places ever since he was a boy" (172c). There were not professional lawyers in
Athens, though, so we should view this man as someone who is highly active and
concerned with the legal and political affairs of the city. While Socrates talks about the
lawyer in general, when he begins his description of the philosopher, he restricts the
characterization to the leaders, the +"6A)>0"- ("why bother with second-rate specimens?"
he asks). That he doesn't restrict both the lawyers and philosophers to the leaders is
interesting. Also, the use of the term '+"6A)>971' is interesting insofar as it carries with it
a political connotation of being a chief or a leader. This is particularly striking because
the philosopher is a distinctly apolitical individual. One further thing to note here is that
while we certainly do see portrayals of both the lawyer and philosopher, the portrayal is
decidedly one-sided. The characterization of the lawyer spans about half a Stephanus
page (172e-173b) while the characterization of the philosopher goes from 173c-175d.
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2.1 The Philosopher and Lawyer: Part One of the Digression

The lawyer - the man of the law courts and Assembly - is a very familiar figure to

Athenians. He is a thoroughly conventional man. He obeys the rules and traditions of

the courts -- he must “speak with one eye on the clock” and has “his adversary standing

over him, armed with compulsory powers and with the sworn statement, which is read

out point by point as he proceeds, and must be kept to by the speaker” (172e). His activi-

ties and upbringing shape his character and so “cause his soul to be small and warped”

and his crooked upbringing forces his soul to do crooked things. He resorts to "lies and

to the policy of repaying one wrong with another" (173a). In adopting this policy of re-

turning harm for harm, the lawyer is adopting a traditional conception of justice.4 Even

the lawyer's ignorance of his true state - thinking himself to be "a man of ability and wis-

dom" when in fact he is merely clever - is a condition of countless Athenians. Socrates in

the Apology, recall, describes his attempts to find a man of true wisdom. While he found

some skilled craftsmen, he could not find anyone who was truly wise, though there were

many who declared themselves as such.5  

The lawyer, far from being an outlier or oddity in Athens, then, is a very familiar

figure to Athenians. While he perhaps spends more time in the law courts than most

4. Polemarchus characterizes justice in this way at Republic 332. See also Adeimantus’
description of what fathers tell their sons about justice and injustice in book two of the
Republic (363a-366d). We see hints of this in Crito’s appeals to Socrates in the Crito as
well.

5. Apology 21e-23c.
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Athenians, he embraces the conventions of the city and operates within the rules set by

tradition.6 When we see the contrast between the philosopher and lawyer, then what we

see is a contrast between a conventional individual and an altogether unconventional one.

The philosopher talks “in peace and quiet” and has the freedom of both time and

subject to pursue those matters that most interest him to whatever degree he wishes to

pursue them (172d). While he has the freedom to pursue those matters that interest him,

there are many matters that do not interest him at all. He is completely ignorant of the

particular affairs around him. He doesn’t know the way to the marketplace or law courts,

he is not aware of the various laws or decrees, he is ignorant of issues of status (birth,

lands, power), he is not even aware of his next-door neighbor, either what he does or

even, barely, that he is a man. His very behavior reflects his ignorance of these matters -

he tumbles into wells and is clumsy (174c) and he laughs at inappropriate times (174d).

All of this leads to derision and he is mocked and viewed as idiotic and looked down

upon as acting better than others.

The philosopher acts as he does because his interests lie in investigations of the

general and the universal.  Socrates says that 

it is in reality only his body that lives and sleeps in the city. His mind,
having come to the conclusion that these things are of little or no account,
spurns them and pursues its winged way, as Pindar says, throughout the

6. To be sure, these sorts of men were the target of jokes and mockery amongst the
populace. Lawyers were the target of Aristophanes’ wit no less than were philosophers.
But that a group of people are satirized is not sufficient evidence to indicate that they are
somehow out of the mainstream or alien to the culture of their city. We have just as
many, if not more, lawyer jokes today, but we don’t think that because they are the target
of our collective wit that today’s lawyers are somehow outliers in our own society.
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universe ‘in the deeps below the earth’ and ‘in the heights above the heav-
en’; geometrising upon the earth, measuring its surfaces, astronomising in
the heavens; tracking down by every path the entire nature of each whole
thing among the things that are, and never condescending to what lies near
at hand. (173e-174a).7  

The philosopher’s studies give him a different perspective from the lawyer, and this per-

spective affects his value judgments. In contrast to the lawyer, the philosopher believes

that the day-to-day affairs that so occupy most Athenians are of miniscule worth or im-

portance.  For example, the philosopher believes that praise of family lineage

comes from a dim and limited vision, and inability, through lack of educa-
tion, to take a steady view of the whole, and to calculate that every single
man has countless hosts of ancestors, near and remote, amongst whom are
to be found, in each instance, rich men and beggars, kings and slaves,
Greeks and foreigners, by the thousand. (174e-75a)

His universal perspective affects his judgments about what is of true value and what is of

trifling value and his behaviors reflect that judgment. He ignores the particular because

he is in pursuit of the universal. He is barely aware of whether his neighbor is a man be-

cause he is interested in the nature of Man. He falls into wells because his eyes are di-

rected to the heavens.  

We can, and should, ask why the philosopher has the interests he does, though.

Why does the philosopher take an interest in the nature of justice, and man, and happi-

ness? Further we should inquire as to why his interests in the universal obviate any inter-

7. We are, surely, meant to remember Socrates’ denial that he studies “things in the sky
and below the earth” in the Apology (19b). Why is there this difference in Socrates’ self-
characterization in the Apology and the statement of the philosopher’s activities here in the
digression? The scope of what is required for knowledge has shifted. See my brief
discussion of this on pg. 109.
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est in the particular. We somehow manage to straddle the world of ideas and the world of

taxes and dinner parties and jury summons, after all. Why can’t (or doesn't) the philoso-

pher of the digression? Indeed, we need not look at our own lives to see individuals who

straddle philosophy and the practical demands of everyday life, we need only look back

at the philosopher king of the Republic. The philosopher king takes an interest in both

the universal and the particular. He both studies the Form of justice and instantiates it in

Kallipolis8; he not only looks to the Forms but uses them, as a model, to put the city and

its citizens in order.9 It can be done, and we see the philosopher king do it. So why

doesn't the philosopher of the Theaetetus take a similar attitude toward the particular?

What motivates him to have the beliefs and attitudes that he does?

To answer this question we must first look to the second part of the digression.

2.2 The Philosopher's Worldview: Part Two of the Digression

The second part of the digression begins with Theodorus expressing satisfaction with

Socrates’ characterization of the philosopher. Theodorus notes that “if your words con-

vinced everyone as they do me, there would be more peace and less evil on earth” (176a).

Socrates disagrees, saying that it is not possible for evil to be destroyed “for there must

always be something opposed to the good.” This is a stepping off point for a brief, posi-

8. 392bc, 402c

9. 540ab, 500d
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tive10 and thoroughly ethically infused account of the world. Central to this account is the

presence and opposition of goodness and badness. Goodness is associated with heaven

and god while badness is associated with the mortal nature and the earth. In addition,

there are two patterns - 8>6>&/-C*^!> - set up in reality.11 One of those patterns is divine

and most happy while the other is completely godless and most wretched. Our souls be-

come more like one or the other of those patterns, depending upon the actions that we

perform.  

This account of the world has certain practical implications. Insofar as we want

what is good, we should pursue goodness and avoid badness.12 Because goodness is as-

sociated with the divine and badness with the mortal, we should try to escape from the

haunting places of evil to the goodness of the divine as quickly as possible (176ab). One

escapes by becoming “as like God as possible” and one does this by becoming “just and

pure with understanding”.13 How one acts has real implications for his life, for there are

10. As compared to the aporetic tone of the majority of the dialogue. 

11. -. .%-(. I take it that this is referring to all that exists, both in this sensible world and
the divine heavens. Socrates here could possibly be referring to just the heavens,
although this would be in tension with his claim that goodness is associated with the
divine (and the heavens themselves) insofar as the wretched pattern is also unholy. The
unholiness and wretchedness of one of the patterns also speaks against reading these
patterns as Forms.

12. Plato takes the claim that everyone wants what is good as a basic psychological fact
about all humans. It is reiterated throughout the corpus. I discuss this briefly in chapter 1
§2, beginning on page 26.

13. Scholars have disagreed about why only justice and piety are mentioned as the virtues
of the wise man. I find Sedley's proposal here convincing. Sedley claims that justice and
piety, in their traditional contexts, are "the most ostensibly culture relative of the virtues"
(82). The digression is a brief argument against moral relativism. It seems reasonable,
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real penalties for injustice. Our souls, through our actions, come to be like one or the oth-

er of these patterns set up in nature. The unjust man comes to be more and more like the

unhappy pattern and so his penalty is of “living the life that corresponds to the pattern he

is coming to resemble.” This penalty extends beyond this life because his soul will be so

unlike the happy, divine pattern that it will not be received by the divine upon death. He

will be doomed to “forever go on living in this world a life after his own likeness - a bad

man tied to bad company” (177a). 

Finally, we see certain epistemological implications of this worldview. Socrates

says that the recognition that God is supremely just and one should be as just as possible

so as to be like God is considered true wisdom and virtue ((")9> +>4 J6/!L J.'3-1P). Fail-

ure to recognize this is manifest ignorance and wickedness. Everything else that might

seem clever or wise is just that -- it merely seems clever or wise, lacking any real wis-

dom. Cleverness in political affairs is coarse and common ()"6!-+>9) and in skills it is

merely mechanical (a^1>A("-). Unjust men who have this sort of cleverness should not be

praised at all but instead they should be told that “their very ignorance of their true state

fixes them more firmly therein” (176d). 

then, that Socrates would choose, and address, the two virtues that are most culture
relative. We see evidence elsewhere (Philebus, Republic book four) that justice entails the
other virtues. Moreover justice and piety have a close relation to one another. In Laws 10
Socrates implies that an impious person will also be vicious, since impiety typically
results in moral relativism. (The passage in the Laws is complicated by a later distinction
between the just impious person and the unjust impious person at the end of book 10.
This is, I take it, a worrisome inconsistency in the text.)
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This entire account, presented in little over one Stephanus page, is readily accept-

ed by Theodorus (“Yes indeed, Socrates.”) and marks the end of the digression. But the

account given in this second part is striking in both its content and in the complete lack of

explanation or defense offered of the views presented. Indeed, given its condensed and

unexplained nature, how can we even understand the claims made well enough to ade-

quately judge whether the position is in fact plausible? Socrates says, for example, that

the gods are just and pious and we must be just and pious also. He talks of paradeigmata

and escape and becoming like god. But what does all of this mean? While we get a

glimpse of a worldview in this second part of the digression, we do not get, nor should

we expect, a complete account of the nature of the world, suitable for persuading the

skeptic or an individual wholly unfamiliar with Plato's other works. This is just a digres-

sion, after all. What we see instead is a brief sketch of a worldview that is fleshed out

more fully in other works.14

14. What this does is offer a reminder to those who are familiar with Plato's other works
(his students at the time and his readers now) and a brief outline to those unfamiliar with
his works with the thought that they can (and should) look elsewhere for the more
complete accounts and explanations. These dialogues are not meant to be read only once,
after all. We see an analogue to this at the beginning of the Timaeus (17c-19b). There
Socrates offers similarly brief overview of a subject that looks strikingly like the
arguments of the Republic. This overview in the Timaeus is surely not meant to be
persuasive or explanatorily complete but instead is meant to be simply a reminder and an
indication that those interested should look to other works (in the case of the Timaeus, the
Republic) for a more complete and defensible account.
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2.2.1 A Digression (of sorts) 

To better understand the claims being made in this second passage we should look at the

later cosmology as presented in both the Timaeus and Laws.15 Like in the digression,

these works make an association between goodness, divinity, and happiness on the one

hand and badness, the mortal realm, and wretchedness on the other. But they bring in

two further elements: nous and order (and their opposites: anoia and disorder). In these

works, we see that goodness comes about as a result of order and order is brought about

by nous, which is divine. 

In both of these works we see an association between goodness and order on the

one hand and badness and disorder on the other. In the Laws, the Athenian visitor asks

whether the universe is ordered by a good soul or a bad soul. He says that the good soul

"cleaves to reason (1"O1), and guides everything rightly and happily (c63I +>4 /<&>9*"1>)"

(897b), causing things to move in a regular circular motion.16 The bad soul, on the other

15. Why should we look to these quite late dialogues rather than, say, the account of piety
in the Euthyphro? After all, the !eaetetus is closely linked dramatically to the Euthyphro
and is not similarly linked to the Timaeus and Laws. The language and ideas presented in
the digression - good and evil existing and opposed, becoming like god, imitating
paradigms, the eschatology - points us to the later cosmology. We get no real evidence of
a sophisticated and systematically structured worldview in the Euthyphro.

In arguing that we should look to the Timaeus and Laws for insight into this worldview, I
don’t mean to assert that the !eaetetus was written after these dialogues. Plato may well
have maintained the sort of cosmological picture discussed in the !eaetetus prior to his
more detailed explication of it in the Timaeus and Laws.

16. The argument that establishes this is set in terms of a conditional with respect to the
heavenly bodies. If the good soul is the cause for everything then everything will be
ordered and regular. If, on the other hand, the bad soul is the cause for everything then
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hand, "allies itself with unreason (J1"9f) and produces completely opposite results"

(897b), causing things to move in "an unbalanced [literally: mad] and disorganized way

(*>1-+\$ !/ +>4 J!^+!7$)" (897cd). In the Timaeus there are basic kinds within the recepta-

cle17, which, prior to ordering, "all lacked proportion and measure" and have certain traits

or properties that hold by necessity (53). Nous (intellect, the demiurge)18, looking to the

eternal Forms, imposes order on the chaotic and disorganized receptacle within the

bounds of necessity and it does so by persuading necessity to "direct most of the things

that come to be toward what is best" (48a). By becoming as ordered as possible the uni-

verse becomes good and beautiful while the basic kinds, prior to ordering, are considered

disordered and god-forsaken.

So far we see strong associations between goodness and order on the one hand

and badness and disorder on the other. Moreover we see that nous (either in the soul in

the Laws or personified as the demiurge in the Timaeus) is responsible for that order and

goodness and the absence of nous is responsible for the disorder.19 Perhaps because nous

everything will be disordered and irregular.

17. The receptacle is that in which sensible objects come to be. But how to make sense
of that is a matter of dispute and confusion. Timaeus himself calls it "difficult and
vague" (Timaeus 49a). There are disagreements amongst scholars about whether it should
be considered a sort of material substratum, like matter without form, or whether it
should be considered a medium or space in which properties occur. Zeyl 2000 suggests
that the receptacle should be thought of like a room "as in 'room to move around in'...the
Receptacle is a plenus or stuff, then, not sheer (empty) space, which nevertheless also
provides the room for certain parts of itself to travel through" (lxiii).

18. Most scholars take the demiurge to be a personification of cosmic nous. See Menn
1995, Mohr 1982, and Strange 1999.

19. In the Laws the bad soul associates with anoia which just is lack of reason, folly. In
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is responsible for the creation, order, and structure of everything, in both of these dia-

logues we see an identification of nous with the divine/god.20 In the Laws, the good soul,

when it associates itself with reason is god.21 In the Timaeus, Timaeus says that the basic

kinds are, prior to ordering "god-forsaken" and "the first thing the god...did was to give

them their distinctive shapes, using Forms and numbers" (53b). It is intellect - nous - that

is responsible for imposing order on the disorderly basic kinds. Indeed, since the demi-

urge (nous personified) is the fundamental cause of the universe, it can be thought of as a

god, a divine being.

While we have been talking about goodness and badness quite generally (cosmic

goodness and badness, perhaps), Plato is also very interested in moral goodness and bad-

ness, virtue and vice. And, insofar as order and virtue is a form of goodness or excel-

lence, we should expect to see the virtues also characterized in terms of order. And in-

deed we do. In the Laws both Cleinias and the Athenian visitor say that the good soul

(guided by nous, ordering everything) has complete virtue (898c, 899b). In the Timaeus,

Timaeus says that one should have a care for both his mind and body "if he is to truly de-

the Timaeus the receptacle is disordered and it is only with the demiurge/nous' persuasion
of necessity that order and goodness comes to be present in the cosmos.

20. See also Philebus 28ce and 30d. Nous here is associated with a cosmic or
philosophical god, not with the Olympian gods that are central to the civic religions of the
Ancient Greeks. In the Laws, for example, we see the Athenian visitor distinguish
between "the gods that exist according to law" and the god that is responsible for
everything (904a). 

21. Nous alone isn't god, but rather nous when ensouled. This comes through in a
particularly difficult passage at 897b. See Mayhew 2008, pp. 137-8 and Morrow 1960,
pp. 483-4 for a discussion of this passage.  
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serve the joint epithets of 'fine and good.' And the various bodily parts should also be

looked after in this same way, in imitation of the structure of the universe" (88cd). Per-

haps the best evidence for this comes not in the later cosmology, though, but in the Re-

public.  Consider Socrates' definition of justice:

One who is just...puts himself in order, is his own friend, and harmonizes
the three parts of himself like three limiting notes in a musical scale - high,
low, and middle. He binds together those parts and any others there may
be in between, and having been many things he becomes entirely one,
moderate, and harmonious" (443ce).22

To be just just is to become ordered with reason guiding the soul. It is to become harmo-

nious, structured, ordered.23

Finally, we see an association between order (and virtue) and happiness. This

happiness holds on a cosmic level (the ordered cosmos itself is happy) and on a personal

level (the ordered/virtuous soul is happiest). In an above quoted passage from Laws

897b, we see that the good soul orders things both rightly and happily. This happiness

comes, we should presume, from everything being ordered for the best.24 Timaeus,

looking not to cosmic happiness but rather to the happiness of the individual, says that "to

the extent that human nature can partake of immortality, he can in no way fail to achieve

22. My emphasis. Books eight and nine of the Republic show the pernicious effects of a
soul (and city) becoming more disordered. The end result - complete disorder of the soul
- results in a most vicious, and unhappy, state.

23. Recall in the Republic, too, the connection between justice and health. Justice is a sort
of psychic health or well-being and an unjust soul is sick or diseased. In the digression's
description of the lawyer, Socrates says that the lawyer's soul is distorted and his mind
"has no health in it" (173b).

24. See Mayhew 2008, pg. 136.
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this: constantly caring for his divine part as he does, keeping well-ordered the guiding

spirit that lives within him, he must indeed be supremely happy" (90c). Happiness - on a

personal level or on a cosmic level - is achieved by becoming ordered.

Throughout both the Timaeus and Laws we see a basic tension between good/or-

der and bad/disorder. This opposition is fundamental to their cosmology.25 Nous, associ-

ated with the divine, is responsible for things becoming ordered and so good. Order is

not simply good for the cosmos but is good for us, too. Thus we see virtue characterized

as having order and being harmonized, as reflecting the structure of the ordered (and

good) cosmos. And, finally, happiness is introduced as the result of order, both on a cos-

mic and personal level. The entity - whether it be the cosmos or the individual soul - that

is most ordered is also most happy.26

But what about the claim in the digression that there are are 8>6>&/-C*^!71 - pat-

terns - set up in reality that our souls can become more or less like? What sense shall we

make of this? The digression talks in particular about a pattern. The divine and most

25. In the Laws the first causes of everything else are souls: at least one of which must be
good and the other bad. These are then responsible for the goodness and badness in the
world. In the Timaeus there is an opposition between the disorganized necessity and the
order of the Forms and the demiurge (nous) must persuade necessity to become more
ordered.

26. The notion of happiness prevalent throughout is, of course, eudaimonia which is an
objective sort of happiness. Being eudaimon means that one is getting it right, is
flourishing, is being successful. Thus the ordered cosmos is ordered for the best and so it
has the best state of existence, it is flourishing. The human, too, who is most ordered and
whose soul is structured in the right way, is most eudaimon and is living the best life a
human can live. Showing the connection between the harmony of the soul and the
philosopher’s happiness is a central task of the Republic.
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happy pattern is the divine order and structure of the universe. It is the order that

Timaeus tells us to assimilate to in Timaeus 90d when he says: 

We should redirect the revolutions in our heads that were thrown off
course at our birth, by coming to learn the harmonies and revolutions of
the universe, and so bring into conformity with its objects our faculty of
understanding, as it was in its original condition. And when this conformi-
ty is complete, we shall have achieved our goal: that most excellent life of-
fered to humankind by the gods, both now and evermore.

The universe is arranged by a good god so that its movements and structure is as ordered

as it can possibly be. By being just (which is to say, harmonizing our soul in the right

way) we become more ordered and so become more and more like the divine order of the

universe.27 But when we are unjust and do unjust acts, we begin to associate more with

the disordered elements of the world and our soul itself becomes disordered.28 And, fol-

lowing the principle that like attracts like, a soul that is completely discordant, and so

completely unlike divine order, will not be accepted into the divine realm.29 Instead it

27. See also Republic 592ab

28. This is the pattern that "has nothing of god in it and is the pattern of the deepest
unhappiness". I recognize the strangeness, though, of talking about a disorganized
pattern. Perhaps, then, we should think of a paradeigma here not as a pattern as much as a
paradigm or model. Consider the architect who builds a house using a poor paradigm.
The resulting house will itself be poor.

29. See also the Laws 904cd: "So all things that are sharing in soul change, possessing
within themselves the cause of the change, and in changing they are moved according to
the order and law of destiny. When the change in character is smaller and less
significant, there is smaller horizontal movement in space; when a change is more
significant and more unjust, the movement is into the depths and the places said to be
below, which people call "Hades" and related names..." When one doesn't change much,
his soul is not move much from where it presently is. When it becomes much worse (or
better) then it moves in proportion to the change it undergoes, associating more with the
'places below' or the divine above. See also Laws 903d and the affinity argument in the
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follows that other pattern, the chaotic and disorganized one associated with

wretchedness.30

With this in place we can better understand the short and striking account in the

digression. In the digression Socrates begins with the claim that badness cannot be de-

stroyed but must always be opposed to goodness. We need not read this as a pessimistic

claim about human nature but rather as an opening assumption fundamental to Plato's on-

tology. It is just a basic fact about the world that there is both good and evil, order and

disorder. And goodness (good as a result of order, order which is brought about by nous)

is associated with god while badness is associated with this far more disordered and im-

perfect mortal realm. Because we want what is good we thus want to escape from the

badness that is around us to the goodness of the divine. And we do this by becoming vir-

tuous. As we have seen, to become virtuous in this way just is to become ordered, to es-

tablish a structure and harmony within one's soul. And in becoming virtuous (and so or-

dered) one becomes like god and begins to more resemble the ordered, and happy, pattern

set up in reality.

Phaedo (78b-80d).

30. Socrates in the digression talks about this as a sort of punishment or penalty of
injustice. It is precisely this - coming to be worse and so being forced to associate with
ever worse things and in ever worse places - that the Athenian visitor describes as cosmic
justice (and proof that the gods have a care for us all) in the Laws, at 904c-905a.
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2.3 Justice, Piety, and the Philosopher

Even if we are to accept this account of the nature of the world, why should we think that

the account of virtue and wisdom in the second part of the digression describes the

philosopher of the first part? In other words, why should we think that the man with the

wisdom and virtue described in the second part of the digression will be at all like the

philosopher from the first part of the digression? Many scholars simply assume that the

philosopher of the first part is the wise man of the second.31 Rachel Rue, though, argues

that the wise man of the second part of the digression is not the philosopher at all but is,

instead, Socrates himself. Rue notes that Socrates does not mention the philosopher at all

in the second part of the digression and does not indicate that the philosopher comes to

resemble the god. The most damning evidence, though, is that the wise man of the sec-

ond part of the digression is said to become like god by becoming as just and pious as

possible.  Rue argues that these are both distinctively civic virtues and so:

At first sight...wisdom and virtue, or flight from evil, require imitating god
to the point of withdrawing from human affairs. But the god Socrates
would have the philosopher imitate is one with the peculiarly human, civic
virtues of justice and piety. The flight to divinity that Socrates recom-
mends in the Theaetetus is ultimately a flight back down into the mortal
realm.32

Since the philosopher of the first part of the digression turns his back on civic, worldly

affairs, concerning himself only with theoretical matters, it is clear that he has no desire

31. Burnyeat 1990 and Sedley 2004 both clearly make this assumption. Both talk about
the philosopher escaping the evils of the world and modeling themselves after god. 

32. Rue 1993, pg. 90.
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to instantiate these (civic) virtues. But if the philosopher has no desire to instantiate these

civic virtues then he surely cannot be the wise man of the second part of the digression.33

Rue's argument here depends on a characterization of the virtues as uniquely civic

virtues. To be sure, justice and piety were traditionally conceived of as civic virtues to

Athenians. Being just involves obeying the laws and customs of the land.34 Piety re-

quires having the appropriate care for the gods, which manifests itself in observing the

various social customs surrounding the gods, attending festivals and making the appropri-

ate sacrifices. But Socrates, throughout the corpus and in the digression as well, offers a

radical reinterpretation of these virtues. The conventional conceptions of justice and pie-

ty are wrong. People think they have wisdom, they think they have virtue, but their con-

ventional beliefs about justice and piety are false.35  

But if justice and piety are not the traditional civic virtues, then what are they?

True justice and true piety are objective virtues (stemming from the nature of the world)

that relate to the state of one's soul. We have already seen this in the case of justice. Jus-

tice, according to Plato, is becoming harmonious, becoming unified with reason guiding

33. See Rue 1993 (particularly §3) for a discussion of this point.

34. Glaucon points to this view of justice in his account of the origins of justice in the
Republic (358e-359b).

35. Rue points, for example, to the characterization of justice in the Euthyphro, that justice
involves "the care of men" (12e). But this is a proposal made by Euthyphro, who has had
little luck defending his accounts of piety. One would imagine he would have as little
luck defending his proposal regarding justice. 
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the soul.36 And in this way it is becoming like god who is also unified (and so is himself

just). Justice is not a civic virtue. It is not defined in terms of how we treat others.

Rather it is a personal virtue; it is defined in terms of the state of our soul.

While Socrates says that one must be pious, he does not give us any indication of

what piety involves and so we must look to other dialogues for help in how we should

understand the notion of piety. Our best place to look is Laws 10.37 There, the Athenian

visitor offers arguments against impiety. One is impious if he has false beliefs about

three things (1) whether the gods exist, (2) whether the gods have a care for humans (and,

indeed, everything in the universe) and (3) whether the gods can be bribed.38 Piety, then,

involves knowing that the gods exist and that they are of a certain nature (to have a care

for humans, to not be susceptible to bribes).

36. See the discussion of the philosophical virtues in the previous chapter, §4.

37. Why not the Euthyphro? For one, we don't see any resolution in the Euthyphro. All of
Euthyphro's proposals have been shown to be problematic via elenchus. Second, the
account of the nature of the world and the eschatology in the digression is strikingly
similar to that of Laws 10. This is evidence that the same ideas presented in the digression
are discussed in greater detail in the Laws.  

38. This last act of impiety - believing the gods can be bribed - appears to be a direct
attack against traditional views of the gods. Consider, for example, what Adeimantus
says that fathers tell their sons: "They say that the gods, too, assign misfortune and a bad
life to many good people, and the opposite fate to their opposites. Begging priests and
prophets frequent the doors of the rich and persuade them that they possess a god-given
power founded on sacrifices and incantations. If the rich person or any of his ancestors
has committed an injustice, they can fix it with pleasant rituals" (Republic 364bc). We can
thus see the arguments in Laws 10 as a direct attack on traditional conceptions of piety.  
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Indeed we may be able to go on step further in our understanding of what this

knowledge of the nature of the gods will involve.39 In the Laws we see the reason for why

god has a care for us - because god is the good soul that, with nous, orders the cosmos. It

is not just that god has ordered the movement in the stars, though. God has 

contrived a place for each constituent where it would most easily and ef-
fectively ensure the triumph of virtue and the defeat of vice throughout the
universe. With this grand purpose in view he has worked out what sort of
positions, in what regions, should be assigned to a soul to match its
changes of character; but he left it to the individual's acts of will to deter-
mine the direction of these changes..."This is the sentence of the gods that
dwell upon Olympus" - to go to join worse souls as you grow worse and
better souls as you grow better... (904bd)

Awareness of the nature of god involves an awareness of his nature (that he is good and

aims to ensure that virtue triumphs over vice) and a knowledge of his divine sentence on

the souls that pursue both virtue and vice. Notice how similar this is to the claims in the

Theaetetus - that god is supremely just and that we come to associate with worse things

as we ourselves grow worse. In the Theaetetus Socrates calls this awareness true wis-

dom. This may indicate a connection between the wisdom of the wise man and piety.

Awareness of the nature of god (and of his care for us, as shown in his eschatology) is

wisdom. And it is piety.  In this way wisdom and piety are, in essence, the same thing.40

39. One potential worry with the account that I’m offering is that this description of the
nature of the gods comes in the prologue. Presumably the prologue need not be read by
everyone but is instead read by those who need extra convincing. It's plausible (indeed
probable), then, that one can be pious without ever knowing just why the gods have a care
for us. But recall that Socrates' claim in the !eaetetus is that one must be just and wise
with wisdom (*/!I )6"1P(/7$). One may be pious in an unreflective sense, perhaps,
without having wisdom. But piety with wisdom might require the accounts of the gods
and the nature of the world as offered in the prologue.

40. This is pointing to a unity of the virtues, though I don’t mean to imply that it is
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These virtues are redefined in terms of internal states and beliefs rather than in

terms of external behaviors.41 Note that recharacterizing the virtues this way removes the

problem of how the gods could also have justice and virtue. If justice is the state of being

unified then god is by necessity just.42 If piety involves having the correct knowledge

about the nature of the divine then god, too, would be pious insofar as he is well aware of

his own existence and nature.

conclusive evidence for the thesis. After all, perhaps the scope of wisdom expands
farther than simply knowledge of the gods. We might think that one can be wise about
the nature of the gods, say, without yet being completely wise. We see something similar
in the Republic where Socrates describes the philosopher as coming to know the Forms
and the Form of the Good which are, at least in some sense, divine. By coming to know
these and model himself after them, the philosopher is wise, just, and becomes like the
god.

41. This is not to say, of course, that justice and piety do not relate at all to actions. Our
beliefs affect our actions, after all. The just person will treat other people justly in virtue
of the just state of his soul; the pious person will behave in the appropriate ways toward
the gods in virtue of his beliefs about the gods. For example, in Republic four,
immediately prior to the definition of justice, Socrates and Glaucon both agree that the
just man will not embezzle, engage in temple robberies, be untrustworthy, commit
adultery, be disrespectful to one's parents, or neglect the gods. At the beginning of the
definition, though, Socrates emphasizes that "Justice...isn't concerned with someone's
doing his own externally, but with what is inside him, with that is truly himself and truly
his own” (Republic 443c).

42. For humans, being harmonious involves putting our souls into the appropriate order.
Rue points to this as evidence that the Republic account of justice can't apply to the gods.
She says, "The philosophers of the Republic, for example, are just partly in virtue of
having mastered their bodily desires - which is not something required of a god" (90).
This is surely true. But humans are not gods. They can only become like gods. And so
we might ask just what the philosophers in the Republic are doing when they're mastering
their bodily desires. And I have argued that they are becoming harmonious. From many
(drives, motivations, parts of the soul) they are becoming one. And it is in this way - by
becoming harmonious and unified - that they are like the gods.
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That Socrates says that becoming like god involves becoming just and pious does

not offer evidence, then, that the philosopher of the first part is not the wise man of the

second part.43 Justice and piety, insofar as they involve the state of one's soul and the

sorts of things one believes, are compatible with a rejection of the affairs of the city. In-

deed, justice and piety may lead one to flee from the practices and affairs of an unjust

state.44  

This is precisely what the philosopher of the digression does. The philosopher

does not see certain features of the world as having positive value. Indeed, those parts of

the mortal world that are disordered and discordant, that are the haunting grounds of evil,

have negative value. It isn't simply that he pursues philosophy because he finds it more

interesting and compelling than the mundane tasks and scintillating details of a practical

life. He doesn't ignore People magazine because it's not as interesting as Popular Me-

chanics. He avoids it because it is positively destructive to his soul. And it is his knowl-

edge of the true nature of the world - a glimpse of which we receive in the second part of

the digression - that informs and justifies the value judgments that he makes.

43. We may see scant, but still positive evidence that the philosopher of the first part is
the wise man of the second part. Namely we see a contrast in the second part between
the wise man and the unjust man who thinks himself conventionally clever. This unjust
man looks to be pointing back to the lawyer of the first part. And insofar as the wise man
is shown in contrast to him offers us some reason to think of the philosopher.

44. Note that here, too, we see a contrast (though far more implicit) between the
conventional notions of justice and the unconventional recharacterization. The lawyer is
working from a conventional notion of justice and so behaves as a typical Athenian. The
philosopher has a radically different conception of virtue and that leads him to act
radically different within the city. 
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3 The Otherworldly Philosopher

Thus far I have offered a defense of the philosopher of the digression. His beliefs and be-

haviors that seemed so strange in the first part of the digression are explained and justi-

fied by appeal to the worldview of the second part of the digression. We should not,

then, reject the philosopher as a caricature or disagreeable extreme. But there is one ad-

ditional feature of the philosopher - indeed it may be the central feature of the philoso-

pher - that I have not yet addressed.  And that is his apparent otherworldliness.

We see evidence of the otherworldliness in both parts of the digression. In the

first part the philosopher is depicted as an individual with little interest in the affairs that

so concern the rest of the city, turning instead to his studies of the nature of man, happi-

ness, virtue, and so forth. In the second part this otherworldliness is made explicit.

Socrates says that one should "make all haste to escape from earth to heaven; and escape

means becoming as like god as possible" (176ab). This has led almost all scholars who

have offered accounts of the digression to comment upon the philosopher's otherworldli-

ness.45 Julia Annas in Platonic Ethics, Old and New offers such an interpretation. She

says,

[T]he philosopher is completely unworldly. He doesn't know the way to
the agora or the law courts; he is oblivious to laws, to political struggles,

45. Annas 1999, Annas 2008, Burnyeat 1990, Rue 1993, Sedley 2004, McDowell 1973.
The language in Blondell 2002 is quite striking. She writes that “by normative human
standards [the philosopher] is also, if not dead, clearly insane...” (290-1). The most
notable exception is Mahoney 2004, who argues that the philosopher aims to promote
goodness in the world.  Russell 2004 offers a similar, though slightly weaker, claim.
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and to personalities which fascinate others. He's not even aware of what
he is missing; it is "only his body which lives and sleeps in the city" while
his mind takes off and wings its way through the universe.

A consequence of this is that the philosopher is "helpless in practical matters" and is an

"inept klutz" and is self-absorbed. This self-absorption, Annas writes, means that the

philosopher "does not feel impelled to stop people and question them about their be-

liefs...He lacks the motivation to engage with others to improve their intellectual state,

and he seems to lack the thought that he would get anything out of engaging with others

either."46  

While Annas is surely right that the philosopher appears strange and otherworldly

to those around him, I do not believe that we need to thereby conclude that the philoso-

pher does indeed aim to cut himself off from the world entirely. Instead he rejects the po-

litical and the the status-conscious aspects of the city. This becomes evident if we look

closely at the characterization of the philosopher near the beginning of the digression. To

see this, let’s look again at Socrates’ characterization of the philosopher in the digression.

I’ve italicized those places where Socrates emphasizes the civic and political things that

the philosopher turns away from.  Socrates says:

The philosopher grows up without knowing the way to the market-place,
or the whereabouts of the law courts or the council chambers or any other

46. Annas 1999, chapter 3. The above quotes are on pp. 54-5. Rue 1993 also emphasizes
the otherworldliness of the philosopher, arguing that the philosopher is so strange and
unattractive that Plato was not recommending him as an ideal but instead contrasting him
with Socrates, the true ethical ideal. Annas rejects this, claiming instead that the
philosopher here is a serious characterization and is in contrast with Plato's practical
philosopher. There is a tension running throughout Plato, Annas argues, between the
practical and theoretical nature of philosophy.
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place of public assembly. Laws and decrees, published orally or in writ-
ing, are things he never sees or hears. The scrambling of political cliques
for office; social functions, dinners, parties with flute-girls - such doings
never enter his head even in a dream. So with questions of birth - he has no
more idea of whether a fellow citizen is high-born or humble, or whether
he has inherited some taint from his forebears...on occasions when public
scandal is the topic of conversation, he never has anything at all of his own
to contribute...and again, when compliments are in order and self-lauda-
tion, his evident amusement...is regarded as idiotic. When he hears the
praises of a despot or king being sung, it sounds to his ears as if some
stock-breeder were being congratulated... (173c-174e)

The philosopher is uninterested in these things because “it is in reality only his body that

lives and sleeps in the city.47 His mind, having come to the conclusion that these things

are of little or no account, spurns them...” (173e). We should take special note of the

word “city” here. Throughout the first part of the digression the emphasis has been on

various political interests and intrigues, on familial reputations and the wealth and ge-

nealogy of families. The focus has been on the political and the status conscious. The

philosopher's mind does not live in the city even though his body does. He is not at all

interested in politics, in the affairs of the city.48 Only his body lives in the city. And

there is good reason for this lack of interest. The philosopher lives in an unjust city. He

lives in a city with lawyers who are clever and unjust, with other citizens who view him

47. !` R1!- !H (\*> *b1"1 @1 !_ 8b./- +/0!>- ><!"O +>4 @8-&'*/0

48. This also explains the claim that the philosopher "grows up without knowing the way
to the marketplace, or the whereabouts of the law courts or the council chambers or any
other place of public assembly" (173cd). These are places where one goes to acquire
power and prestige and to engage in politicking and other sorts of status-seeking
activities. See Gorgias 485d where Callicles criticizes those who do philosophy as old
men. Such a person, he says, “even if he’s naturally very well-favored, becomes
unmanly and avoids the centers of his city and the marketplace - in which...men attain
‘preeminence’ - and, instead, lives the rest of his life in hiding.”
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with derision because he does not share their interests. He avoids politics because poli-

tics as practiced is unjust and because it is positively dangerous to him.49 That the

philosopher shuns the public, the political, leaves open the possibility that he could be in-

terested in matters in the sensible world and pursues those sensible things that he consid-

ers important and worthy of pursuit. And, indeed, in the Theaetetus we see him having

conversations with others and participating in other social situations.50

In other words, the philosopher adopts a perspective by which he views the world

and makes judgments about how he should act. This perspectival shift can help us under-

stand the Theaetetus passage that appears most otherworldly.  There, Socrates says:

[I]t is not possible...that evil should be destroyed - for there must always be
something opposed to the good; nor is it possible that it should have its
seat in heaven. But it must inevitably haunt human life, and prowl about
this earth. That is why a man should make all haste to escape from earth to
heaven; and escape means becoming as like god as possible; and a man be-
comes as like god when he becomes just and pure, with understanding.51

(176a)

Clearly Socrates, by talking of escape, is not talking about literally leaving the earth. He

is not recommending suicide. So how are we to understand the philosopher's attempts to

49. While the philosopher of the digression is clearly not Socrates (who not only knew
the way to the agora but spent much time there), Socrates' fate cannot be far from our
minds here.  

50. He is present during discussions of reputations, scandals, and talk of family lineage,
even if he is openly derisive of such topics. Were he to hole himself up in his house, he
would not, presumably, be privy to such conversations.

51. JT= "X!= J8".s(3>- !I +>+I &A1>!t1, u v/t&76/— Q8/1>1!w"1 Cx6 !- !` JC>3` J/4 /G1>-
J1xC+'—"X!= @1 3/"0$ ><!I M&6O(3>-, !L1 &N 31'!L1 )y(-1 +>4 !t1&/ !H1 !t8"1 8/6-8"./0 @]
J1xC+'$. &-H +>4 8/-6j(3>- E6L @13s1&/ @+/0(/ )/yC/-1 Y!- !xE-(!>. )ACL &N g*"w7(-$ 3/` +>!I !H
&A1>!t1: g*"w7(-$ &N &w+>-"1 +>4 Y(-"1 */!I )6"1z(/7$ C/1s(3>-.
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escape "from earth to heaven"? One might argue that while the philosopher does not

commit suicide, he does separate himself as much as possible from the physical world by

adopting an ascetic and solitary existence. But, as the description of the philosopher

above has shown, the philosopher is not portrayed as a solitary ascetic; rather he is some-

one who shuns the social and status-conscious aspects of the society in which he lives.  

So how should we understand this notion of escape? We can get clearer on just

what this notion of escape means by looking to the Phaedo. There, Socrates argues that

philosophy, when properly done, is practice for death, and that the philosopher should,

even when living, attempt to separate himself as much as possible from the body.52 This

language of separation strongly resembles the language of escape in the Theaetetus.

Raphael Woolf, in “The Practice of the Philosopher” argues that we need not think that

Socrates’ claims about the philosopher in the Phaedo imply a sort of asceticism. We

need not think that the philosopher will aim to abstain from all pleasures and appearances

in the world.53 Rather we can, and should, adopt an evaluative reading of the text where-

by the philosopher maintains a psychological detachment from the pains, pleasures, and

other sensations of the world around him.  Woolf argues:

52. See especially Phaedo 64-69.

53. Woolf 2004 notes that turning away from the sensible world would have to involve
not simply avoiding the various pleasures and pains of the sensible world but would also
include avoiding perception. He argues that Socrates “gives no indication that we are to
take this to have one meaning in the case of the, as it were, ‘affective’ component and
another in the case of the ‘cognitive’ component” (101). Woolf calls this the ‘unitary
constraint’.
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Philosophy does not come along and, in some absurd or perhaps sinister
fashion, deprive us of the evidence of our senses. What it does is reform
our attitude towards that evidence. [So too with respect to] bodily
pleasures.54 As an embodied human one will take an embodied human’s
share of them. As a philosopher, one will recognize that they are not just
of little worth, but liable to give a highly distorted view of reality. (102)

The philosopher of the Phaedo does not avoid living a human life. Instead he lives that

life with a radically revised set of values. In this way, he has achieved a sort of detach-

ment, not physically but rather in attitude.

In the same way, we should instead take the talk of escape and separation in the

Theaetetus as figurative; it is a separation in perspective, in attitude. The philosopher as-

sociates himself with the values of the divine and so escapes from, avoids, badness in all

of its forms. And because badness does not pervade the earth but instead it 8/6-8"./0, it

wanders about it, the philosopher need not turn away from the world entirely. Instead he

adopts a certain perspective towards the things in the world that leads him to associate

more with the values of the divine than the values of the mortal.  

This still leaves open the possibility that the philosopher engages in worldly activ-

ities and has worldly interests, so long as those activities and interests are compatible

with virtue and his attitude toward the sensible world is one informed by his knowledge

of its dangers and limitations. And that such a possibility is open should lead us to reject

the otherworldly interpretation that Annas holds.

54. The actual quote reads: “Under the unitary constraint, we should apply the same
reading to bodily pleasures.” The unitary constraint is a methodological constraint
described in footnote 53 above. In an attempt to avoid unnecessary difficulties in the text
above, I appended the passage as noted.
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4 The Philosopher of the Digression, the Philosopher King of the Republic

At this point it should be apparent to us that the philosopher of the digression and the

philosopher king in the Republic are not very different after all. Both have developed an

account of the nature of the world that has led them to shape their characters and alter

their behaviors. The differences between these two individuals are surface differences

stemming from differences in their external circumstances. The philosopher king was

born and raised in Kallipolis. He received an extensive education that enabled him to ac-

quire the knowledge and character that he has. Indeed, he has received not just a moral

and theoretical education but also an education in experience to better enable him to rule

well.55 Moreover, the fact that he is raised in a just city and enjoys the full benefits of the

city create in the philosopher king an obligation to engage in political affairs.56 Because

the city is just he can engage in civic affairs effectively without being corrupted and with-

out being at risk of death.

The situation is altogether different for the philosopher in the digression. There

the city is corrupt and the philosopher does not have the same obligations to the city since

it hasn't nurtured his education or intellectual endeavors.57 The philosopher of the digres-

55. Republic 484d, 539e. 

56. Republic 519e-520a

57. What about the speech of the laws in the Crito? Doesn’t Socrates imply there that the
laws are responsible for every citizen’s upbringing? The claims made by the laws in the
Crito are strongly challenged in Republic book six where Socrates argues that anyone
raised in the culture and constitution of Athens would be corrupted without some kind of
divine dispensation. (See chapter 2, §2 for a discussion of the corrupting influence of the
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sion is doing what he ought given the circumstances in which he finds himself. Given the

sort of city he lives in, he cannot affect change. To attempt to do so would result in ban-

ishment or death. Indeed, the dramatic setting of the Theaetetus is looming during

Socrates’ account of the philosopher. After all, he is on his way to the courts, to respond

to the charges leveled against him. Moreover, given that the city is in fact unjust, to en-

gage in politics would mean that the philosopher must concern himself with matters that

are harmful and dangerous, that are themselves corrupting.58 Given all of this, the

philosopher of the digression avoids political and public affairs and pursues those things

that are valuable to him given the circumstances in which he finds himself.

That the underlying nature of the philosopher is the same in the Republic and

Theaetetus is supported further when we look at Socrates' descriptions of the philosopher

in the unjust city in the Republic. We see a description of the philosopher that looks

strikingly similar to the philosopher in the digression. The most famous description of

the philosopher in an unjust city comes in book six.  There, Socrates says that 

In the unjust city, the philosopher behaves like a man who has fallen
among wild animals and is neither willing to join them in doing injustice
nor sufficiently strong to oppose the general savagery alone.59 Taking all

masses in the Republic.)

58. The account of Kallipolis and the philosopher king in the Republic shows us how
someone who is just can engage in political affairs rightly. But, again, the external
circumstances of Kallipolis are vastly different from the city portrayed in the !eaetetus.
Plato warns of the dangers of engaging in political affairs in an unjust city in book six of
the Republic.

59. In this way the philosopher is like the depiction of the philosopher in the ship of state
analogy at Republic 488.
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this into account he leads a quiet life and does his own work. Thus, like
someone who takes refuge under a little wall from a storm of dust or hail
driven by wind, the philosopher - seeing others filled with lawlessness - is
satisfied if he can somehow lead his present life free from injustice and im-
pious acts60 and depart from it with good hope, blameless, and content.
(496de)

Recognizing the danger and futility of opposing the viciousness of the city publicly, the

philosopher withdraws from public life and is content to live his life privately. His cen-

tral concern is the state and well-being of his own soul.

We see a similar disengagement in other books of the Republic as well. In the de-

scription of the good man living in an unjust city in book eight of the Republic, Socrates

says that this man “avoids honors, office, lawsuits, and all such meddling in other peo-

ple's affairs, and...is even willing to be put at a disadvantage in order to avoid trouble”

(549c). Because they lack his virtue, though, the good man’s family is not impressed

with his actions.  His wife complains that 

her husband isn't one of the rulers and that she's at a disadvantage among
the other women as a result. Then she sees that he's not very concerned
about money and that he doesn't fight back when he's insulted, whether in
private or in public in the courts, but is indifferent to everything of that
sort. She also sees him concentrating his mind on his own thoughts, nei-
ther honoring nor dishonoring her overmuch. (549ce)

The philosopher - this good man in an unjust city - avoids engaging in any sort of politi-

cal or civic affairs. We see a similar account of the philosopher who returns to the cave

in book seven.61  Socrates describes the experience of this man, saying:

60. Note here the mention of both injustice and impiety. This is interesting given that the
Republic notoriously doesn't give an account of piety in the presentation of the cardinal
virtues.  But these are precisely the virtues that the philosopher of the digression has.

61. It seems pretty clear that this account of the inside of the cave is describing an unjust
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...if there had been any honors, praises, or prizes among them for the one
who was sharpest at identifying the shadows...do you think that our man
would desire these rewards or envy those among the prisoners who were
honored and held power? Instead, wouldn't he feel, with Homer, that he'd
much prefer to 'work the earth as a serf to another, one without posses-
sions' and go through any sufferings, rather than share their opinions and
live like they do. (516cd)

Socrates continues a bit later, asking:

What about what happens when someone turns from divine study to the
evils of human life? Do you think it's surprising, since his sight is still dim,
and he hasn't yet become accustomed to the darkness around him, that he
behaves awkwardly and appears completely ridiculous if he's compelled,
either in the courts or elsewhere, to contend about the shadows of justice or
the statues of which they are the shadows, and to dispute about the way
these things are understood by people who have never seen justice itself?
(517d)  

The similarities between these passages and the philosopher of the digression are abun-

dant. In all of these passages, the philosopher rejects the interests and values of those

around him. He does not find the same things valuable as his fellow citizens do and he

would prefer to turn his back on them rather than live like they do. He aims, in such non-

ideal circumstances, to live a private life. But in living a private life, we need not think

he leads an ascetic life. The philosopher in book eight has a wife and children, after all.

He does, however, shun traditional values and acts instead on his own knowledge of what

city. The majority rule and are able to put the philosopher who tries to free them to
death. The inside of the cave (at least as described from 516c-517e) is not Kallipolis but
is instead an unjust city. This is consistent with thinking that Kallipolis, too, can be
represented as in a cave, but it will not, presumably, be a cave where the prisoners hold
power and kill the philosopher as he tries to free them.
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is truly good. But in doing this he is considered absurd and foolish. His wife derides

him, his fellow citizens will mock him and think him mad.62  

It seems clear, then, that if we can see any differences between depictions of the

philosopher in the Republic and the characterization in the digression of the Theaetetus,

those differences stem not from any difference in their nature but instead from the exter-

nal circumstances in which they find themselves. The philosophers in both dialogues

spend their lives in inquiry, developing accounts of the nature of the world that shape

their lives and behaviors. Their studies lead to a reevaluation of what is valuable and

what lacks value or is positively harmful. And, just as in the Theaetetus, if the philoso-

pher of the Republic found himself in an unjust city he turns away from the public and

political, concerning himself instead with his own personal affairs, being content to lead a

private and just life, even if such a life leads to ridicule and charges of absurdity.

5 Conclusion

Far from being an outlier in Plato's conception of the philosopher, the philosopher of the

digression offers us an account of the philosophical nature consistent with that found in

the Republic. While brief and in the context of a digression, we see again that the

philosopher will live a highly principled life, acting in accordance with his knowledge of

the true nature of the world. In so doing he will engage in those activities that he finds

62. So too in the ship of state analogy, where the navigator is considered "a real stargazer !,
a babbler, a good-for-nothing" by the sailors who, being ignorant of seafaring nonetheless
think themselves capable of running a ship (Republic 488). 
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valuable and ignore those that he thinks have no value at all.63 And perhaps he will look

ridiculous - laughable and a mere caricature - to those who do not know the true nature of

the world and what is of true value and who think that clumsiness or looking a fool at a

dinner party is a truly bad thing. But the philosopher is not concerned with how he looks

to others. Their opinion is not important.64 He is concerned that he lives in accordance

with the truth revealed to him by his studies.

What the difference between the philosopher ruler and the philosopher of the di-

gression has shown us, is that the philosopher may look quite different based on his ex-

ternal circumstances. Indeed, we cannot say much about how, precisely, the philosopher

will act because different philosophers may act very differently.65 What we can say is

that the philosopher finds himself in a particular set of circumstances. He is embedded in

a life that offers him the 'raw materials' that he then shapes using his knowledge and the

values that he lives by.  As Socrates says at Republic 591de, the philosopher will

look to the constitution within him and guard against disturbing anything
in it, either by too much money or too little. And in this way he'll direct
both the increase and expenditure of his wealth, as far as he can...And he'll
look to the same thing where honors are concerned. He'll willingly share
in and taste those that he believes will make him better, but he'll avoid any

63. His judgments of what is truly valuable may, to be sure, be different than ours. But
our judgments are quite different from, say, those who participate in The Real
Housewives of New York.  

64. Crito 48a: "We should not then think so much of what the majority will say about us,
but what he will say who understands justice and injustice, the one, that is, and the truth
itself."

65. Socrates acts quite differently from the philosopher of the digression, and both of
these individuals similarly act differently from the philosopher ruler of the Republic.
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public or private honor that might overthrow the established constitution of
his soul.

He need not shun all money or all honors. He need not turn away from all (or perhaps

even most) of the things that make up a human life - a family, friends, a job, hobbies and

interests. Rather, what distinguishes the philosopher from all others is that in all of his

actions he will aim to maintain the order and harmony of his soul. He will always do

only those actions - whether it be making investments, or taking a job, or marrying anoth-

er, or moving, or helping a friend - that will preserve or fortify his virtue.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE PHILOSOPHER IN THE SOPHIST AND STATESMAN

1 Introduction

Our final portrait of the philosopher is perhaps also our most enigmatic. At the beginning

of the Sophist, we come to expect that we will, eventually, get a dialogue on the nature of

the philosopher. The primary interlocutor of the dialogue - the Eleatic Visitor (EV) - has

set out to distinguish between the sophist, the statesman, and the philosopher. While the

EV offers portraits of both the sophist and the statesman, we never see a similar treatment

of the philosopher. This leaves us wondering, then, where, if anywhere, we can locate

the missing philosopher. Did Plato intend to write the Philosopher but never get around

to it?1 Or does another dialogue (or set of dialogues) stand in for the third part of the tril-

ogy?2 Or perhaps Plato deliberately didn’t write the dialogue because he intended us, his

readers, to develop our own account of the philosopher from the discussions in the

Sophist and Statesman.3  

It is this last answer - that we are meant to develop our own account of the

philosopher - that I find the most plausible. Indeed, in this chapter I aim to do precisely

this. Fortunately, the Sophist and Statesman offer us a wealth of resources to help devel-

op such an account. The best place to look is at the EV himself who is, I will argue, a

1. Cornford 1957 seems to make this suggestion.

2. White 2007 suggests we look to the Philebus.

3. Dorter 1994, Gill 2006, Klein 1977, and Frede 1996 have all proposed some version
of this answer.
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philosopher. By looking more closely at his nature and especially his activities, we see a

philosopher who strongly resembles the philosophers from the previous dialogues. But

the EV is different, particularly in the ways in which he goes about inquiring into the na-

ture of the sophist and statesman. The EV both uses and teaches a new sort of method - a

method of division - that offers the philosopher a new way to develop systematic and de-

fensible accounts. But trying to articulate precisely what this method involves and the

ways that it benefits the philosopher is no easy task. The central task of this chapter is to

offer an account of this new method while sorting through several puzzles that arise about

the method in these two dialogues.

2 The Eleatic Visitor as Philosopher

All of my arguments and conclusions in this chapter rely on one central claim: the Eleatic

Visitor is a philosopher. If this turns out to be false, if the EV is not a philosopher, then

we cannot take anything he says or does as evidence for the nature of the philosopher

more generally.4 We must begin our account of the philosopher in the Sophist and

4. McCoy 2008 argues that the EV should not be considered a philosopher because he
identifies the philosopher in fundamentally different ways than does Socrates. McCoy
argues that “while the Stranger identifies philosophy with a method of division and
collection, and especially with applying that method to metaphysical questions, Socrates
emphasizes self-knowledge and knowledge of the human soul and its moral good as
central to philosophical practice” (139-40). McCoy’s comparison between the
philosopher of the !eaetetus and the philosopher of the Sophist is problematic, though, in
that the portrait in the !eaetetus that she relies on is the portrait of Socrates the midwife.
But it’s altogether unclear whether we should consider Socrates the midwife to be a
philosopher in the !eaetetus. After all, we see an extended discussion of the philosopher
in the digression of the !eaetetus and that portrait does not look much like Socrates the
midwife at all. In addition, as I’ve argued in the previous chapter, the account of the
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Statesman, then, by looking at the EV and considering whether he should be considered a

philosopher.

One of the strongest pieces of evidence that the EV is a philosopher comes at the

very beginning of the Sophist where he is introduced as one. There, Theodorus in-

troduces the EV saying, “We’re also bringing this man who’s visiting us. He’s from Elea

and he’s a member of the group who gather around Parmenides and Zeno. And he’s very

much a philosopher” (216a). This prompts Socrates to note that philosophers appear

many ways to many different people and, in turn, leads to the topic of distinguishing be-

tween the philosopher, sophist, and statesman. While Socrates does not deny Theodorus’

claims, then, we also don’t see a ringing endorsement of them. Moreover, it’s not clear

that we should take Theodorus at his word. After all, we have gotten to know Theodorus

in the Theaetetus and it is abundantly clear that he is not a philosopher. It’s not implausi-

ble that Theodorus believes the EV is a philosopher but is wrong. Socrates himself notes

that people are frequently mistaken about philosophers, thinking that some people who

are philosophers aren’t and some who aren’t philosophers are (216cd). It is entirely pos-

sible that Theodorus is one such person.  We shouldn’t take Theodorus’ word for it.  

Fortunately, we don’t have to. We can be quite confident that the EV is a philoso-

pher - and, indeed, that we should look to him as a paradigmatic philosopher - by exam-

philosopher in the digression is quite consistent with the account offered in the Republic.
If she is going to offer a comparison between these two dialogues, she would be better
served to focus on the philosopher in the digression rather than the characterization of
Socrates the midwife, or, at the least, explain why Socrates the midwife should be
understood to be a paradigmatic philosopher in the !eaetetus.
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ining his attitudes and behaviors as he engages in inquiry throughout the Sophist and

Statesman. First, consider the EV’s attitude toward the truth and his motivations for en-

gaging in inquiry. While we don’t ever see him explicitly state that he loves and desires

wisdom, we see him frequently point out inadequacies in his own accounts, even when

his interlocutors fail to notice those mistakes.5 Moreover, he doesn’t rest content with

simply pointing out the inadequacies. After discovering the error he goes on to try to fix

it. If he is genuinely mistaken, then by pointing out his errors and trying to resolve them,

he appears to be acting out of a desire for the truth. It’s not important that he simply ap-

pear right. He aims to be right. But even if he is not genuinely mistaken and if the errors

in his reasoning are instead teaching errors, his persistence in inquiry is also an instance

of teaching.6 He is teaching Theaetetus and Young Socrates (YS) that in situations when

they are in error, they should press on and try to find a solution to the problem they face.

If the EV wished to appear clever or appease his interlocutors, we shouldn’t expect to see

him point out mistakes in his reasoning. That he does do this is, I take it, strong evidence

that he is motivated instead by a desire for the truth.

This desire for the truth and for knowledge shapes the EV’s character. Through-

out both dialogues we see him either exhibit or exhort his interlocutors to exhibit

courage, moderation, and tenacity.7 The courage that the EV demonstrates is not the

5. Several examples of this will be considered in the following section.

6. Rowe 1996 considers this possibility and concludes that the evidence is ambiguous

7. The previous paragraph also offers evidence that the EV has intellectual honesty -
because he is willing to admit when his accounts are inadequate and is willing to address
any questions and concerns that he or others might have about his accounts. It is most
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courage of a soldier on a battlefield or a citizen standing up in the Assembly arguing in

favor of an unpopular position but is instead the courage of a student finding fault with

his teacher’s most influential argument. As they begin to think about the nature of not-

being, the EV says “we have to be bold enough to attack what our father8 says. Or, if fear

keeps us from doing that, then we’ll have to leave it alone completely.” Theaetetus, him-

self a budding philosopher, replies that “fear, anyway, isn’t going to stop us” (242a). In

what follows, the EV shows how, contra Parmenides, it is indeed possible to talk coher-

ently about not-being. The EV’s willingness to address and criticize his own teacher’s

rulings brings to mind Socrates’ behaviors in the aporetic dialogues. Socrates, too, was

willing to critically evaluate the traditional teachings and values of Athens in a way that

required courage and boldness.

Successfully engaging in inquiry also requires that one be moderate in his divi-

sions. We see the EV hint at this in his response to YS’s attempt at division. After YS

tries to divide group rearing into humans and other animals, the EV notes that he has

made a “very keen and courageous (86"3A*b!>!> +>4 J1&6/-b!>!>) division”. Later he tells

the EV that “you said with great keenness (*^.> 86"3V*7$) that there were two classes of

living creatures, one human, and a second single one consisting of all the rest” (263c).

The emphasis here is that YS has zeal - perhaps excessive zeal - in his inquiry. While the

difficult to find instances of intellectual humility in the dialogues.  

8. Parmenides. The EV is introduced as a student of Parmenides and Zeno at the
beginning of the Sophist (216a).
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EV doesn’t elaborate on this in the current passage, at the end of the Statesman he distin-

guishes between two types of characters: the courageous character and the moderate char-

acter. The courageous individual is described as “sharp and courageous...fast and coura-

geous...vigorous” and is praised accordingly. The moderate individual is described as

“quiet and moderate” and individuals admire “things done in the mind, and in the sphere

of actions themselves, that are slow and soft, and also things the voice does that turn out

smooth and deep...we apply to all of them the name...of orderliness” (306e-307b). But

these characters are not uniformly good. There are times when we criticize the coura-

geous individual for going too fast or being too rash. And similarly there are times when

we criticize the moderate/orderly person for being too slow or quiet. What is best is a

character that is both courageous and moderate. In telling YS that his division was made

86"3A*b!>!>, very zealously, we see the EV offer a gentle admonition that YS needs to

slow down and proceed with a bit less zeal and a bit more order and moderation.9

Perhaps the trait that is most emphasized throughout these dialogues, though, is

tenacity. The process of division is long and full of bad starts and false leads. Through-

out both dialogues we see the EV and his interlocutors experience numerous frustrations

in their divisions. But through it all the EV keeps going and keeps encouraging his inter-

locutors to take heart. Near the end of the Sophist, after six attempted accounts of the

sophist and a very difficult discussion of not-being, Theaetetus despairs of ever finding

the sophist.  The EV responds, saying:

9. Miller 1980 has a nice discussion of this on pp 24-5.
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Even if you can only make a little progress, Theaetetus, you should cheer
up. If you give up in this situation, what will you do some other time when
you don’t get anywhere or even are pushed back? A person like that
would hardly capture a city, as the saying goes. (261bc)

This sentiment - to cheer up, to keep going even if the progress is slow and difficult, is re-

peated to Young Socrates in the Statesman.10

In particular this last feature of the EV - that he is willing to spend as much time

as he needs to to get to the truth of the matter, starting over if mistakes have been made,

but keeping at it, points back to the description of the philosopher in the digression of the

Theaetetus.  There, Socrates said that the philosopher 

always has what you mentioned just now - plenty of time. When he talks,
he talks in peace and quiet, and his time is his own. It is so with us now:
here we are beginning our third new discussion; and he can do the same, if
he is like us, and prefers the new-comer to the question in hand. It does not
matter to such men whether they talk for a day or a year, if only they may
hit upon that which is. (172d) 

This sentiment is expressed both in the EV’s actions and, in the Statesman, in a statement

to YS. There, he had just given a long and elaborate account of weaving as a model of

knowledge similar to that of statesmanship and he notes that: 

we shan’t have any need for a length that fits in relation to pleasure, except
perhaps as an incidental consideration. And, again, as for what contributes
toward the inquiry into making the subject set before us, what we have said
commits us to making a second and not a first priority of the question how
we might find it most easily and quickly, and to give by far the greatest
and primary value to the pursuit itself of the ability to divide by classes. In

10. At 268d. There, the EV and YS have discovered that their divisions were incorrect.
Rather than give up, the EV says, “well then, Socrates, this is what we must do, if we are
not going to bring disgrace on our argument at its end...we must travel some other route,
starting from another point” (268d). And they do, inquiring after the nature of the
statesman for another 43 Stephanus pages.
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particular, if an account is very long but renders the hearer better at dis-
covering things, our business is to take this one seriously and not feel at all
irritated at its length, and similarly if a shorter one, in its turn, has the same
effect. (286de)

What matters to the EV is that they arrive at the truth, and with that motivation in mind

he encourages his interlocutors to be brave, to take heart, and to engage in discussion for

as long as they need to.

We see, then, the EV share the same motivations and character as the philosophers

in previous dialogues. This strong element of continuity in character between the EV and

previous philosophers is persuasive evidence that, like those others, the EV is also a

philosopher.11 But while the EV shares the same nature as other philosophers throughout

the corpus, he appears to be engaging in a quite distinctive sort of activity. Unlike

Socrates in the aporetic dialogues, the EV has developed systematic defensible accounts.

And he inquires and develops those accounts in a way that is quite different from the

method proposed in the Republic.12 In what follows, I will look more closely at the

method of inquiry in the Sophist and Statesman and consider what this means for our un-

derstanding of how the philosopher pursues wisdom.

11. As McCoy 2008 points out (pp 138-9), we know very little about the EV save for
what we discover about him throughout the dialogues. So the EV, far more than Socrates
or even the philosopher ruler of the Republic, is portrayed as a philosopher alone, without
the introduction of other features of him that may be more idiosyncratic to the individual
rather than to the philosopher.

12. We never see any statement of method in the !eaetetus, so it’s unclear how the EV
differs from that philosopher.
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3 Inquiry and Knowledge

The EV uses division as his primary method of inquiry.13 On its surface, division looks

rather simple. First, the philosopher locates his quarry in a general kind or class. Next he

divides that class into subordinate classes14 and names both of these classes.15 He then re-

peats this process, locating his quarry in one of the subordinate classes, dividing that class

and naming the newly divided classes, and locating his quarry in one of the classes. This

process continues until the philosopher arrives at the object he was searching for. As we

might expect, though, the method isn’t nearly as straightforward as the process I have just

outlined. Indeed, there are many questions about all of the various aspects of this

method. In what follows, I ask a series of questions about the method in hopes that, by

asking the questions and looking at potential answers, we might get clearer about the gen-

eral nature of the method and why one would ever want to engage in it in the first place.

13. Collection is also a necessary component of this method. To be able to make the
right divisions, one must be aware of what objects belong in the larger class and in the
subordinate classes. But in this case, one engages in collection to better help make the
right sorts of divisions. In this way, collection is subordinate to division. I will discuss
the nature and role of collection in §3.2, below.

14. Typically two classes, though the EV notes that the goal is to cut along the ‘natural
joints’ and so sometimes they must cut into three or more branches. Even when they
engage in non-bifurcated divisions, the EV emphasizes that they must always cut into the
fewest number of branches.  See Statesman 287c and Phaedrus 265e.

15. Usually the name is well established though sometimes there is no established name
and the philosopher has to invent one. See Moravcsik 1973 and Lane 1998 for more
extensive discussions on the role of naming in division.
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3.1 What is the aim of inquiry?

The Eleatic Visitor obviously doesn’t engage in division without reason. He spends a

great deal of time throughout the dialogues explaining the process of division and engag-

ing in it. In addition, he emphasizes the importance of practicing division on easy objects

so that one can better use the method to investigate more difficult, and important, objects.

While it’s clear that the EV thinks that division is an important method to use, it’s far less

clear why he believes this. Why does the EV engage in division in both the Sophist and

Statesman?  What is the aim, the goal, of engaging in division?

The closest we get to a statement of why he uses division is, unfortunately, not

very explanatory. At Sophist 227ab he says that division “aims at acquiring intelligence

(1"O1)”. But surely other methods could also result in intelligence. Didn’t, say, the

method of hypothesis in the Republic also aim at knowledge and understanding?16 So

why should the EV prefer dialectic to some other method? We don’t see any direct an-

swer to this in the text. Indeed, answering this question will be one of the ultimate aims

of this chapter.17 To begin to develop an answer, let’s start with a couple of smaller ques-

tions: (1) what is the EV’s goal in this particular inquiry? and (2) how is division suited

to this task?

16. In the Philebus, Socrates makes an even stronger claim, saying “everything in any
field of art that has been discovered has come to light because of this [method]” (16c).
But what does this mean? After all, presumably any method that Socrates employs aims
at acquiring intelligence.  So why not use some other method instead of division?

17. I will return to that question in §3.6, below.
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The EV’s central task in the Sophist and Statesman is established near the begin-

ning of the Sophist. There, Socrates asks the EV whether the sophist, statesman, and

philosopher are all different or if one or more of them share kinds. The EV responds that

they are three kinds but that “defining18 clearly what each of them is...isn’t a small task”

(217b). This, then, is the ultimate goal of the his inquiries in these dialogues: he aims to

offer definitions of the sophist, the statesman, and the philosopher. The definitions that

he seeks must go beyond being merely uniquely identifying. They must somehow point

to the essence of the object under investigation.19 In the various definitions of the sophist,

for example, the EV and Theaetetus reach uniquely identifying accounts of the sophist.

But no one of the first six definitions are adequate because while they point to a feature

of the sophist they don’t point to that feature that is essential to the nature of the sophist.

It is only the seventh definition, which identifies the sophist as someone adept at imita-

tion, that is finally deemed adequate.20 This, then, is what the EV aims to do - he aims to

18. The White translation reads ‘distinguish’, although ‘&-"69(>(3>-’ can mean either
‘distinguish’ or ‘define’. The EV appears to require more than simply being able to offer
an account that distinguishes the sophist and statesman from other types of expertise.
After all, in the Statesman at the end of the myth, the EV indicates that they have offered a
definition of the statesman that distinguishes it from all other types of expertise and yet,
nevertheless, this account is “superficial” and has not “received its proper clarity” (277c).
So too with the various divisions of the sophist. Each has adequately distinguished the
sophist from other craftsmen, but the first six divisions are nonetheless deemed
inadequate.

19. Here we might rightly think of the difference between, say, an ostensive definition
and an essential definition. It’s not enough to point to an example or account of a
specific sort of sophist or statesman. An adequate definition must get to the essential
features of the object in question.

20. It’s not at all clear that the seventh definition is actually adequate. I consider this in
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develop definitions of the sophist, statesman, and philosopher. And he engages in divi-

sion, because it offers him a methodical way to do so.

Division has as its aim developing systematic and defensible accounts of one’s

object of inquiry. The accounts are systematic because in order to develop the account

one must work down through the various kinds until one reaches the particular species.

By the time the philosopher has arrived at the species, then, and is able to offer an ac-

count of it, he will be able to trace the relations between the species and the various high-

er-level kinds. In so doing, he will be able to articulate how that species relates to them

and to the more general kind of which is it a part. His account will be systematic. It will

also be defensible, because it is not enough that one simply make divisions and locate the

quarry within those divisions. Those divisions and decisions must be correct.21 As he

pursues his quarry, then, the philosopher will have to be able to defend the decisions that

he has made.  And if he is able to do this, then the resulting account will be defensible.

But what sorts of accounts are developed? If the aim of division is to develop sys-

tematic defensible accounts, what will one be able to develop accounts of? Division

doesn’t seem capable of providing an account of the cosmogony of the universe of the

sort we see offered in the Timaeus or an argument for why justice is beneficial as is given

in the Republic. Instead the accounts that division develops are classificatory in nature.

One who has successfully engaged in division will understand the systematic relations

§3.4 below.

21. In what ways the divisions must be correct and what steps one can take to ensure the
decisions are defensible is discussed in §3.4, below.
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between various species and classes that fall under a more general kind and he will be

able to understand where some particular species fits in that classificatory structure. This

actually points to two distinct types of accounts that division can develop.  

First, the philosopher can use division to develop account of some particular

species of thing. With this as the aim, the philosopher engages in the sort of method de-

scribed at the beginning of this section. He finds the species in the overarching general

kind, divides the kind into subordinate classes, locates the species in one of the classes,

divides that class, and continues until he reaches the object he was pursuing. This is the

aim of division in both the Sophist and Statesman and this is how we see the EV proceed.

At the end of his divisions, the EV looks back to the divisions he has made to offer his

accounts of the sophist and statesman. 

A Short Digression: Two Very Different Definitions

Interestingly, the final accounts of the sophist and statesman look very different from one

another. In the Sophist the account appears to simply repeat back the various divisions

that had been made to arrive at the sophist. This definition traces back the divisions that

are made, mostly moving from the most particular to the most general.22 In his final ac-

22. Let me quickly trace the divisions leading to the seventh definition: [1] Expertise is
divided into [2a] acquisitive expertise and [2b] productive expertise. [2b] Productive
expertise is divided into [3a] divine production and [3b] human production. [3b] Human
production is divided into [4a] the production of things themselves (houses, shoes) and
[4b] the production of images of the things themselves (drawings of houses). [4b]
Producing images is divided into [5a] likeness-making and [5b] appearance-making. [5b]
Appearance making is divided into [6a] using tools to create the appearance and [6b]
imitating by using oneself to create the appearance. [6b] Imitation is divided into [7a]
informed mimicry (by doing so with knowledge) and [7b] belief-mimicry (by doing so

213



count of the sophist, the EV describes sophistry as “imitation of the contrary-speech-

producing, insincere and unknowing sort, of the appearance-making kind of copy-

making, the word-juggling part of production that’s marked off as human and not divine”

(268cd). We do not get any further content or insight about the nature of the sophist in

this final account. All of the content that we might get about the sophist comes as the EV

and Theaetetus make their divisions. This final description acts as a sort of ‘tidying up’

stage where the EV reminds Theaetetus and his audience of the path that they have fol-

lowed.  He says nothing more about the sophist.23

The final definition of the statesman is far more complex and informative. States-

manship, according to the EV, is “the [expertise] that controls all these [types of expertise

that are concerned with some individual practical activity], and the laws, and cares for

every aspect of the city, weaving everything together in the most correct way...” (305d).

This account looks back to various points in the divisions - it claims that that the

without knowledge). [7b] Belief mimicry is divided into [8a] sincere imitation and [8b]
insincere imitation. [8b] insincere imitation is divided into [9a] giving long speeches to a
crowd and [9b] using short speeches in private.

I say that the final definition mostly traces back the divisions because it starts by calling it
‘imitation’ (4b) and then immediately moves to the most specific 9b, then 8b, then 7b,
then it skips 6b altogether, going instead to 5b, 4b, and then 3b. I’m not at all clear where
we should place the attribute ‘word-juggling’ (!H 3>A*>!"8"--+H1 *b6-"1) as this description
isn’t used at all in the previous divisions. Indeed, the only other place that it is used in
the Platonic corpus is at Sophist 224a when in the second division of the sophist, the EV
is describing things that are sold wholesale for the soul. He says “let’s consider every
kind of music...as well as painting and shows (3>A*>!"8"--+L1)...”.

23. This could be because sophistry is not a true expertise and so the entire division and
resulting definition is fundamentally flawed. I consider this possibility on page 227,
below.
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statesman cares for every aspect of the city24, that it shares important features with weav-

ing. It also distinguishes statesmanship from other types of expertise that are similar to it,

either superficially (like sophistry) or more substantially (like generalship). But while

this definition draws from the information gotten from the previous discussions, it does

not simply trace back the divisions like the definition of the sophist does. It’s a far more

substantial, explanatory account. We learn something new when we come upon the divi-

sion - that the EV is a sort of political weaver, that he controls all of the laws and subor-

dinate types of expertise.  It is not simply a summing up of the previous divisions.

That these two definitions are quire different is clear. Why they are so different,

though, is a very difficult question to answer. Perhaps the EV traces back divisions in the

Sophist because it’s relatively easy to do so given that all the divisions are bifurcations.

In the case of statesmanship, though, we see a far more complex process of dividing

“limb by limb” where more than two divisions are made during the same stage of divi-

sion. This process may not lend itself to a simple tracing sort of account. Or perhaps the

complexity of the definition is explained by the relative complexities of the different ob-

jects. Statesmanship is a positive knowledge, it deals with what is rather than what is not,

it has a definite sphere, and it has a clearly identifiable product. Sophistry does not.

Sophistry deals in imitation and illusion and produces all different types of appearances.

24. A feature of statesmanship that is brought to the fore at the end of the Great Myth
(276bc).
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Perhaps the EV cannot say much outside of the very formal account of the sophist, then,

whereas there is much more to be expressed and described in the case of the statesman.

It’s not at all clear to me why we see such marked differences in the definitions of

the sophist and statesman and this is a question worthy of further investigation. For now,

though, let’s return to the original topic of this section. Even though the definitions are

different, both accounts draw from the divisions that were made. Thus we see how divi-

sion is used to discover the natures of particular species (sophists, statesmen) and articu-

late those natures via an account.

While we see the EV use division to develop accounts of the sophist and

statesman, one can also use division to develop an account, a map, of the more general

kind as well.25 We have already seen how those maps can be developed, because in

pursuit of particular species the EV and his interlocutors develop partial maps. In starting

with a general kind and then dividing it into classes, they have begun to develop a map of

that general kind. Because their goal is to find a particular species, they ignore those

branches where their quarry is not found. But they could divide all branches that stem

from that general kind through to the end. They could develop the map into completion.

Indeed, while we never see the EV develop this grander map, we do see evidence that the

EV considers it important that one be able to develop these maps. At Statesman 285ab he

says, “[W]hen one perceives first the community between members of a group of many

25. Cornford 1957, pg 171 recognizes this as a goal of division. I take the term ‘map’
from Lane’s discussion of this process.
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things, one should not desist until one sees in it all those differences that are located in

classes...” By developing a map of a general kind, one can come to understand the struc-

ture of that general kind and see how the various subsidiary classes and particular species

relate to one another and to the general kind as a whole. And, like the accounts of the

species above, the map that can be developed will be systematic and defensible.  

We can see, then, why one would want to engage in division. Division offers a

method by which one can develop systematic, defensible accounts that result in a sort of

classificatory knowledge of the objects at hand. If one wants an account, either of a

species or a more general kind, then he can develop those accounts by engaging in the

method of division. While we have an answer to why someone would wish to engage in

division, many questions remain about the method itself. In what follows, I consider

some of the questions that arise. 

3.2 What is involved in this method of inquiry?

It’s clear that the EV uses division to develop systematic accounts of his object of in-

quiry. But it appears that division is only a component of some larger method. Through-

out the course of the inquiry in the Sophist and Statesman we see the EV using a variety

of different techniques in the process of developing adequate accounts.26 The question

for us right now is how these different techniques fit with division to make up a more

general method of inquiry. Are some (or all) of them necessary components of a success-

26. I call these ‘techniques’ instead of ‘methods’ for the sake of clarification.
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ful method of inquiry? If so, which ones? If not, then why do we see the EV use these

techniques and what role do they have in service of the larger method? I want to focus on

two techniques that are most frequently considered necessary components of the larger

method of inquiry: collection and the use of examples. 

Collection involves just that - collecting seemingly disparate objects together and

recognizing they belong to some particular class.27 The strongest evidence for the use of

collection with division comes in the Phaedrus. There Socrates explicitly links collection

and division as two components of a single method of inquiry.  He says: 

There were...two kinds of things the nature of which it would be quite
wonderful to grasp by means of a systematic art...The first consists in see-
ing together things that are scattered everywhere and collecting them into
one kind, so that by defining each thing we can make clear the subject of
any instruction we wish to give...[second] is to be able to cut up each kind
according to its species along its natural joints, and to try not to splinter
any part as a bad butcher might do.  (265de)

Socrates presents collection and division as complementary procedures in the Phaedrus.

In both the Sophist and Statesman the EV similarly links these two procedures. At

Sophist 253d, for example, the EV says that the expert in dialectic will “be capable of ad-

equately discriminating a single Form spread out through a lot of others, each of which

stands separate from the others. In addition, he can discriminate Forms that are different

from each other but are included within a single Form that’s outside them.”28 The skilled

27. Both Sayre 2006 and Cornford 1957 claim this. Lane 1998 denies that collection is a
necessary component of the method in either dialogue.

28. See also Statesman 285bc.  

218



dialectician will be able to engage in both division and collection. To see why this is the

case, let’s look at an instance of collection at the beginning of the Sophist.

Directly after Theaetetus agrees that the sophist has an expertise, the EV turns to

divide ‘expertise’ into two. To do this, he doesn’t just state that there is a productive ex-

pertise and an acquisitive expertise, but instead he starts listing various particular skills.

He says: “There’s farming, or any sort of caring for any mortal body; and there’s also

caring for things that are put together or fabricated, which we call equipment; and there’s

imitation” (219ab). All of these, he notes, are concerned with bringing something into

existence. On the other hand, there is “the whole type that has to do with learning, recog-

nition, commerce, combat, and hunting” (219c). These don’t produce anything but in-

stead they are concerned with acquiring and keeping things.  

All members of each set share an important feature with the other members of that

set (that they are productive or that they are acquisitive). By collecting them in this way,

the EV is demonstrating that there is a clear difference between these two sets and that he

can reasonably make a division where he does. In other words, collection helps the EV

know (and be able to show) that he can make a division and where to divide.

Collection can also be used to help the philosopher figure out where to locate his

quarry within a division. Sayre has argued convincingly that we see an example of a col-

lection after the first five failed definitions of the sophist.29 The EV notices the common

feature of the sophist running through the first five accounts - that the sophist appears to

29. See Sayre §2.3 in particular.
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be a master of all sorts of things, indeed of everything. He then uses this collection to

uncover the essential feature of the sophist - that he deals in appearances - that results in

the seventh and final account. In this case, collection is not aimed at determining how to

make the appropriate divisions but is instead used to help figure out the commonality be-

tween different appearances of the same object.

We see a similar use of collection at Statesman 258a. There, the EV asks “Shall

we posit the statesman and king and slave master and the manager of a household as well,

as one thing, when we refer to them by all these names...?” Although their task is to lo-

cate the statesman, there are very few (if any) true statesmen to look to as they are

making their divisions. By arguing that statesmanship shares the same expertise with

kingship, being a slave master, and household management, the EV offers a much wider

range of targets to think about when trying to locate statesmanship in the divisions. For

example, in the next several divisions, the EV locates kingship rather than statesmanship

in the subordinate classes. Why? Presumably because it’s easier to know where to locate

the king in the divisions and, since kingship is the same techne as statesmanship, one will

invariably find statesmanship in that same division. Here again, then, the EV introduces

an example of collection to help them be able to locate their quarry as they engage in

division.

We can reasonably allow that collection is a necessary component of the method.

But it is also subordinate to division in these two dialogues. The EV and his interlocutors

engage in collection in service to making the appropriate divisions. First, knowing what

objects share a common class is necessary for being able to see where there are natural
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divisions within a larger class. And second, recognizing that seemingly disparate things

all share some feature in common can help one successfully identify where to locate

one’s quarry.30 In the context of these two dialogues, then, we can reasonably claim that

the EV is engaging in a method of division with collection serving as a necessary but sub-

ordinate component of it.

What about the use of examples in inquiry?31 The EV explicitly recommends the

use of examples, saying, “it’s a hard thing, my fine friend, to demonstrate any of the more

important subjects without using models (8>6>&/9C*>(-)” (277cd). By using examples,

one is able to reflect on a clearer or more obvious object and then, bringing that object to-

gether with the less clear (but more important) object, recognize salient similarities. This

then gives the philosopher a new insight into how he might proceed in the process of

division.

We see two prominent examples in the Statesman. The first example - the

statesman as shepherd - is used implicitly and without great effect. Indeed, it’s because

the EV and YS are guided by this example that they are initially in error, thinking that the

30. This feature of the method may be particular to these dialogues. After all, both the
Sophist and Statesman have as their aim isolating and offering an account of a particular
object. This task requires seeing the various divisions in a larger kind. We might think
of another task that could instead have collection as the primary aim. For example, if
someone were to aim to offer an account of knowledge more generally then even if he
uses division to map out the various distinctions between types of knowledge the ultimate
task is seeing all of the various types of knowledge that should properly be considered
knowledge.

31. Lane 1998 offers the most vigorous defense of the role of examples in the method of
inquiry.
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scope of the statesman’s attentions is far greater than it actually is.32 It is only after they

realize that their inquiry thus far has been flawed that the EV discusses the role that

examples can play in inquiry and introduces weaving as the example that will guide them

for the rest of the dialogue. By offering an account of weaving, they’re able to notice an

essential feature of it - that it is a directive craft that presides over subordinate crafts -

that statesmanship shares. Recognizing this, the EV and YS are then able to complete

their account of the statesman, showing him to be a political weaver. Appeal to example

looks central to the success of the account of the statesman.

But what about the Sophist? Do we also see the use of examples in this dialogue?

Yes. Indeed the dialogue begins with the division of the angler, which is meant to be an

example useful in the EV’s and Theaetetus’ inquiries into the nature of the sophist. The

example of the angler guides the first five accounts of the sophist, all of which share as-

pects of expertise with the angler. The sophist, like the angler, is characterized as an in-

dividual having an expertise in acquisition. But these accounts are ultimately unsuccess-

ful. The final account, the one that the EV is satisfied with, does not draw on any

features of the angler, save that the sophist, like the angler, is an expert.33 Instead it lo-

32. A shepherd takes care of all aspects of his flocks lives - the food, breeding,
entertainment, and the like. A statesman, in contrast, has a care for the whole of the city
but is not personally responsible for each aspect of the city’s care.

33. But Theaetetus does not recognize that the sophist is an expert because of the angler
but instead because of the sophist’s name. Thus while it’s reasonable to think that the
angler guided the EV and Theaetetus in pursuing the sophist down the acquisitive branch
of expertise, it is not reasonable to think that the example of the angler guided the EV and
Theaetetus in their decision to recognize the sophist as an expert. This is supported by
the text. See Sophist 221de. First, Theaetetus recognizes the sophist as an expert. Then
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cates the sophist in the productive branch of expertise, as a producer of imitations.34 If

this is so, then we have a successful division that is not guided by an example. Indeed the

example of the angler in this case led the EV and Theaetetus astray from the real nature

of the sophist. 

While the use of examples plays an important role in the inquiries, then, it doesn’t

seem necessary for a successful inquiry. So where does this leave us? If example

doesn’t play a necessary role in inquiry, what role does it play? It plays the same role as

other methods of inquiry do in these dialogues. One of the enduring questions about in-

quiry in the Sophist and Statesman is about the EV’s use of other methods throughout

both dialogues. Indeed, some of the most interesting and provocative discussions don’t

come during investigations using division but instead come when the EV is engaging in

some different method altogether. So why does the EV engage in other methods of in-

quiry throughout both dialogues? What do these other methods contribute to the larger

investigation? If we can answer this question about other methods, we can see why the

EV also emphasizes the use of examples throughout. To begin an answer, let’s look at

and only then does the EV notice the sophist’s similarities with the angler.

34. Lane (on pg 29) argues that the seventh definition locates the sophist on the
acquisitive, coercive, and fighting branch of techne, but I see very little textual evidence to
support this claim. The EV states explicitly that imitation is a branch of productive
expertise (219ab) and then explicitly characterizes sophistry as a sort of imitation (268c).
This appears irrefutable evidence that the sophist is ultimately located in the productive
branch of expertise. Gill 2006, pg.11, makes the same point regarding where we should
locate the sophist.
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two of the most prominent instances where the EV uses methods other than division in

the course of inquiry.

In the Sophist, the EV takes a significant digression in the middle of his seventh

division to think more about the nature of being and not-being. This investigation relates

to the account of the sophist - if we cannot talk about not-being then we cannot talk about

falsity, and if we cannot talk about falsity then the account of the sophist as someone who

makes false representations cannot be correct. This inquiry into the nature of being and

not-being is far ranging, complex, and ultimately successful. The EV is able to explain

how we can fruitfully talk about not-being35 and then uses that analysis to explain what it

means to say something false. And he does all of this without using any sort of division.

Instead, the EV proceeds in the same manner as Socrates does through many of the dia-

logues (particularly the more dogmatic dialogues) - by assuming certain views (either

those of others or, eventually, his own) and seeing what consequences follow from such

assumptions and trying to determine whether those assumptions are consistent with earli-

er commitments and/or common sense.36  

35. At least in the predicative sense. It’s far less clear how we can speak of existential
not-being.

36. For example, at 249cd the EV says that the philosopher will reject the claim that
“everything is at rest, either from defenders of the one or from friends of the many Forms.
In addition, he has to refuse to listen to people who say that that which is changes in every
way” because either of these views have, as a consequence, the elimination of
“knowledge, understanding, and intelligence”.
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In the Statesman, the EV presents a long myth about the basic nature of the cos-

mos as a way to help their discussion. The myth - which describes two periods, one or-

derly and the other increasingly chaotic - is used to help them get out of an aporia regard-

ing the nature of the statesman. They were mistaken to think of the statesman like a

shepherd. It is the god in the time of Cronus that cares for humans as a shepherd does,

being the active caretaker of all aspects of their lives. But we are now in the time of

Zeus, and so must recognize that there are other skills - baking and masonry and medi-

cine - that care for various needs of humans. Instead, the EV suggests that the statesman

cares for “the whole human community together” (276c). Thus an error in division - in

calling the statesman a herder and then confusing that for a sort of sheep herder - is no-

ticed and rectified through the use of the myth. 

Both of these methods - basic testing for contradictions and the use of myth - are

used as tools in the service of division.37 In the one case, it is used to ensure that a divi-

sion is legitimate and in the other case it is used to get out of an aporia. This is precisely

the role that collection and examples serve as well. Both collection and example serve as

helpful and important tools that the EV uses as he engages in inquiry in these dialogues.

I’ve argued that collection is a necessary tool. You cannot engage in division without

having some idea of what collection of objects belong to each class and subordinate class.

37. This is not at all to say that the accounts that are the result of these methods are
uninteresting in their own right. Indeed, both the myth and the discussion of being and
not-being are important and informative and have certainly been more the focus of
scholarly attention than the results of the various divisions.
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The use of examples are certainly helpful and, indeed, quite recommended. They help

the philosopher notice different features of his object of interest that he may have over-

looked, thereby helping him make the right sorts of divisions. Unlike collection, though,

examples are not necessary for a successful division. One can develop an adequate ac-

count without appealing to examples along the way.38

While we see a great deal of focus on division, then, we should not at all think that

division is the only method or technique used in these dialogues. The EV uses any num-

ber of methods as he pursues his quarry. What all of these other methods have in com-

mon is that they are all used in the service of division. They are tools used to help the EV

make the right divisions or to test the divisions that he has made.39

3.3 What does a good division look like?

Engaging in the method of division won’t result in an adequate account of the object of

inquiry unless one engages in that method well. But it’s unclear precisely what it means

to engage in division properly. After all, I can divide any thing I want into whatever cat-

egories I want, willy nilly. It isn’t enough that I make divisions until I arrive at my quar-

38. Though to be able to do this may require a very sophisticated dialectician. It’s
doubtful that Theaetetus, YS, or you and I would be able to successfully engage in
division without relying on examples as we proceed. However, at Statesman 277cd, the
EV says that “it’s a hard thing (E>./8b1)...to demonstrate any of the more important
subjects without using models.”  While it is difficult, it is not impossible.

39. As we shall see later in §3.5, division can likewise be used as a tool for other methods
of inquiry.
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ry. I must make the right sorts of divisions. But what does a good division actually look

like?

As mentioned above, a division involves locating a general kind, dividing it, locat-

ing the object of inquiry in that division, dividing again, again locating the object, and

continuing in like manner. First, then, one must be sure that he locates the object of in-

quiry in the right general kind. If I want to give an account of the philosopher, for exam-

ple, I must first find a general kind (like knowledge) and locate the philosopher there. If I

get this first step wrong, then everything that follows from that division will also be

wrong.40

Given the importance of making an initial correct decision, it’s surprising that the

EV and his interlocutors don’t spend more time making sure that it’s correct. In both the

Sophist and the Statesman, they immediately agree that sophistry is a type of expertise

and the statesman has a sort of knowledge. While their agreement about the statesman

may be taken as obvious, their agreement about the sophist is far more surprising and

troubling. To see why, we should look more closely at Theaetetus’ explanation for why

he locates the sophist where he does. As they are beginning their search for the sophist,

the EV says that while they may share a name in common they must be careful to agree

about the object of inquiry not simply because of the name but on account of some logos,

some account or explanation.41 But when the EV then asks him whether the sophist is

40. At Statesman 278de the EV asks: “how could anyone begin from false belief and get
to even a small part of the truth, and so acquire wisdom?”
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“completely and truly” an expert, Theaetetus replies that “he has to be the kind of person

that the name sophist indicates” and thus he must be considered to have an expertise

(221d). The EV never disagrees with this initial decision. But perhaps he should have,

because Theaetetus makes the decision that he does - to identify the sophist as an expert -

because of the name ‘sophist’. In making this decision he does precisely what the EV

says that they should avoid - looking to the name rather than some logos when making

decisions about the sophist. The decision seems particularly worrisome because in other

dialogues Socrates expressly denies that sophistry is a type of expertise.42 At worst, the

initial decision to locate sophistry as a type of expertise is completely false, Theaetetus

and the EV should never have identified sophistry as a type of expertise, and the resulting

seven accounts are all false. At best, the decision was correct but unjustified and the EV

and Theaetetus need to offer some sort of account of their decision for the rest of the divi-

sion to be defensible.

Let’s assume, though, that the initial decision to locate the quarry in a general

kind is correct. The philosopher must continue to locate the object in the right classes

41. Sophist 218bc

42. At Republic 493ac Socrates likens the sophist’s ‘wisdom’ to the wisdom of someone
who figures out the moods of a giant beast and learns how to agitate or sooth that beast.
This sort of person, like the sophists, “call this knack wisdom” and “gathers his
information together as if it were a craft, and starts to teach it. In truth, he knows nothing
about which of these convictions is fine or shameful, good or bad, just or unjust...” At
Gorgias 465ac he says that sophistry is a knack because it “has no account of the nature of
whatever things it applies by which it applies them, so that it’s unable to state the cause
of each thing.” In both of these cases, a true skill requires knowledge of the objects that
relate to its skill.  In both cases he denies that sophists have the required knowledge.  
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throughout the divisions. The moment that he gets any of these decisions incorrect, his

division becomes incorrect. But a correct division requires more than this. It’s also im-

portant that the philosopher make the right sorts of divisions. These divisions are not

meant to be arbitrary but instead are meant to track real divisions in the class. The EV

stresses the importance of dividing into real classes near the beginning of the Statesman.

There, YS attempts to divide herds into humans and other animals. The EV is not satis-

fied with this division, though, because YS is “taking off one small part on its own, leav-

ing many large ones behind, and without reference to real classes” (262ab). A good divi-

sion, he says, divides the kind into real classes rather than mere parts.

But what does it mean to divide into real classes rather than mere parts? The EV

doesn’t offer much of an explanation, relying instead on examples to make his point

clear. He offers two examples. First, consider the general kind of human beings. You

can divide humans in all sorts of ways. You can divide them into ‘male’ and ‘female’ or

you can divide them into ‘Greeks’ and ‘Non-Greeks’. Or consider the general kind of

numbers. You can divide numbers into ‘even’ and ‘odd’. Or you can divide numbers

into ‘10,000’ and ‘everything other than 10,000’. In both of these cases the first sort of

division divides the general kind into real classes while the second sort of division di-

vides the kind into mere parts. So what distinguishes dividing classes from dividing

parts?  I think that Sayre is offers a convincing answer to this question.  He says, 

“A class is a set of entities of a common sort (numbers, people, productive
classes), each participating in the same specific Form. A part, on the other
hand, is a group of entities considered without respect to any features that
they may happen to share in common. Thus it is that all classes are parts,
whereas there is no necessity that a part be a class” (228).
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To divide into real classes is to divide according to the Forms that those classes partic-

ipate in. Humans participate in one Form, and the classes of ‘male’ and ‘female’ partic-

ipate in other, subordinate, Forms. While they may be a subordinate Form of ‘Greek’,

there is surely not one of ‘Non-Greek’ and so to divide into these groups is to divide arbi-

trarily into mere parts.

Note that this account of proper division carries with it metaphysical commit-

ments about the nature of the world. Some group of things is a real class rather than a

mere part if there is a Form that the members of that group participate in. So there are

Forms that correspond to real classes. And, importantly, these Forms look to encompass

a whole variety of natural kinds. They are not limited to ethical or mathematical con-

cepts.43 Moreover, just as the classes are organized in a hierarchical structure, it’s reason-

able to think that the Forms are likewise organized so that the more particular Forms are

subordinate to the more general.44  

43. This should recall Socrates’ worry in the Parmenides about what there are Forms of.
He is certain that there are Forms of just, beautiful, good, and other such objects. He is
less sure about Forms of human, fire, and water. And he positively denies that there are
Forms of hair, dust, and dirt. (Parmenides 130bd) Perhaps the Timaeus offers us an
explanation for how it is that there can be Forms associated with all of the natural kinds.
There, Timaeus makes a distinction between three kinds of things: (1) “that which comes
to be”, (2) “that in which it comes to be”, and (3) “that after which the thing coming to be
is modeled, and which is the source of its coming to be” (50cd). This seems to allow for
Forms (which are those entities in group 3) for all natural kinds, including things like hair
and dirt.

44. That there is a structure of Forms that is hierarchically ordered isn’t a new thought.
We see a similar claim made in the Republic. The striking difference between the account
of Forms Republic and the account in the Sophist and Statesman is the scope of what counts
as a Form.
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A good division, then, requires that the philosopher divide into real classes. In do-

ing this, he is not imposing some arbitrary structure on the general kind, on the subor-

dinate classes, or on any of the particular species that that are found within the division.

Instead he is discovering something about the true nature of those particular species, of

the various more general classes, and, indeed, of the world in which he lives.

3.4 How can I be sure my divisions are correct?

A good division needs the two key features described in the previous section. One must

ensure that he has located his quarry in the correct general kind and then in the right sub-

ordinate classes throughout the course of the division. Moreover, he must ensure that the

divisions that he makes divide the group into real classes rather than mere parts. Of

course, it’s all well and good to say that division requires both of these things, but how

can you be sure that you’ve make the proper divisions and then located the quarry in the

correct class?  How do you know you’re right?

Unfortunately, there isn’t any clear answer to this. The accounts developed by en-

gaging in division can’t simply be checked against some answer book to make sure

they’re true. Instead perhaps the best way for the philosopher to ensure that his accounts

are true is to do what Plato recommends throughout the corpus - he should subject both

his account and the decisions leading to that account to dialectical examination. In the

aporetic dialogues Socrates tests the definitions that his interlocutors offer and in the Re-

public he says that the philosopher ruler must be able to defend his accounts against all

questions “as if in a battle”. Testing one’s accounts in a rigorous dialectical examination
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seems to be a well-established way to determine whether the accounts developed are ade-

quate. It’s reasonable to expect the same in division - the philosopher should be able to

defend all of his decisions throughout the process of division as well as the resulting ac-

count. Being able to withstand dialectical scrutiny is a good indication that the division is

successful.

A Short Digression: Dialectal Testing of the EV’s Divisions

But if this is the case, then why don’t we see the EV submit his own divisions to

further testing? His interlocutors are both young and are not his dialectical equals. In-

deed, at the beginning of the Sophist the EV says that while it is easier to offer accounts

of the sophist, statesman, and philosopher using short questions, it’s only easier “if you’re

talking with someone who’s easy to handle and isn’t a trouble-maker (J.V87$ !/ +>4

/<'197$)” (217d). Socrates assures him that any of those he would choose as an interlocu-

tor would answer “meekly” (86{7$). If the way to ensure that one’s divisions and ac-

counts are correct is to submit them to rigorous dialectical testing, then why don’t we see

the EV engage with interlocutors who are more capable of testing his accounts instead of

interlocutors who are easy to handle and meek? Both Theaetetus and YS are more like

students learning from a teacher than interlocutors engaged in a joint search and examina-

tion with the EV. Neither of them challenge the decisions made by the EV. If there is a

concern about the divisions made or the resulting accounts, it’s typically the EV who
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raises them and responds to them. So what should we make of this? What should we

make of the lack of dialectical rigor in both the Sophist and Statesman?45

Perhaps we should deny that there is such a lack. After all, while Theaetetus and

YS don’t address problems with the divisions, the EV certainly does and does often. In

the Sophist, the EV isn’t content with the first appearance of the sophist but locates the

sophist in multiple places and then notes that his appearing many different ways is an in-

dication that they don’t have a clear idea of him. Moreover, the seventh and final defini-

tion, that emphasizes the appearance-making skill of the sophist, is itself subject to a

quite potent worry regarding the nature of not-being and the EV raises this worry and

then responds to it. The EV is even more critical of his proposals in the Statesman.

There, the various divisions are shown to be inadequate in a variety of ways. Initially the

division is inadequate because the resulting account wasn’t uniquely identifying.46 Once

they had resolved that worry, though, the account still wasn’t adequate because it was too

45. Rowe 1996 points to this worry. He writes that while YS participates in the
conversation and is not entirely “colourless”, nevertheless “he nowhere tests ES, or poses
him genuine challenges. If this is ‘dialectic’, it is - or so it might be said - a dialectic
which has partly forgotten its roots in the process of &->.,C/(3>-, ‘conversing’, even while
formally acknowledging them, and has become little more than a simple process of
instruction.” (173). However Rowe argues that we see enough give and take and enough
questioning by YS to assume that the exchange truly is a joint search instead of a lesson
from teacher to student. 

46. See 267ac for the initial account of the statesman. It’s worth noting here that this
account is very similar to the final account of the sophist in that it simply weaves together
the previous divisions, moving from most general to most particular. This is a very
different manner of giving the account than we see with the final definition of the
statesman.  See §3.1 for a discussion of the two types of definitions.
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superficial and did not give enough detail about the true nature of the statesman.47 It’s

only after responding to this worry - by suggesting that statesmanship shares important

features with weaving - that the EV develops an account that he deems adequate. So per-

haps we do see the EV engage in a rigorous dialectical examination. If his interlocutors

are not up to the task of adequately examining his accounts, then he will take on both the

role of advocate and critic.  

This seems all well and good up to a point. But while there are many instances

where the EV does critically evaluate the divisions and resulting accounts there are also

many instances where he does not. Our best examples of this come in the Sophist. I’ve

addressed one such worry in the previous section -- the EV simply allows Theaetetus to

claim that the sophist is an expert without ever questioning him. Consider also the final

account of the sophist. At the end of the divisions, the sophist is described as an insin-

cere imitator who “uses short speeches in private conversation to force the person talking

with him to contradict himself” (268b). According to this final division, the sophist does

two things: (1) he uses short speeches to force his interlocutor to contradict himself, and

(2) he does so in private. This final division should raise our suspicions in two ways.

First, it’s not a bifurcated division like previous divisions were. Here we see two things

being divided at once (short vs long speeches and public vs private settings). This looks

like an illegitimate division. Surely we can have short speeches in public and long

47. The revised account of the statesman describes statesmanship as “the herd-keeping
that is voluntary and relates to willing two-footed living things” (276e).
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speeches in private. Second, and more worrisome, is that sophistry is defined exceeding-

ly narrowly. It is only when one engages in this very particular form of activity that one

can be truly called a sophist. But Athens was full of sophists who engaged in all sorts of

activities other than insincere, private short speeches designed to force the interlocutor to

contradict himself. Moreover, the EV himself, in the Statesman describes the sophists in

a way that does not look  to correspond to the above account.  There, he says:

We must also remove those who participate in all these constitutions, ex-
cept for the one based on knowledge, as being, not statesmen, but experts
in faction ((!>(->(!-+"V$); we must say that, as presiding over insubstantial
images, on the largest scale, they are themselves of the same sort, and that
as the greatest imitators and magicians they turn out to be the greatest
sophists among sophists.  (303bc)

Here, sophists engage in their activities in a very public way -- by attempting to rule.

What marks them out as sophists is that they are imitators and they’re argumentative.

And, while this is consistent with the account in the Sophist to some degree, it is not con-

sistent with the final division of the sophists that confine their activities to short speeches

in private. These individuals that the EV describes in the Statesman as sophists would

not be considered sophists according to the final definition in the Sophist.

So while the EV accepts this final division and the account that follows from it, it

is altogether unclear that he should.48 There are serious questions that can, and should, be

raised about the divisions and resulting account of the sophist. So where does this leave

48. We should note that Socrates (the elder) never comments on the final definition of the
sophist. He is silent at the end of the Sophist and at the beginning of the Statesman he
simply comments to Theodorus that he is indebted to him for introducing him to both
Theaetetus and the EV.
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us? How should we take the EV’s silence about this final division and account (and the

initial decision to locate sophistry as a type of expertise in the first place)?

This is unclear. We could try to show why the final division isn’t as problematic

as I argue that it is. The worries that I raise about the final account are significant,

though, and shouldn’t be dismissed easily. Let me suggest a possible, and highly specu-

lative, answer to why the divisions of the Sophist seem so very problematic. The Sophist

and Statesman are clearly closely connected. Both involve conversations that take place

at the same place and in the same day with the same set of individuals. Both dialogues

focus on the same theme (offering accounts of the sophist and statesman), both involve

the use of division, and both have a strongly methodological bent. Indeed, both dialogues

focus heavily on methodology because one of their purposes is, ultimately, to make us

better dialecticians.49  

How does this help us understand the failed divisions of the Sophist? I think we

are meant to reread and rethink the Sophist in light of the methodological lessons of the

Statesman.50 While the Sophist has some methodological lessons, generally the EV hap-

pily pursues the sophist without much discussion about whether these divisions are suit-

able and whether they’re making any errors as they progress.51 The Statesman could not

49. The EV and YS agree that this is a goal of the Statesman at 285d. Given the close
relationship between the dialogues, we can reasonably assume that the Sophist shares this
as a goal.

50. We see evidence throughout the corpus that the dialogues are written so as to be
reread in light of other dialogues. Annas 2006 looks at several examples of passages that
can be read either on their own or in light of having read other dialogues.
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be more different. In the Statesman, the EV is careful to point out problems with their di-

visions and spends a great deal of time developing the process by which one should en-

gage in division. We see him emphasize the importance of dividing into real classes, see

him point to the dangers of relying on a bad example and the subsequent discussion of the

role of examples in inquiry, and we see him introduce the idea of dividing ‘limb by limb’

rather than by simple bifurcations.52 By the end of the Statesman we have been given

new tools and considerations that we can use to both construct and evaluate divisions.

And we are meant to use these to evaluate the divisions of both dialogues.

To go through the Sophist using the tools of the Statesman would take me too far

afield at present and so I want to shelve this as a useful project worthy of future study.53

For now, though, I want to propose this as a possible explanation for the strangeness of

the Sophist’s definitions. Something is amiss in the dialogue, and in thinking about what

has gone wrong and how we might fix the divisions (if they can be fixed at all) we will

become better dialecticians.  

51. Perhaps the one exception to this is the EV’s worry about the sophist’s appearing in
many places. He says “isn’t it obvious that if someone takes him to be an expert at many
things, then that observer can’t be seeing clearly what it is in his expertise that all of those
many pieces of learning focus on...” (232a). 

52. About dividing into real classes, see 262ff; about the dangers of using a bad example,
see 275; on the role of examples in inquiry, see 277d ff; on dividing limb by limb, see
287c.

53. One particularly promising project would be to go through the divisions leading up to
the final definition and think about whether they divide into real classes or whether the
EV and Theaetetus are dividing into mere parts.
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3.5 What do I do after a successful division?

For now, let’s assume that one has engaged in division successfully and has developed a

systematic, defensible account of his quarry. That account, recall, can be of a particular

species (like the sophist or statesman) or of a more general kind (like knowledge or living

things). It is systematic insofar as it shows the relations between various classes and

species that all fall under some more general kind, and it is defensible insofar as it has

withstood dialectical testing. We now have to ask just what this gets us and where we go

from here.  In other words, what do I do after a successful division?

There are two courses of action that the philosopher can take. First, he can remain

satisfied with the division and resulting account, as it gives the inquirer a sort of substan-

tial knowledge. Second, he can use the resulting accounts as important information for

further investigations into related topics. Let me look a bit more closely at both of these

options.

First, successfully engaging in division results in a substantial and informative

sort of knowledge. I wish to simply assert that the resulting accounts are a kind of

knowledge. These accounts are systematic and defensible and this looks to meet a quite

common standard for knowledge that we see throughout the corpus.54 A far more press-

ing question is whether that knowledge should be considered substantial or interesting.

54. The early dialogues involve Socrates wanting to test the accounts via elenctic
examination. Those that survive that are more likely to be considered knowledge. A
similar requirement for testing is established in the Republic.
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After all, the accounts that are developed are classificatory in nature and why should we

think that a mere classification is interesting or important? The sorts of investigations

that those engaging in division can pursue, and the accounts that they develop, have been

subject to ridicule since ancient times. Epicrates offered a comic description of some stu-

dents in the Academy attempting to classify a pumpkin.  He says, 

“They were defining and dividing up the world of nature and were distin-
guishing the habits of animals and the natures of trees and the species of
vegetables. And there in the middle of them they had a pumpkin and were
inquiring about what species it was...at first they all stood silent and bent
over it for some time considering. Then suddenly, while they were still
bending over and examining it, one of the boys said that it was a round
vegetable and another said it was grass and another that it was a tree.
Upon hearing this a Sicilian doctor who was there exploded with wrath at
the nonsense they were talking.”55  

Let’s say that the boys are successful and develop a systematic and defensible account of

the nature of that pumpkin or about the species of vegetables more generally. We’re still

left to wonder why we should care about that account.

To begin, let’s do away with the worry that because division can offer accounts of

trivial objects that the method will always result in trivial accounts. It’s true that many of

the investigations in the Sophist and Statesman are trivial. Who, after all, cares about the

nature of angling? But just because division results in trivial accounts when investigating

trivial objects does not at all mean that the method only results in trivial knowledge. In-

deed, the EV indicates that division can be used to investigate all manner of important

subjects, even if we do not see him and his interlocutors engaging in those investigations

55. Fr. 10 Kassel-Austin.
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in the dialogues. At Statesman 285e-286a, he defends his appeal to examples by explain-

ing that examples can help us understand more important topics.  He says:

I think the majority of people fail to recognize that for some of the things
there are, there are certain perceptible likenesses which are here to be easi-
ly understood, and which it is not at all hard to point out when one wants
to make an easy demonstration, involving no trouble and without recourse
to verbal means, to someone who asks for an account of one of these
things. Conversely, for those things that are greatest and most valuable,
there is no image at all that has been worked in plain view for the use of
mankind, the showing of which will enable the person who wants to satisfy
the mind of an inquirer to satisfy it adequately, just by fitting it to one of
the senses. That is why one must practice at being able to give and receive
an account of each thing; for the things that are without body, which are
finest and greatest, are shown clearly only by verbal means and by nothing
else, and everything that is now being said is for the sake of these things.
But practice in everything is easier in smaller things, rather than in relation
to the greater. (285e-286a)

This passage comes in the midst of a division. The examples that the EV is defending are

examples that help both him and YS in their division of the statesman, which is one of

those ‘finest and greatest’ things that lack a body. Much of the Sophist and Statesman

should be seen as the EV, Theaetetus, and YS practicing so that, once they’ve mastered

the easy definitions they, too, can go on to investigate those finest and greatest things.

Just because we do not see divisions of all of these things in the dialogues does not mean

that Plato did not think such divisions could be made.

Let’s just assume, then, that one can develop classificatory knowledge of all sorts

of important objects by engaging in division. We might still ask why we should be inter-

ested in having classificatory knowledge of these things in the first place. For one, hav-

ing a uniquely identifying account of a particular species can help us better identify an in-

stance of that species. In the dramatic setting of the dialogue, Socrates has just come
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back from responding to the formal charges set against him. At his trial, he is (informal-

ly) charged with being a sophist. If we (or he, or his accusers) could know what it is to

be a sophist - knowledge that can be gotten via division - then we would be in a much

better position to judge the veracity of that charge. So too with the statesman. There are

all sorts of individuals who purport to be true statesmen. But in order to fully determine

whether that individual is truly a statesman one must have some account of statesman-

ship. Given that we live in a world where people make all sorts of associations and

identifications, it’s useful to be able to identify the objects of those judgments in order to

determine their veracity.

The classificatory knowledge that one acquires via division can also be useful in

understanding the nature of the world. Recall that to divide properly, one must divide

into real classes. These real classes correspond in some way to the Forms or natural

kinds that compose the basic building blocks of the world. By developing an account of

some particular species or general kind, one is discovering and articulating an account of

the real structure of the world. If one were to complete the map of knowledge that the

EV and YS begin in the Statesman, accurately tracing out the various divisions in the na-

ture of knowledge, and showing how the various types of knowledge relate to each other

and to the more general whole, then one will have a significant amount of understanding

about this very important thing.

But while the classificatory knowledge of objects like knowledge or virtue is a

substantial and important sort of wisdom, coming to have it does not mark out the end of

philosophical inquiry into these subjects. Having developed a systematic and defensible
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account of the nature of knowledge, for example, one can then go on to ask and attempt

to answer all sorts of other questions about it -- what role does knowledge play in a good

life? How does having knowledge affect the psyche of the one who has it? What is the re-

lationship between knowledge and virtue? In what ways is knowledge valuable? Is

knowledge ever value neutral? How is knowledge related to our metaphysical commit-

ments regarding the nature of the world? All of these questions can’t be completely an-

swered simply by engaging in division. But division can offer the philosopher all sorts of

information about the nature of knowledge that can help him answer these questions.

This holds more generally. The accounts that result from division carry with them a lot

of information about the nature of the object under investigation. That information can

be used to inform the philosopher’s reasoning as he asks and attempts to answer other

questions in his pursuit of wisdom.

We see an example of this at the end of the Statesman.56 The EV and YS propose

their final account of the statesman at 305e, describing him as the individual who cares

for all of the subsidiary crafts, for the laws, and for every aspect of the city, and who

weaves everything together. But developing this definition does not mark the end of the

dialogue. Instead, the EV and YS turn to looking more closely at the particular tasks of

the statesman. The EV argues that the statesman has three key tasks: (1) ensuring that the

56. We do not see a similar discussion at the end of the Sophist. Could this be evidence
that the EV is satisfied with the account of the statesman (and so is willing to use that
account to think more about the particular activities of the statesman) but is not satisfied
with the account of the sophist?

242



raw materials of the city are best prepared by weeding out those whose characters are un-

suitable, (2) training those who remain via education in the virtues, and (3) ‘weaving to-

gether’ the characters of different individuals to create a durable fabric of the city.57 This

investigation steps beyond the definition of the statesman and yet it clearly draws heavily

from it. For one, it emphasizes the relationship between statesmanship and weaving,

showing how the statesman is a political weaver. It also shows the ways in which the

statesman will direct the subordinate branches of expertise and it gives a glimpse of the

nature of the city that is ruled by the proper statesman. In other words, the EV and YS

did not stop asking and attempting to answer questions about the statesman just because

they arrived as a suitable definition. Instead they took what they learned from their divi-

sions and the definition itself and they applied that knowledge to their further

investigations.

Definitional knowledge is not the limit of the philosopher’s wisdom, but it is cer-

tainly an important part of it. Socrates was interested in definitions of the various virtues

for a reason - because by knowing the nature or essence of an object you know a great

deal about it and because you first have to know the subject of inquiry before you can ask

other questions about it. You must first know the nature of virtue before you can ask

whether it is teachable or what, precisely, its role is in the good life.58 We should not,

57. Miller 1980 (on pp 106-7) notes that these three steps correspond to the steps that a
weaver takes in weaving, (1) preparing the wool for weaving, (2) spinning it to create the
warp and woof, and (3) weaving the warp and woof together.

58. Consider the progression of argument in the Republic. Socrates first developed an
account of justice and then he used that definition to argue that justice has intrinsic
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then, dismiss the knowledge that results from division as unsubstantial or uninteresting.

The structure of knowledge and the nature of the statesman are both terribly interesting

and having that knowledge represents a real advancement in the philosopher’s under-

standing. But nor should we expect the philosopher to always, or every regularly, rest

content with the results of division.59 The philosopher does not just want to know the de-

finitions of things. He wants to know about the nature of the world, about the psyche of

humans, about what the best sort of life is and how he can live that life.60 And these are

questions that he can best pursue through other methods of inquiry, using the results of

division as he pursues that wisdom.

3.6 In what ways (if any) does division represent an improvement over previous

methods of inquiry?

Thus far we have focused on questions about the nature of division and the results that

follow from divisions. We’ve seen that division offers a methodical way by which one

can develop systematic, defensible accounts of the objects under investigation. But we’re

left with a final question. Indeed, this question just repeats one of the first questions I

benefit and should be pursued for its own sake.  

59. With the exception of cases like the Sophist and Statesman where the EV is tasked with
differentiating between the sophist, the statesman, and the philosopher. With this more
narrow focus, it makes sense that the central focus in these dialogues is offering an
account of the sophist and statesman and being content with that.

60. Consider the questions that the philosopher in the digression pursues, or the sorts of
questions and worries that Socrates asks in the aporetic dialogues.
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asked about the method: why division? Why do we see Plato introduce the method of di-

vision in these dialogues? What (if any) improvement or advancement does it represent

in the ways in which the philosopher inquires and develops accounts? If the philosopher

has, as a fundamental goal, the attainment of wisdom, then how does division help the

philosopher reach that goal? In what follows I suggest that division offers two important

improvements over previous methods of inquiry.

Perhaps the most important contribution that division offers is providing the

philosopher a methodical way in which to develop accounts of objects. In the aporetic di-

alogues, Socrates is keen to question the accounts proposed by others, but he offers no

explanation for how one is to go about developing a defensible account. Even in the Re-

public where we see an extensive account of a positive method of inquiry we are not of-

fered any explanation for how to develop systematic accounts. The mathematical educa-

tion compels the student to think about intelligible objects and about their true nature.

After the mathematical education, the students are expected to engage in dialectic which,

Socrates says, “attempts to grasp with respect to each thing itself what the being of it is”

(Republic 533b). In doing this, they are expected to notice how the various intelligible

objects are akin to one another and to the Forms. Clearly, then, one goal of dialectic is to

develop systematic accounts of intelligible objects and then defend those accounts against

any questions or criticisms. Socrates argues that the accounts are defensible, and so aptly

considered known, when the philosopher is able to justify all of the assumptions that lead

to the account. And he is able to justify those assumptions only when he has come to

have knowledge of the unhypothetical first principle, the Form of the Good.
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But never in the Republic do we see an explanation about how one develops those

systematic accounts in the first place. The Sophist and Statesman show us a way to de-

velop these accounts. The method they introduce - division - fills in this gap. By engag-

ing in division one is able to recognize the structure of general kinds as well as isolate

where particular species fall under that general kind. Insofar as the philosopher is able to

do this, he can then go on to articulate accounts of those general kinds or particular

species, accounts that are well-reasoned and defensible. In coming to develop these ac-

counts, the philosopher recognizes the connections between seemingly disparate objects -

between shepherds and generals or sophists and sculptors - and is able to show how all of

these classes and species come together to form a unified whole.61 Perhaps the biggest

advancement that division represents, then, is that it is a method by which one can devel-

op definitions of objects of inquiry as well as come to recognize how various objects are

related under this unified whole.

This leads us to another question: can division be used to offer a definition of

everything? Should the philosopher see division as his go-to method whenever he wants

to develop a definition of an object, or is it useful for developing definitions of only some

61. Indeed, this may explain the EV’s claims that the dialectician will be adept at both
division and collection (see the discussion on page 218). If one has successfully engaged
in division then not only will he have isolated the particular object of his investigations
but he will also see how various objects relate to one another under a more general kind.
This is especially the case if the philosopher’s aim is not to find a particular species but
instead to develop a more general ‘map’.
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types of objects? After all, division is only a truly useful method if it is a method that can

be used to investigate a wide variety of objects.

I don’t know if we can answer this question because it’s not at all clear precisely

what can be defined using division. To be sure we have some textual evidence that we

can appeal to. We can look at the Sophist and Statesman to see a partial list of what can

be subject to division: the sophist and statesman, angling and weaving, knowledge and

expertise, types of constitutions. We can also reasonably expand that list to include other

species of knowledge and expertise, since they, too, will be found on the maps being de-

veloped. In the Phaedrus, Socrates suggests that love can be divided (into an unhealthy

sort of love and a divine madness sort of love). While we don’t see textual evidence for

it, other objects look like a natural fit: animals, plants, the whole general class of living

things.62 But what about things like the Great Kinds? Or the virtues? Or even the nature

of goodness? It’s altogether unclear about whether one can investigate these by means of

a division. We never see Socrates or the EV attempt to do so. Indeed, when the EV in-

vestigates the Great Kinds he does so without appeal to division. But if division could be

62. We might take Aristotle’s criticisms of bifurcated divisions in the Parts of Animals
(1.2-3) as evidence that while Plato does not use the natural world as a subject of division
in either the Sophist or Statesman (save his discussion of what sorts of flocks the statesman
attends to), nevertheless he practiced division on things in the natural world outside of the
dialogues.
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used to investigate the Great Kinds, shouldn’t we expect the EV to do it?63 We might

think, then, that division can only investigate a limited range of objects.

We should avoid drawing this conclusion. After all, while we do not see the EV

and his interlocutors engage in division of any number of objects we do see him indicate

that it is possible to engage in division of them. Recall from the above discussion of

examples the EV’s claim that they must engage in division on easier things as practice so

that they can then go on to investigate the “finest and greatest” sorts of things. These

finest and greatest things are shown “by verbal means and nothing else” because they are

“without body”. While the EV never says precisely what these things are, the language

he uses to describe them echoes language he uses to describe the Forms and other intelli-

gible objects. Moreover, in the Philebus, Socrates, just before he goes on to describe the

process of division, says that “everything in any field of art (Y(> !,E1'$) that has ever been

discovered has come to light because of this” (16c). Clearly Plato conceives of this

method as applying quite broadly - to the finest and greatest things, to everything in any

field of art - and so should we.

This, then, represents division’s most important contribution to the philosopher’s

search for knowledge: it offers him a way to develop systematic, defensible accounts of

those objects that he wishes to investigate.64 With division, Plato for the first time tries to

63. Not necessarily. The EV narrows their investigation of the Great Kinds, saying:
“Let’s not talk about every Form. That way we won’t be thrown off by dealing with too
many of them. Instead let’s choose some of the most important ones. First we’ll ask what
they’re like, and next we’ll ask about their ability to associate with one another” (254c).  

64. In saying this, I certainly don’t mean to imply that division is the only way that one
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articulate just how it is that one can develop the accounts that are required for knowledge.

But there is one further advancement that that I would like to briefly examine. Namely,

the Sophist and Statesman recognize a far greater role for sense perception and sensible

particulars in inquiry and as objects of knowledge than does the Republic.  

In the Republic, Socrates argues that intelligible objects are the only proper ob-

jects of knowledge. To come to have knowledge, philosophers must train themselves to

turn away from the sensible world and focus only on intelligible objects. To do this, the

philosophers are first trained in mathematics. This mathematical training encourages

them to reflect on things in the sensible world as instantiations of things in the intelligible

world. Thus the drawing of the triangle is actually a representation of triangularity; har-

monies are really audible representations of ratios. By focusing on mathematics, the stu-

dents are trained to redirect their focus from the sensible world to the intelligible realm.

And, when their minds have been properly focused, they can then develop and defend ac-

counts of those intelligible objects. Without the proper training - without his soul being

turned around - the philosopher will never be able to properly study the Forms and so

come to have knowledge of them.

This is in sharp contrast to the appeal to sensibles in the Sophist and Statesman.

There, the EV encourages his interlocutors (and by extension, Plato encourages his read-

ers) to use examples to help them investigate the nature of the more important, yet ob-

can develop definitions. We see people - including Socrates - develop definitions without
the aid of division. What I wish to claim is just that division offers a methodical way in
which to develop systematic defensible accounts.
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scure, objects of inquiry. The EV encourages them to first practice with examples, in-

quiring after objects that are easily understood and that can be easily divided. In the

process of investigating the example, one can then gain fresh insights into the nature of

the proper objects of inquiry. The examples that the EV encourages his interlocutors to

use are of things found in the sensible world, like weavers and anglers. By using division

to develop accounts of these easier objects, the philosopher can then notice certain like-

nesses or similarities with their real quarry and, so recognizing, make progress in their in-

vestigations. Reflecting on the nature of sensible objects plays a far more important role

in the Sophist and Statesman than it does in the Republic. The EV does not encourage his

interlocutors to turn away from the sensible world and focus instead on the intelligible

realm alone. Instead he argues that they can learn important things about these intelligi-

ble objects by looking at sensible examples that may share features with them. You can

learn about intelligible objects by comparing them with things in the sensible world

rather than by turning away from the sensible world entirely.

But perhaps appeal to sensible particulars in the Sophist and Statesman isn’t as

different from the Republic as I have made it out to be. After all, in the Republic, Plato

describes a type of thinking - dianoia - that also appeals to sensibles. Those who engage

in dianoia “use visible figures and make claims about them, [but] their thought isn’t di-

rected to them but to those other things that they are like. They make their claims for the

sake of the square itself and the diagonal itself, not the diagonal they draw...” (510de).

Thus individuals engaging in dianoetic reasoning also appeal to sensible particulars in

thinking about more difficult objects. Why should we not think that the process de-
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scribed in the Sophist and Statesman is like this? Why should we not think that those

who appeal to examples like the angler or the weaver are engaging in dianoetic

reasoning?

There is a vital difference between the attitude that one takes towards sensibles in

these dialogues such that we cannot simply equate the use of examples in the Sophist and

Statesman with the use of sensible particulars in the Republic. In the Republic, the indi-

vidual who engages in dianoetic reasoning looks at a sensible object that is an instantia-

tion of the intelligible Form as the instantiation of that Form. So the mathematician

looks at a drawn triangle and reflects on the nature of triangularity; the philosopher looks

at the motions of the stars and reflects on perfect motion. These sensible particulars are

considered unclear or imperfect representations of perfect, completely intelligible ob-

jects.65 While one does look at the imperfect representation, his goal is to abstract away

from the sensible and reflect only on the intelligible object that that sensible particular in-

stantiates. In contrast, in the Sophist and Statesman the examples that the EV appeals to

are not at all instantiations of the ultimate object of inquiry. Weaving shares features in

common with statesmanship, but it is not an instantiation of statesmanship. So too with

angling and sophistry. They share features in common, but the one does not somehow

participate in the nature or character of the other. Neither weaving nor angling are seen

as somehow less clear or imperfect representations of statesmanship or sophistry. Instead

the accounts that are developed of angling and weaving are seen as perfectly legitimate

65. See Republic 529c; the motions of the heavenly bodies “fall short of the true ones.”

251



and accurate, albeit uninteresting, save for what they can inform us about the nature of

sophistry and statesmanship. So whereas dianoetic reasoning of the Republic involves a

distancing from the sensible world, a turning away from reflecting on sensible objects

and toward reflecting on the intelligible objects that those sensible particulars instatiate,

the use of examples in the Sophist and Statesman do not. There is no distancing from the

sensible world or worrying about the imperfection of the sensible world. The Sophist and

Statesman demonstrate a fundamentally different epistemic attitude toward sensible ob-

jects and what those sensible objects can contribute to our understanding of the nature of

the world.

This shifting attitude toward the sensible world is a real advancement over the Re-

public’s anti-empiricism.66 For one, it offers the philosopher a way to investigate the

structure of the world in which he lives and, if he is successful, to understand it. Even if

the sensible world isn’t the most important object of investigation, the philosopher finds

himself a part of it nevertheless. In the previous chapter, we saw that while the philoso-

pher turns away from the political and status-centric elements of the city he does not nec-

essarily turn away from the world entirely. That this method gives the philosopher a way

to systematically investigate and articulate the nature of objects in the sensible world is a

real advantage over the method in the Republic.67

66. It’s worth noting, though, that the EV still maintains that those things that are greatest
and most valuable are accessible to understanding alone. So while we see a shift in the
epistemic attitude about the sensible world, we don’t see a corresponding shift in the
value of the objects themselves.  Intelligible objects are still more valuable.

67. In the description of the philosopher in the !eaetetus, Socrates says that the
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The shifting attitude about the epistemic value of things in the sensible world also

helps the philosopher investigate the more important, intelligible, objects. Why? Be-

cause the philosopher has much more freedom in the sorts of things that he can use as

aids in his investigation. As we discussed above, in the Republic, while the philosopher

can appeal to some sensible things in his investigations, he can only appeal to sensible

objects as instantiations of intelligible objects. Moreover, any appeal to sensible objects

reflects an imperfect method of reasoning. The philosopher will never attain understand-

ing if he continues to rely on sensible objects in his investigations.68 So, while the

philosopher may appeal to things in the sensible world in his investigations, he must do

so in a limited way (as representations of intelligible objects) and in a limited number of

instances (on his way to engaging in proper, dialectical, reasoning).  

This is in sharp contrast to the philosopher in the Sophist and Statesman. There,

the philosopher is far more free to appeal to any number of objects in the sensible world.

His inquiries need not be limited to objects that are somehow representations or examples

philosopher is interested in questions like “What is man?” and “What actions and
passions properly belong to human nature and distinguish it from all other beings?”
(174b). Both of these questions can be aided by investigations via division. In trying to
articulate what man is (in contrast to other animals or to gods), the philosopher can set
out to search for him in a division, like the EV does with the sophist and statesman. So
too, it seems, with questions pertaining to the actions and passions of human nature.

68. Indeed, once the philosopher has come to have knowledge, appeal to sensibles may
be seen as corrupting. If one is at an L2 stage of reasoning, then thinking of sensibles in
an L3 sort of way is beneficial. This is because L3, even if it uses images, takes an
appropriately dismissive/abstract attitude toward them. But if one has attained an L4
level of reasoning, then going back to an L3 level would be regressive.
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of his original quarry.69 Moreover, there is no sense that the philosopher, in appealing to

these sensible examples, is compromising his ultimate understanding. He is not engaging

in some lesser form of reasoning and his account is not somehow incomplete or imperfect

because he has relied on examples. Thus the philosopher in the Sophist and Statesman

has a much more expansive group of objects he can appeal to in his investigations and

more freedom about when he can reasonably appeal to these objects. Given how difficult

these sorts of investigations are (both in the Republic and in the Sophist and Statesman),

having more resources available is surely a benefit to the philosopher.

4 Conclusion

This chapter ends our investigations into Plato’s philosopher and it is, I think, an apt

place to end. In many ways, the philosopher that we see in these pages is more different

than in any other portrait examined thus far. To be sure, he shares the same motivations

and traits of character as the other philosophers. He loves wisdom and seeks it. He is

tenacious and courageous, temperate and intellectually honest. But the portrait here is

austere. We don’t get the rich characterization of Socrates, the strangeness of the

philosopher of the Theaetetus, or the sheer scope and detail of the philosopher ruler. In-

stead in the figure of the Eleatic Visitor we see a portrait of the philosopher in action. In

69. Yes, they must share certain likenesses to the original object. But there is a far, far
greater number of objects that share likenesses with the original quarry than there are that
are representations of that quarry. 
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these two dialogues we see a philosopher who is tasked with developing accounts of im-

portant and elusive objects and does just this.70

What is most innovative and exciting in these dialogues is how the philosopher

develops his accounts. The EV proposes, teaches, and uses a method of division that

gives him the ability to develop systematic and defensible accounts.71 While having sys-

tematic accounts has been a necessary component of knowledge throughout the corpus

this is really the first time that we have seen Plato grapple with how the philosopher

should develop such an account. I don’t mean to imply that his proposal is faultless72 or

that the philosopher who is successful in division has attained full wisdom. Far from it.

But this is a promising proposal for how the philosopher can begin to develop accounts of

the natures of objects both sensible and intelligible. We should not think of it as Plato’s

final proposal but instead a continued engagement with the question of how the philoso-

pher will pursue the wisdom that he so desires. In this way, Plato, too, is acting as very

much the philosopher.

70. Whether he does not yet have knowledge of these accounts and so is engaging in a
process of discovery or whether he already has knowledge and is engaging in an
educational exercise to benefit his interlocutors is, in my mind, an unanswered question.
But I don’t think I need to answer the question here, because even if the EV already has
knowledge nonetheless we should take the process he goes through as the way that one
should proceed in order to develop accounts. Even if he is teaching, he is nonetheless
teaching his interlocutors how to engage in inquiry properly.

71. I’ve argued that at least one of the accounts - that of the Sophist - is not truly
defensible and have thought about why the divisions there are so problematic.

72. Aristotle in Parts of Animals 1.2-3 offers some quite pressing criticisms of divisions of
the sort that Plato proposes here.
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