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ABSTBACT 

This thesis investigates Plato's anal ogy between virtue and crafts, a 

comparison made extensively in the early dialogues. 1 first detail the model 

of technical knowledge that Plato uses as a paradigm of knowledge. An 

application of this model shows the inadequacies in some c1aims ta know or 

to teach virtue. Applying the model to the Socratic dictum, 'Virtue is 

knowledge' enables us to understand what such knowledge is about. Such 

knowledge is identified as 'self-knowledge' and is the product of philosophy. 

Philosophy is thus revealed as the craft of virtue, directed at the good of 

individuals. One problematic aspect of the anal ogy between virtue and 

crafts is the possibility of misuse. Virtue conceived as self-knowledge 

enables Plato to explain both why such a craft cannot be misused and why it 

alone can be the basis for benefiting others. 



ABRÉGÉ 

Cette thèse examine l'analogie platonique entre la vertu et les métiers, une 

comparaison faite fréquemment dans les prémiers dialogues. D'abord, je détaille 

le modele des connaissances techniques qu'utilise Platon comme paradigme du 

savoir. Une application du modèle démontre des insuffisances de certaines 

assertions de connaître ou d'enseigner la virtu. L'application du modèle au dicton 

socratique, "La virtu, c'est la connaissance", nous permet de comprendre en quoi 

cette connaissance consiste. Elle est identifiée comme la 'connaissance de soi' et 

est le produit de la philosophie. La philosophie est ainsi révélée comme étant le 

métier de la vertu, visée au bien des individus. Une aspect problématique de cette 

analogie entre la vertu et les métiers est la possibilité de l'abuser. La vertu conçue 

comme la connaissance de soi permet a Platon d'expliquer à la fois pourquoi un 

tel métier ne peut pas être abuser et pourquoi lui seul peut étre la base du bien des 

autres. 
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f Introduction 

"If you chose to listen to Socrates' discourses you would feel them at first to 

be quite ridiculous ... His talk is of pack-asses, smiths, cobblers and tanners, 

and he seems al ways to be using the same terms for the same 

things. "(8nul. 221e) Alcibiades' description of the subject of Socratic 

discourse is a g~od account of what we find Socrates doing in Plato's early 

dialogues. 1 Socrates orten uses particular arts or crafts in the development 

of his own arguments. He makes a11 sorts of appeals to the crafts, for varied 

purposes, but the most significant of these appeals is the general 

comparison that he draws between crafts on the one hand and virtue on the 

other. It is this anal ogy, the craft analogy, that 1 will investigate in this 

thesis. Such an investigation is long overdue. Despite the recognition of the 

importance of the analogy in Plato's early dialogues, there has been no 

attempt to specify what exactly it is about crafts that Socrates appeals to, 

and what inferences he draws from them about the nature oï virtue. 

The Greek term which 1 have here translated as "crafts" is technê, (plural, 

technai) which is also sometimes translated as 'skill'. This is a term of 

considerable importance in the intellectual life of the fourth century, used 

as mu ch to legitimise as to describe activities. The proliferation of manuaIs 

1 1 take "early dialogues" to incJude the Apo]oe:y, Euthyphro, ~, Charmides, Laches, 
~, Hippias Minor, Euthydemus, l2n., Protal:oras, Gorl:ias, and &R.1. The tirst part of 
the ~ addresses problems that these dialogues ieal with, and the Alcibiades l, though 
thought to be spurious, is also a good source of Socratic doctrines. By 'Socratic' l mean only 
that these doctrines are held by the character Socrates in Plato's dialogues. 
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1 purporting to teach one or the other technê can be seen from a cursory 

glance at the ex tant titles of many works of this periode The importance that 

this terrn gains is reflective of a shift from a more traditional and 

aristocratie notion of merit according to rank, to the view that human 

excellance can itself be the result of personal effort. The appeal to technai 

that is ctmmon to both Socrates and other contemporary teachers, whom 

we may generally refer to as the Sophists, is an appeal to the possibility of 

self-improvement by the acquisition of sorne appropriate skill. The technai 

themselves collectively represent the surn of man's technical 

accomplishments, and seem by their progressive mastery of nature to 

assure human welfare. Sophocles' paean to man's technical achievements 

(Anti~one, 332-364) catches the note both of personal endeavour as weil the 

sense of successful progress that characterises the notion of hurnan 

excellance and welfare as one which is based on knowledge. 

Knowledge, (episte~) is what characterises every technê. This is what 

makes a technê, very generally, a term for any intelligent and purposive 

activity aimed at a particular result. In the early dialogues epistemê and 

technê are used interchangeably. ~~ in its varied uses preserves the 

close relation between knowledge and practical interest that makes it, for 

Socrates, equivalent to technê. In so far as the Sophists offered to teach a 

technê for ensuring success, they claimed to be in possession of sorne form 

of specialised knowledge. This is a claim that Socrates takes seriously and 

devotes attention to in his discussion of their programme. In rnany ways 

their c1aim resembles the Socratic thesis, 'virtue is knowledge', for the 
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------.. 

Sophists too, by claiming to teach men an art of success, held that human 

excellence, could be the product of sorne leaming. 

In drawing out the relationship between technai and virtue, both heing 

species of knowledge, Socrates makes use of what we have identified as the 

craft analogy: the analogy between the knowledge and skill of craftsmen 

and the knowledge which (it is suggested) should he the basis for ethical 

decisions. The crafts provide Socrates with mc"ntrovertible and aœeptahle 

examples of knowledge. Socrates' appeal to the crafts in his discussions of 

virtue, lead us to suppose that he thinks that virtue is like or should be hke 

a craft in relevant respects. 

While this indicates the general area in which the analogy works, it is not 

normally easy from isolated occurrences of the analogy in one dialogue or 

another to determine exactly what Socrates is up to when he draws 

inferences about virtue from the evidence of different ski11s. Even if we see 

the analogy as centrally concerned with investigating the nature of moral 

knowledge, It is not evident what conclusions we are to draw from Socrate s' 

employment of it. Commentators are divided in their understanding of 

what conclusions about the nature of moral knowledge we are to draw from 

it. Sorne think that the main reason why the analogy is attractive is that it 

emphasises the intellectual elernent in knowledge, others because it 

emphasises its practical features. There is sorne truth in both these 

positions, and we shall see why the appeal to the crafts may lead us to 
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believe that virtue is like a skill in that it involves both knowledge as weIl as 

practical ahility. 

Plato himself provides us with no discussion of the role that the analogy 

plays in determining the nature of moral knowledge. It is my contention, 

however, that attantion to the way in which the analogy is used reveals an 

overall programme whose aim is to characterise the nature and 

importance of virtue, to distinguish it from what rival teachers offered to 

impart under the same name, and to give sorne indication of the means hy 

which it is to he acquired. While Plato does not in any single passage spell 

out in detail what we caB the craft anal ogy • the chief evidence that we have 

for its importance as a method is its extensive use in the early dialogu.es. It 

is this use which is to he investigated before we can determine what is to he 

inferred from it. 

This 1 do in the first chapter where 1 offer a Hst of five criteria which Plato 

abstracts from or applies to genuine crafts. For Plato a11 forms of craft­

knowledge are expected to satisfy the se criteria. For him this is an 

uncontroversial claim in that the examples of genuine crafts that he off ers 

are Dot themselves subjected to scrutiny to see whether they satisfy the 

criteria in question. These criteria are themselves very general and seem to 

require little or no argument. Every technê, he thinks, i. must give us 

knowledge of sorne particular suhject which thereby forms its special area 

of concern. Every technê will ii. have its own experts, whose expertise 

consists in their knowing the special area of their technê, and being able to 

4 



1 iii. produee the specifie produet that it is the business of the technê to 

produee. Su ch experts ean, as a result of their knowledge, iv. give an 

account or explanation of their own subject when called upon, thereby 

proving that they have the knowledge in question. They can also regularly 

produce the particular product that their craft aims at. This is what their 

expertise in faet eonsists in. As a result of theil' knowledge, they alone can 

teach those who do not have their skil!. So far as those who would lear: l a 

particular skill are concerned, they need to be taught by one who has the 

requisite expertise. This of course does not guarantee that they too will 

become experts, but this is the only way, it is suggested, that they can 

acquire the knowledge in question, unless they discover it on their own. 

Skills for Socrates fOl'm the paradigm of knowledge. This paradigm 

emphasises what we would caU theoretical knowledge in its insistence that 

every skill must have an understanding of the nature of its subject. But it 

also emphasises what we would caU the practical aspect of knowledge in 

that every skill has a product, and the specification of this prod:.lct is as 

much a part of identifying the skill as its production is evidence of an 

understanding of the subject. While such understanding will give the 

craftsman knowledge of better and worse states of the object uf his concern, 

his practical ability will enable him to produce the se states as a result of his 

knowledge. But Plato does not simply say that skiUs must make something; 

he thinks that what they in fact make must fulfil hum an needs. Skills 

make beneficial products. The expertise that characterises a craftsman 

disintinguishes him from those who lack knowledge, and, so far as his 

subject is concemed, this expertise gives him authority over them. 

5 



-1 The paradigm of knowledge that the crafts yield is used by Plato to explicate 

the Socratic doctrine that virtue is knowledge, but it is also forms the basis 

for investigating alternative c1aims~to knowledge, as we11 as c1aims to teach 

virtue. This forms the negative aspect of the anal ogy. Using the model of 

craft knowledge Socrates investigatf~s controversial cases, and rejects the 

c1aims of rival teachers. 1 detail this rejection in the second chapter, by an 

examination of four early dialogues, the Eutbyphro, lJm and the opening 

sections of the Protagoras and Gorgias. 

Socrates' examination of his interlocutors in these dialogues is conducted 

on the basis of his prior conception of what constitutes knowledge. This is 

revealed in the sorts of questions that he asks of them, and the implications 

that he draws from their answers. Their inability individually to satisfy 

these conditions is seen as sufficient grounds for rejecting their c1aim to 

practice a technê at a11. ln the l2n. and the Gorgias Socrates offers an 

alternative explanation in order to account for one aspect of their skill 

which both the rhapsode and rhetor point to: successful practice. He also 

questions what they actually achieve on the basis of any possible benefit that 

they confer on others. While Sophistic teaching fails the formaI conditions 

for knowledge that Plato distinguishes as features of all technai, it further 

fails to grasp the notion of virtue itself, as essentially concemed with the 

self 

This leads, Socrates thinks, to the lack of real benefit that is common to aIl 

these practices. Their failure to grasp the content of virtue as weIl as their 
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failure to satisfy the conditions for normal technai results in a rejection of 

their claim to have knowledge or to teach a technê at all, let alone one 

whose special subject is virtue. The rejection of Sophistic claims on the 

basis of the criteria for crafts that 1 distinguished in the first chapter is 

further proof that these criteria form the basis for the paradigm of 

knowledge in Pbto' s early dialogues. This paradigm can therefore he used 

to explicate the meaning of Socrates' own problematic claim, "virtue is 

knowledge." ln so far as Socrates claims this, virtue for him must satisfy 

the criteria for knowledge in general, or at least he measured against such 

criteria. 

The rejection of the claims of the Sophists is important for Socrates because 

they are so mu ch like his own. The Sophists offered to teach an art of 

excellence. Both therefore appeal to sorne sort of knowledge as making for 

human excellence and well-heing. Both, in different ways, reject the 

conventional picture of virtue, and replace it with some fonn of skill. The 

crafts serve Socrates with a useful m.odel hy which he can reject Sophistic 

claims as weIl as explore his own notion of virtue. While the Sophists 

claimed expertise in what they taught, Socrates is famous for his denial of 

knowledge and his claim not to be a teacher of morality. This seems to be in 

conflict with his insistence on the importance of knowledge in human 

affairs. An examination of the Socratic dialogues makes it clear that it is a 

special sort of knowledge that Socrates was concerned to demarcate, one 

which, while it is comparable to ordinary craCts, has also to he 

distinguished from them. The Socratic claim that virtue is knowledge does 

not place an equal premium on aIl kinds of knowledge. lndeed Socrates is 
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concerned to distinguish this special Socratic virtue-knowledge from 

various other kinds that it might be mistaken for. 

It might be supposed that what Socrates has in mind when he compares 

virtue to a craft is the notion of moral expertise, analogous to the expertise 

that is found in ordinary crafts. Perhaps for Socrates experts should decide 

in matters of right and wrong for those who lack such specialised 

knowledge. for only the knowledge of such experts could be certain and 

reliable. It might even be supposed that in the Republic the philosopher 

king appears as the moral and political expert who lays down the law for 

everybody else. 

Su ch view has some element of truth in it, and 50 May seern to de scribe the 

Platonic programme weIl. But while it may be partially true, it is aIso 

importantly false in several respects. Rere what we have is an inference 

from the analogy of expertise in the crafts which doesn't hold for virtue. 

The application of the analogy to the realm of moral knowledge will show 

that there are no such experts to be found. This should lead us to place less 

weight on the notion of moral expertise than on the nature of virtue itself 

which would make for su ch expertise. That Socrates undertook such a 

(figurative) search for a moral expert cannot be doubted, though his 

reasons for doing so are not always the same. U sually it is to show that 

someone is not a moral expert, at other times while acknowledging the 

need for such teachers of virtue, he points out that what is first needed is to 

determine what constitutes virtue. 
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Of course, Socrates does not believe that conclusions about what is right or 

wrong should be decided by the many because they are more numerous. 

MoraIity for him is not a matter of numbers, and neither ie politice. But 

how exactly questions of moral conduct are to be decided, what criteria one 

must appeal to, is by no means a settled matter. While crafts are paradigms 

of activities where knowledge produces precise practical results, it is 

doubtful that this is the sort of precision he is looking for in matters of 

conduct. 

While it is true, then, that the analogy between crafts and virtue suggests 

that there must be teachers of virtue, it neither follows that those who claim 

to be teachers of virtue really are, or even that there are any such teachers 

at aIl. The point is that unless we first determine the nature of virtue, we 

will not be in a position to determine whether it has teachers, like the 

crafts, and if it do,es, whether it is aIso to be taught like them. 

Emphasis on moral expertise leads to another mistake in understanding 

the anal ogy. It is sometimes felt that for Socrates there is an 'art of living', 

a body of knowledge that can be learnt, and which indeed it is necessary to 

leam in order to live weIl. This too is a consequence of a certain reading of 

the analogy, one which is sometimes taken as the main point of the anal ogy 

itself. What this art is, and how it is to be leamt is, however, conditional 

again on our being able to identify the content of the knowledge which, 

according to Plato, such an technê will be of. We May, however, find that 

this knowledge is su ch that it does not admit of an 'art of living' which will 
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enable someone to live weIl by following a set of rules, in the way that (it 

might be supposed) one could cook a dish by following instructions from a 

cook-book. 

Admittedly those who think that the point of the analogy with the crafts is to 

suggest that there is an art of living need not necessarily think that such an 

art will make everyone virtuous. They might weil believe that such a body of 

knowledge which guarantees moral expertise is too difficult in practice for 

everyone to learn. The analogy would still be seen to emphasise the 

importance of a moral expert who had authority over us as a craftsman 

does by virtue of bis special knowledge. But we find that while Socrates does 

emphasise the importance of the moral expert, he does so because he thinks 

that only such a person will be able to teach us to be VÎrtuous. This js not the 

same as to claim that such an expert must make our d6cisions for us. It 

becomes crucial therefore to specify the nature of tbe knowledge which, 

according to Socrates constitutes virtue, and thereby is the basis for moral 

expertise. 

In chapter three 1 look at how an understanding of the Socratic thesis, 

'virtue is knowledge' in tenns of the criteria for craft knowledge enables us 

to give specifie content to Socrates' claim. The analogy bridges but does not 

close the gap between virtue, which Socrates paradoxically claimed was 

knowledge, and other crafts which he regarded as non-problematic 

examples or instances of knowledge. The first thing to do in identifying 

Socratic virtue-knowledge, is to specify its subject. We have already seen 

10 



that the primary feature of ordinary crafts is that they are ail about 

something. As one shall see, in the early dialogues, Socrates himself 

attempts more than once to specify the content of virtue-knowledge. 1 

suggest that 'self-knowledge' as the content of virtue best fits the 

requirement that every form of knowledge have its own specific subject. At 

the same time this is a difference in content which distinguishes virtue 

from every other form of craft-knowledge. Self-knowledge formally fulfils 

thes.} features of craft-knowledge and, at the same time ditfers from it in 

important ways. This allows Socrates to guard against two sorts of errors: 

from either thinking that some one or the other of the craits could fill in for 

the sort of knowledge that he advocates, or even that the pursuit of one of 

these crafts could lead to the acquisition ofvirtue. For Socrates, despite the 

fact that he uses the analogy to characterise the nature of moral knowledge, 

thinks that crafts are neither to be identified with nor do they contribute to 

the acquisition of virtue. Socratic self-knowledge alone is identical with 

virtue. 

Further, such self-knowledge is to be contrasted with the radically different 

notion of virtue that the Sophists offered to teach. On the Socratic account, 

what is fur.damentally wrong about these Sophistic daims is their lack of 

recognition that an understanding of the self or soul is essential to an 

understanding of how to live weIl. By identifying the self as the subject of 

virtue, we can see at once how attempts to construe virtue as identical with 

the ordinary crafts are mistaken. 

11 
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The role that the moral expert has for Socrates is as a teacher rather than 

as someone who must make our decisions for us. Such an expert, however, 

is not easily found: the Socratic search for him ends in failure. Socrates 

himself claims that he is not an expert because he lacks the knowledge in 

question. This might lead us to suppose that no such knowledge is possible, 

and that virtue cannot he a matter of instruction after aIl. While the 

aporetic nature of many of the early dialogues might lead us to suppose that 

virtue is not teachable and hence not knowledge, such a conclusion would 

he premature. 

The solution to this problem is to regard virtue as teachable, but to deny that 

it is taught as crafts are taught. This is in fact the solution that Socrates 

adopts. In chapter four I show how the problem of virtue is solved by seeing 

it as the result of the art of philosophy. Philosophy thus appears to be for 

Socrates the only way of acquring genuine virtue. As such philosophy is to 

he distinguished from aIl other crafts both in tenns of its subject, and in 

terms of the particular product that it aims to produce: the hest condition of 

the suhject himself, as weIl ~s by the manner in whieh it is to he taught: hy 

co-operative inquiry. The subjeet of philosophieal investigation, virtue, is 

the knowledge of himself that each person who practices it is led to 

discover. In aiding such discovery, Socrates can claim not to he a teacher in 

the sense of one who imparts what he knows to someone who lacks it, but at 

he st as someone who points the person who would leam in the right 

direction. 

12 



l In so far as the product of the art of philosophy is the best condition of the 

person who pursues i t, this product is to be regarded as the most useful of 

aIl products that the technai produce. Philosophy as the art of virtue, and 

therefore as the art which produces the best condition of the soul, is to be 

valued over all other pursuits. That Socrates coneeives of philosophy in this 

way is supported by his consideration and rejection of the charge of 

uselessness that is typically brought against philosophy. This charge is 

taken seriously and countered by his arguing that philosophy is, in 

comparison with other technaj, the most useful and beneficial pursuit for 

individuals. It alone leads to that ordering of the individual which is 

identified with psychic health. Philosophy in the early dialogues is viewed 

as the craft of the soul, both in what is said about it by Socrates and the way 

in which he is depicted as practising it. 

..... 

Such a conception of philosophy, as modelled on the paradigm of the crafts 

shows that Socrates' daim about virtue does not divorce it from practice. If 

virtue is knowledge, then it wHl have both a specifie subject as weIl as its 

own typical product which will distinguish it from other forms of 

knowledge each of which have their own subjects and products. The 

production of this product is as important to the craftsman as is his 

knowledge of the subject of his craft. Philosophieal knowledge is then as 

much a way of doing something as it is of knowing it. Given that philosophy 

as the craft of virtue has the self as its subject, its product, which is the best 

condition of the self, will be manifested in its most accompli shed exponents. 

The happiness or eudaimonia of philosophers is a weIl known if suspect 

feature of Plato's thought. Its roots lie in a conception of philosophy which, 

13 



" 1 '. 

as a fonn of knowledge, is based on the model of craCts that is developed in 

the early dialogues. Philosophy thus appears as both an investigative as 

weIl as a productive discipline. Its subject being the practitioner himself, it 

is for Socrates the only knowledge which will lead a person to virtue and 

this is why it is to be recommended above aIl others. 

We see thus that both virtue, and the art that provides us with it, are 

modelled on the notion of craCt knowledge. But this model has at least one 

problem, which leads to paradox if it is applied to the notion of moral 

knowledge. This is the issue of misuse. Craft knowledge can be used to 

produce a particular product, or it might be used to produce its opposite. If 

crafts normally produce beneficial products th en there coutd be abnormal 

situations in which they produced an opposite effect and therefore 

something harmful. If virtue too is knowledge like crafts then the virtuous 

man must be able to do or make the opposite of what he customarily does. 

This would mean that the man who had knowledge of justice would be able 

to perform unjust actions. This seems to be counter-intuitive. And even if 

we say that he would not do so, we have to specify why he would not. If 

virtue is like a craft in this respect., then it must be able to bring about the 

opposite of its customary product. 

That Plato took this paradox seriously is shown by the fact that he devotes 

an entire dialogue to it: the Hippias Minor. The paradox is used again in 

the first book of the Republic, which is certainly late among the early 

dialogues. Any explication of the anaIogy between craCts and virtue must be 
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able to point to a way out of the paradoxical conclusion of the Hippias 

Minor. By conceiving virtue as self-knowledge, 1 think we can make better 

sense both of the paradox as weIl as the moves that Plato makes to avoid it. 

1 end my thesis with an analysis of the argument of the dialogue and 

consider what Plato says in offering a solution to it in both the Gorgias as 

weIl as in Republic 1. This solution does not consist in denying that virtue is 

like a craft, but in fact affirms it. 

However 1 see in the problem adumbarated in the Hippias Minor a deeper 

problem that Plato seems aware of. For self-knowledge is such a radical 

departure from conventional accounts and expectations of virtue, that it 

become possible to conceive of situations where one who has sf~lf-knowledge 

might not conform to conventional rules of behaviour. In part Plato 

attempts to show that one who is psychically ordered will not Act in ways 

that are conventionally regarded as unjust. But he still needs to show why 

such a person will be interested at aIl in the welfare of others. Why should 

philosophical self-knowledge seek to màke others better? This will bring us 

to the very end of our examination of the role that the model of the crafts 

plays in the early dialogues. Plato's argument about the welfare of others is 

that only one who has self-knowledge will be competent to benefit others 

because of his understanding of the nature of what it is to be benefited. The 

social role of the philosopher is a consequence of his knowledgp ~i himself. 

Ail quotations from Plato are in translations from the relevant volume of 

the Loeb Classical Library, unless other indicated. AlI abbreviations used 

15 



( for Pla tonie dialogues and other elassical works are based on those in the 

Liddell Scott and Jones Greek-Ene;Jisb LexicoD. My style of citation follows 

in general the guidlines laid down in Kate L. Turabian's A Mapual fw: 

Writers of Term Papen. Tbeses. apd Dissertatiops. 
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...... Chapter One 

Criteria for Tecbnai in the Early DiaJo~es 

MeaniDl: of the term 'technê' 

In his comprehensive study of the semantic field of the Platonic terms 

technê, epistemê, sophia etc., John Lyons otTers an incomplete Hst of 15 

hyponyms of technê, each of which, as feminine forms of adjectives ending 

in -ikos, function as nouns in their own right.I The Hst includes everything 

from shoemaking to astronomy, from flute-playing to architecture. 

Further, Lyons tells us that the list must remain incomplete because for 

Plato the subsystem it constitutes is open-ended and, in the later dialogues 

at any rate, Plato creates fresh forms of technê freely. This poses a prohlem 

for the translatof, for the sorts of disciplines that make up the subsystem 

cannot he covered by any single term in English.2 The Most common 

translations, 'art', 'craft', 'science' oITer a reasonably accurate modern 

equivalent for sorne of the disciplines that Plato includes under the tenn. 

But because each of these English terms at best only expresses a part of 

what technê covers, the use of Any one of these terms May sllggest 

distinctions that Plato does not make. 

1 J. Lyons, Structural Semantjcs (Oxford, 1963) p. 142. 
2 Again, the term kal.L used in classical Indian phiJosophy seems to come close in the 
range of its application. It too is oft.en inadequately translated as 'art'. 
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'Art' for us has a specific sense which is quite foreign to Plato; it has, 

however, as one commentator puts it, become 'entrenched' as a translation 

of 'tecbné.'3 However if we only use the term 'art', it could lead to mistaken 

views about Plato's theory of 'art'. In fact, as has frequently been noted, 

Plato does not have a term for what we calI art at aU. And in our sense of 

that term, does not have a theory of art. 

"Craft" seems worse because it conjures up images of a low level s~ill 

although such a sense is to be found in Plata, especially in his use of the 

term cbierotecbnê OiteraUy, "hand-craft") wbicb incorporates the sense of 

tbe purely manual. But "craft" is attractive and sometimes unavoidable 

because it has importantly a sense of practical application that 'art' often 

lacks and which sa me of the commonly recognised tecbnai certainly were. 

Yet 'craft' has almost exclusively this practical dimension; and while it is 

difficult for us to think of mathematics or astronomy as crafts, it was quite 

natural for Plata ta caU them technai. 

80 'science' is also often used to translate technê in the Platonic dialogues. 

It rightly focusses our attention on the theoretical aspect of the se skilIs 

which is important for Plato's conception of them: as systematic bodies of 

know1edge directed to a specifiable end. But in doing so it misses the 

practical dimension which is a part of the core meaning of the term. 

3 J. Barnes, "Scej)ticism and the Arts," in Method MetaDh"sics and Medicine. ed. R.J. 
Hankinson, (Edmonton, 1988), p. 51 n. 2 1 would not, however, agree with hirn when he 
says that "nothmg better is available." 

lB 



Skill , or 'practical skill' is also used as equivalent to teehnê and may seem 

to de scribe better the sorts of things that the Greeks of Plato's time 

distinguished as technai, where 'practical' is ta be construed quite broadly. 

There is alSO a Pla tonie propensity not to distinguish the technê from its 

individual praetitioners. Plato speaks indifferently and eonfusingly of 'the 

art not seekinK advantage of itself when he wants to say that one who 

praetises an art does not, qua practitioner, seek bis own advantage.4 

1t seems to me that many, though eertainly not aIl, the senses of and 

appeals to the technai have to do with a suggested contrast between 

professional as opposed to 'lay' practice. Hence the thrust of his appeal to 

them is a contrast between professional and non-professional knowledge 

where the former accounts for the ability that professionals exhibit and 

which, because of the absence of the very same body of expertise and skill, 

non-professionals lack. A phrase such as 'professional skills' used as a 

translation of technê, draws attention to the comparison between moral 

skills and the practice of technai in terms of the special knowledge that is 

required for both.5 As an example of this suggested contrast consider 

Socrates' observations at Protagoras 319b-c where he points out that 

Athenians will accept advice on particular matters from relevant experts 

but not from anyone who is not a craftsman (dêmiourgos), "and such is 

4 Rep. 346e. 
5 The phrase "profession a] skills" is adopted by Gulley, Tbe Pbilosopby of Socrates, 
(London: Macmillan, 1968) p. 15, as a translation of technê. 
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their procedure in matters which they consider professional." Only if 

someone has an analogous moral skill, Socrates implies, should anyone 

accept advice from him in matt.ers having to do with morality. 

Such a rendering would retain a constant ambiguity which pervades 

Plato's use of the term technê in the course of his work, in that it is 

sometimes used in a very general sense to refer to any professional practice 

which is actually practised, whether a particular form of divination or the 

recitation and performance of epic verse, and at other times is given a 

narrower, almost stipulated meaning which would prec1ude these very 

same practices. We might de scribe astrology as the 'science of stars' in 

view of its etymological meaning, and yet without any felt contradiction not 

regard it as a science at a11. Plato's use of the term technê, is somewhat 

similar, and while it does complicate our task somewhat, it is not 

impossible to distinguish genuine from non-genuine technai in the Platonic 

sense. 

But while 'professional skill' does carry mu ch of the flavour of the term 

'tecbpê' it is difficult to render in ail contexts, and we May slip into one or 

the other alternatives mentioned above, or merely transliterate the Greek. 

And though the meaning that Plato gives to this term is the subject that will 

occupy us for the rest of the chapter, we can even offer a tentative defi.ution, 



after Dodds, of what is, very generally, to cou Dt as a technê: the "systematic 

application of intelligence to any field of human activity."6 

What is important to note about the tenn is that in the Socratic dialogues it 

is used cquivalently to epistemê which is usually translated as 'knowledge'. 

Every technikos is an epistemÔn ('one who knows'). And aIl technai are 

regarded as being co-extensive with the c1ass of the epistemai.7 It is this 

equivalence that makes pos.sible the analogy from the crafts. When Socrates 

claims that virtue is knowledge, he can use instances from the crafts as 

examples of knowledge. 

Epistemê too, like technê, while it is translated as 'knowledge' into English, 

carries a strong sense of practical competence unIike the English tenn. The 

Greek word for instance has a plural which the English term lacks, and 

refers more to branches or forms of knowledge rather than to individual 

propositions that are known. It combines a sense of 'knowledge of with a 

sense of 'knowing how' to do something. The term epistemÔn for instance, 

"has strong connotations of competence in perfonnance, approximating to 

'skillful."'B This is indi,::ative of its connection with the term technê. The 

only area where epistelI~ goes beyond the notion of technê is when it is used 

in the sense of 'being acquainted with a person', that is, like gignoskein.9 

6 E. R. Dodds, The Anciept Copcept of Proiress, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973) p. 11. cf. 
~. 414b where Socrates suggests that Whnê "denotes possession ofmind." 
7 Lyons, Structural Semantja, p. 170. 
B J. C. B. Gosling,.flat2, (ù>ndon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973) p.57. 
9 Lyons, ibid. p. 198. 
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Criteria for Technai 

In characterising professional skills, Plato makes an appeal to specifie 

distinguishable features of these skills. By an ex ami nati on of the texts in 

the early dialogues 1 have isolated live chief features that all such skills 

have for Plato. This will constitute the premise for the analogy with virtue 

and hence we need to look at each of these criteria in greater detail to see 

just what it is that Socrates says about tbem. Only after this has been done 

can we investigate the employment of the anal ogy to detennine how virtue 

is being compared to a craR. 

ln citing the evidence 1 will not appeal to statements where Socrates is 

comparing virtue to craCts, but only where he is characterising craCts 

themselves. There is considerable evidence in the early dialogues for the 

criteria which 1 dis tingui sh, not merely single occurences of them. The 

recurrence of the criteria gives weight to the beHef that they constitute both 

necessary and sufficient conditions for the ascription of technê-hood to any 

c1aimant. Problematic generalisatiolis about crafts are excluded partly on 

the grounds of occurring in isolated contexts, where they do so occur. The 

criteria which 1 list here are both consistent with each other, as well as the 

very ones that Plato deploys when explicating the Socratic thesis 'Virtue is 

Knowledge'. Hence in a sense the chapters that follow are themselves 

evidence that the criteria are the right ones.10 Finally, it seems to me that 

10 There have been other attempts to li st a11 the criteria for technai that Plato distinguishes 
in the early dialogues. Terence Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1977) [henceforth EMIl, pp. 71-75, links crafts with teachablity, rati on alit y and expertise. 
ln Frawlity of Goodness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986) pp. 95-96, 



these criteria are all importantly non-controversial. If the analogy between 

technaj and virtue is go through at aIl, at least one of the terms should be 

clear in its application. And with the exception of one or two instances 

which will be discussed later, none of Socrates' interlocutors disputes his 

claims about the technai. And the sorts of c1aims that Socrates makes about 

them seem contrary to his professed ignorance: this May lead us to suppose 

that either his disavowal of knowledge is restricted or that these features of 

technai are to be regarded as self-evident. 

Every technê, must, according to Plato: 

1. have a determinate suhject. 

2. a chief product. 

3. he able to give an account. 

4. he teachahle. 

5. have its own experts. 

Martha Nussbaum lists four features of tecbnaj stressed by tbe medical writers and 
Aristotle: universality, teacbability, precision, and concern witb explanation. J. Gos1ing, 
fl.a.t&, (p.60) uses a notion of 'better and worse' to cbaracterise the nature of (technical) 
knowledge. "An episterne is a theory-supported practical capacity employing centrally 
sorne notion or notions of good and bad states of afTairs." T. Penner,"Socrates on Virtue 
and Motivation," in Exe~sis and A~ment Pbronesjs Supplement 1, ed. by E. N. Lee, A. 
P. D. Mourelatos, and R. M. Rorty (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1973), pp. 145-146 offers a Iist of 
nine "conditions ususally fulfil1ed by arts" tbe first four of which are derived from R. G. 
Collingwood (Tbe Prjnciples of Art, chap. 1) and J. Gould (Tbe Deye)opment of Plato's 
Etbics, cbap. 2). WhiIe the Iist is offered as a "first shot" it is not consistent, conditions (a) 
and (d) for instance seem to make contrary claims. And sorne of the conditions overlap, 
e.g. (0 and (h), wbile tbe most important criteria that need to be distinguisbed are 
collapsed, condition (i): "Each art has a specifie product or field of application." (p. 146). J. 
Wild, Plato's Tbeory of Man (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1946) p. 50, 
offers."five essential factors belonging to the structure of technê as such" his factors while 
interesting in their own rigbt, import what are c1early Aristotelian concepts (matter and 
form) into an explication of PIato's doctrines. 
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1 will discuss each of these criteria in detail so that we may be in a position 

to better understand what aspects of technical knowledge are used by 

Socrates in the craft-analogy. 

1. Eyerv technê has a detenninate subject 

This criterion may be thought of as being the most important of those that 

Plato makes an appeal to in order to characterise genuine tecbnai on the 

one hand and to undermine aIl those practices which he wanted to claim 

were not, on the other. For what was common to these practices that he 

argues against, was that they claimed for themselves, in one sense or 

another, mastery of several if not every subject. The fact that every technai 

has a subject seems to be the least controversial of his claims and is in fact 

never questioned in the texts by Any interlocutor. For Plato there is a one to 

one relationship between a technê and its subject matter, such that for Any 
, 

techne there is only one subject and for Any subject there is properly only 
, 

one technê that can deal with it, or whose proper business it is. l1 As Lyons 

has shown, each of these technai are co-related with a type of occupation, 

llCharles Kahn, "Drama and Dialectic in Plato's Gor~as," (Oxford Studies in Ancient 
PhiJosophy 1), p. 77 mentions lsm. 357d-358a as evidence for a doctrine which "proposes a 
principle of individuation for technai based on a one-to-one mapping between an art or 
science and its subject matter." He notes three independent theses established here which 
Plato uses against the poets and rhapsodes in the Ion and against other c1aimants in other 
dialogues. He rightly notes as well the employment of the first of these theses 10 determine 
the unique subject matter of rhetoric in the Gore-ias. Kahn appeals 10 the lQn because he 
considers it a very early work, pre.dating the GoriÏas which he also considers ear]y. 1 
cannot here go into the question of the dates of composition of these dialogues. But in 50 far 
as the ear1y dialogues espouse a unified doctrine, we may ignore for philosophica1 Teasons 
the question of their relative chrono1ogy. My c1aim thus is bToader than Kahn's insofar as 
1 see this princip1e in operation thTOughout the argument of the early dialogues. 



such that given the proper noun designating the type of occupation, there is 

onlyone technê which is co-r,-:Jated with it.12 

In the tirst part of the Gorgias the discussion largely focusses on the 

question of what the precise subject of the art of rhetoric is. The inability to 

arrive at a specifie identification of the subject of rhetoric leads to the 

supposition that there is no such subject at aIl. This, if true, will 

undermine the c1aim of its practioners to be able to teach it. In the lwl the 

inability to identify a distinct area of expertise is used as grounds for 

denying that Ion has the mastery of a technê. In both the l.2.n. and the 

Gorgias, Plato offers an alternative explanation of what it is that the se 

praetices are, if they are not properly professional skills. Rhetoric is a 

practice that imitates a genuine technê: the art of poli tics (politikê technê), 

and is assimilated 10 the category of "imitative skills" (mimitikê), while the 

art of the rhapsode (rhapsodikê}is a power of the gods (theia dunamis), 

which is neither teachable, nor can its principles be explained by its 

practitioners, and is the result of inspiration ('enthousiasmos'). Both the se 

technai, which were in fact paradigms of technai, are denied determinate 

subjects that could constitllte their field of specialisation. Later in the 

Gorgias when it is admitted that there could be a genuine technê of 

rhetoric, it becomes identical with philosophy.l3 

12 Lyons, ibid. p. 147. 
13 Gu. 503a-d. We will see later just how this fulfi1s the need for a technê to have a specifie 
subject as well as what knowledge of it is, whieh the rhetoric that Gorgias taught, self­
confessedly lacked. 
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But in each of these dialogues Socrates refers 10 this feature of crafts as 

uncontroversial. In the Gorgias, tbis question is raised even before Socrates 

and Gorgias meet, in the introductary conversation with Hippocrates. Later 

Polus too finds it difficult ta specify its subject.14 Notice here that these 

statements do not form the basis of any inductive al"gllDlent, nor is Socrates 

making any daims about virtue on the basis of what he has says about 

technai having specific subjects. This c1aim is made quite generally against 

the sophist's and rhetorician's claim simply ta teach exce11ence.l5 

Eyety subject is distinct 

In the Charrnides when Socrates responds to Critias' complaint that not a11 

technai have specifiable products, Socrates, in order to get bis elenchus to 

go through, appeais to this criterion as the Most generai and least dubitable 

14 ft is true that what Socrates wants to know is what name is to he given to Gorgias, 
analogous to the names 'doctor' and 'painter' that are given to those skilled in medicine 
and painting. But while this is true, Socrates is not, as usual, interested in names: for once 
given the term 'rhetoric' as the name of the subject that Gorgias is skilled in (449), he still 
wants to know what this is about. Again, by way of example, he offers different ski11s, each 
of which are concerned with sorne determinate subject "as, for example, weaving is 
concerned with the manufacture of clothes ... and music with the making of tunes" (Grg. 
449d). While here wu:i with the genetive is used to refer ta the object or class of objects with 
which a particular technê is concerned, as in Charmides 165c,166b, and Illli with the 
accusative is used at Gu. 449b 1-5, Plato standardly uses the prepoEition.mU with a dative to 
id~ntify the object of a technê; cf. G. Santas, "Hintikka on Knowledge and its Objects," in 
Patterns in Plato's Thogeht, ed. J. M. E. Moravcsik (Dordrecht, 1973.), p. 36. He also uses 
the indefinite 'ti.n2a' when the subject is not being specifieally characterised, as in .chIm.. 
166a. R. K.. Sprague, flsto's Philosopher IGne p. xv n. 2 draws our attention to these '.tin.ga­
words' although she sees them as features of second-order arts. However, as Van der Ben, 
The Charmjdes of Plato: Problems and Interpretations (Amsterdam: B. R. Grüner, 1985), 
p. 47, points out" th€ normal sense of the Greek word epistemê ... implies an .,bject or 
content, it being necessari1y iirua." 
15 A simi1ar c1aim is made in fn.318c, although in terms of becoming 'better at' the 
subject in question, in response to Protagoras' daim that anyone who came to him would 
become better every day. Socrates does well to ask him, better at what? Socrates' demand to 
know what precise1y a psrticu1ar teacher teaches is quite genera1 and made frequently, e.g 
Ellth. 272d, where the wisdom of the sophists is equivalent to the technê that they 
undoubtedly teach. 
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..,. of cIaims about craft-knowledge " ... 1 can point out to you what is the 

peculiar subject of each of these scie';lces, distinct in each case from the 

science itself'16 

ln what sense is the subject 'distinct' or different from the knowledge of we 

have of it? Here again, the faet that aIl technai are seen as branches of 

knowledge, enables Bocrates to move from a discussion of one to the other. 

Bocrates himself gives examples in the Charmides: odd and even numbers 

while the subject of the art of reckoning, are difTerent from it, as are heavy 

and light from the art of weighing. 1 take this in a minimal sense of 

inde pendent existence for the subject of the art. While the art may or may 

not be employed, objects will continue to be either heavier or lighter than 

each other. The shoemaker may not make Any shoes, leather will continue 

to exist. It is true that technai like weaving, whose object is clothing, bring 

these into existence themselves, but there are more Cundamental materials 

that they deal with to which they apply their skill. What this emphasises 

about the notion of technical expertise, is that its raw materials lie outside 

the art itself, and are something given on which the art must be applied. 

Plato does not here draw the conclusion that the craftsman is limited by the 

nature of the material that is given to him.17 What he does suggest is that 

the art is governed by the nature of what it deals with: the standard for 

success has to do with the nature of the thing itself. This makes sense of the 

importance that Plato places on every professional skill being concemed 

16~.166a. 
17 Such a view is taken in the Timeaus (37 d) of the limitation imposed on the demiouTe-os 
in the making of the world. 



with a distinct subject and the mark of everyone who has this ski11 being an 

understanding of the nature of that subject. The primacy of the subject of 

the craft in detennining the knowledge of the craftsman is central to Plato's 

conception of the relation between knowledge and what it knows. It is 

incidentally the precise opposite that he ascribes to the Sophists: for them 

the skill itself is important. That is why each of them is unable to identify 

the subject of their expertise. And all of them are shown to have no genuine 

understanding of the nature of what they profess to know. Gorgias in fact 

boasts that rhetoric "comprises in itself practically a11 powers at once."18 

Every suQject forros a unity 

The subject is not simply distinct, but itself forms a unit y .19 Plato needs a 

mid-point between specialisation and genel"ality. On the one hand there is 

the narrow interest that Ion has in Homer which Plato is not willing to caU 

a craft, on the other hand the broad claims of Gorgias or Protagoras. 

According for Socrates the subject with which any technaj is concerned 

must form a con cep tuaI unity. Its parts linked by their common focus or 

concern which determines their relationship to it and to each other. 

There is no more than a suggestion of this in the early dialogues, but this 

prefigures the natural kinds of the later dialogues which themselves make 

possible division along the joints.20 In the Philebus Theuth claims that you 

18 am.456a. 
19lim.532cff "When one has acquired any other art whatever as a whole, the same 
principle of inquiry holds throughout." 
20 cf. fhdr. 265e, B. 454a. 



cannot know or leam onlya part of what he demarcates as the 'science of 

grammar' (~rammatikên technên).21 This is because of the unit y of the 

entire subject makes it impossible to learn only a part--because the part has 

no separate identity. This is not to suggest that someone could not actually 

leam only a part of what is a unified whole, only that this leaming might be 

more like Ion's (by rote) than through the principles of the particular 

technê. This criterion has a role to play in the conception of Medicine as 

weIl. In the Charmides Socrates suggests that the art of medicine should 

not look at parts in isolation, but should, following Thracian practice, look 

at both body and soul as parts of the sa me whole in order to cure defects in 

one or the other.22 Crafts bring arder into the wholes that constitute their 

subjects.23 

The unit Y requirernent for the subject of technai will have an important raIe 

in the Socratic conception of virtue and in the rejection of the Sophists c1aim 

to teach it. We will examine this in detail in chapter 3. But hefore we look at 

two consequence" of the unit y requirement, there is one question that needs 

to be addressed, can two different technai deal with the same subject or 

have the same subject as their special concern? One is inclined ta think that 

Plata would deny this. But it depends on what we take to he the subject of a 

particular technê. If we see it as in sorne sense 'the matter' which it deals 

with, as a carpenter works with wood and a seul pt or with stone or some 

related material, then it is clear that different skills could work difTerently 

on the same material. In the Euthydenua (289) Plato suggests that all 

21 fblh.18c.d. 
22.cb.nn. 156b-d. 
23 am. 503e-504a. 



tecbnai eitber rnake sornetbing or use something that is made by some 

other tecbnê, and tbat no technê can both make and use the same thing. 

This seems to be an important addition to the criterion that every tecbnê 

have a distinct subject. It shows that it is not enough to say that tbe subject 

he in sorne sense independent of the skill which forms or transforms it, but 

that the way in which the skill does this will thereby constitute the suhject of 

the skill in question. Both the art of wood carving and carpentry will work 

with wood, but these are distinct technai because each of the se produce 

different tbings witb the same material. Where the technikos or craftsman 

rnakes something that sorne other skilled user uses, then we will bave two 

different skills which have as it were the same subject. Rather tban upset 

the distinct subject criterion, these remarks in the Euthydemus seem to 

support it. Plato, for instance is not suggesting that in order to use the 

product of Any particular technê, one needs to be in possession of a skill that 

knows how to use tbis product. If a doctor makes his patients healthy, the 

patient doesn't need Any special skill to use his health. Sirnilarly 

shoemakers May make shoes because of a skill that they have, but it does 

not require Any special skill to use the shoes that the shoemaker makes.24 

One further consequence that the distinctness of the subject of each technê 

has for Plato's conception is that technical knowledge is regarded as 

mutually exclusive. What is known by one craft is not known by another. 

24 B. 601c-602a. It does not belong to the smith or hamess maker to know what a bridle or bit 
ought to be like, but this is knowledge that a horseman has. (cf . .ca. 38gb). J. Tiles, 
"Technê and moral expertise," p. 56 rightly remarks that this does not mean that the 
~nski\led customer decides what the skilled craftsman makes; rather that the "horseman 
and flute player have their own techoai and it is thii which qualifies them to dictate to their 
various suppliers." 



Knowledge of health is given only by the art of medicine, of shoemaking 

only by the craft of the shoemaker. This is clearly seen as identical with the 

ide a that each subject is distinct, and as a result so is the knowledge which 

apprehends their distinct natures, and the result or product that these 

distinct technai produce.25 

This aspect of the unit y criterion is used to offset the daim of poets and 

rhetoricians rather than that of polymaths, for though Plato hardI y looks at 

it with any favour, there is nothing here to rule out the possibility of 

comprehensive knowledge.26 What the distinct nature of the subject of each 

of the professional skills rules out is the c1aim that a single sort of 

knowledge can range over a variety of subjects, and this is just what 

sophists, rhetors, rhapsodes and poets c1aimed, according to Plato. But note 

the numerous dismissals in the early dialogues of the need for such 

comprehensive expertise,27 culminating in the Republic's argument for 

specialisation: an argument admi ttedly based on a rejection of the 

desirability of polvpraŒlasune, if not on its impossibility.28 

25 hm 537c-538a, EmIl. 13a-b, LIl. 195e, Qœ. 512c,~. 416d. 
26 cf. fh.l.h. 19c, 62c d for Socrate s' grudging admission that a wide knowledge of speciaIist 
techniques might be practically useful to his philosopher. In the Euthydemus (294c) 
polymathy appears as the Iudicrous consequence of the denial of falsity. 
27 Chrm. 174a, La. 182d-e 9 suggest that Socrates does not think rnuch of much learmng. 
Certainly the basis for the Repubhc's emphasis on specialisation lies in the beJief that a 
person can only do one thing rea))y weil. 
28 Po)ypraimasune can carry this sense of 'knowing rnany things,' in the bad sense of, 
'curious after knowledge' (L5sL.s.v. 2). Indeed at B. 434b the terrn occurs twice, 'when one 
man takes a)) these functions at once' or 'interferes with another's business or function,' 
then this "is the greatest in jury to a state and would most rightIy be 
designated .. .injustice." Misplaced expertise is found to be ultimately the sarne as 
injustice. 
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The rnutual exclusivity of technai will become important when we consider 

possible relations between technai themselves. It has been suggested that 

Plato sometimes has a notion of super-ordinate crafts, those that have as 

their subjects other crafts. 29 The coherence of such a conception becomes 

problematic unless this condition of distinct and exclusive subjects for 

different technai is either modified or abandoned. 

2. Every Technê has a chief product 

This is also quite a general c1aim, as it is initially made, for example in the 

Euthyphro.3o Socrates takes common examples of technai: medicine, 

building, military strategy and farming; all these, he says, produce or are 

concerned to produce sorne result: health, houses, victory and food. As we 

May observe, 'ergon' ('product' or 'effect') is used quite generally to refer to 

Any determinable product whether abstract or oot. Most obviously it would 

refer to the artefacts that common technai produced. It is not necessary 

that there be only one product that each technê produces, as long as it is 

agreed that there is one dli..d'product.3i 

This claim is pot peculiar to the Euthxphro among the early dialogues; even 

Ion agrees with Socrates that communicating the thought of the poet to the 

spectators is the major effect (pleiston ergon) of his art.32 In a sense this 

29 Irwin EMT p. 76, for a discussion of virtue as a superordinate cralt; p. 229 n. 46 where he 
says that Il. 333dlO-e3 doesn't neeessarily show doubts about the eraft analogy, only that 
justice must be a superordinate eraft. For Irwin this is not merely so for virtue, but even 
Gor~as 452d, he says, implies that rhetoric is a superordinate craft as it direct!l 'l'e other 
crans. (T. Irwin, Plato's Gor~as (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979) p. 117. 
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can constitute the defining feature of the technê in question, and in so far as 

every technê is a deliberative pr(\cedure consciously directed to sorne 

identifiable aim, the specification of 1his product will constitute in part the 

definition or description of the technê i.n question.aa 

There are sorne distinctions that should be kept in mind when dealing with 

the term mQll in Plato. While it is used in the sense of work or product of a 

craft, it also occurs frequently in its principal sense of 'deed' or 'action', 

usually as a doublet with logos.34 These two senses should be kept apart. 

Yet while ergon may refer to the product of a cran, it May also refer tG the 

activity itselfrather than wLat is made or achieved by the activity. Thus the 

er~on of the eye is seeing. Typically, however in the craft anal ogy er~on is 

used for product rather than process.35 There is another use of er~on that is 

related to emphasis on process rather than product where the term is 

sometimes transls\ted as "function."36 This is to my mind best kept 

separate.37 

33 This end or aim rnay bt~ given by the noun ~ or by the relative article with a verb 
such as aper~zetai, as in lt. 477c-478d. cf. also ,R.353a, ElUb.. 292a. 
34 fn. 325d, fh.d. 100a, Cri. 52d, .Qœ. 461d, R. 382e, 389d. cf. M. J. O'Brien, "The Unit y of 
the Laches," in J. P. Anton and G. L. Kustas, eds., Essays in Ancient Greek PhilQsophy. 
(Albany: State University of'New York, 1971). 
35 cf. Jaakko Hintikka, "Remarks on Praxis, Poiesis, and Ergon in Plato and in 
Aristotle," in Studia PhilosQphica in Honorern Sven Krohn, (Turku: Turun Yliopisto, 
1973), p. 62. Hintikka suggests that mm has the same sort of arnbiguity as 'work' does in 
English. D. S. Hutchinson, l'Mvirtues of Arlstot1e (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1986) chap. 2, shows the impoltance ofthis dual role in Aristotle's ethics. 
36 e.g. at It 353d; cf. Aristotle EH 1106aI5-24. This use is best kept distinct from the 
conception of ergon as a product. As "function" ~ applies not to crans but to a class of 
objects, and the examples that Plato gives, e.g. of a pruning knife, or an eye, suggest an 
parallel account of the concept,ion of amK. See fu~her, H. S. Thayer, "Plato: the Theory 
and Language of Function" EQ..14 (1964): 303-318. 
37 LSsl gives this un der 'special phrases' (s.v. IV). 
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The ergon of a craft is to be distinguished from its subject matter, although 

often these may be given the same description. Thus Medicine is about 

health and has health as its product or effect as weIl. Strictly speaking the 

subject of Medicine will be the body and its product will the best condition of 

the body, which is health. In the first part of the Gorgias, for instance, 

Socrates' questions are designed to elicit the precise subject matter of the 

art of rhetoric, while much of what Polus and Gorgias say seems to be about 

what on their c1aim it does.38 

But the claim that every technê has a product is one which is itself 

challenged in the early dialogues. In Charmides Critias objects to this, and 

offers examples of Ilumbering and geometry as technai that do not have a 

product. Socrates seems 1:0 agree with him, but, by appealing to the fact that 

these technai have subjects, secures agreement from Critias for the 

purposes of his argument.39 The elenchus goes through and the question of 

whether aIl technai have products is not re-opened until 174e where again 

the inability to specify the product of temperance is seen as problematic. We 

need to consider how cogent Critias' objection is and whether it might be 

thought that there were technai which did not have products. Only when 

we have done so will it be possible to determine if, for instance, the aporia at 

Euthydemus 292a-e is a genuine one or not. For there too it is the inability to 

38 Although the term tecbnê is primarily applied to activities that PToduce a definite product 
and, as Gorgias points out (450b>, are largely concemed with manual work, Socrates is 
willing to apply this condition to non-manual practices, like 'calculation', geometry and 
'many other practices', a11 of which, by contrast, are concerned with sorne determinate 
activity, and so have sorne one thing ofwhich they can he said to be of. 
39 Qbrm.165e. 



l specify the chief ~ of the monarch's craft that leads to the inconc1usive 

results of that dialogue. 40 

It is worth noting that the examples of technai that Critias offers are two of 

Plato's favourite ones, which come especially into their own only in the 

Republic and the later dialogues. 80 Critias' observations should not be 

dismissed too lightly. Further in the Gorgias Socrates mentions these very 

arts as requiring little or no 'action' (the term used is ergon).41 While it 

does not have there the specifie sense of 'result' or 'product' it is suggestive 

of ways in which Critias' objection may he understood. 

This objection is put very strongly by Critias: he in fact claims that no 

hranch of knowledge is like any other, "whereas you are making your 

40 Irwin fMI p. 75 with nt. 44 thinks that Socrates does not accept Critias' objection and in 
fact offers the ~ of the mathematical arts--the right answer, which is the result of the 
relation in which particular numbers stand to each other. Irwin seems to think that the 
dernand for a produet is in faet accepted at EY.th.. 291d7-292a5 This is not strictly true, for 
while it is accepted there that technai like medicme and agrIculture have products, it is not 
at an c1ear whether the basmkë technë whieh is identified with virtue, has an identifiable 
product or not. 1 wiH discuss this below in chapter 4. G. Vlastos, "Socratic Knowledge and 
Platonic Pessirnism" in Platonic Studies. 2nd edn. (Princeton: Princeton UniversIty 
Press, 1981) p. 207 nt. 7 seems to agree that the answer Socrates expeets in the Charmides 
"will distinguish areas of knowledge (by their specifie object and use)". 1 take what he 
says in this note about Critias as an unclear thinker as evidence that he does not think the 
objection is one which Plato thought important, and that a product could be specified. J. 
Gould, The DeyelQpment of Plato's Ethics, p. 38, thinks the objection valid. "It is the first 
hint that we are at la5t brought up against the inherent limItations of a specifie professiona) 
skill, and therefore of the analogy between moral skill and such techniques." R. K. 
Sprague, Plato'ft Philosopher Kin" curiously ignores this passage, citing 164b, where 
Critias attempts to deny that temperance has a distinct subject. Paul Shorey, Wbat Plato 
Said (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1933) p. 104 refers us to.el1. 258DE and EN 1094 
a 4·5. 
41 ilm. 450d. 
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inquiry as though they were all alike. "42 This is important so far as Critias 

recognises the strategy that Socrates has adopted. Further, in denying that 

numbering and geometry have products, he raises his objection by way of 

analogy. He doesn't explicity say that they have no product, but that they do 

not have a product "in the way that a house is of building, or a coat of 

weaving" and he asks Socrates if he can point to any such product (toiouton 

ti ergon). In effect what Critias i s denying is not that these technai have 

products, but that they make something. This is in keeping with his 

distinction between making and working as weIl as with his subsequent 

claim that even the subject of temperance, unlike that of the other technai, 

is not one which is external to it.43 

In order to specify what might be considered the result or product of the 

mathematical skills, it is important to reconsider the way in which the 

en:on of crafts is characterised by Plato. It is not merely that crafts have 

results, but that they have beneficial results. For the whole point of having 

sk~lls is that they benefit or are to the advantage of human beings.44 

42 Qhnn.165e. 
43.cbrm.165e-166a,166c. 
44 There are two terms that Plato uses which are translated as 'useful' and 'beneficial', 
chrêsirn05 and ÔpheJimos and their opposites are achrêston and anopbelimos. Plato a150 
uses the term sumpheron 'advantage' or 'profit' to refer to the benefit tbat is to he derived 
from sorne practice or the other. In Republic 332a, for instance, the doctor and navigator are 
hest able to benefit (ÔpheJein) friends and enernies with respect to their respective areas of 
expertise, but are useless (achreston) when rnatters are outside tbeir special area. And 
when Thrasymachus first enters the discussion be says tbat he does not want Socrates to 
define the just either as "that wbich ought to he, or tbe beneficial, or tbe profitable, or the 
gainfuJ or the advantageous" suggesting that for Socrates these were all synonymous 
terms 50 far as the question of tbe benefit or use of sornething was concemed <B. 336d). 



The usefulness of tecbnai is brought out in the account that Protagoras 

gives in his myth of the creation of man. In it Prometheus steals the arts as 

well as fire from Hephaestus and Athena, and gives tbem ta men who, use 

this skill to invent "dwellings, c1othes, sandals, beds, and foods that are of 

the eartb." In Protagoras' version these skills are still insufficient to save 

man from wild beasts or from each other. He needs in addition civic sense 

(the very thing that Protagoras offers to teach) in order to live together in 

communities. Protagoras, when he characterised his own teaching, said 

that he did not waste his student's time by instructing him in a variety of 

skills: he saw Sophistry as an alternative to aIl the other skills. It could only 

be a viable alternative if these skills were considered as being especially 

useful in the first place. And the tw;hnai are useful because what they 

produce is usefu1.45 

If we ask what the beneficial result of geometry or arithmetic is, we find 

that we have asked the question which Plato asks and answers in Republic. 

VII when the question of just how practical and beneficial the arts of 

calculation and geometry should be in order for them to be studied is deaIt 

with at length. 46 

45 At Laches 181e Nicias praises the usefulness of an art like 'fighting in armour', and 
when Laches doubts it is an art he does so on the grounds that the Lacedamonians do not 
have any use for it. At times of special distress, during sickness or war or when even 
making a journey, we look to and depend upon the special knowledge of craftsmen, 
generals, doctors and pilots Œ.uth.. 279c). We May indeed have no use for any craftsman 
except in times of distress, when that is, they can be useful to us <Lx. 217a). The Gor~jas 
offers a summary sketch of the way in which crafts are related to and relieve deficiencies 
their subjects May have. 
46 R. 526c-528a. There are two distinct levels of benefit which are distinguised here. The 
first, WhlCh requires "a slight modicum of geometry and calculation" makes a person 
sharper and quicker in all other studies and is useful ta him in mattere relating to war. But 
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The usefulness and the benefit that is to be derived from the technai is 

identified by Plato. We couId say that the usefulness of a techni was that it 

provided benefit. Usually this can be identified wi*h the product of the 

technê, but as we have seen, it May not always be easy to identify the 

product in question. But the faet that a beneficial product is difficult to 

identify does not mean that there is no such product at a11.47 

The question of benefit derived from the technai raises another issue that 

Plato considers in more than one early dialogue: who se benefit? In the 

Cbarmides (163b, 164b) Socrates says that a doctor benefits both himself as 

weIl as his patient. At Euthydemus 2BOb Socrates says that only a 

craftsman who uses his k~'lowledge will benefit himself. This seems a 

truism if we add 'by his knowledge'. But at Republic 342b benefit to one self 

is ruled out as being extraneous to an art. Taking Republic 431 with 

Gorgias 477e we May characterise the nature of this 'improvement' in 

terms of removing a lack or a deprivation. But while snch a description 

may be acceptable for a certain class of abjects, it might be hard ta show 

at a higher level of both expertise and consequent henefit, it prepares the mind for more 
abstract studies. 
47 Do a1l products have to he useful? Could they not, say in the case of music, be pleasant? 
Plato Ii:!ys at Gor~as 475 that a thing may he ca1Jed fair or good either because it jzt p!e:l::!\nt 
or useful or both. This could give him a way of dealing with the products of the 'fine' arts. 
But it is not a option that Plato makes much use of. The distinctil\n made in the Gor~as is 
limited to the purposes of the argument there and cannot bt~ taken as a general 
characteristic of a sub-set of the teçbnaj, that is, that some of them are not beneficial but 
only pleasant. 
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howa cobbler improves a piece of leather, or as Thrasymachus points out, 

howa shepherd benefits the sheep he fattens for slaughter.48 

What. we can conclude from what has just been said is this: that the 

criterion that every technê has a product is not undermined by Critias' 

objection, and that while it is often difficult to de termine what the 

particular product of a craft is, Plato continually attempts to identify such 

products. Further these products may very generally be classed as 

beneficial, that is, as serving a useful function for people. It is this la st 

point which is particularly important, the product of a technê is something 

tha t is useful. 49 

3. Every Technê can give an account 

To give an account (lagQn dQunai or lQgQn didonai or lQgon labein) is a 

Platonic formula familiar in the middle dialogues.SOIn the early dialogues 

it is introduced as a general condition for technai. In the Gorgias, for 

instance, Socrates contrasts genuine from pseudo-arts on the basis of the 

account which the former can and the latter cannot give. 

And 1 say that it is not a craft, but a knack, because it has no rational 
account ~ by which it applies the things it applies, to say what they are 

48 ln Republic 1 (335bfT and 34ldm Plato ofl'ers a new way of dealing with the problem 
which he has to face in respect ofhis account ofvirtue: oftrying to show how a virtue, while 
in a person's own interest, at the same time is sufficiently 'other-directed' to make it 
congruent with conventlonal claims. 
49 Irwin, fMî sees the product as essentially external and different from the craft. This is 
important for his instrumentalist reading of virtue. 
50 fhd. 74b, 78d. Sxnw.. 202a. Shorey (n, on R. S31e) calls it "a cornmonpJace Platonic plea 
for dialectics." The demand is made as Jate as the ~ (966b, 967e, 968c). 



by nature, so that it cannot say what is the explanation of each thing; and 1 
don't call anything a craft which is unreasoning (aJoeon).51 

When Critias offers his definitioil of temperance as self-knowledge, he says 

that he wants to give an account (didonai lo~on) of this. And Alcibiades 

uses the same phrase when he describes Protagoras' circumlocutary 

method of discourse as one in which he is unwilling to give an account. 

Later, Protagoras himself indicates what, in his view, a mark of education 

is, and while t'lis mainly concerns knowledge of the compositions of the 

poets, it includes judgements about right and wrong (we presume he 

means 'better and worse') compositions, the ability to distinguish these and 

"to account for these when questioned. "52 

The phrase thus mo.;t generally seems to mean, the giving of reasons or 

explanations for one's statements. It seems to have been a demand 

especially made by philosophers.53 In the Gor~ias, where Plato refers 

specifically to this as a distinctive feature of craft-knowledge, it seems that 

'giving an account' is a consequence of an understanding of the whole 

which the particular art is concerned with. Later, when this passage is 

rscapitulated, contrasting medicine with cookery again, Plato says, 

"medicine ... has investigated the nature (physis) of the person whom she 

treats and the cause of her proceedings, and has sorne account to give of 

each of these things." In both passages the term physis is used of the real 

51 G,œ. 465a trans. Irwin œlatQ's GQr~as). 
52 Qhrm. 165b, frt. 336c, 339a. 
53 Aristophanes, Clouds 659fT. 
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object of the genuine art of medicine. The art of medicine is one that 

wlderstands the nature of the body and thereby knows how to treat it.54 

Giving an account is thus the consequence of understanding the nature of 

the subject of which an account has to be given. Plato's point here is quite 

simply that in order to be able to give an account, one must have 

understanding of the subject. Only one who has such understanding can be 

expected to give an account, and the absence of such an account would in 

effect be an admission of lack of understanding. The account may now be 

taken quite generally to coyer cases of explanation (why, for instance, a 

particular procedure is adopted at a particular time). The point seems to be 

that we cannot decide between particular procedures until we have 

knowledge of the object towards which the se procedures are directed. 

Medicine is a good example of a technê that does aim at knowledge of the 

nature of its subject, and by looking at what Plato says about Medicine we 

can give greater content to the daim that knowledge involves the ability to 

give an account. In the Charmides we have a reference to the 

comprehensiveness that the doctor needs: 

54 Dodds, Gor~ias (A revised text with commentary), (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959) p. 
229 notes that the sharp contrast between empeiria ('habitude'} and tecbnê is probably due to 
Plato himself. He also points out that in SOla "the medical art is said to study ~ the 
nature (physis) of the patient ami the grounds for the treatment." (ibid. p. 230) This is 
surely right and can be extended to other forms of technical knowledge as weil And 
understanding the nature of the subject would be prior to the 'grounds for treatment' which 
would be a consequence of such understanding. 
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J daresay you have yourself sometimes heard good doctors say ... when a 
patient cornes to them with a pain in his eyes, that it is not possible for them 
to attempt a cure ofhis eyes alone, but that it is necessary 10 treat his head too 
at the same time, if he is to have his eyes in good order; and 50 again, to 
expect ever to treat the head by itself, apart from the body as a whole, is utter 
folly. And on this principle they apply their regimen to the whole body, and 
attempt to treat and heal the part along with the whole; or have you not 
observed that this is what they say, and is done in fact?55 

It is this comprehensive understanding which gives the doctor his 

explanatory power. It is precisely this which rhetoric is said to Iack. In the 

Phaedrus a technê like medicine is distinguished from mere experience 

(empeiria) or a rule of thumb <.tJ:ili), because of its understanding of the 

nature of the object that it deals with.56 

It has heen pointed out that 'giving an account' as a necessary condition for 

knowledge can either he a plea for a definition or for a proof in the sense of 

having grounds for the proposition concerned; and that reasoning of this 

sort distinguishes knowledge from correct belief at Meno 98a.57 The former 

sense is seen as the more likely as the question and answer procedure 

mentioned in the passage, recalls the Socratic interest in definitions, and is 

typical, of 'dialectical inquiry.' But the latter sense accords weIl with the 

demand that is made of those who claim to have knowledge either of what 

theyare doing, as Euthyphro does, or of what they offer to teach (as the 

Sophists do). 

55~. 156b-c. 
56 fMt. 260e, 270b, c. That such understanding may involve seeing what is not apparent 10 
everybody else is explicitly said in the Gor~as (464a): " ... rnany people seem 10 be in a good 
bodily condition when it would not be easy for anyone but a doctor, or one of the atheletic 
trainers, to perceive that. they are not 50." 

57 David Gallop Plato's Phaedo. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975) note on 76b4 & 78dl-5 
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We should, however, note that the criterion is one that begins initially as a 

requirement for technai, and is subsequently applied to the notion of 

philosophy. This is entirely appropriate, for philosophy as a form of 

knowledge must conform to the conditions for knowledge in general. And to 

determine the meaning that Plato assigns to the ability to give an account 

for knowledge in general may aid in determining how this criterion is later 

applied to dialectic. We may use an observation of Gallop's who says that 

the definitional sense and the existential sense are not unrelated. When 

Socrates wants to give an account of a form, he wants to be able to answer 

the question 'what is F'. And that is precisely the point that is being made 

about technical knowledge: only where there is an understanding of the 

nature of the object concel'ned can an account be given of it. But while 

Gallop holds that the definitional sense is a condition of the existential 

sense, that is, in order to know the nature of an object, one must be able to 

give a definition of it, 1 think, on the basis of what Plato says about technical 

knowledge, that it is just the other way around: in order to give a definition 

one must have knowledge of the object concemed. 

Plato's point is not simply that one who has an understanding of the nature 

of an object, is a better technikos than one who doesn't. Rather, that one 

who dO(,1:in't, is not a technikos at a11. We may want to know, what is 

involved in such understanding, and what role if any does experience have 

to play in it. In a possible debate between 'rationalists' and 'empiricists' 

this criterion suggests that in the absence of accurate knowledge of an 

object any attempt at producing a result will have to be by trial and error 
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( miss afTair: what Plato calls an empeiria.58 But does Plato rule out such a 

bit and miss method as a way of gathering knowledge of the nature of the 

object? How is a doctor to make discoveries about which treatment will be 

good for which sort ofperson? Plato's point here seems to he that ifyou have 

understanding of the nature of the object (theory), then, the method which 

searches for empirical evidence will not be a hit and miss afTair, but a 

genuine practice that is guided by knowledge. In the absence of such 

gui ding principles all accumulation of experience will at hest give you only 

a knack. But the evidence for this is not conclusive, though in the Laws, 

Plato does contrast two ways in which Medicine is taught and practiced.59 

The ability to give an account seems to be an aspect of the first of the 

conditions that we found a feature of craft knowledge: the distinct and 

specifie nature of one subject for one technê. If technical knowledge is of 

such a particular subject, the demand that a technikos have understanding 

of this subject, of its properties and structure, is an understandable one. 

Emphasis of this criterion is important for the intellectualist 

58 "For the state of the empiric, see B. 516c-d: he can predict only on the basis of customary 
conjunctions." Vlastos, Platonic Studies, p. 212 n. 15. 
59 cf. D. S. Hutchinson, "Doctrines of the Mean and the Epistemology of Skills," p. 23-25. 
In the LAn (VI and IX ), Plato distinguishes between two kinds of doctors, Cree-men and 
slaves. The latter "acquire their skill by experience and by watching and obeying their 
masters, not from nature itself (kata phusjn) which is how free men leam their skill and 
teach it to their pupils" (720b2-5). Hutchinson says "when Plato stresses the 'Hippocratic' 
model of ancient medicine that one sees in Ree-imen and which Plato describes, he is 
implicitly rejecting a particular strand of thinking about medicine, that it is imperfectly 
refined experience." (p. 27). 1t is true that Plato does not think that any art can be 
imperfect. But it is not clear that he gives much thought to how medicine acquires 
knowledge of the nature of health and disease in the body. But it is true, that if it is 
knowledge then it must get its practice right every time. We might minimaJly l!Iay that 
mere experience will not give one technical expertise, but such expertise will be 
(importantly) confirmed by experience. 
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understanding of the Socratic conception of knowledge. It is here, 1 tbink, 

that the distinction between subject and product becomee important--for the 

theoretical understanding of the nature of the subject, wbich is a condition 

of the ability to give an account, is aIso a condition of the practical ability of 

bringing about (without rail) the particular product which that tecbpê ie 

designed to bring about. 

4. Eyery tecbnê is teacbable 

So far as the technai are concerned, tbis is a non-controversial claim. For 

Socrates, it is because they are forms of knowledge, that they must be 

teachable.6o This is a Sophistic claim as well, for insofar as the Sopbists 

offered to teacb virtue, tbey were claiming, or so Socrates argued, to be in 

possession of knowledge. 61 At the end of the Protagoras Socrates says that if 

it [i.e. virtuel was not knowledge, as Protagoras c1aimed, it would be 

unteachable. But in c1aiming to teacb virtue, Protagoras was implicitly 

c1aiming to be in possession of knowledge.62 

But tbe practical skills are non-problematically taught. Peric1es and 

Thucydides had tbeir sons taught varioue skills.63 So far as the skills are 

concemed, Socrates assumes tbat one who has knowledge will be able to 

teach it to another. Tbat is, be does not think that the ability to teach is 

60 "If as a matter of fact it turns out to he entirely knowledge, as you urge, Socrates, 1 shall 
he surprised ifit is not teachable" œn. 361b)cf. also Aristotle EN 6.3. 1139b25-26. 
61)hn.91b. 
62 This was of course problematic for Protagoras given his episternological relativism. 
63 fIt. 319d-320b, Ak.1118c-11ge, Mm. 94b-c. 
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( something over and above the knowledge which the technikos has. But 

Socrates is not necessarily commited to this position: for all he needs to 

claim is that only one who knows cao be a (qualified) teacher. His examples 

from ditrerent skills suggest that those who leam skills cao do so ollly from 

those l'iho know them in the first place, although in the Alcibiades 1 he 

allows for the possibility of self-instruction through self-discovery. This 

suggests that it is possible to leam t:,omething without there being experts 

from whom one must learn, and will become important when we consider 

the question of the teachability of virtue. 

Plato has little to say directIy about how technai are to be taught. The 

evidence for the way in which they are taught is sparse. What does seem 

minimally clear is that a technê has to be Iearnt from someone who is 

skilled. While technical knowledge is either handed down as Protagoras in 

the myth outlines, from Prometheus to man, or as Gorgias in bis defence of 

Palamedes claims, from an especially gifted individual, Plato himself does 

not join in the controversy over the divine or human origin of the arts.64 For 

him professional skills are to be learnt from professionals. This May seem 

a bana: observation, but it will acquire importance once the analogy with 

virtue is spelled out in chapter three. Further, the learning of professional 

skills is non-controversial because there is plenty of evidence that people 

have su ch skills in the first place, and communicate it to their pupils as 

well. 

64 fIt. 321d,llli 82B lIa. 30. 
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How are technai taught? There is sorne evidence that, in the 'first place, the 

profession of skills is found within families.65 There is other evidence for 

the existence of a complex I~uild system in the practice of various 

professional skills where students served as apprentices 1..0 maHters who 

were usually their fathers.66 But while this tells us something of the milieu 

in which the crafts were taught, we still need to try and determine the 

procedure that Plato thought appropriate to teaching in the crafts. 

The Meno begins with a question about the teaching of 'Virtue, Meno asks 

Socrates "whether virtue cao be taught, or is it acquirE:d by practice, not 

teachiog? Or if neither by practice nor by learniog, whether it cornes to 
", 

maokind by nature or in sorne other way?"67 Socrates sidesteps the 

question, and suggests an ioquiry iota the nature of virtue instead .But we 

may note that the alternatives that Meno off ers can be applied to the 

question of how the technai might be taught. 

65At~. 272c Socrates tells us that Connus the son of Metrobius the harper is his harp 
teacher. In the Protae'oras (326b, 328a), Protagoras suggests tha.t in the crafts, in so far as 
they have the aptitude (which they oftE:n do not, cf. 328c), sons learn the skill from their 
fathers. G. E. R. Lloyd, Mae-jc. Reason and Experience, (Cambridee: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), p. 96 n. 199, quotes the Hippocratic Oath, which specifies that 
instruction can be given, "to my sons, to those of my master and to those pupils duly 
apprenticed and swom and to none oth,~r." AlI this suggests that instruction into the crafts 
was restricted, and while this may he very true, the point that Plato makes more often than 
not, is that anyone who is willing to pay the price of instruction may have access to it. 
66 cf. Nehemas, 'Socratic Intellectualism' p. 299 n. 43 & 44 eiting Bufford, Craftsmen in 
Greek and Roman Society p. 82 & 89. cf. my previous note for Platonic references for the 
same point. 
67 Mm. 70a. 
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Firstly, Meno suggests a broad contrast between acquiring virtue either by 

leaming or by nature If something was acquired by nature it would imply 

that it was not to be acquired at ail by leaming. If we retain this contrast 

and apply it to the question of the acquisition of technical expertise, we can 

rule out nature as the means of acquiring such knowledge. Protagoras 

emphasises this difference between virtue and skill: while skiUs are given 

to a few, virtue is shared by aII.68 And the skill that the few have is a matter 

of talent, training and practice a11 of which together constitute its 

teaching.69 This contra st between nature and skill which Protagoras sees 

as the chief difference between ski11s and virtue was frequently made in 

Greek writings of the firth and sixth centuries.70 As we shalI see, by 

contrast, Plato stands in opposition to this traditiona} claim that virtue 

cannot be taught. 

68 ftl. 321d, 322c It is true that the myth suggests that technical expertise is something that 
men possess by nature. But 1 think we will not be doing Protagoras an injustice if we 
interpret this to mean that the natural ability to excel at one or the other skiH is something 
that only a few have. This is a sentiment that Socrates shares. He alludes to this contra st at 
Eutbydemus 282c when he raises the question of the teachability of virtue, "if wisdom is 
teachable and does not present itseJf of its own accord. ft (ltalics mine.) The alternative to 
teaching is here seen to be something happening 'natural1y or by chance' as the LSsl (s.v. 
3), translates the phrase IPO tautomltou. 
69.en. 324d·324d. 
70 e,g, by Paul Shorey, Phusis. Meletê. Epistêmê TAPA 40 (1909) p. 187, who also notes 
paralle]s between Isocrates (Antidosis 194ft) with PJato CPhaedrus 269dft) on the 
importance of natural ability as weil as training and study to all kinds of leaming. In aU 
this there seems to be no suggestion that the contrast that Meno has made is a valid one. 
D.S. Hutchinson, "Doctrine of the Mean", p. 29-30 holds that the three part theory of 
practical skills (ability, training and education) was the view of Isocrates which "was 
opposed to an that Plato and Plato's Socrates stood for, and so Plato needed to oppose the 
Isocratean method of training by experience which, inevitably, he thought, reinforced the 
conventional." Hutchinson also seems to take Meno's question as "Plato's way of asking 
whether Isocrates is correct in his three part education al philosophy," (p.31). 
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The other contra st in Meno's question is between what is taught and what 

is practised. Now c1early the fact that something is taught does not Mean 

that it is not practised. The verb askeÔ can be used quite generally to Mean 

to practice or to train, and the early dialogues record such a general use.71 

Nor dOf!S it Mean, that the teaching does not involve practice or application. 

Indeed so far as many skills are concerned, this is how teaching must take 

place. It is not suggested that learning a craft is by any means easy. Quite 

to the contrary72 

But Plato does have sorne conception of what makes genuine teaching 

possible, and the previous criterion, that of giving an account, sets the stage 

for a description of the proper rnethod of learning a technê: it involves an 

understanding of the nature of the object of the technê.73 Firstly, a technê is 

taught by someone who has understanding of the nature of his special 

object, and can give an account of it to another, can explain the procedures 

that he adapts and thereby instruct the other. Such teaching may still 

require ability on the part of the student, and stress the importance of 

practice. For successful practice is as much evidence of knowledge as the 

ability to give an account. The one who has genuine technical knowledge 

will be able to do bath. His ability ta bring about the product of bis particular 

71 e.g. au. 500c rbetorjkên askounta. we also find the verb eDimelein used with a.œtê.. 
What is caIJed into question is not that sornething is practised, but whether it is learnt 
exc1usively by practise. 
72 Thus the brothers in the Euthydernus are ridiculed for the speed at which their learning 
can be picked up. At the very begining of that dialogue Socrates points out that despite being 
old, they themselves have learnt tbeir wisdom only recently as "they were without this 
science last yeaI." (272c). Socrates bimself adrnits ta being a pOOl leamer on the barp, and 
suggests that he has be practising it fol' a while ( 272c, 295e). 
73 cf. e.g. the cornparatively full account offered in the Phaedrus (272dm. 
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( skill will be open to repeated confirmation, and as such May he demanded 

of him.74 It is such an understanding of the nature of technical ability that 

lies behind Socrate s' remarks in Republic 1 that the real craftsman will 

never, qua craftsman, make a mistake.75 Socrates' general line of 

reasoning about the teachability of the technaj is the observation that they 

are in fact taught, and hence must all he teachable. And they are teaehable 

only by those who have the partieular knowledge. 

5. Each tecbnê has its own experts 

The frequency with which Socrates names specifie teachers of specifie 

skills is important to his ability to secure agreement about the nature of 

these skills. Medicine may be the sole exception in the Pla tonie dialogues of 

a ski 11 in regard to which Plata takes sides in a contemporary debate. So far, 

however, as skills in general are concerned, their respective exponents give 

the anal ogy a secure foundation. 76 

The expertise of the expert will be marked by his having the characteristic 

abilities that we have just described. The expert has knowledge of the 

nature of his special subject or body m.' knowledge such that he can 

74 !lm. 514a-c. 
75 B. 340e-341a. 
76 Thus at Mm2 94c Eudorus and Xanthias are mentioned as the best {kallista} exponents 
of the art of wrestling, Damon is mentioned as the teacher of Pen::les (Ak.l 11&) and of 
the sons of Nicias <Li. IBOc), Connus as the teacher of Socrates (hfu. 272) Pheidias and 
Polyeleitus as expert sculptors are mentioned at l!bn,.91d, and at fr,.31lc. Zeuxippus the 
pain ter and Orthagoras the flutist are examples of experts in tbeir ~espective fields œrt.. 
318d) each of whom teach that which they are skilled in. The genera) principle is found in 
the Gondas, (460b) "anyone who has leamt a certain art has the qualification acquired by 
his particular knowledge." 



,-. 
regularly and unerringly bring about or accomplish the aim which that 

knowledge is directed at. In fact Plato assumes that one who has craft 

knowledge will have the sarne aim as the craft. Any special motivation of 

the craftsman to help others, or himself or to do a good job, is not taken into 

account in the employment of the craft. 77 His special knowledge of the 

nature of his subject enables him, on occasion, to give an account. or 

explanation of this nature to anyone else, and this ability makes it possible 

for him to instruct others so that they may become experts like himself. The 

expert or professional is distinguished from the average or lay person not 

merely by the claims made on his behalf, but because of his ability to back 

these c1aims in a variety of ways.78 Socrates brings out the contrast in his 

characterisation of the Athenian assernbly which seeks advice on specifie 

technical questions only frorn those who have that expertise. 79 

In consequence of their knowledge, which rnakes them what they are, Plato 

thinks that aIl experts will agree with each other.80 Where there is a 

disagreement, it can be settled by agreed upon procedures; there do not 

seern to be for Plato any disputes of the sort that he mentions in the 

Euthvnhro about matters conceming right and wrong.81 The agreement of 

experts is contrasted with the disagreement of non-experts (the Many); but 

the disagreement of the non-experts is restricted to subjects where everyone 

thinks that he is an expert, that is, about virtue. The disagreement of nOD-

77 aœ.512b. 
78 The possibility of deception was by no means limited to claimants of virtue, but was 
possible for any of the special skills (Cbrm. 173c). 
79 fIt. 319b-c . .Qu. 455b-c. 
80 B. 350a. 
81 Euthpbr. 7d. 
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experts follows from their ignorance of the nature of that which they claim 

or pretend to have knowledge of.82 But the many do not always agree with 

the acknowledged experts of different technai either, and that on some 

matters at any rate, while the opinion of experts is considered authoritative 

it is not always followed.83 However, with regard to virtue, where experts 

are more di ffi cul t to find, everybody considers himself an expert without 

being so. 

Expertise in the professional skills seems to be a non-controversial c1aim, 

so long as there are c1ear ways of identifying these experts. Plato does not 

seem interested in investigating disagreements within the technai. Even on 

the question of the proper method that sciences like medicine should follow, 

his remarks are few and limited in their general scope. This seems futher 

indication that he was not explicitly interested in outlining an epistemology 

of skills in the early dialogues. For Plato a11 experts in so far as they have 

the same object, if they are to have knowledge of it, must have the same 

knowledge and identical abilities. These' abilities involve the ability to teach, 

explain their procedure and to bring about the special result of their craft. 

The subject and product of the technê that experts have is not itself 

determined by them: it is something which is in a sense given to them. This 

82 frt. 313d, both customers and merchants are ignorant of what is good or bad for the body. 
83 In the Goreias (517e), Souates suggests that while many technaj cater to the body, they 
are nevertheless ignorant of its real needs and have therefore to he in sorne sense ruled by 
those genuine technaj which have the body as their subject, viz. the arts of gymnastics and 
medicine. But that people oft.en do not take heed of what is in their own interest, preferring 
to pursue what is pleasant. Gorgias himseJf, earJier, had commended his own pratice of 
rhetoric in a case where he had successfully persuaded his brother's patient 10 take a 
painful course oftreatment whereas his brother, a doctor, had been unable to convince him 
(Gœ.456b). 
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is sometimes expressed by the observation that the ends of the different 

crafts are given, and the only thing that has to be determined are the means 

by which these ends are to be achieved: that the craftsman, does not choose 

his ends, only the means to them.84 

What can experts do, that other men cannot, in virtue of their expertise? 

What distinguishes the expert from non-experts? For one thing, and this is 

important so far as the debate with the sophists is concerned, they can 

speak about their subject better than non-experts.as More importantly, 

however, they can bring about results unerringly. And, in consequence, 

they can help their fellow men. This is an important feature of crafts and 

craft knowledge which 1 have already called attention to, but which needs to 

be emphasised in the consideration of what craftsman do with their skill. 

The paradigm crafts of Medicine and helmsmanship have this in common: 

that they bene fit people, and the craftsman does not, as Plato puts it, give 

himself airs on that account (implying that he certainly could). Now this is 

clearly directed at the rhetorician's claim (as it is explicitly made in the 

Gorgias, of being able to save a person's life. Callicles reminds Socrates 

that if he finds himself in a situation where somebody brings a false charge 

84 e.g. G. E. R. Lloyd, Polarity and Analoi'v, p. 390. Lloyd sees this as especially 
problematic for the analogy with virtue: while in the crafts there is geneTal agreement 
about ends (e.g. health), in questions of right and wTong the ends themselves are in 
dispute. Irwin takes this feature of crafts as the basis of his instrumentalist account of 
virtue as directed to aD undisputed end. 
85 {iœ. 44ge-450b "it is the sarne ... with all the other arts; each of thern is concemed with 
that kind of speech which deals with the subject matter of that pnrticular art." frl. 312d-e 
..... the harp-player makes one clever ... at speaking on the matter of which he gives one 
knowledge, namely harp-playing." An instruction is at once persuasion. Plato seems to 
think it a truisrn that one who has a skill is more persuasive than one who doesn't. The 
person who knows can both speak better than one who does not as weil as oost judge the 
merits of others who may happen to speak on the same sllbject <lml 538b). 
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against him in a court of law, then the art of rhetoric could be instrumental 

in getting him off. In the myth, Protagoras' claim on behalf of Sopbistry is 

that it is the survival art par excellence because its subject is virtue, which 

is itself the condition of co-operative existence. The benefit that each of these 

technai claimed is again on analogy with non-controversial craRs. 

But not only can an expert benefit bis fellow men by producing the product 

of his craft, he can also refrain from producing this product. This claim is 

made unequivocally in the early dialogues and is treated at some length 

because it is seen to lead to problems for the analogy with virtue. Indeed it is 

this feature of craft-knowledge which seems to make it an unlikely 

analogue for virtue. The craftsman as a specialist in his field, is alone 

competent to produce that product which bis knowledge enables him to. It 

is this which distinguishes him from those who lack his specifie 

knowledge. But Plato draws a further consequence from this: only the 

craftsman can deliberately produce the opposite effect as well.86 80 far as 

his c1aim on behalf of the technai are concerned, this is se en to be an 

uncontroversial c1aim. 1t is when he draws the analogous conclusion for 

aretê that his interlocuters begin to have some doubt. Doubts that are 

shared by modern commentators as weIl.87 

86 ÜJ2. Mi.373d-375c (cf. further, Qri. 44d, :en. 344cft', Rep-333e). 
87 Hippias voices his objection twice at 375d and at 376b when Socrates himself expresses 
misgivings. For the doubts of more modem commentators cf. chapter " where 1 discuss this 
paradox at greater length. 
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The point is often put thus: aIl forms of knowledge confer a special power on 

the person who has the knowledge and this power enables him to misuse 

that knowledge as well. A doctor can turn into an expert poisoner, a 

fireman into a successful arsonist. In fact we can see this as a consequence 

of Plato's characterisation of technai as having as their particular aim an 

identifiable product as weIl as its opposite. This itself seems to be the result 

of the nature of their comprehensive knowledge of their subject: knowledge 

which gives them an understanding of its real nature and which thereby 

enables them to know both what is its better and worse condition and how to 

bring that about.BS 

The expert ernerges as the only person who ean aet deliberately with regard 

to the product which knowledge of his particular subject enables him to 

accomplish. This will lead us to suppose that the expert can both benefit or 

harm others as the result of his skill. For Plato expertise is, at least 

initially, seen as an ability which can be misused. This naturally creates 

problems for the anal ogy with virtue and we shaH see later on how Plato 

attempts to solve this problem. The problem that is, that the virtuous man is 

the only one who can act unjustly. 

With these five criteria we have then Plato's conception of what it is for 

anything to be a technê. We have to sorne extent seen and should again 

88 That as concerned with health, medicine must at the same time know what disease is. It 
is the same knowledge WhlCh gives us the abihty to produce aither cf. Aristotle EN Bk VI. 4. 
1129a14. 
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( emphasise that the different technai that Plato uses as examples are Dot 

themselves in each case scrutinised with respect to whether they 

completely satisfy these criteria or not. Nor does Plato ever suggest that we 

should seek to gain Imowledge of any or aIl of these skills., rather the 

pursuit of virtue win be contrasted with technical knowledge as a whole. 

What Plato does with this paradigm is look at controversial cases of claims 

to tecbnê-hood and by applying these criteria, attempts to show just how 

these either are or are not to be regarded as proper technai. Note that 80me 

of these controversial cases are controversiaI only from the Platonic point of 

view. Thus the c1aim of either rhetoric or poetry to he a genuine technai was 

not one under any special doubt.89 

( 

If this conception of technicaI knowledge is really a conception of knowledge 

for Plato, and if these five criteria are jointly employed in the identification 

of tecbpai, then they will together constitute the paradigm of knowledge 

that Plato is working with in the early dialogues. This paradigm ig used 

both to undermine rival daims to teach virtue and attendant daims to 

wisdom such as rhapsodes and poets enjoyed, as weIl as to explicate the 

Socratic thesis, 'virtue is kno\Vledge.' 

So far, what we have shown about technicaI knowledge is that it demands a 

special subject of its own as weIl as a product or result that it alone 

produces. These two features of skills give us the theoretical and practical 

89 But this is not 10 say that such doubts couJd not he used to undermine a claim to tecbnê­
hood. Thus the author of "On the Art" is responding to such doubts in bis defence of 
medicine. 
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aspects of knowledge. Their close association shows that this conception of 

knowledge is both practical as weIl as theoretical. Craft knowledge is also 

characterised, as aIl professional practices are, by teachability. Expertise in 

the crafts is a privilege of a few: and such ability as this expertise provides 

can be communicated to others. The fact of such teaching, from available 

evidence, makes it clear that habituation and experience are expected to 

have a role to play in instruction, but that such instruction is conditional 

upon an expert instructor: crafts are learnt only from experts. This will 

become important in the Socratic conception of virtue and the possibility of 

its teaching, for Socrates, typically, did not accept the role of a moral expert. 

Before we examine the Socratic doctrine, however, it is important to look at 

sorne technai in which individuals did daim expertise and, in one way or 

another, offered instruction in what they claimed to know. We will find that 

Socrates' examination of such experts and an evaluation of their claims 

uses the paradigm of knowledge which we have distinguished in this 

chapter to dismiss their claim to have and 10 teach a genuine technê . 
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ChapterTWQ 

The Rejection of Pseudo-Technai 

Plato in the early dialogues devotes considerable attention to depicting the 

Sophists of his time, constructing their thoughts and arguments with care, 

often presenting them in a powerful and persuasive way, at other times 

ridiculing them wonderfuIly. But he does not recount their doctrines with a 

view to presenting us with a history of philosophical thought, rather the 

teachings of his contemporaries that Plato focuses on have a role to play in 

the unfolding of his own arguments. Their doctrines and their role as 

adversaries of Socrates aid us in grasping both the nature of Socrate s' own 

claim as weIl presenting us, by way of contrast, with what he thought were 

sorne alternatives to it. In this chapter 1 will look at the rejection of four 

claims to knowledge that are dealt with at length in the early dialogues, in 

particular, at the Euthyphro, lm, Protagoras and Gorgias. 

ln each of these Socrates' adversaries are reputed to be experts in their own 

fields, each of them claims to be in possession of or to be able to impart a 

tecbnê. In each case, Socrates uses the conception of craft knowledge that 1 

have distinguished, and applies it to what he considers their dubious 

knowledge claims. Socrates' dismissal of these claims, apart from 

confirming the negative ur'Ç tG which the craft analogy is put, will help us, 

by contrast, to understand the nature of his own doctrines. Hence the 

application of the craft analogy in the dismissal of Sophistic and other 

claims to know, is an important adjunct to Socrates' own postive doctrine. 
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In the case of the lwl, Protagoras and Gorgias, the ultimate rejection is not 

simply of an individual's c1aim to know, as it is in the Euthvnbro, but leads 

to the rejection of tbe art of the rhapsode, rbetor and sophist (rhapsodikê, 

rhetorikê and SQphistikê) as genuine technai. 1 

While the Eutbyphro helongs to the aporetic definitional dialogues (wbich 

inc1ude the Laches, Charmjdes and lkll.l), certain aspects of Socrates' 

argument make it useful to consider it here and to look at tbe Cbarmides 

and Laches in the following chapter.2 The lm, Protagoras and the Gorgias 

are like the Euthypbro in that eacb of tbese dialogues are refutative of 

particular knowledge c1aims, each interlocutor in tbem c1aims to he in 

possession of a technê, and each of these dialogues incorpora tes a Platonic 

critique of central Greek ideas.3 

1 These three practices are assimilated by Plato. At Gœ. 502d poiêtjkê is identified with 
oratory, oratory with rhetoric; rhetoric itself is identified with sophistry. By contrast, 
divination IS regularly coupled with other teehnal cf. R. J. Hankinson, "Stoicis'll, Science 
and Divination," in Method. Medicine and MetaDhysics, ed. R. J. Hankinson <Edmonton, 
1988), p. 128 lt is clear from the Peri Technês that such an attack would not have been 
entirely unprecedented. However, Plato's arguments to undermme rival technaj are far 
more systemabc and well grounded than anything else that we encounter at the time. 
2 Of course, both the Protae-oras and Gore-ias are concerned with defining the nature of 
sophistry and rhetoric, and it might be thought that Socrates actua]]y cornes up witt. 
acceptable defimtlons of each of these, which he doesn't do for the virtues. However the 
ability to define or characterise the subject or nature of the activity in question is by itself 
not sufficient to guarantee it legitimation as a ~. 
3 This has been shown for the Euthyohro by L Versenyi (Holiness and Justice, 
Washington 1982), and for the l2n. by Alan Bloom, "An Interpretation of Plato's Ion," in T. 
Pangle ed., The Roots of PoliUcal PhjlosoDhy: Ten Fon~Qtten SocraUe DjaJoe;ues. <Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 1987): 371-395. The critique of rhetoric and 
sophistry in the Gore;jas and Protae;oras is c1early an examination of contemporary trends 
by Plata. 
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The central examination in these dialogues concerns the demarcation of 

the particular subject that each of these technai are supposed to be of. As we 

have seen this is a fundamental feature of crafts according to Socrates. If 

Socrates' interlocutors claim to be experts of their respective technai then 

they must be able to specify what it is that they have special knowledge of. 

Specification does not of course mean merely being able to mention the 

subject of their expertise, but demands rather that they be able to give an 

account (or ~) of the nature of the subject. 1 will in what follows see how 

this requirement for craft knowledge is applied by Socrates in his 

examination of each of his interlocutors in the se four dialogues. The failure 

of each of them to satisfy tms demand will form the basis of a rejection of 

their daim to have knowledge, and consequently, in the case of those who 

claim this, to teach it as weIl. 

Specification of the subject 

While the E..qthyphro is about piety and thus about a virtue, Socrates does 

not discuss his own claim about the nature of virtue in this dialogue.4 At 

best he tells us that piety is a part of justice, hinting at the unit y of the 

virtues. What we do have, however, is a detailed examination of 

Euthyphro's claim to know what is and what is not pious. This 

examination reveals Socratic assumptions about what constitutes 

knowledge. Euthyphro's inability to adequately answer Socrates' questions, 

or the dialogue's inability to record a satisfactory definition ofpiety does not, 

however, mean that no such definition is possible, and that piety cannot be 

4 As he does in the Laches and Charmjdes as weIl as in the Gor~as and ProtaiOras. 



regarded as knowledge, only that Euthyphro cannot be thought to possess 

it.5 By contrast lon's inability to give an account of what he knows is taken 

as evidence that there is no such accounL to be given, and in that dialogue 

Socrates off ers an alternative explanation of one feature of 10n's practice 

which he shares with a genuine technikos: being able to successfully 

produce a result. In the case of Gorgias as weIl, Socrates will offer an 

alternative explanation of what accounts for the power of rhetoric. It is, he 

realises, not enough to c1aim that these are not genuine crafts. He needs to 

be able to explain their apparent success, even if it is initially in terms of 

duplicity and ultimately in terms of ignorance. Euthyphro too is going to 

act, but the difference between what he is going to do, and what Ion 

publically does, is that bis prosecution of his father is not an action which 

will meet with public approva1.6 Euthyphro may weIl be doing what is 

pious, but he has no way of knowing this. What is wrong with Euthyphro is 

Dot that he is going to prosecute his father, but that he does this with the 

conviction that he knows that this is what one ought to do. Euthyphro like 

Ion expresses no doubt about his proposed course of action. 7 And this is 

entirely appropriate for someone who claims to know what he is doing. 

5 The question of the knowledge of virtue is thus left open; It is not suggested that such 
knowledge IS Dot possible; at best what might be supposed is that prophets are not the ones 
who will possess it. 
6 Socrates does Dot either approve or disapprove of the action itself:What he does repeatedly 
emphasise is that if Euthyphro iodeed knows what piety is, then what he does will he right. 
7 1 do Dot, however, contrast this self-assurance with what Bloom calls 'the radIcal self­
doubt of philosophy' (Bloorn, "Plato's Ion," p. 371). It 5eems to me that 50 far as Socrates is 
concerned, phIlosophy, like any other form of knowledge has no room for self-doubt. 
Socrates' disavowal of knowledge is not, for instance, the result of his inability to come to 
understand himself, but rather with his Dot yet haviog grasped his own naturp. Socrate s' 
conviction about his wisdom (knowing that he does not know ... ), shows indeed that he is as 
far from self-doubt as could he expected. 
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The introductory conversation of the dialogue (2a-5d) makes it c1ear that the 

problem is that of determining whether a particular action is either pious 

or impious.8 While Socrates expresses some surprise that Euthyphro 

should he prosecuting his own father (itself construed as an act of impiety 

by Many), it is clear that in principle he agrees with him, for he says "the 

only thing to consider is whether the action of the slayer was justified or 

not, and that if it was justified one ought to let him alone, and if not, one 

ought to proceed against him, even if he share one's hearth and eat at one's 

table."g 

But while Socrates accepts the general principle that wrong-doers ought to 

be punished, he is not entirely sure that this is a case of wrongdoing.10 Is 

your knowledge about the holy and unholy so certain, he asks Euthyphro, 

that you do not fear that what you are doing May be something unholy 

rather than holy? And Euthyphro answers, 

"1 should be of no use, Socrates, and Euthyphro would he in no way different 
from other men, if 1 did not have exact knowledge about all such things."n 

Euthyphro has thus made three claims about the knowledge that he has: 

8 Fully spelled out at 4c-e by Euthyphro and lau1' at 9a by Socrates. 
9 Eutbpbr.4b-c. For a similar sentiment expressl~d by Socrates cf. Go1'~as 480a-d (noted by 
Verseyeni, HoJjness and Justice, p.36). Euthyph ... o's prosecution, however, il done by him 
for his own rather than for his father's sake. 
10 ln bis review of the problem at 9a Socrates menti~!1s what might be mitigating factors 
absolving the father of intentionally causing harm to the siave. On Euthyphro'. reading of 
pi et y, however, intention has litUe or nothing to do with the question ofpollution. 
11Euthobr.4e-5a. 



that it is exact (akribÔs), useful (ophelos), that it distinguishes him from 

other men in that he can Act rightly.12 Euthyphro thus claims to be an 

expert in the art or science ofpiety. 

Socrates asks Euthyphro about the nature of piety. As someone who knows 

what piety is, Euthyphro should be able to give an account of what it is that 

he knows. But before he actually poses his question "what is piety?" 

Socrates gets Euthyphro to agree that: 

i. HoIiness is the same in every action. 

ii. UnhoIiness is opposite to holiness. 

iii. The presence of each characteristic quality will make an action either 

holy or unholy. 13 

If Euthyphro is to rightly know what holiness is, he must, in virtue of this 

knowledge know what unholiness is, and together, holiness and 

unholiness must fonn the special subject of his expert knowledge. Socrates 

here has insisted on the unit y requirement: that every technê deal with one 

specifiable subject. Just as medicine ~i1l de a} with health and disease, 

12 On ak ribôs cf Nussbaum Fral:iht,y of Goodness p. 96 where, identifying akrjbÔs as 
belonging to the vocabulary of technical knowledge, she says, "Technê brings precisIon 
where before there was fuzziness and vagueness" The word occurs again at 14b, but sapbôs, 
used equivalently in this sense occurs often in the dialogue (5c, 9b5, 9b9 and 15d). Aristotle, 
EN 6. 7. 1141a 9-lO, discussing wisdom, says that it is "employed 10 the arts to den ote those 
men who are the most perfect masters (akrjbestatos) of their art." 
13 Eutbphr.5d (iii). is not actually stated 10 this way, but seems to be imphed by the 
language of thls passage; nor is it stated that bohness and its opposite cannot co-exist, but 
this is assumed in the refutation of Euthyphro's first definition. For that refutation would 
not work unless both Socrates and Euthyphro were agreed that the same action couJd not be 
both holy (loved by sorne gods) and unholy (hated by others) at the same time. R E. Allen, 
Plato's Euthyphro and the EarHer Theory of FQrms, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1970) p.35 notes that all that Socrates has pointed out is that Euthyphro's definition WIll 
make sorne things both holy and unboly. Al1en says, "It is not self·evidently false that 
sorne holy things are also unholy, and If Euthyphro's pecuhar theology is sound, his 
definition implies that this is true." 
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piety, if it is truly a form of knowledge will deal with the holy and unholy. 

He who has this expertise will be able to give an account of the nature ofthis 

subject. For Socrates this is a condition for establishing Euthyphro's claim 

to know that what he is doing is pious. For if he knows that, then he must 

know what piety is, and if he knows that, he must be able to give an account 

of its nature. The unit y of the subject is what makes such an account 

possible. It is this which Socrates asks Euthyrphro to provide. 

Euthyphro's first definition of piety as what the gods love is rejected by 

Socrates as providing only the pathos or what is brought about and not the 

ousia or nature of piety.1 4 Socrate s' argument against Euthyphro's 

amended definition has been seen as central to the dialogue's discussion of 

piety. The logic of the argument is not always easy to understand. Nor is it 

clear what precise relation between 'holiness' and 'being loved by aIl the 

gods' Socrates assumes must hold.l 5 But the point of his rejection of 

Euthyphro's definition is that it does not give us the nature ofpiety, even ifit 

does say something true about it (that it is loved by ail the gods). 

14 1 take the first definition of piety 10 inc1ude both the formulations that Euthyphro offers. 
The first formulation, after Socrates tells him that he wants a definition and not examples 
ofpiety, Euthyphro makes at 7a (what is dear 10 the gods is holy, what is not dear 10 them is 
unholy), The second formulation is only an amendment to the first, once Soerates aHows 
the assumption, which he actually agrees with, that the gods do not in faet disagree about 
matters of right and wrong. This Euthyphro makes at ge ('We1l, 1 should say that what aIl 
the gods love IS holy and, on the other hand, what they a11 hate is unholy."). In effect the 
first defimtion IS examined from 5d-llb. 
15 cf. John H. Brown, "The LogJc of the Euthyphro lOa-11h" m. (1964) 1-14. 

64 



1 If Euthyphro could offer an account of its nature, then we might he in a 

position to understand why it was loved by aIl the gods. In this section, 

however we are not given any positive account as to what piety is, only sorne 

reasons for believing that Euthyphro's definition, even if true, would tell us 

little about it. The account that Euthyphro offers is thus not explanatory of 

the nature of piety, as it should have been if he genuinely knew what it was. 

The conclusion that we may derive from this section is not that Euthyphro's 

c1aim that the holy is what aIl the gods love is false, but that he does not 

know what piety reaIly is. 16 And if we begin to doubt this, we May weB 

wonder wnether in prosecuting his father, Euthyphro really knows what he 

is doing. 

Ion fares little better than Euthyphro. Offered at the very end of the dialogue 

a choice between being considered a liar or divinely inspired, he has sorne 

room in which to honourably retire. But both of the se interlocutors are 

shown to lack knowledge. While the lsul is not 'definitional' like the 

Euthyphro, there may be a reason internaI to Socrates' argument why Ion 

is not asked to answer a question such as 'what is poetry?' Indeed there is 

no specifie thesis that Ion puts forward. It is Socrates who accosts and 

lures him into conversation. Ion rnerely reports how it is with him. He 

expresses sorne surprise and puzzlement at Socrates' conclusion that he 

cannot clairn any skill. His response is to appeal to the fact of successful 

performance. Socrates offers him an alternative explanation of how he is 

able to do what he does, which by the end of the dialogue he is happy to 

16 In the Phaedrus (273e), for instance, the ultimate goal of dialectic is "10 speak and 10 do 
everything, so far as possible, in a manner pleasing 10 the gods." 
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accept. Sacrates here denies that the rhapsode's art is a genuine one. He 

also denies by implication that the poet's art is genuine, but assimilates it to 

the same sort of inspiration which causes the rhapsode to excel at what he 

does. While there may have been an antecedent tradition about the divine 

source of poetic inspiration, Plato really undermines here and elsewhere 

the possible c1aims that it might support on behalf of the poet)7 For in the 

la.n the charge against the rhapsode, and through him of the poet is an 

epistemological one. 

In the first part of the dialogue (530-533d) Socrates examines Ion's claim to 

only know the thought of Homer. He seeks to prove that in so far as he only 

knows the thought of Homer, Ion cannot be said to have a technê at aIl. In 

doing so he relies on the notion that the proper subjects of knowledge 

themselves fonn a conceptual unity. If poetry is a whole, as he claims it is, 

then to be said to know it one should have knowledge of a11 sorts of poetic 

compositions; and the principles of the craft should enable one to expound 

the thought of a11 poets. 

Ion claims in this section to speak about Homer better than anyone eIse, 

and only about Homer. He uses a varlet y of terms in this connection 

(speaking best (kallista lee-einl about Homer at 530c. "No one has so many 

fine thoughts to offer about Homer" (epein ... pollas kai kalas dianoias peri 

17 cf. E. R. Dodds Tbe Greeks aod tbe luatjonal (Berkeley: University of Califomia 
Press, 1951), p. 81 Eric A. Havelock, Preface to Plato (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1982), p. 162-163 00. 28 & 29. 



Homerou at 530d4. "How weIl 1 have embelli shed Homer." (eu kekosmêka 

ton Homeron) at dB. Apart from his echoing Socrates' term dianoia 

("thought,") introduced at 530dl, Ion has little to say that seems 

controversiaI. He does of course refer to bis teçhnê (530c), but in doing so he 

is using the term very generally to signify what he does. However, he does 

in ail this imply that what he is doing is important. His fame and the fact 

that he is the best of aIl rhapsodes is continuaIly emphasised in the course 

of the dialogue. 18 And this is because it is the work of Homer that he is 

conversant with. 

Socrates observes firstly, that where Homer and other poets share the same 

subject and agree about it, Ion should be able explain or expound 

(exe~eomai), what both say. Ion agrees with this. He needn't have done so. 

If aIl that he had claimed on his behalf was an ability to recite Homer, then 

he would not need to daim to 'know' (remember) the work of other poets. In 

fact, Ion, only remembers Homer's verse, and he is eager to give 

demonstrations of this on more than one occasion. But by 'knowing' a poet., 

Socrates has already indicated that he means something more than merely 

remembering his words. That Ion in sorne way is expected to know the 

truth of Homer's statements, just as Homer himself will be required to 

show that he has knowledge of what he writes if he is to claim 10 have a 

techne. 

18 e.g. at 53Od, 533c, 535d-e, 53ge etc. 
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Secondly, Socrates says that where Homer and the other poets share the 

same subject but disagree about it, that is, say different things, Ion should 

be able to interpret what they say, just as a mantic (one versed in the art of 

divination) would be able to interpret (exêgeomai) these poets when they 

speak of his art, both when they agree and when they disagree. So far 

Socrates has emphasised that poets may agree and disagree about certain 

things. He is clearly interested in a specific aspect of poetic composition, its 

c1aim to truth. 

Thirdly, and this rounds off the points made earlier, Socrates claims that in 

fact Homer speaks of the same things as the other poets. This completes the 

argument against Ion. The poets share the same subject, and say things 

about it which are either in agreement or in disagreement. If Ion is skilled 

in the interpretation of one of them (Homer) he should be skilled in the 

interpretation of the others as well. lon's attempt to suggest a difference 

between Homer and the other poets fails to point out a relevant 

characteristic which would justify his knowing only Homer. The fact, even 

if true, that Homer is better than aIl the others, in no way helps him. For 

better and worse with respect to one subject are to be judged by the same 

persan, one who knows the subject in question. The general rule is 

formulated at 533e, but it should be noted that the question is not one of 

speaking weIl or badly, but of knowing what good and bad speaking is. Only 

the one who knows one will know the other. Socrates has here undermined 

the praise and fame that Ion enjoys. For Ion has aIl along been claiming to 

speak weIl, but in this his judges are the many, who are in no position to 

know whether he speaks weIl or ill. Ion himself is like them in bis relation 



to Homer, lacking knowledge of what Homer speaks, he is in no position to 

judge the truth of Homer's remarks. By pointing out that poets may in ract 

disagree with each other, Socrates has brought poetic wisdom in general 

into question. And by introducing the notion of expert knowledge he has 

covertly undermined the notion of poe tic authority. What is questionable is 

of course the way in which he has conceived of the nature of poetry, as if it 

were a (po or) compilation of technical know-how, designed to inform its 

listeners.19 

Socrates' conclusion is one with which Ion agrees. Ion is unable to point to 

any instance of someone being able to comment on the work of one painter, 

sculptor, musician and not on that of others, because each of these technaj 

are wholes.2o Ion offers the only evidence that he can: "1 excel aIl men in 

speaking about Homer and have plenty to say, and everyone else says that 1 

do it weil; but on the others 1 am not a good speaker. "21 

ln both these dialogues what we find is that the initial requirement that 

every technê have a determinate subject is used to investigate the claims of 

Socrates' interlocuters to know: in the case of both so far considered, 

19 Bloorn, "Plato's 1Jul" (p. 375) holds that Socrates here "is testing the Greek 
undeTstanding of things. particularly of the gods". While Bloorn is right in the importance 
of Homer as the real target of Socrate s' attack, he reads a lot into sorne of the specifie moves 
that Socrates rnakes. Socrate s' chief claim in the Ism, as 1 see it, is to demonstrate that both 
rhapsode and poet lack genuine knowledge. 
20 11m. 532d. Socrates seems to suggest here that there might he a class of profession a) 
critics, but elsewhere he denies this. The only one who is corn petant to judge a craftsman is 
another craftsman. 
21Jm.. 533c. 
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Socrates has attempted to show that their respective inabilities show that 

they do Dot have knowledge of their subject. In the case of Ion we should 

note that Socrates does not deny that there could be an art of poetry; he says 

that poetry is a whole and therefore anyone who can be said to have 

knowledge must be able to speak weil about poetry ,as a whole. However. 

speaking well is not, prima facie, a sufficient condition of knowledge. For 

this depends on whom one is speaking before. Both Protagoras and Gorgias 

offer to teach the art of speaking well on a variety of subjects. Again, with 

the se interlocuters, Socrates asks them first to specify the precise nature of 

their subject. In the Protagoras the search for the subject of the Sophist's 

teaching begins with Socrates' initial conversation with Hippocrates about 

what he expects to learn from Protagoras.22 Using examples from other 

professional skills he determines that while Protagoras is to be called a 

Sophist, it is not clear what exactly he professes to teach. Hippocrates does 

indicate something of the technique that he hopes to learn from Protagoras, 

that of becoming a clever speaker. But Socrates counters tbis by saying that 

any learning will make one a clever speaker about that subject, but the 

question of what it is that he will make one a clever speaker about remains 

unanswered. 

[Socrates]: "Now what is this thing, of which the sophist himself has 
knowledge and gives knowledge ta his pupiJ? [Hippocrates]: Ab, there, in 
good faith 1 fail ta find you an answer."23 

When they finally meet Protagoras, Socrates asks him rather bluntly tbis 

very question. Protagoras replies that he will make one who cornes to bim 

better every day. Socrates persists, appealing to professional skills like 

22 Prt. 311b-313a. 
23 Prt. 312e. 
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painting and fluting, he wants to know what it is about (peri tou) which 

Protagoras will make one better. Protagoras now defines the subject of his 

skill, in contrast to other technai. He claims further, that this is precisely 

what people want to learn: 

"That learning consists of good judgement in his own affairs, showing how 
best 10 order his own home; and in the affairs of his city, showing how he 
may have most influence on public affairs both in speech and in action."24 

Socrates immediately identifies this with the 'politikê technê'. 1 have 

detailed the steps that lead to this description of the subject of Protagoras' 

art at some length to draw attention to the importance that Plato himself 

gives to the specification of what it is that Protagoras wants to instruct 

others in. It is only when the subject is demarcated that the question of 

whether this can be taught and the means by which it must be, will be 

determined. 

With Gorgias too, Socrates declines to have a special display arranged for 

him but wants to know "what is it that he professes and teaches?" Polus 

initially offers to answer Chaerophon's question, about what Gorgias is to 

be called, as other professionals are caUed shoemakers or doctors because 

of their respective skills. Polus replies that Gorgias partakes in the finest of 

the technai. Socrates intervenes saying that this does not answer the 

question. Gorgias himself answers and specifies that he is skilled in 

rhetoric, and is to be called a rhetorician.25 

24.fIt.3I8e. 
25 ~. 449a. Dodds, GorWas. p. 194 notes that Gorgias is here called a rhetor primarily as 
one who knows the theory of rhe1oric, but the term is more generally applied 10 anyone who 
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Socrates, however, is not interested in merely being given the name, he 

wants to know what exactly it is that Gorgias teaches. For like Protagoras, 

he too will make his students like himself.26 But what is the subject in 

which he will instruct them? It takes 80me effort to get Gorgias to specify 

the precise area of bis concern (44ge-454b). Only at the end of a lengthy 

examination does he specify what it is he teaches men to speak weil, or to be 

persuasive about; the professed subject of rhetoric is identified as that 

which "deals with just and unjust."27 Socrates says that he had suspected 

aIl along that this is what Gorgias meant. He adds, "1 ask my questions 

with an orderly completion of our argument" showing that the specification 

of the subject is of importance to the argument that follows. 

We notice that in each of these dialogues a long peroration is necessary in 

order to identify the nature of the subject that each of the so called experts 

claims to be expert in. Naturally, their inability to even understand, let 

alone unambiguously answer Socrate s' questions, is an indicator of how 

little they may have thought about the scope of their own skills. But such 

skills as they claimed, and this is true particularly of Ion, Protagoras and 

Gorgias, might make it seem natural that it would be difficult for them to 

practiced pnblic speaking and so came to mean 'politician'. Irwin, Plato's GoTlPaS p. 113 
observes that the dialogue does not distinguish between the cTaft of the orator (who produces 
effects) from that of the rhetorician (who teaches others to produce eft'ects). This with good 
Teason. For Plato, the condition of 8Omeone teaching another is that the teacher himself be 
able to do what he teaches. If the Thetorician teaches public speaking, he should be able to 
speak (if permitted) in public. 
26 ~. 449b, c. 
27 ~. 454e, 460e. 
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identify what they did apart from claiming to speak well. For it is precisely 

their ability to speak well about very difTerent things that they prided 

themselves on, and it is precisely this that Plato would rule out by appealing 

to that condition of knowledge whieh holds that it must he of sorne specifie, 

unitary subject. And that in consequence such knowledge is exclusive of 

knowledge of any other subject. 

Ion, for instance, initially c1aims only to speak weU about Homer. Socrates 

takes this to Mean that Ion is able to expound or explain the thought of 

Homer. Ion admits that this is the most laborious part of bis art.28 For Plato 

speaking weIl about something is a consequence of being skilled in that 

particular subject. Any one who knows a particular slOU is able to speak 

better about it than anyone who does not.29 Presumably, if two people both 

know the skiU in question, both will be able to speak weIl about it. In fact, as 

it seems, both will say the same thing in the sense that they will both agree 

in matters concerning their skill. And being skilled for the rhapsode will 

not mean being able to recite without stumbling, or with a deep voice, but is 

to know 'the thought' of the poet. This phrase 'the thought' for which Plato 

uses the term dianoia consistently through the lwl, does not however tell us 

mueh about what exactly he expects the rhapsode to know. We might 

28 Ion 53Oc. It is, Ion says, "emoi K'0un touto pleiston eriOn paresehe Ws technês." 
29 1 take this feature: lon's elaim to he able to speak well, as in no way a special claim, 80 

far as Plato is coneemed, about the nature of his art. R. K.. Sprague, Plato's Philosopher­
Kin.:: A study in tbe theoretjeal baekaound (Columbia: University of South Carolina 
Press, 1976), chapter 1 has a detaiJed argument wbich c1aims tbat Plato is here and 
elsewhere making a distinction between first and second order tecbnai. Sbe thinks the art 
of the rhapsode is properly a second-order one, that is, one whieh does not have distinct 
subject of its own, but has the subjects of other arts as its subject. 1 find no evidence that 
Plato thought that there could be genuine technaj that had no specifie subject matter. The 
criterion of the mutual exelusivity of knowledge rules that out. 
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suppose that it is being used to refer to the meaning of a particular passage, 

or the possible point of a metaphor or something like that. We are given no 

clarification of this. But what we find is that Plato shifts from using 

phrases like 'speaking weIl' to those like 'knowing the truth of.3o We may 

then suppose that knowing the thought of the poet has come to Mean that 

the rhapsode is expected to know what the poet knows. 

The claim that Socrates makes about the nature of poetic (or Homeric) verse 

has 10 do with its encyclopedic content, exemplified by those passages which 

are descriptive of some skill or the other.31 He is not concerned at all with 

either the fine recitation of Homer, which was aIl that Ion initially laid 

claim to, or wi th the poetic diction of Homer himself.32 His undermining of 

Ion's claim to he skilled is at once an attack on Homer's work to he in any 

sense authoritative or able to provide knowledge. Initially this attack, as in 

the 12n, is limited to questions oftechnical expertise, but it willlater become 

a full hlown critique of Homer as the 'educator of aIl Greece'. Plato's 

30 Thus at 537e Socrates begins the argument with Ion's claim to 'speak well' (eu leieis), 
and assumes that at least within the technai, only those who know speak weIl (537a-d). He 
then takes this to mean that the one who is skilled wiJ] be the better judge of whether Homer 
speaks rightly or not (eite kalÔs le~ei Homeros eite mê, 538b,c). R. K Sprague, Plato's 
PhjJosoDher K1ni, discussing the l2n holds that here "the point that is essential is that not 
ail arts occupy the sarne level; there are sorne that in volve speaking about other arts, and 
sorne that in turn speak about these. Plato keeps this distinction c1early in mind." (p.7). 
The ability to speak, however, is only a consequence of knowledge, and this is surely 
Plato's point right through the dialogue If indeed, as she c1aims, he was attempting to 
distmguish between technai, he would end up approving of lon's practite and would not 
need a theory ofpoetic inspiration to account for what he does. Nor would Plato he able to use 
this criteria agamst the rhetoricians and sophists who also clairned to be able to teach the 
ability to speak well on any subject. 
31 cf. Eric Havelock, Preface to Plato, p. 80-84. 
32 While Ion says that " . .it is worth hearing, Socrates, how weil 1 have embelli shed 
Homer." (Ion 530d), Socrates shifts the discussion to "Apprehending his thought and not 
merely learning off his wOl'ds" (530c). 
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1 argument here is simply that anyone who lacks knowledge himself (i.e. is 

not an expert) cannot teach another.33 

, 

The attack on rhetoric and Sophistry lacks thls two-tier structure, where we 

have a case of repeating what someone else has already initially composed 

or written.34 But the Sophist's claim to comprehend aIl the other special 

skills by own special skill is similar to the claim of encyclopedic knowledge 

that the poets claimed.35 This leads to problems of specification of the 

subjects that each Sophist will teaeh, but eventually Soerates seems to have 

no difficulty in fixing the subject in question. Now the identification of the 

subject of a proposed technê is only the first step in determining whether it 

is a genuine skill or not. In each of the dialogues that we have considered 

we have found that this is in faet the first step that Soerates takes in his 

examination of his interlocuter, especially where the daim is to teach or 

have knowledge ofvirtue, as it is in the Protagoras an-l Gorgias. 

33 That practical skills could he learnt from Homer and other poets cf. A. W. H. Adkins, 
~, Tecbnê, Democracy and Sophists," sUIS 93 (1973): 3-12, p. B. 
34 The loeopoious mentioned at ElUh. 289d may be an exception in that here we have 
reference to a class of persons who write what they do not themselves speak and there is 
another class which speaks the words that someone elstl has written: this would be 
analogous to the situation in which someone who did not actually practice speaking in 
court or assembly, taught the art to someone who did. Presumably, Gorgias and Protagoras 
as foreigners could not address either the Assembly or use their skills in legal cases in 
Athens. However, note that Ion makes a vain attempt to show why he does not fight battles 
for the Athenians by appealing to the supposed fact that the Athenians do not employ 
foreigners as generals. Socrates gives examples of non- Athenian generals who led 
Athenian armies (Ion 541c-d). 
35 En. 31Be,.Gu. 456b-c. Gorgias claims that it will become unnecessary 10 study any orthe 
other skills because one who has this will be more persuasive than any specialist in his 
own field (<lm. 459c). Protagoras admittedly contrasts the technê that he teaches from the 
common technai that other Sophists make students study again. But this contrast, as both 
the myth and the following ~ emphasise, c1aims that the skill that Protagoras imparts 
is much more important than any other, and in fact is a condition of the very possibility of 
community life. 
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Ion c1aimed to know what poetry was, on the basis of his success as a 

rhapsode. Euthyphro clairned to know what piety was perhaps because he 

was a seer (mantic), certainly because be was attempting the prosecütion of 

bis own father. Protagoras claimed to teach aretê, which he identified with 

sorne form of wisdorn or knowledge, Gorgias cl~imed to instruct people 

about matters of justice and injustice. Each of their daims to know the 

precise subject of their supposed technai is controverted by Socrates. Ion 

admits not knowing any poet other than Homer, Euthyphro is unable to give 

an account or definition of piety. Protagoras is unable to distinguish 

knowledge from other virtues, tbough he claims that they are distinct (and 

hence that he does not teach them aIl), and Gorgias while he daims to 

instruct men about justice, also thinks that he is not obliged to make men 

Just as a result. Each of these so called experts are thus shown to lack 

knowledge of what they c1aim to be experts in, and hence are not found to be 

in possession of a technê. 

Specification of the product. 

The next step will be to determine what the craft produces or makes, what 

in short it does or effects. In the Euthvnhro, once Euthyphro has typified bis 

skiH as that which has to do with the gods, Socrates can ask bim what 

result or effect it produces as Medicine produces health and ship-building 

ships. 

''What is the glorious result (pAJds,alon erl:0n) which the gods accomplish by 
using us as servants?"36 

36 Euthphr.13 e. Note the verb aper~dzontai with its relative pronoun as a typical Platonic 
formulation of the requirement that technai have products cf. Chapter 1 nt 33. 
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Euthyphro makes no rea} attempt to answer this question, and begs off on 

grounds of lack of time. Socrates formulates his question in two rather 

different ways. In the first, cited above, the supposed result is the product of 

co-operative activity on the part of gods and men.37 In the second 

formulation, Socrates suggests that the product is one which is produced by 

the gods themselves.38 What does remain constant is the demand that 

Euthyphro indieate the product of the art which he daims to have. He 

failure to do so is (ln par with his failure 10 specify the nature of the subject 

of this art, and to give an account ofit. In view of this his inability 10 point to 

the product is not surprising, for having lost his way in the beginning, 

Euthyphro can only go around in circles.39 

But in faet 1 think that there is a hint here about what the product of such 

an art might be, in something that Euthyphro says just as he begins again 

to repeat his original assertion and to wriggle out of the discussion. One 

37 "Adam, Burnet ... found the Teal point of the dIalogue 10 a hint thrown out but not followed 
up 03e) that religion should he thought of as the co-operatIOn of man wlth God toward sorne 
noble result (pankalon erit0n) whlch is left unspecified. It IS at least certain that the 
making of this point is one of the main objects of the discussion" A. E. Taylor, Plata the 
Man and hjs Work. 4th edn. (London: Menthuen,1937) p.148.lhenceforth fMW.J J Burnet, 
Plato's Euthyphro, Apolo~ of Socrates and Crito (Oxford. Clarendon Press, 1924) p. 57 note 
on 13elO, sees the lack of a product as being the major difference hetween ar.ill and the 
technai He writes "If there were any definite ~ WhICh the gods could produce wlth our 
help, it must indeed he somethmg 'mighty fine'. But in fact there IS none, smce bosiotês Îs 
no speclalised art but a condition of the soul (bexIs psuchés) that IS the posItIve result that the 
Euthyohro is meant to suggest to tbose wbo know the true SocratJc doctnne, though It is no 
where explicitly stated." cf. also J. Burnet, Greek PhJlOSODhy (London' Macmll1an and 
Co., 1950), p. 175 
38 Euthphr. 14 a "How about the many fine results that the gods accomplish? What 15 the 
chief result of their work?" 
39 Note the number oftimes 10 the dialogue tbat Eutbyphro returns 10 hls ongmal thesis. AS 

he puts hlmself rather poignantly at llb ouk echô e~e'e, hopôs SOI ejoô ho yoÔ, 
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which in fact we find characterises what Socrates thinks is the product or 

effeet of virtue in general. While reiterating that holiness is doing what is 

gratifying to the gods, Euthyphro adds "such things bring salvation to 

individual families and to states ... and the opposite ... overturns and destroys 

everything. "40 

If we would look for a possible product for the art of piety, then it seems to 

me that this could be an excellent candidate. It foeuses on saving 

individuals as weIl as cities, and seems to neatly characterise the Socratic 

enterprise. And there is 1 think at least one hint in what Socrates says in 

response that should lead us to think that a prc.duct had heen adumbrated if 

not specified. 4J 8uch a product would clarify the sense in which piety could 

be regarded as heneficial. When a little earlier, Euthyphro had 

characterised the relationship between men and gods in terms of therapeia, 

(service or tendence), and Socrates asked him how the gods can he made 

better by men, it seerned that Euthyphro missed a fruitfulline that he could 

have taken: If piety is indeed a technê and like aIl technai must benefit that 

which it is directed to, then perhaps the real subject of the art is not the 

gods, who cannot he benefited or made hetter, but the person himself who 

would be pious. Piety would thus be the art of self-benefit or improvement, 

its sphere of actIOn would concern an individual's relation to the divine. 

The real subject of the technê would not he something external to the agent, 

40 Euthphr.14b. Protagoras daims that It IS this WhlCh he in fact teaches, giving a man 
good judgement In his own home and in the atrairs of his city Œr1. 3J ~e ) and "assisting 
people to become good and true." (pros ton kalon 'sai a~athon ~enesthai;~. 328b). 
Socrates, too holds that this lS what one ought to learn. ~. 520e). 
41 "You mlght, if you wished Euthyphro have answered much more briefly the chief part of 
rny question." (l4b) 
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but like aIl the virtues, would be concerned with the agent himself. And the 

useful product that it would produce would be the pious individual: one who 

would act rightly and would be loved by the gods for that reason. 

The supposed product of the art of the rhapsode is less easy to identify, 

especially if we look for external products like those of house-building or 

shoemaking. But if we ask the more general question, what does the 

rhapsode do or achieve, we may find that not only is an answer easier to 

conceive, but that this is a question that Socrates devotes sorne time to in the 

course of his conversation with Ion. 

We noticed in the determination of the special subject of the art of the 

rhapsode that Ion was in agreement with Socrates that if he had a genuine 

technê then he should be able to ex pound the thoughts of poets both where 

they agreed and where they disagreed. He himself wac:; unable to point ta 

any instance of someone being able to comment on the work of one painter, 

sculptor, or musician and not on that of others because each of these 

technai are wholes. Ion offers the only evidence that he can: "1 excel a11 

men in speaking about Homer and have plenty to say, and everyone else 

says that 1 do it weIl; but on the others 1 am not a good speaker."42 

42l2n 533c. 
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( Ion thus appeals to successful practice in the performance of Homer's 

poetry. This is in fact a powerful appeal for anyone claiming to have 

tee'hnical expertise. Elsewhere Socrates himself challenges opponents to 

citE! cases where they have successfully done what they c1aim to know; and 

Plata ridicules those whose supposed technical know how is not exhibited in 

their practical displays.43 The opening remarks of the lwl are designed to 

draw attention to Ion's success as a rhapsode. Later he offers us a 

description of just how successful he is in affecting his audience: 

"for 1 look down upon them from the platform and see them at such moments 
crying and turnmg awestruck eyes upon me and yieldmg to the 
amazement of my tale "44 

It is in order to explain his obvious success that Socrates introduces the 

notion of the divinely inspired poet who is not in bis senses.45 The spectator 

is himst~lf at the end of a chain of possession, and neither the poet nor the 

rhapsode are responsible for the state in which the spectator is put. Hence 

while they may seem, like other professionals to be producing effects, they 

are not really responsible for the effects that they produce. In any case the 

state that they are in and in which those who listen to them are put is not 

one of knowledge at all, but is a sort of mania. In the l2n. Socrates does no 

more than hint that this may not be in the best interest of either the 

rhapsode or his fans. In the Gor~ias, Socrates describes the end or aim of 

43 As he challenges Calhcles (Uœ. 515b). At EYili.183d Stesilaus with his scythe-spear is 
ridlculed for the practical inability of one who professed expertise in the art of fighting. 
4412n 535e. 
45 There is no doubt that such a Vlew ofpoetry is much older than the account we find in the 
12n, though the image of the magnet IS pr-obably Plato's own; but the important thing here is 
to note how using the traditional Vlew of the divine origin of poetry, Plato undermines the 
poet's claim to authority, thE' very thing that the traditronal view no doubt re-inforced. 



poetry as pleasure, rather than instruction.46 We have seen how poets 

lacking knowledge of their subjects cannot be regarded as instructing 

otherst hence their aim or effect will not be knowledge but something else, a 

state of pleasure or 'possession' which is seen as the cause not of 

knowledge, but of 'speaking weIl'. Plato's account of inspiration thus tums 

out to be not an alternative to knowledge, but a means to being able to speak 

or compose poetry.47 And again in this section, inspiration 

notwithstanding, the truth of poetic accounts are t.o be best judged by 

experts in each of the fields that the poet speaks about. 

When Socrates asks Gorgias what the subject of his art. is, he also asks him 

what its dunamis or power is.48 While Gorgias has difficulty in specifying 

its precise subject, he has no problem in listing the sorts of things someone 

46 .Qr.e. 50le. 
47 This enables us to see how attempts to solve for Plato problems t.hat he does not have are 
misplaced. W.J. Verdenius, "Plato's doctrine of Artistic Imitatlon." in Plato Il. ed. G. 
Vlastos (Indiana: University of Notre Dame,1978). pp. 259-273 thinks that there is a 
problem in supposing that poets are divinely inspired <lm 534c-d) and that the poet makes 
mistakes. He attempts to solve this for Plato by supposing that something is sometimes lost 
in transmission from Muse to poet (p. 261-262). But if possession is Dot a route to truth, but to 
artistic excellence, then, there is no need to have recourse to such maneuvers. Nor IS this 
account of inspiration at odds with Socrates' palinode in the Phaedrus. There Œh.dr. 245a­
b) he says of possession and madness that cornes from the muses, that it "takes hold upon a 
gentle and pure soul. arouses it and inspires it to songs and other poetry, and thus by 
adorning countless deeds of the ancients educates later generations. But he who without the 
divine madness cornes to the doors of the Muses, confident that he will he a good poet by art, 
meets with no success." In aU this Socrates has said nothing to suggest that the good poet is 
good at anything other than writing weIl (kosmousa). That is, possession remains 
unconnected with technical expertise or knowledge. Indeed, so far as poetry is concemed, 
mere technê is of no use. And by this we suppose Socrates here means not that one who 
knows a particular skill, is Dot thereby good at composing verse, but that su ch composition 
is not to be leôrned, as technai are, by learning rules, or practicing a great de al In the 
rating oflives (Phdr. 248d) the mantic and the poet are placed fifth and sixth respectively. 
48 Dodds, Plato's Gor~as, p. 204 refers to Socrate s' double-barrelled question,' (at 453b9, e6 
and 454a8). The two questions as 1 understand them are firstly what is rhetoric about Uteri 
.ti.lW'~atÔD,) and secondly, if the answer to the first question is 'persuasion', what does 
such persuasion do? 
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who has the art can accomplish. Gorgias daims, so Socrates puts it, that 

his "art is the cause of greater good" than that of recognised goods like 

health, beauty or wealth, each of which have their own specialists who 

thereby daim to produce the greatest benefit for men. When Socrates asks 

him ta specify what it is that he claims is the greatest good for men of 

which he is the craftsman,.Gorgais replies that what he teaches is 

"responsible for freedom for a man himself, and at the same time for rule 

over others in his own city."49 With such an ability, he says, you will be able 

ta make other professionals work for you. 

Right through the dialogue, we find that the efficacy and power of rhetoric 

is continual1y emphasised. Gorgias describes it as the abiJity to persuade. 

Later he itemises the power that having such an ability can confer on the 

rhetorician.50 AlI this is to show that rhetoric has a useful and beneficial 

result for the person who has the knowledge to exercise this skill. Behind 

this daim lies the assumption that the product of an art must be beneficial 

and useful. 51 So, for Gorgias. as weIl as for Polus and Callides as his 

successors in the argument, the product of the art of rhetoric, what it does, 

is to make a man powerful and important in his community, and that is the 

reason why it is desirable 10 pursue it. 

49 Gn!. 452d (trans. Irwin, Gor~as) 
50~. 455d-e. Dodds, GonDas (p. 209 nt. on 455d7 ) observes that dunamis is one of the key 
words of the dialogue. "Whether the orator really excercises "power" will be questioned by 
Soc rates further on." 
51 Su ch a requirement seems to have become a part of the claim for technaj in general and 
rhetoric in particular. Thus Jonathan Barnes, "Is Rhetoric an Art?" d.a.r.~. Newsletter 2 
(1986): 2-22 notes that for Sextus Empiricus "every art refers to a goal which is euchrêston 
t.2i..bQi." Barnes adds that this may be surprising condition, "but it is securely present in the 
text." (p. 6). 
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We find similar moves made in the Protaioras. The introductory 

conversation is briefer than that in the Gorgias, but the progression of ideas 

is remarkably similar: both subject and product of the sophistic art are 

distinguished as they were for rhetoric in the Gorgias. 52 

Hippocrates blushes when he thinks that if he studies with Protagoras it 

must be in order to become a Sophist. Socrates points out to him that he 

need not necessarily do this, he May study the subject 8S is fitting for a free­

man and not in order to become a professional himself.53 While 

Hippocrates is unable to specify the precise knowledge that Protagoras has. 

Protagoras describes himself as liA foreigner who cornes to great cities and 

persuades the best of the young men to abandon the society of others, 

kinsmen or acquaintances, old or young, and associate with himself for 

their improvement. "54 And he specifies the nature of this improvement as 

being concerned with ordering oneself and one's city. Socrates had already 

indicated to Hippocrates that the sophists dealt in ~ (arguments or 

52 1 do not for purposes of the argument here difl'erentiate between rhelor and Sophist. In the 
GoriPas, Socrates himself says that they are 1iable to he confused ({iœ. 465c) and may even 
he usefully identified (520a). Of course in that dialogue, Socrates distinguishes them on the 
basis of their precise area of con cern. In any case, given Protagoras' remarks about the 
ancestry and extent of Sophistry, we may be justified in using it as a generic term to 
include rhetoric. 
53.fJ:1. 312b. Later (E..r.i. 315a), Antimoerus is descrihed as "taking the course 
professionally with a view to becoming a Sophist. Il 80 far t.~ the education of young 
Athenians were concemed we do not find, despite Socrates' use of the craft analogy, any 
suggestion that the crafts should form the content of education. Even where music and 
gymnastics make up the curricula of education, they are 'studied' with a view to their 
salutary effects on the person. 
54 fIl. 316e. 
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words: perhaps speech in general) Yet the Sophistic arts claim to be 

eminently practical. They do not produce an artefact like some of the more 

familiar technai, but may be sean rather as techniques of self­

transformation. To take an example from the second book of the Republic, 

the arts that Protagoras and Gorgias oft'er to teach are like Gyges' ring, 

they enable anyone who has it to tak~ advantage of bis newly found powers. 

Gorgias in fact claims that he teaches a technique that can be put to any use 

and that as a teacher, he is not to be blamed for the uses that it might be put 

to. The example of Archelaus in this connection is of interest, he is in many 

ways Iike Gyges, one who is able to take advantage of situations, and 

therefore, according to Pol us, to be admired for not only this ability, but the 

success that accompanies it. The product of tbis skill, what it in short does, 

is to be identified with the benefits that it can bring about for the 

individual. 55 

For the Sophists then, their technê has a beneficial product, that of 

improving a man's ability to make his own circumstances, enabling him to 

make a mark in the life of his city. Socrates does not deny that Sophists can 

achieve such ends, though he does deny that they do so by me ans of a 

technê. He also questions what the y achieve or teach as being really 

advantageous for a person. He does tbis by questioning the effect that such 

teaching has upon those who leam it. 

55 In the GQreias especially, this is identified with nQwer. Wealth will resuIt from 
possession of power, as will the means fQr continuaI desire satisfaction. 
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Teachability. 

So far, however. what we have seen is that the specification of the subject 

and product of any proposed technê is used by Socrates to investigate the 

claims of his interlocuters that they have knowledge. The rejection of such 

claims is based on their inability to specify a determinate subject. or where 

such a subject can be specified, to give an Adequate account of it, and this 

leads to the conclusion that they lack expertise and hence cannot be 

regarded as genuine teachers. 

But it might be objected that Dot all of these adversaries claimed to teach a 

technê. Ion for instance presents himself as as a performer and not as a 

teacher of his art. At least this is not part of a claim that Socrates 

examines. Now while it is not always necessary that each time Socrates 

undertakes an examination of an adversary he will use explicitly each one 

of the criteria that 1 have distinguished, it does seem to me that these in 

general form the background of assumptions that Socrates uses in the 

rejection of pseudo-technai. To take the example of Ion, it is clear that 

Socrate s' attack on both poets and rhapsodes is not unconcemed with their 

role as teachers. Ion, in so far as he uncritically imparts the thought of 

Homer, is really imparting education. But the manner of tbis teaching is 

different from tbe way in which a techoê is taught. And even if we accept 

tbat Homer is sometimes credited with the teaching of practical skills, it is 

surely oot tbis that Socrates is objecting to although sorne of bis objections 

depend on the daim that the poet does not have a comprehensive technê. 

85 



( 

( 

When Ion, trapped into a corner at the end of the dialogue claims in sorne 

desperation that he knows the art of the general, Socrates asks him why he 

hasn't been practicing it. Mere ability to speak or recite verse is no proof of 

knowledge. And it is implied that Ion could neither have leamt this from 

Homer as he c1aims (541b) nor can he teach it to anyone else. What he does 

teach, is not taught as a technê is taught, it is more of an infection and 

disease th an instruction. It is as irrational (alol{on) as the empeiria 

(habitude) and ~ ( knack) criticised in the Gorl{ias. And this pseudo­

technê because it is not a genuine one, does not have a beneficial product. 

But it does do or effect something. This was agreed upon by Ion at the very 

beginning of the dialogue, when he agreed that communicating the thought 

of the poet was the chief aim (pleiston ergon) of his art. It is not easy to 

summarise Plato's position on the effects of poetry. That most kinds of 

poetry disorder the soul is a theme that Plato elaborates in the Republic, but 

there the possibility that sorne kinds that could really be beneficial is not 

ruled out. We might suggest here, that poetry teaches, but poorly, because 

the poet (and rhapsode) themselves do not really have knowledge. Even 

Euthyphro, while he does not set himself up as a teacher of piety, is 

continually asked by Socrates to instruct him in it. Socrates here is 

assuming that since he claims to know what piety is he must be able to 

teach it to one who doesn't.56 

56 Eutbphr. 5a, 6a, 9a. In faet whenever Soerates asks Euthyphro to tel1 him about piety, he 
uses sorne forrn of the verb whieh means to teaeh or to instruct. At 9b he de scribes himself as 
a dusmathesteros (one who is slow at learning). He even goes so far as to suggest that as his 
teacher Euthyphro will have to assume sorne blarne for any charges of impiety proved 
against him. 



Protagoras in his Great Speech contrasts the teaching of virtue with the 

teaching of special skills. In the special skills, the aptitude to leam is not 

common to aIl, but is dependent on talent etc. In the case of the other, 

everyone is equally capable of being virtuous, because virtue (or justice) is 

not a matter of individual excellence but a condition for social existence. 

This of course does not mean that everyone is equally virtuous, if they were 

there would be little use for teachers like Protagoras. For him virtue is to be 

learnt as Greek is learnt, from everyone, and by practice. Socrates had 

objected that virtue was not thought teachable because it was thought that 

aIl men had it, Protagoras accepts his premise, but replies that ail men 

have it because ail are taught it. For Protagoras, then, virtue is not taught 

like a technê at aIl, by experts to a few. Such a view oflearning is in keeping 

with Protagoras' own relativistic metaphysics which denies that the virtues 

exist in nature. 57 For Protagoras, virtue is only what is conventionally held 

and hence is to be imparted as conventions are, by everyone. Socrates' point 

is that if this is so, th en Protagoras cannot be in possession of a technê of 

virtue. Protagoras would probably accept this, what he might have 

contested was the way in which Socrates has given content to the notion of a 

technê, such that what he (Protagoras) taught could not be construed as 

constituting one. 

But for Socrates something that is approximately taught is not really 

taught; only one who is an expert, and knows, can teach. The notion of 

teaching, and learning, is connected by Plato with the notion of making a 

57 A view that Plato ascribes to hirn in the Theaetetus (172b). 



( mistake. Unless it is possible to 'go wro'ng' or make a mistake, it is not 

possible to learn from another. This makes it especially difficult for him to 

countenance Protagoras' position which holds that everybody can be right, 

and that there are really no experts, because there is no body of knowledge 

which one person can have and another lack.58 Protagoras' own c1aim to be 

a little better than others, to provide a skill which will enable one to get 

ahead in the life of the city, does not count as a technê at a11 for Socrates. 

Gorgias too was famous for a sceptical denial of the possibilty of 

knowledge.59 Given such beliefs, it would be difficult for him as we11 to spell 

out just how he expected to teach the particular art that he professed. But 

rhetoric cannot be taught, according to Socrates, because it doesn't 

investigate the nature of its subject. By distinguishing between conviction 

derived from persuasion and conviction from instruction, Socrates points 

out that the success of the rhetorical skill derives from its ability to 

persuade without instruction in matters concerning right and wrong 

(455a). Gorgias is willing to accept this description and admits that Socrates 

has correctly shown the way to it (455d). This lack of knowledge of its 

subject, admitted by Gorgias, is on par with Protagoras' c1aim that he can 

teach the art of Sophistry while maintaining that in principle everyone else 

can as weIl. For Socrates teaching without knowledge is only a form of 

58 In the Euthydemus (286b-c) the denial of the possibility of false statements is lînked to the 
doctrmes of Protagoras. If false speaking is not possible, neither is ignorance, and 
Socrates wonders, "what in heaven's name is the subject you two set up to teach?' Œl!th. 
287a). 
59 D.K B82,3 (I.Nothing exists, II If anythmg eXlsts it is incomprehensible, III If it IS 
comprehensIble it i8 incommunicable) trans., K Freemen, Ancilla to the Pre-Socrlltk 
PhilosoDhers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971). 



deception. Only an epistemê is teachable, and as both Protagoras and 

Gorgias have been shown not have any special knowledge of their subjects, 

they cannot daim to be able to teach them either. 

In consequence of their general failure to satisfy the above criteria, the 

Sophists cannot authenticate their claim to be experts in their respective 

subjects. But for Socrates there is a deeper reason for the Sophist's failure to 

teach virtue: the fact that the y are completely mistaken about what it is. 

Although the term aretê is used by both Socrates and the Sophists to 

characterise the content of what they would have men pursue, these terms 

have different meanings for them. We shaH see in the next chapter how the 

Socratic claim, 'virtue is knowledge' is radicaUy opposed to Sophistic 

claims about virtue. That while both claim the importance of im.t& as the 

real content of worth while teaching, they differ fundamentally vvith regard 

to its nature. Once 1 have outlined the Socratic conception of .w:tlê. it will 

become possible to note the fundamental failing that Sophistic instruction 

has for Socrates: their inability to benefit those whom they offer to instruct 

follows as a consequence of their ignorance of the real nature of ~. 
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Chapter Three 

Virtue is Knowledge 

SocratÏ<' ethics is dominated by the doctrine that virtue is knowledge. 

However, even after specifiying the senses of the terms 'knowledge' and 

'virtuel the precise meaning of this c1aim remains mysterious. 1 will in 

what follows concentrate on giving an account of Socrates' c1aim by 

employing the craft analogy. This is possible because Socrates suggests by 

his daim, that virtue is like a technê. He could of course be claiming that it 

~ a technê; but this is LOO strong a thesis to maintain and the evidence does 

not show that it is true. As we win see shortly, the disanalogy between 

virtue and technai is almost as important as the anal ogy between them. 

What the anal ogy does do is to present technical and moral knowledge as 

species of knowledge in general, similar in sorne respects but distinct in 

others. 

In the first chapter 1 distinguished five criteria that broadly characterise 

aIl crafts. In the second chapter 1 showed how these criteria were applied to 

other claims to knowledb~ and formed the basis for rejecting them. In this 

chapter 1 will show how the Socratic thesis is itself to be explicated by 

means of an appeal to these criteria. l will initially identify the subject of 

the particular knowledge that Socrates thinks virtue to consist in. This will 

be found to be the self or souI. Such a subject, however, will fundamentally 

distinguish tbis knowledge from aIl other forms of technicaI knowledge and 



will make the question of how virtue is to be taught difficult to answer. In 

this chapter 1 willlimit rr.yself to identifying the self as the subject of virtue 

and will relate this claim to others that Socrates maltes about the content of 

virtue-knowledge. 1 will then consider the problem of identifying experts of 

it, in order to de termine the manner in wbich it is ta .he taught. Only in the 

final chapter will 1 identify the craft that will provide such knowledge. 

Because of its subject such a craft is to be distinguished from aIl others. The 

craft analogy will le ad to the Socratic conception of philosophy, which wil! 

thereby appear as a special sort of craft. Once we have identified philosophy 

as the craft of virtue we will be in a position to distinguish its special 

product. 

The Notjon of Aretê 

1 c1aimed at the end of chapter 2 that both Socrates and bis Sophistic 

opponents emphasised the importance of knowledge in the acquisition of 

virtue, in the sense that both seemed to think that virtue could be taught. 

Yet they differed fundamentally about what they regarded as constituting 

virtue. Before we can begin to explicate Socrates' thesis, we need to give a 

summary account of~, the Greek term which is translated as 'virtue'. 

Aretê signifies success in a very general sense.1 It is in this sense that the 

Sophists are presented as offering to teach it, and they variously identify it 

1 Alexander Nehemas, "Socratic Intellectualism," p. 294, writes, "Generally speaking, 1 
take arm to con cern the capacity for achieving a justifiably high reputation among one's 
peers and the achieved reputation as weil, as success in a very broad sense." 
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with the means whereby success in the life of the city may be attained.2 

Aretê becomes identified with eristic in the Euthydemus, with the art of 

speaking in the Gorgias, and with political wisdom in the Protagoras. 

While it does mean excellence in general, such excellence is regarded as 

relative to the person who possesses it, as a result of hi'; social position: 

either from his lineage or from the specificities of gender and age. It is in 

this sense that Meno attempts to define it, claiming that it is different for 

different people. That the virtue of a child is different from that of a man, 

and that of a woman different from both.3 In an important sense Socratic 

theory accepts the traditional view articulated by Meno, but broadens it so 

that a person shares in a common function simply as a resul t of being 

human.4 For Socrates the possession of virtue enables a pers on who has it 

to live best, or most in harmony with his nature.5 In ~.1 Plato says that 

for every object that has an ergon (task/work) there is sorne excellence or 

~ which enables it best to perform that work. Such a view is compatible 

with the Socratic account of virtue as consisting of wisdom, courage, justice 

and temperance. These are what the term ~ is said to range over in the 

2 cf. W. K. C. Guthrie, History of Greek PhiJosophy.Vol. III (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969) [henceforth HGf], p. 255. Guthrle points out that the clalm that 
virtue could be taught was the basis of the Sophist's claim to a livelihood. At Mm. 91b 
Socrates says that Meno should be sent to those sophists who advertise themselves as 
teachers of virtue (t&w. hupjschpoumenous aretês djdaskalous einai.) 
3l!kn 71al-5. Socrates does not always reject this restricted sense of ~ defined by the 
role a person must play. Thus at AIl.1Ba, Socrates says "that the virtue of a judge is to pay 
attention to whether what is said is just or not (and not whether it is said better or worse) 
while the orator's virtue is to speak the truth." And elsewhere Socrates refers to his own 
commitment to the job assigned ta him above all other considerations. 
4 Thus in B..e.ll..1 justice (as a stand-in for ail the virtues) is found to be the specifie 
excellence of man. 
5 cf., .Qri. 47d-e where virtue is conceived as something which the soul has and benefits 
from in much the same way as the body has and benefits from health. 
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and tempe rance These are what the term ~ is said to range over in the 

2 cf.W. K C. Guthrie, Hist0O' of Greek Pbilosophy.Vol. III (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969) [benceforth B.a.f.], p. 255. Guthrie points out that the c1aim that 
virtue could he taught was the basis of the Sophist's c1aim to a livelihood. At Mm. 9lb 
Socrates says that Meno should be sent to those sophists who advertise themselves as 
teachers of virtue (iwü bupiscbnoumenous areWs didaskalous einai.) 
3 Mm 71al-5. Socrates does not always reject this restricted sense of AœU defined by the 
role a person must play. Thus at &1. 18a, Socrat.es says "that the virtue of a judge is to pay 
attention to whetber what is said is just or not (and not whether it is said better or worse) 
while the orator's virtue is to speak the truth." And elsewhere Socrates refers to his own 
commitmeat to the job assigned to him above all other considerations. [cite] 
4 Thus in ~.l justice (as a stand-in for aIl the virtues) is found to be L: 'e specifie 
excellence of man. 
5 cf., Cri. 47d·e where virtue is conceived as something which the soul has and bent>fits 
from in much the same way as the body has and benefits from health. 
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" Socratic dialogues.6 The Socratic conception of virtue isolates these as alone 

constituting moral worth. Su ch a conception if not entirely unique to 

Socrates, is certainly given an importance by him which makes it uniquely 

his doctrine. 

But Sophists and others could also hold that wisdom, courage, justice and 

temperance were to be regarded as virtues, without agreeing with Socrates 

about what exactly such virtues were and how they contributed to the life of 

an individuéil. For instance, Meno can characterise ~ as ruling a city or 

a household weIl, and also agree with Socrates that such administrative 

ability will require temperance and justice.7 But the means to such aretê 

might weIl be seen as requiring injustice and intemperance. This is how 

Thrasymachus conceives it, and so he can calI injustice a virtue and justice 

a vice, in so far as one helps and the other obstructs a person in his attempt 

to improve his 10t.8 For Meno aretê seems to be a capacity or a skill. He 

defines it as a man's capacity to take part in politics, and thereby of helping 

his friends and harming his enemies.9 'Now Socrates, as we shaH see, does 

not in fact hold such an instrumentalist view of virtue himself. For him 

virtue is not to he recommended for the henefits which we can get from it, 

6 cf. Vlastos, "Happiness and VlTtue ln Socrates' Moral Theory." Proceedinis of the 
Cambridie Pbilolo~cal Association. 210 (1984):181-213, see p. 181 with nt. 6. Irwin, eMI 
p. 32 refers to these as the recognised virtues and rightly pomts out that where they dlffer 
from other recogmsed aretai is with regard to their voluntary character: "Socrates 
assumes that real virtue depends on a man's own actions." 
7 Mm 73a, cf. A. W. H. Adkins, Mfiit and ResDonsibjljty (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1960), p. 228. IrwlD, PIato's Gorgias, n. on 457c observes, "Socrates' contemporaries refer to 
a wide range of condItions as human virtues; sometimes they think of strength, courage, 
wealth, and the other qualities of the tradition al aristocrat; sometimes ofthe qualities of the 
good citizen who is just and law abiding." 
8 B. 334b. 
9 Mm. 71e. 
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benefits which are distinct from th~ possession of the virtue itself. Virtue is 

thus aptly compared to health, as an end that is desirable for its own sake 

rather than for anything else that it makes possible. 

Socrates' cIaim that virtue is knowledge is designed to give content to bis 

notion of aretê. By insisting that it is a form of knowledge, Socrates links 

aretê with the crafts and thereby implicitly claims that it can he taught. 

This will distinguish ~ as he conceives it from more traditional senses 

of the term where its possession was not something that could be acquired 

by learning. Further, Socrates explicitly contrasts aretê with the other 

things normally considered goods, just as he contrasts knowledge with 

these so called goods.The so called goods incIude not only the virtues, but 

also aIl those things like wealth health and beauty which are said to be 

desirahle. For Socrates these goods are only contingently good, the only 

intrinsic good being sorne form of knowledge.10 The claim that virtu~ is 

knowledge forms the core thesis abo,lt aretê that Socrates holds, and 

distinguishes it from aIl the various things with which aretê was 

associated. Renee the explication of this formula is necessary for any 

understanding of what Socrates himself thought virtue to consist in. l1 

10 AR 30a-b. 1 agree with Vlastos, "Happiness and Virtue," p.193 that this does not mean 
that he rejects these 'sn called goods' but rather that he thinks them good only if 
accompanied by virtue in his sense. Socrates says as mueh in the Eutbydemus 281b. But 
here he does not speak of virtue but of knowledge, using the terms phronesis, sophia and 
epjstemê interchangeably. 
Il Vlastos, Platonic Studjes, p.205 n. 4 says that the fonnula does not occur as such in any 
Socratir dialogue, and that the nearest thing to it is fIl.361b4. He, however, does not deny 
that it is a Soeratic thesis, or that it is one which Plato is concemed with in the early 
dialogues. One might say that though the formula is not to be found frequently or 
unambiguously in the early dialogues, it is almost exc1usively their foeus. 

94 



1 Aretê and Tecbnê contrasted 

ln an attempt to understand the nature of Socrates' claim about aretê we 

may apply to it the notion of crafts that we have distinguished becaUBe he 

himself identifies aretê with knowledge, and craft.knowledge formB the 

paradigm of knowledge that he is working with. If aretê too is a form of 

knowledge then it must satisfy the conditions for knowledge that Plato 

distinguishes. This is legitimate because crafts offer us the only 

incontrovertable examples of knowledge. In those dialogues which are 

directly concerned with the virtues, each virtue is at Bometime or other, 

identified with knowledge,12 But while the analogy with crafts can be and is 

applied to explicate the nature of moral knowledge such knowledge is not to 

be confused with Any one of the crafts. The point is that 'virtue is 

knowledge' does not mean that all knowledge is virtue. The pursuit of Any 

craft whatsoever will not thereby make a person morally worthwhile. 

Socrates explicitly makes this point more than once. The possession of one 

does not entail the possession of other. 13 The reason for this is that the 

12 e.g. Laches 194c-d where Laches identifies bravery and goodness with wisdom (sophia), 
ascribing this to Socrates. Charrnides 164d where ln his examination of Critias' thesis, 
Socrates connects it with sorne form of knowledge (episternê tis ao.JllA). Euthyphro 14b-c 
where piety is defined a a fonn of knowledgeCepisternê). Prota~oras 361a-b. Socrates 
surnmarises his own position, "having said at first that virtue cannot be taught,you are 
now hot in opposition to yourself, endevouring to prove that all things are knowledge W 
panta ehrêrnata estin epistemê)." He goes on immediately to add that 'ail things' here 
refers to the virtues (justice, courage and ternperance). GonDaS 50ge "No one does wrong of 
his own wish, but that a11 who do wrong do it against their own will." Socrates goes on to 
daim that unless one has sorne knowledge one will do wrong. Suggesting that virtue is the 
product of sorne form of knowledge. 
13 ln the Laches (196d) Soerates says "and it is not everyrnan that knows it [courage] sinee 
neither a doctor 1. or a seer can he eourageous unless he add this particular knowledge to his 
own?" In the Charmides he asks "Of what is this knowledge? Do you mean of 
shoemaking? ... [or] of working in brass? ... or in something else of that 80rt? ... for these 
workers, though they live according to knowledge, are not aeknowledged by you to be 
happy: you rather delimit the happy man, it seems to me, as one who lives aceording to 
knowledge about certain things." (173d-e) 



knowledge provided by the special or professional skills is restricted in 

scope. A doctor's Imowledge is restricted to matters relating ta health and 

dus~Qr.i:,. and not for instance "whether it is better for a man ta live or die."14 

This, however, js not an uncommon mistake. For Eutbyphro, the art of the 

mantic is that which gives us knowledge of pi et y; Nicias approves of the art 

of fighting in armor and daims "this science will make any man 

individually a great deal bolder and braver in war."15 And Critias' account 

of temperance turns out to be primarily related ta the knowledge of crafts.16 

But for Socrates learning any or aIl of these crafts would not make a man 

morally better at all.17 Detailing the specifie ditrerence between Socratic 

virtue-knowledge and other skills thus becomes a major theme in the early 

dialogues. 

Similarly, one who has the requisite moral knowledge will not as a result 

become better at any other particular skill.18 This follows from the 

exc1usivity condition of knowledge wherebyeach fonn of knowledge has its 

own special subject; what one knows by one cannot be known by any other. 

14 1&. 195c, .Qhnn.164c. In the Goreias (511d), the pilot is said not to know whether any of the 
passengers that he has brought safely to shore has really been benefited by being saved. 
151&.182c. 
16 At least in the way that he understands the claim that temperance is 'knowledge of what 
one knows and does not know.' See helow for a further discussion of this. 
17 Socrates is dismissive of the value of comprehesive technical knowledge or po}ymathy. 
e.g. La. 182c, Chrm.174c. The RepubHc's account of one man/one job is based on a 
rejection of the real possibility of or need for expertise in more than one discipline. Even as 
late as the Philebus (I9c) Socrate s' grudging admission of the value of comprehensive 
knowledge of practical crafts is qualified as not being by itself (i.e.) without the possession 
of virtue, of real advantage. 
18 D. S. Hutchinson, "Doctrines of the Mean and the Epistp.mology of Skills in Fourth 
Century Medicine, Rhetoric and Ethics" in R. J. Hankin80n, ed. Method, Medicine. and 
Metaphysiçs, (Alberta,1988) p. 31 falsely thinks that "according to Plato ail real practical 
skills need to he informed by real virtue (or else are not ski1ls at a1l)." 



This limitation of the scope of aretê will create sorne problems for Plato 

particularly as he holds that the one who has aretê in his sense will alone 

be competent to judge the proper use of the different products of ordinary 

crafts. 

This has to do with the public use ta which Socratic virtue is put. And we 

shall see later how Plato attempts to move from bis conception of aretê to 

one which takes into account more conventional meanings of that term. 

Similarly the Sophists, in offering to teach their version of a.œ1ê., claimed it 

was an alternative to the other crans, and suggested that by leaming what 

they taught, one could in some sense master the products of these crans. In 

sa far as they identified ~ with a political skill, this was an important 

daim for them to make. For example Gorgias reminds Socrates that the 

decision to build the Long Walls was one which was not made by those who 

actually built them, the craftsmen, but by those politicians, Perides and 

Themistoc1es whose advice the Assembly took.19 The sort of ~ possessed 

by these leaders was what Sophists promised to irnpart to their pupils. And 

this is precisely what. Protagoras said people came to him to learn. But by 

such learning a person would not be made clever about Any special subject. 

As we saw in chapter two the problem for the Sophists is just this,to specify 

the nature of the distinct subject of their craft. And even when they are 

pu shed into specifying it as sorne sort of "irtue, their inability to give an 

account of its nature rnakes suspect their claim to actually know what it is. 

19 Qœ. 455e. Later (519a) Socrates will have something to sayon what he thinks of 8uch 
decisions. For with no regard for temperance and justice they have stufTed the city with 
harbours and arsenals and waHs and tribute and such like trash." 
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In tlte eûrly dialogues then the distinctjon between crafts and virtue is at 

least as important as the analogy between them, and Socrates is concemed 

ta detail the se differences. His main point is that no technê is ta he confused 

with virtue. That the possession of any particular technê will in no way 

contnbute to the possession of virtue. Nor will the possession of a particu1ar 

technê even lead to the (eventual) possession of virtue. The tenn 'technê' 

here inc1udes a11 sorts of professional skiIls on the one hand, as weIl as 

purported technai su ch as the ability to speak weIl that Sophists taught, or 

the eristic skiIls that people like Euthydemus practiced, on the other. AIl 

such forms of expertise, for Socrate s, are not on1y unconnected with the 

acquisition of virtue but are in fact impediments to it. Socrates thus 

distinguishes virtue from other sorts of knowledge. And by identifying the 

subject of aretê with the self or soul, Socrates distinguishes it 

fundamenta11y from a11 other kinds of knowledge: .autê. is for Socrates thp 

only knowledge which has the self as its subject. 

Self knowled~e and the knowled~e of ~ood and eyiI 

When Socrates says "1 go about doing nothing else ihan urging you, young 

and old, not to care for your persons or your property more than for the 

perfection of your souls. "20 He identifies fol' us the subject of aretê: 

knowledge of the soul or self. Only one who has this knowledge can be said 

to have virtue or to be virtuous in the Socratic sense, and it is this which, as 

a condition of moral improvement, is what Socrates in fact advocated above 

a11 else. The soul is identified in the Crito as the possessor of moral 

20 AIJ.. 30b. 



attributes and as that which is injured by wrong and improved by riglnt 

action, and as the principle of cognition in the E,W,hydemus. Its importance 

as that which is affected bv education is eJ:",phasisl~d in the Protagoras. And 

in the Phaedrus the real object whose nature the true art of rhetoric must 

understand, is said to be the sou1. 21 In both the Charmides and the 

Alcibiades 1, self knowledge is identified with temperance a3il1d 

distinguished from particular craft knowledge.22 The Socratic notion of the 

soul is not entirely at odds with what is said of it by thinkers who precede 

him, especially as regards its moral attributes.23 

But in the early dialogues we find alternative characterisations of the 

content of aretê. Before 1 go on to specify the precise way in which Socratic 

self-knowledge is to be understood, it may be useful to examine these 

alternative fonnulations to see if they explicate the Socratic thesis, 'virtue is 

knowledge' and how, if at aIl, they may be related with the claim that virtue 

is self-knowledge. 

The knowledge of good and evil' is the most common and indeed thEl most 

explicit formulation for the specific knowledge that Socrates identifies with 

21.cri. 47d, EYfu. 295e, frt 313a-c, fbdr. 270c. 
22 Ak.1 131a, Clmn..173c-d. 
23 In this connectlOn, Democritus stands out given his conceptIOn of the connectlOn between 
the health of the soul and physical health, even if this ultimately is, at least in Democritus, 
fOT the sake of the body rather than for the sake of the soul itself. cf. David B. Claus, Toward 
the Sou}: An inguiry into the meanin~ of DSli,che before Plato, (New HavIln: Yale 
University Press, 1981), p. 148 Martha Nussbaum, "psuche in Herachtus, II,'' fbronesls 
17 no. 2 (1972): 153-170, has shown how Herachtus' notion of psuche was t:entrally 
connected with self-consclousness and reason. Heraclitus, she say:., "emphafllses the 
importance of each man for self-seekmg and self-knowledge, and teoches the m,portance 
of self-restramt." (p. 169) The view that self-Jmowledge forms the core of VlTtue for 
Socrates is not without its supporters. Guthrie, OOf III p. 459. Grube, Plsto's Tbo~b1, p. 216 
thinks the Delphic pronouncement is closely al1ied to the Socratic formula, 'goodness lS 

knowledge'. B. Snell, The Djscoyery of Mind (New York, 1960), p 179 



virtue If we accept this formulation then to say that virtue is like a craft 

would me an that the one who had this knowledge wouH have specialist 

knowledge of good and evil and would thereby know which of his actions 

were good and which evil. More often than not su ch knowledge is taken hy 

commentators as the non-problematic content of Socratic virtue­

knowledge,:::4 for a statement ta that effect occurs explicitly in two Socratic 

dialogues, the Laches and Qharmides,25 However, 1 do not think that this 

formula adequately identifitls the nature of the knowledge in question. It is 

too much of a hlanket daim, and were it indeed the case that it represented 

what according to Gocrates constituted the nature of aretê, he would not 

have regarded these dialogues as ending in apQria, nor would he have 

continued raising the question 'what is aretê?', as he does, in the Meno, 

and the Republic. By themselves these considerations may not he entirely 

convincing, but by looking at the context in which this formulation arises 

and what the fonnula is expected to do, we may be able to see that it is not t.o 

be regarded as providing us with the real content of ~ as knowledge. 

In the Laches the formula occurs at the end of the dialogue, in a discussion 

of the nature of courage. Laches had defined courage as k~,owledge of what 

is to be dreaded or dared, and Socrates has him agree that one will only 

dread evil and safely dare (or strive for) good things. Courage on Laches' 

account is thus linked to the fear or expectation of goods and evils. But if it 

24 e.g. by Santas, Socrates, p. 125; Vlastos, Platonic Studies, p. 268 seerns to accept the 
notion of a science of good and evil. Charles Kahn, "Plato's Methodology in the Laches," 
Rl& 40 (986)' 7-21, esp. p. 19. Donald Watt, "Introduction to the Charrnjdes," in eI.a.t2 
Early Socratjc DiaJoeues, ed. T. J. Saunders, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1987) 
pp.165-174, esp.p. 170. 
25Chrm174c, La. 194d 
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is a form of knowledge, Socrates argues, it will tell us nGt merely about 

what is to be feared and dared in the future, but simply what is to be feared 

and dared (at any t m· ... ), If this is so, then courage will be knowledge of aIl 

goods and evils. This Socrates thinks will make courage identical with the 

whole of virtue. 

Now the details of Socrates' argument do not here directly concern us. 

What is important is to see that the formula, 'knowledge of good and evil' 

while it is used to characterise virtue, is not intended as a definition of it. 

Nor does Socrates here discuss what things are good and evil. Socrates Say;; 

that one who had such knowledge would indeed have aIl the virtues, and 

would al ways behave as is fitting towards gods and men, as a result of his 

knowing how to procure goods (tagatha Poridzesthai: 1&.. 19ge.) Now it 

certainly seems true that while one who has ~ in Socrates' sense of the 

terrn, will know what is good and what is bad, he will only know this in 

consequence of sorne knowledge that he already has which will provide him 

with a criterion for judging between possible goods.26 

, 
26 While Socrates admits a variety of 'goods',he thinks that tl-,ere is finally only one good, 
knowledge, which makes aIl othei' goods good, i.e. good for the agent, and lacking this 
knowledge, these other goods can be harrnful Œl.Uh.. 281a). If we were to suppose that 
knowledge of good and evil was this 'good', then, for Socrates, knowledge of good and evil, 
would be necessary to determine which of the convention al goods were' really good. But in 
the passage from the Laches just quoted, 'knowledge of good and evil' just is the knowledge 
of which things are good. This would lead to circuiarity. In order 10 know which of the 
conventional goods we:e really good, we wou Id have to know which of them were really 
good. Being able ta distinguish betyreen goods is not, however, identical with virtue, but the 
consequence of virtue. Just as the right behaVlour towards gods and men is not identical 
with justice, but the consequence of justice. 
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In the Charmjdes too, it is Critias who offers the formula, 'knowledge of 

good and evil' as the knowledge by which a man will live well, 

distinguishing it from other particular crafts, on prompting fl'om Socrates. 

And Socrates seizes upon this formula: "life according to knowledge does 

not make us do well and he happy, not even ifit he knowledge of aIl the other 

knowleùges together, but on~y if it is of this single one conceming good and 

eviI."27 But once again the formula is not explanatory. Even if we were to 

have knowledge of all those things that were good and evil, it would still not 

follow that we would know why they were good and evil. And if we did not 

know this, we would not be able, on Socratir grounds, to have knowledge of 

good al'.d evil. For such knowledge involves as we have seen an 

understanding of the nature of the object itself. So even if 'knowledge of good 

and evil tells us something true about the nature of aretê according to 

Socrates it does not give us a criterion for choosing hetween goods and 

evils.28 It is like Euthyphro's definition, of the holy as that which aIl the 

gods love. It may be true, but it does not provide an account of why it is SOt It 

does however tell us something about the consequence of having the 

appropriate knowledge: one who has aretê will know what is good and evil 

(for himselO. 29 Self-knowledge, as we shaH see, will be a necessary 

condition of knowledge of good and eviI. 

27~147c. 
28 Richard K.raut, Socrates and the State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), p. 
258-262, does not regard this as a proper definition of virtue either. 1 do not think that it is 
meant to be a definition at ail, and 1 agree with K.raut that we have good Tesson to believe 
Socrates when he says, both here and elsewhere, that he has not discovered the nature of 
virtue. 
29 The qualification is important because of the sense of aeathos in Plato's dialogues, on 
which see Vlastos, Platon je Studjes, p. 11 n. 4., G. Santas, "The Socratic Paradoxes." U 73 
(1964), p. 149 points out, "Plato takes it for granted, and never argues, that aotha always 
benefit the possessor ofthem, and k.akJl always harm the possessor ofthem." 
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1 Similar considerations apply, 1 think, to the measuring technê Socrates 

outlines in the Protagoras.30 The technê of measurement of pleasures and 

pain, is really only the 'knowledge of good and evil'.31 One who can judge 

or weigh the consequential pleasure or pain of bis actions, will choose only 

those actions which yield the maximum ofpleasure over pain. But who will 

have this knowledge, and how will he know which will yield greater 

pleasure and which cause more pain? Such a technê demands the kind of 

god-like omniscience described in the Laches 8S a guarantee of perfect 

behaviour. In the Protagoras Socrates says that he holds by 8uch 

Promethean foresight, but also adds that the knowledge they are 100king for 

has not been discovered.32 Again, a technique for measuring pleasures 

and pains may weIl be a consequence of virtue-knowledge: one who has the 

latter will be able to distinguish between pleasures that are really pleasures 

and those pleasures which are really disguised pains. But until one has a 

criterion for determining which pleasures and pains are beneficial and 

which harmful, one cannot decide either between a choice of actions or even 

rightly chose what one is to leam.33 It is however important to note that 

these different formulations are not to be se en as competing knowledge 

30 e.g. at 356d-e. Socrates says, " .. if our welfare consisted in doing and choosing things of 
large dimensions, and avoiding and not doing those of smaH, what would be our salvation 
in life? Would it he the art of measurement or the power of appearance? He goes on (357a), 
"sinee we have found that the salvation of our life depends on making a right choice of 
pleasure and pain .. .is it not evident that measurement is a study of their excess and defect 
and equality in relation to eaeh other?" 
31 'Pleasure' and 'pain' have been brought in by substitution at 355b, ("let us calI them by 
two names--first good and evil, and later on, pleasant and painful."). 
32 ftt 361c-d. 
33 "Sinee the good seTVes as a guideline for what we should~, rather than merely teUing 
us what to Wl, it cannot he defined as a set of rules. On the other hand, nor cao the good be 
identified with the useful or t.he pleasant. For the notion of self-interest for Plato 
presupposes a theory about what .. he self is and should be." J. M. E. Moravcsik, "On what 
we aim at and how we live," in l:h.Jt Greeks and the Good life, ed. David Depew 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980): 198-235, p. 223. 
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claims, but in fact, are concerned to articulate the same claim. Only one 

who has self-knowledge will be in a position to know what things are good 

and evil and in consequence which will cause greater pleasure than pain 

overall. Only one who has su ch knowledge will be in a position to decide 

between alternative courses of action. 

Both the Protagoras and the Charmides tell us something about the nature 

and seat of such knowledge. its real content as it were. Socrates himself 

suggests to Critias that one who is tempera te (sophrow will know that he 

is. One cannot have virtue and be ignorant of it.34 In the Protagoras 

Socrates says that only one who is really ignorant will be "overcome by 

pleasure." The wisdom which can adequately measure such pleasures and 

pains is one which he de scribes as self-mastery, such mastery will itself be 

a result of knowledge of what is of real importance, while its opposite, 

ignorance, is being deceived about these very matters.35As we have seen 

that which has the greatest importance for Socrates, is the self or souI. It is 

this whose care is primary and to whose improvement he thinks one should 

devote one's whole life. If self-knowledge is what Socrates advocates qbove 

and instead of aIl other kinds of knowledge, we need to determine what 

sense he gives to such knowledge. What is it about the self, that Socrates 

emphasises ?36 

34 It is this assumption at 164 a which leads to Critias definition of temperance as self­
knowledge. In faet Critias' initial statement of this is very strong, he is willing to give up 
any of his previous admissions, e.g. the one immediately preceding, 'doing of good 
things', rather "than concede at any time that a man who is ignorant of himself is 
temperate." 1 take this formulation as accurately reflecting Socratic opinion. 
35 fIt. 357e-358c. 
36 The term 'self is a hf>tter translation of psuche in its Socratic sense than 'soul'. In what 
follows 1 will use both terms however, as often the term 'soul' is better able to bring out the 
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Socratic self-knowledge as aretê 

For Socrates there are, broadly, two senses in which one can have self­

knowledge, and we need to specify wbich of these he equates with aretê. 

Firstly, a person May have self-knowledge in the sense that he is aware of 

bis limitations. This is a Greek commonplace, and a claim which is made 

on Socrates' behalf.37 The Delphic recommendation ("know yourself') was 

in aIl likelihood to be taken in this sense, contrasting limited human 

knowledge with the unlimited knowledge (and power) of the gods.38 While 

such a contra st is not found in the Platonic dialogues, 'self-knowledge' is 

given a related sense in the Cbarmides where it is equated with knowledge 

of wbat one knows and does not know.39 And tbis is a sense in whicb 

Socratic ignorance has often been taken: as an awareness of one's lack of 

knowledge. 

intended contra st with the body. The term psuche itself has varied use, nevertheless the 
Socratic sense has to be distinguished from the numerous theological and other-worldly 
associations which the term has. "If there is anything new in the way Socrates uses the 
"soul" it is that he quietly narrows down its meaning to something whose supematural 
origin or destiny, if any, is indeterminate, so that both theological and anti-theological, 
mystical and physica1istic doctrines of the soul become inconsequential." (Vlastos, "The 
Paradox of Socrates," p. 5) 
37 Ag. 19c, 23b In the former passage Socrates denies that he knows any of the things in the 
air and beneath the earth that are attributed to him, and in the latter passage he denies that 
he has any knowledge except that of his lack of knowledge. O'Brien, The Socratic 
Paradoxes p. 123-25 sees this as central to the discussion in the Charmides. As does T. G. 
Tuckey, Plato's Cbarmides (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951), p. 65. 
38 cf. B Snell, Discoyery of Mjnd, chapter 7. Such B contrast is mentioned by Socrates as a 
possible sense in wbich the oracle about him might he taken ("Human wisdom is of little or 
no value") such an interpretation is not especially Socratic, for after all the oracle WBS 

from Delphi. Otherwise the contrast between divine and human knowledge is absent in 
Plato. Socratic consciousness of the lack of his own knowledge, is not a consciousness of 
bis lack of omniscience. Socratic self-knowledge is tbus quite different from that wbich 
Oedipus at last attains to. O'Brien, The Socratic Paradoxes p. 80, thinks otherwise wben he 
writes, "To know oneself is to know one's limitations. In this conviction SOcfates is one 
with the Sophocles ofOedjpus 'IYrannus." 
39~.167a. 
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In the Apolo~ Socrates conc1udes that the oracle that proc1aimed him the 

wise st of men must have meant that he, of all men, was aware that he did 

not know.40 Socrate s' awareness of this is the awareness of his limitations, 

in not having knowledge of virtue. In discussing and rejecting a possible 

definition of virtue which importantly resembles this claim. Socrates, in the 

Cbarmides. seems to be distinguishing a sense in which awareness of 

one's limitations is not to be equated with~, weI come though such self­

awareness migbt be. Self-knowledge as an awareness of one's limited 

knowledge has to be distinguisbed from sell-knowledge as knowledge of the 

self. The reason why such a refutation is important, and why this 

distinction needs to be made, is that this confusion of self-knowledge with 

knowledge of one's limitations is understandable and likely, given 

traditional usage on the one hand, as weIl as sorne of the c1aims made by or 

about Socrates on the otber.41 

Falling back on an idea that Socrates floated at Charmides 164a, Critias 

offers "to know oneself' as his second definition of temperance But the 

sense that Critias goes on to give this formulation concerns not knowledge 

40 G. Vlastos, "Socrates' Disavowal of Knowledge," &35 (1985): 1-31 claims, p. 6 n. 13 
that the import of ~. 21b2-5 and 21d2-6 is that Socrates c1aimed to know "absolutely 
nothing." But this is surely not right. Socrates c1early knows, and claims to know, a great 
many things, for example about love in the Symposium (l77e); he even says, in the 
Apolol:Y. that the craftsmen know many fine and noble things and in this they are 
certainly wiser than him.And hence .an claim to know that. Socratic ignorance is really 
a claim about virtue. It is only with regard to this that Socratic ignorance is likened by him 
with wisdom when it is compared with the conceit of knowledge (of virtue) that everybody 
else has. In the passage that Vlastos quotes CAp. 21d2-6) Socrates explicitly says, .... .it is 
unlikely that either of us knows anything noble or good ... " This clearly places limits on 
the sorts ofthings that he thinks himselfand others to he ignorant of. 
41 'When Socrates expands and alters Critias' suggestion into 'knowing the things one 
knows <m.d.m) and the things one doesn't know, that one knows them and one doesn't know 
them', 162b2 he refers to his own attitude." Irwin, fMr p. 298 n. 45. 
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of oneself, but the "knowledge of what one knows and does not know," and 

"knowledge of what one knows" is taken to refer to knowledge of sorne 

particular craft. Critias' account of temperance thus makes it the sort of 

knowledge that sorne one who knows a particular craft might have. Such a 

person would know that he knew how to make shoes, say, and he would 

also know that he did not know how to rnake cartwheels, and by acting on 

such knowledge, would attempt the one and avoid the other.42 Socrates 

admits that so defined temperance might be useful, and astate run on its 

principles would be weIl-run: in fact for Critias this is aIl that would be 

needed to !"un a state weIl: where temperate craftsmen would not deceive 

anyone and temperate rulers would oversee their work. 

"For neither should we ourselves attempt to do what we did not know, 
instead of finding out those who knew and placing the matter in their 
hands, nor should we permit others un der our governance to do anything but 
what they were likely to do anght; and they would do that when they had 
knowledge of it. "43 

Socrates, despite his 'dream' where he posits such astate, is not sure that 

such knowledge will reaIly benefit us at aIl.44 But he is unwilling to hold 

42 1 have JO this reconstruction of CrItIas' argument greatly simp)ified his position, 
ignoring for the moment the problemat.ie transition from knowledge of self to knowledge of 
itself. CritIas, instead of positing the self as the object of temperance, makes temperanee its 
own object. And to this he adds at 166e, without provocation, "knowledge of all the other 
sorts of knowledge" 
43 Çhrm. 171e. 
44 Çhrm173a-b. "ouden moi dêlon eina} dokei ho ti aeathon héma apereadzetal," This 15, it 
seems, the crucial difference between Critias' idea of a well run state (whieh Socrates 
articulates in his dream) itself in 'large letters' the account of ternperence that he gives for 
the individual, and that whleh Socrates thinks would truly benefit individuals in it. For 
Socrates, such astate, while preferable to one in which even professional knowledge could 
not be guaranteed, is nevertheless of no real benefit sim ply because it will have no good 
effect on us. Watt, ("Introduction to the Charrnides,"p. 166), it seem5, would like to con CUl', 

for he abandons thlS interpretation "reluctantly." He does thJS because, he says, 
sophrosune as self-knowledge IS one of the definitions proposed in the course of the 
investigation. He does not notice that there are two dIstinct senses of self-knowledge being 
considered. 
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that ternperance can be of no benefit to the pers on who is temperate. And he 

details the reason why temperance, so conceived, would not be beneficial to 

us, because, he says, there would be no guarantee that men who lived 

according to such knowledge would be happy <eudaimon). In order for them 

to be happy, they need to have a particular sort of knowledge, not any 

particular craft knowledge such as the making of shoes or something like 

that, nor even awareness that that was aIl they knew, but something else. 

This knowledge is identified soon after with knowledge of good and evil. We 

have already seen how such a formulation, while it does tell us something 

true about virtue, really implies knowledge of the self. If temperance is to be 

sorne sort of knowledge at aIl, then it must be of the self. This is a 

conclusion which we may arrive at by considering the discussion of 

ternperance that the Charmides begins with. 

When Charmides is first introduced to Socrates it is in order that his 

headache may be cured. Socrates claimed to have Iearnt from the 

Thracians a remedy for headaches, but the remedy could only be used along 

with a charm. The charm itself was directed at engendering tempe rance in 

the soul of the atfected person, and this was a condition of making the body 

healthy, or in this case, curing Charmides' headache. 45 The basis of 

Socrates' cure is the belief that the body is dependent on the soul and that 

curing Charmides' soul will benefit him as a whole. Temperance here is 

seen as a condition of the soul, and not as the awareness of their own 

knowledge that cr'aftsmen might have. The benefit that tempe rance 

45~.157a. 
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provides depends on a state of the soul, rather than on the honest 

employment of cran knowledge. At the beginning of the dialogue ZalmoDs 

was quoted as saying that "a11 good and evil, in the body and in man 

altogether was sprung from the soul.I04s If knowledge of good and evil is 

that knowledge which will truly benefit men, then this knowledge must be 

knowledge of the soul. We find that with a rejection of the account of 

temperance as knowing one's limitations, the dialogue returns again to the 

soul or self as being of primary importance in any understanding of virtue; 

and as that which alone is to be benefited by such understanding. 

Socratic self-knowledge must then be more than just a knowledge of one's 

own limitations, of the restricted or limited nature of what one in fact 

knows. While such self-awareness May be an important first step in 

knowledge of the self, it cannot be equated with it. Self-knowledge, rather, is 

knowledge of the nature of the self. For, as we have seen, knowledge for 

Socrates must be an understanding of the nature of the object that is 

known. This is the second sense in which self-k.nowledge may be taken for 

Socrates, as knowledge of the nature of the self or soul It is in this sense 

that a.œiê. is to be distinguished from aIl the other technai. Only one who 

has this knowledge can be said to be in possession of aretê in the Socratic 

sense. It is this knowledge that Socrates was in search of.47 A central 

concern of Plato's in the middle dialogues is to determine the natura of the 

46.c.brm. I56e. Compare Mm. 88e, "in man aIl other things depend upon the soul, while the 
things of the soul herselfdepend upon wisdom, ifthey are to he good." 
47 Such knowledge may still he described as a technê, albeit of the soul, as it is, e.g. at 
Laches I85e. But is crucially to he distinguished from any one of the professional skills. 
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soul, its structure and composition, whether it is immortal or not."8 In the 

Repuhlic the nature of the soul becomes the hasis for understanding the 

nature of the virtues. Plato here is oft'ering us a lwalI of the sou1.49 

What Socrates claimed to be ignorant of, and which he thought others to be 

ignorant of as well, was aretê. If bis claim that aretê is self-knowledge is to 

be correlated with his own claim of enlightened ignorance, then what tbis 

c1aim amounts to is that Socrates is aware that he lacks self-knowledge, but 

is equally aware that this is what is MOSt needed for one who would have 

.il.œ.ti. It is precisely this that others do not know they lack. And the faet that 

they are not aware that they lack self-knowledge is a result of their being 

unaware of the need for it. While men May he, and are, wise in other 

matters, it is their lack of this th~t is of the greatest import to them. 

Socrates' admission of his own ignorance, is also a claim about the 

pervasive ignorance of others. 

It might, however, be thought that in the early dialogues we get no 

coherent, consistent or complete account of the nature of the self: and it 

48 On the soul as divine in origin cf. Guthrie, "Plato's Views on the Nature of the soul" in 
The PhjJoSQphy of Socrates, ed. Gregory Vlastos (Indiana: University of Notre Darne 
Press, 1978), pp. 230-43. Guthrie notes that such views did not originate with Plato or 
Soc rates but had roots in Orphie and Empedoclean doctrines. Burnet, "The Socratic 
Doctrine of the Soul." Proceedin~s of the British Academy 7 (1915-16): 235-59 disagrees and 
daims the Socratic notion of the soul was a major Socratic innovation. ETWin Rhode, 
Psyche, (New York, 1925), p. 462 begins his chapter on Plato by denying that Socrates had 
any conception of an immortal soul. 
"9 Mm S8c. In the Politics (1.5.8), Aristotle contrasts Gorgias and Socrates on the nature of 
virtue. He suggests there that it was Socrates who, falsely, regarded viTtue as being a good 
condition of the soul. 
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might be supposed that Socrates does not have any clear content to give to 

self-knowledge, and tms is possibly why commentators, while they note his 

frequent admonition that one should care for one's soul or self, have little 

else to say about it, and have not connected such knowledge with Socratic 

",.,..o+-;" 50 ~, 

But if we look at the sorts of things that Socrates says about the soul in the 

early dialogues, there seems to be rough progression from the 

circumlocutory phrases in the Qri1Q to the bipartition of the Gor~as.51 This 

progression reveals ot least two things. Firstly, the recurrent theme that 

emerges from this pre-occupation is the recognition that the improvement 

of the self is, as Socrates emphasises in the Laches, the real aim of aIl 

education.52 In the more complex psychology of the Gor"iae it is suggested 

that aIl actions, good or bad, which a person performs, will have their effect 

as much on his own soul as they will have on anyone else. Secondly, also 

common to a11 these early occurrences, is the distinction between body and 

soul: a distinction which needs to be given cognizance by anyone attempting 

to understand the nature of either.53 So that, even one who would pursue 

50 A notable exception is R. E. Allen, "The Socratic Paradox." sIHl2l (1960): 256-65. 
51 T.M. Robinson, Plato's PsycbolQ~, (Toronto:University of Toronto Press, 1970), 
chapter 1, has given a careful analysis of the evidence in the early dialogues: the soul 
appears as the possessor of moral attrlbutes( Cri. 47d, frt :i13a), the seat of mtelligence 
Œllth.. 295e), eqUlvalent to the whole man (QJu:m. l56d) and numerical1y distingulshed 
from the body in the Gor~as, as weil as the subject of analogous technai. 
52 La. l85b-185e 
53 Robinson sees the body-soul relatlOnshlp as expressed in difTerent ways, especially m 
the Charmides where he thinks the analogy of l56d, if taken seriously, would make the 
body a part of the soul. Now in the Charmides, it seems t.o me, what 15 emphasised 15 a 
relation of dependence between body and soul. Just as the eye can have no real eXIstence 
(and not as Robmson says, 'meaning') without the head, nor the head without the body, the 
body too depends on its weil being on the condition of the soul Elsewhere, however, we find 
a relationship of mutual implication, e.g. m the Gorejas, where it is suggested that what 
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the pleasures of the body, must have some knowledge of the intimate 

relationship between the body and soul in order to efficiently do so. 

Charmides' headache, for instance, arises, Socrates says, from rus lack of 

understanding of the nature of the body-soul relationship. Self-knowledge 

while it will demand ultimately an understanding of the nature of the self, 

may be seen as the knowledge of the priority of the soul over the body. In the 

early dialogues the relationship between the body and soul May be 

minimally seen as one of interdependence. What affects one will affect the 

other. An understanding of the relationship between them will involve, 

however, an understanding that in this relationship the soul is more 

important than the body, for not everything that happens to the body, 

according to Socrates, will affect the sou1. This is why, the man who is just, 

he thinks, cannot really be harmed when his body is hurt. But at the same 

time, he holds that certain kinds of punishment can benefit the SOul.54 

If human excellence is constituted by self-knowledge, and if by this Socrates 

meuns the knowledge of the nature of the self, of its priority over the body, 

th en we can see just how radical the difference between technical expertise 

and moral knowledge will be. For what is common to technical knowledge, 

as ûpposed to moral knowledge, is its concern with what is extemal to the 

happens to the body affects the soul (the faet that is t.hat the sou) can be improved by 
punishment of the body). It is not al ways cJear how exactly Plato wanted to characterise the 
relation between the two. 
54 !lu. 525b. Plato's account, in the early dialogues, of the relationship between body and 
soul is itself complex and admittedly incomplete. 
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self. The close st that any technê cornes to concem for the soul, is the health 

that medicine can bestow on the body, but ev en this, as Socrates points out 

in the Charrnides, is not really possible so long as the soul remains 

untreated. Thls distinction between the technai and Socratic Bœ.1& is made 

explicit for instance, in Alcibiades.l, where Socrates says of craftsmen that 

they 

"do not even know their own things, but only thmgs sti1l more remote than 
their own things, 10 respect of the arts which they follow; since they know 
but the th10gs of the body with which It IS tended."55 

And this is not the only evidence for this distinction The limited utility of 

the technai in fact pervades the early dialogues in the contrast that is 

continually drawn between the value of moral knowledge and the 

corresponding lack of value of knowledge of aIl other things. This is the 

reason why no accumulation of technical knowledge can contribute to an 

individual's state of weIl being. This distinction lies behind the contras t, 

made in the Gor~as, between the respective technai that deal with these 

two distinct entities, the body and the soul. 56 But the hiatus is not perfect: 

for what is done to one will affect the other: what is required in assessing 

the relative worth of medicine and justice, for instance, is recognition of the 

greater worth of the soul, and therefore of arts pertaining to it.57 But while 

the soul is more important, it is not unconnected to the body. The GoriÏas' 

55 Alc.l 131a 
56 G.œ. 464a-c. Dodds, Plato's GcriPas, p. 227 notes that the hlstorical Gorgias <lklm 14), 
claimed that rhetoric was to the mind what medicine was to the body. Indeed, Plato 10 this 
dialogue continually contrasts rhetoric and medicine, as J. de Romilly, Mae'ic and 
Rbetoric .in..A!!cient Greece (Cambridge: Harvard UniverSity Press, 1975) chap. 2, esp. p. 
40, points out. 
57 Qœ. 477c. Such an assumption allows Socrates to assume that the vice of the soul will he 
fouler than a bodlly VIce. However such vice if it is to be treated by punishment, and If this 
pUlaishment IS painful, is then treated by means of the body. 
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critique of Periclean architectural excesses, for instance, is based on the 

recognition that the ultimate effect of arts or institutions will be on the 

individual souI. 58 

The teachability of yirtue 

If we characterise ~ as self-knowledge, we May be able to understand 

why the question of the teachability of virtue, itself such an important 

theme in the early dialogues, is fraught with so many problems. If aretê 

were identical with sorne ordinary technê as sorne comrnentators have 

thought, then there should be no problern in clairning that it can be taught, 

and taught in much the same way as any other bran ch of knowledge.59 But 

we find, however, a great reticence on the part of Socrates on the question of 

whether ~ can be, and ifit can, how it can be, taught. 

Sophists like Protagoras and Gorgias are on much firmer ground here, 

because of what they claim ~ to consist in. For them ~ is teachable 

because of what they hold aretê to consist in: sorne form of success, easily 

recognised because of its public character. Such excellence as can be the 

result, so the Sophists clairned, of ernploying the right techniques of public 

speaking, or the right understanding of social interaction. On Protagoras' 

view of what constitutes aretê, Pericles could not but help having bis 

children instructed in virtue because such instruction goes on a11 the time. 

58 Qœ. 517-518. 
59 Thus Irwin Œ.M.I. p. 24) writes, " if we could show that virlue is teachable as a craft, we 
would have shown that it is a rational discipline with sorne clear point." 
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In the Republic such a conception of the nature and mode of education by 

society is se en merely as essential to the educational process and lies 

behind the demand for the restructuring of the state and its institutions.60 

But for Protagoras such mores constitute morality in its entirety. The 

learning of virtue is learning those rules by which society is organised. 

Learning virtue involves growing up within a society. Protagoras' account 

of learning virtue is a powerful and persuasive picture of the way in which 

moral education actually takes place.61 

The Sophistic notion of aretê for Plato is identical with the appearance of 

virtue rather th an virtue itself.62 The ability to speak weIl is only the most 

elementary aspect of rhetorical skill. For Plato such an ability is clearly the 

60 In R. VI 492b-c the public is said to be the real Sophist in terms of what it approves or 
disapproves of 
61 Prt 325b-326e Contrary to Socrates' supposition, Protagoras argues that virtue is taught, 
and from a very early age throughout a person's life. Kerferd, The SODhistjc Moyement, p. 
135 finds Protagoras' position quite plausible. He does not seem convinced by Socrate s' 
rebuttal and he does not think valid Socrates' c1aim at the end of the dialogue that 
Protagoras' position has been reversed, and that for him (Protagoras), virtue has become 
unteachable. For Kerferd as for Taylor œJ.&.Q., Prota~oras, Oxford, 1976), Protagoras 
cIaims that it is possible to teach virtue in a broad sense of 'teach' "which includes 
conditiomng in social mores as well as instruction in specifie techniques such as 
rhetoTlc" (Kerferd, p. 136, Taylor, p. 214). But both Taylor and Kerferd seem to me to be 
mistaken in what they think constitutes Protagoras' inconsistency. The root of the problem 
lies in their belief that for Plato "learning how to be a good man must consist in the 
acquisition of. an exact and unitary science" (Taylor, ibid.). This is where the difTerence 
between the content of Sophistic and Socratic teachings becomes important, and this content 
depends crucially on their rather different conceptions of what ~ consists in. 
62 Note Polus' incredulous respon~ to Socrates' conviction that ATchelaus must he the most 
wretched of men if he is un jus t, "So now, you see, as the greatest wrong doer in Macedonia, 
he is the most wretched of aIl Macedonians, not the happiest; and 1 daresay sorne Athenian 
could be found who would join you ID preferring to change places with any other 
Macedonian of them an, rather than with Archelaus!" (Gœ. 471c).In the Republic, when 
Glaucon and Adeimantus ask Socrates to show that justice is valuable in itself, it is from 
the appearance, or reputation of justice that they wanted it to be distinguished. Protagoras' 
repeated association of wealth with success and both with the consequence of his own art 
shows that whatever el se Plato thought about sorhistry, he did not deny that it was a 
profitable pursuit Œrt. 310e, Tht. 161d, l3:t 328b, ~ 91d,e, B.. X 600a). 
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basis of an entire attitude with its own metaphysics and ethics. In the 

Gorgias, Plato off ers in terms of his own moral psychology, an account of 

how it operates. In sum, rhetoric appears as a way of life rather than 

merely a set of rules for effective public debate. Such a choice of life is built, 

as we have seen, upon a daim to teach how to speak weIl about any subject 

whatsoever as well as the recognition of the need to do so. 

By contrast, Socrates does not really teach a skill at aH, even though he 

practices one which can be mistaken for a version of Sophistry.63 The 

Socratic elenchus is a method for investig&ting knowledge-claims, or even, 

it might b~ argued for tying down convictions, but it is not equivalent to 

~, nor is it what Socrates would have people learn. In the Apology (23c) 

Socrates complains that by imitating him the young infuriated their eIders 

who blamed him for this teaching. In the protreptic discourses of the 

Euthydemus we do not find Socrates telling Cleinias that what he ought to 

practice is dialectic, rather he employs his method of discourse in order to 

convince the youth that what he ought to pur sue is virtue. What of course 

distinguishes Socratic elenchus from the rhetoric of Gorgias, Protagoras' 

sophistic and Euthydemus' eristic is the value that Socrates placed on its 

ability to discover the truth, while the others start with the premisp. that 

there is no truth to be discovered at aIl, and what is important is victory 

(rhetorical persuasion is primarily concerned with convincing the other, 

not with instructing him and this is a form of victory in debate). Salutary as 

63 The Euthydemus may be seen as an occasion for Plato to distinguish Socratic discourse 
from what seemed to he similar but were in fact quite different debating techniques . 
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the aims and methods of Socratic dialectic might be, in the Republic Plato 

restricts it to those who have reached a certain age. 

The Meno opens with the question of the teachability ofvirtue: 

"Can you tell me, Socrates. whether virtue can he taught, or is acquired by 
pradice, not teaching? Or if neither by pradice nor by leaming, whether it 
cornes to mankind by nature or in sorne other way?"64 

Meno's question gives us a broad contra st between ways in which anything 

might be acquired: a contrast between nature (physi s) and nurture 

(paideia)65 Meno's threeway distinction between education, nature and 

divine dispensation may be applied to the question of self-knowledge as we 

applied it in chapter one to the learning of skills. And it seems pretty 

obvious that we can rule out the la8t at once. If virtue came by divine 

dispensation, it would be unnecessary to instruct anyone in it Oi" even to 

attempt to do so, Further, no account ofit could be given by those to whom it 

was given. or at least we would have no reason to expect such an account; 

their daim to moral authority would rest merely on their being chosen by 

the gods. If virtue in the Socratic sense is so given, then the Socratic 

programme b(lcomes useful only in so far as it can identify such men. As a 

possible mode of instruction in virtue, however, it is completely useless. 

64 Mm. 70a. 
65 While the latter is not explicitly mentioned, it 8eems to he what might encompass 'Q]Ùt 

askêton. onte mathêton' which are jointly contrasted with what i8 given to men by nature 
(pbusei para~metai tois antbropois). There is a third option, unnamed, added on by the 
phrase, 'in sorne other way' (a)]Ôi tini troDÔi). This option is excercised later on in the 
dialogue when Socrates suggests that virtue cornes to men as a 'divine portion' <tb..e.a 
JWrira): this is Dot 1 think, a genuine souret> of ~ for Soerates. The last time we heard of 
such a portiol"!, it was used to account for the wisdom of the rhapsode. 
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Virtue as a gift of the gods would make it completely unlike knowledge.66 

This is the aporetic conclusion of the Meno. It is not one which, 1 think, we 

are expected to adopt, but rather to think around.67 

But if virlue is not given by the gods, can we even suppose that it is given hy 

nature? If virtue is something that men have by nature, then there will he 

no need of teachers for it. For everyone will have it and in this it will he 

different from divine dispensation. But in so far as it will not need teachers 

it will be like divine dispensation. So if either of these are ways of acquiring 

virtue, their will he no need of teachers for it. But Socrates as weil as the 

Sophists claimed that virtue was teachable. In so far as they did they would 

have to contrast teachahility as a means of acquiring virtue from its 

possession hy nature. This contrast between teaching something and 

possessing it by nature seems to he one which is establisbed in Greek 

li te rature of the fifth century.68 

66 Nor is this view entirely new in the Socratic dialogues. We come across it in the 
discussion of Simon ides' poem in the Protae-oras. Simonides denies that men can be 
wholly good and reserves that privilege for the gods alone. He c1aims that to pleiston 
aristoj. tais theoi phileÔnti. (345c). For Simon ides, virtue is a gift of the gods, in so far as 
the circumstances of one's existence are determined by them. Simonides' re1iance on 
divine favour is remniscent of both the l2n. and the Euthyphro. Socrates rejection of it is in 
keeping with his account of virtue as something which has to he achieved by men. 
67Mm 99a-100b. R. S. Bluck, ed. Plato's Meno, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1961) p. 434 in his note on 100a1 points out that here, as in the l2n., Plato stresses that 
politicians lack knowledge, and in saying that they are divinely inspired, is being very 
ironical (cf. Adam, ReDublic l, p. 13, n. on 331e 33 who refers to Soerates' ironiea} use of 
sophos and thejos). The Meno's aporetic end points forward, as does the Goreias to 
doctrines that we find in the RepubIic. The Mm.2 concludes that if virtue is to be imparted at 
aU, there must be at least one person capable of making a statesman out of another (l00a). 
Such a person, Socrates adds, would be 'among the living, what Tiresias \'l'as said to be 
among the dead'. The language here especiaJJy rerninds us of the contrast in the Republic 
between knowledge of the Forrns and opinion concerning the sensible world. (476d, cf; 
533c, 534c; Bluck, n. on Mm 85c9). 
68 cf. Paul Shorey, 'f"ltusjs. Meletê. Epistemê' TAPA 40 (1909) p. 187. But we still need to 
specify this contrast. UsuaUy, physjs, or nature is contrasted with nomos and not with 
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Socrates off ers one argument in the Meno, for thinking that the good are 

not so by nature.69 If they were, he says, then we could recognise which of 

the young were good, and they could be protected from corruption. That is, 

if men were good by nature, then there would he no difticulty in identifying 

those who were good, and this would be beneficiaI to the city. Socrates' 

reason for denying that men are good by nature is hardly convincing. He 

seems to say that men might be good by nature, and then corrupted by a bad 

education. Or ~~at they might have been born good (=virtuous), but have 

subsequently forgotten themselves. But if this is 80, the question, 'how does 

one acquire virtue?' remains unanswered. Vou cannot be said to acquire 

virtue by nature if you then need to acquire it again by teaching. But in 

denying that virtue was acquired by nature Socrates seems to align himself 

to the claim that it is to be acquired by teaching. But how exactly is this to be 

done? 

We have seen how for Socrates the teaching of virtue was not to be confused 

with the teaching of any particular craCt, and yet the analogy with crafts 

would suggest that it is to be taught. We saw in chapter 1 that there was not 

much discussion of how genuine crafts were in fact taught. We might 

summarise the point we made there for the sake of convenience: crafts are 

taught one ta one; by someone who knows ta someone who doesn't. 

Daideia. Sueh a eontrast is usually a Sophistic one as Aristotle, (SQphistici Elencbi, 173a7-
18) points out. Teaehing or instruction may, as Protagoras seems to suggest, he limited by 
nature, in the sense that one cannot make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. But one may still 
be able to make sorne sort of purse: this is what Protagoras claimed to he able to do, at a 
priee. 
69}1m89b. 
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Such teaching presupposes experts who have the requisite knowledge of the 

nature of their subject. How this transmission takes place is not made 

explicit. We May speculatp. that it doesn't take place in 8 lecture hall, and 

that there must be a important practica1 element involved in it. But it is to 

be noted that such knowledge is to be gained by a comprehensiye inquiry 

and understanding of the nature of the subject, and hence wbile it 81so 

involves the ability to produce the particu1ar product of the crait in question, 

this practical consequence is a result of the knowledge that they expert bas 

of the nature of his subject. In terms of the contrast in Meno's question 

between teaching and practice, we might say that crafts cannot be taught 

exclusively by practice, athough what is leamt in such knowledge will be 

intimately connected with successful practice. 

Though virtue is teachable, as crafts are, it is not taught as crafts are 

taught. One reason for this is that the subject of such knowledge, is the self, 

and this is radically different from the sorts of subjects which the ordinary 

crafts de al with. Further there is no cumulative body of knowledge, 

systematised and systematisable which can be handed on from someone 

who has it to anyone who doesn't. Socrates' arguments in the ~aioras, 

denying that virtue can be taught, are aIl based on the assumption that 

aretê is 10 be taught like an ordinary technê. Thus, he says, those who were 

counted as possessing aretê, e.g. Pericles, had their sons educated in those 

subjects in which there were teachers, but neither had them trained by 

others nor under100k the task themselves in the matters in which they were 



wise 70 And from this failure, mentioned both in the Meno and the 

Protagoras. Socrates seems to conclude that virtue cannot be taught. But of 

course this is not the only conclusion that is possible from these premises. 

In any case from the fact that it is not taught it does not follow that it is not 

teachable. We might instead suppose that virtue is teachable but not as yet 

taught. We may also in the case of the arguments in the Meno, question the 

premise that Pericles, or any of the other statesmen that Socrates mentions, 

actually have aretê. While in the Meno he assumes they do have aretê. 

Sacra tes explicitly and somewhat vehemently denies this in the Gorgjas.71 

From this we might conclude that neither Pericles Dor anyone else actually 

taught ~, and if they did not it was because they themselves neither had 

it, nor were they able ta find other teachers who did. It May be that there is 

no one who has knowledge of virtue, in the sense of a comprehensive 

understanding of its subject, the seli. Socrates himself does not provide us 

with any adequate account or definition of the virtues: there are admittedly 

moves made towards such definitions, but no adequate definitions result 

from the discussions that take place, and the results of these discussion are 

invariably declared to be inconclusive. Socrates himself claims not to know 

and therefore to lack the very expertise which would make it possible to 

70.en 31ge-320a. ~ .• 93b-94c adds Thucydides, Themistocles and Aristeides as virtuous 
fathers who failed to teach virtue to their sons. The Laches mentions Thucydides and 
Aristides again in connectJon with this failure to teach what they had, or at least to have 
their sons taught. 
71 Gm.515d-516e. 
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teach virtue as crafts are taught. And further, he also says that there are 

no wise men at aIl that he has discovered.72 

If this is so then we will have to suppose that virtue cannot be taught. And if 

virtue cannot be taught then it would follow that no one can become 

virtuous except by the grace of the gods or as a matte· .. ' of chance. However, 

Socrates also holds that virtue is knowledge. If it is knowledge then it must 

be teachable. And unless we believe this, the whole Socratic programme 

becomes incomprehensible. Why should Socrates urge his fellow men to 

pursue virtue, and by this he c1early means sorne kind knowledge, unless 

he at least believed that it was possible for them to do so. Not only does 

Socratic practise become incomprehensible, but it becomes futile. If virtue 

cannot be taught then Socrates has wasted his entire life engaging in 

pointless discussion with those who he happened to meet or those who kept 

him company. If he really believed that virtue could not be taught not only 

would his lire have been futile, but he would have had to be aware that it 

was. Need we accept this rather unpalatable conclusion? 

We will have to, if we hold that virtue must be taught exactly like craCts are 

taught: from experts to non-experts. If we believe that there is some perfect, 

72 Stated explicitly at.Mm. 71e; cf. La. I85b-e, All. Ige-20b, ,,,,'here further the knowledge is 
stated to concem human beings: 'Who has knowledge of that kind of exceUence, that of a 
man and a citizen?" cf. also Ru.1 337e. Irwin fMI. p. 75 says, "When he claims that 
virtue is a craft., Socrates does not mean that he or any recognised virtuous man praetices a 
craft.; for no one has the right knowledge to explain the really virtuous man's methods." It 
is not so much the virtuous man's method that is at issue here as the content of the 
knowledge which accounts for virtue. 
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but as yet undiscovered, body of systematic moral truths which will enable 

us to know what should and what should not be done, then we would be 

forced to conc1ude that virtue cannot he taught like a craft because there are 

no experts who know such a body of of moral truths. And if there are no 

such experts then it cannot both be a craft or taught like a craft. Even if he 

thought that a coherent system of moral truths were possible, Socrates does 

not have such a system.73 In consequence no such system can appear 

except perhaps by divine fiat. And even if it did, this would not constitute 

teaching of virtue, but only the transmission of divine law. 'rhere is one 

other way that Socrates has out of this impasse: he can deny that virtue is to 

be taught by experts. He could c1aim that it was taught as Protagoras 

thought it was: byeverybody. However, Socrates explicitly denies this. The 

aporia, then, seems to be complete. It is, however, not without a solution. 

!ts solution c1early lies in denying that virtue is to be taught like a craft or at 

least exactly as craCts are taught: from experts to non-experts, but not 

thereby denying that it can be taught at aIl. Instead we must consider how 

virtue is taught, by Socrates.74 He does Dot argue for it, but exhibits it. And 

73 Such a view is held by Kraut in Socrates and the State. Kraut believes that whali. 
distinguishes human from divine knowledge is that the gods are indeed in possession of Il 
complete moral theory(p. 284). On Kraut's account the gods "love pious people for the 
knowledge they have of central moral truths." (p. 282 n. 58). 1 find this view unpersuasivE'. 
Socrates does not seek an accumulation of moral propositions and truths. And while it ma'y 
be difficult 10 know why the gods love those that they do love, Kraut's claim will unduly 
restrict their love to certain kinds of philosophers. What, of course, is suggestive of such a 
view is the analogy with the crafts. But it is precisely here that Socrates distinguishes such 
knowledge from the knowledge that he is interested in and seeks. 
74 1 think that this accounts for his reticence on the question of its teachability. The closest 
he cornes to saying that it is teachable is at Elilll. 282c. And even here he does not explicitly 
daim that it is teachable. He never says how it is to be taught. But it is clear that if it is 
knowledge, it must he teachable: it is this connection that is repeatedly emphasised. 
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\ if it is taught, we need to determine what the craft is that teaches it. Such a 

technê will, of course, be different from all other crafts in the manner of its 

instruction as weIl as in respect of its subject. We have already seen how 

given the fact that amti is knowledge about the soul, it is different from all 

other technaj, which collectively address themselves to the needs and 

desires of the body, while this al one will address itself to the needs of the 

soul, which it will be able to do only because it has understanding and 

knowledge of the sou1's nature. 

If we assume that there are for Socrates three ways in which someone can 

learn something, by being told, by inquiry and by imitation, then we can set 

in the context of such a distinction the way that virtue is to be taught by 

Socrates.75 For Protagoras virtue is leamt by a combination of being told as 

weil as imitation: his example of how writing masters teach their pupils 

how to write letters is a telling analogy for instruction in convention al 

morality: the student traces the lett.ers which have already been written for 

him, and by repeated effort learns how it is done. Learning virtue for 

Protagoras, is like learning a language.76 One would think that the one 

method by which virtue is not leamt according to Protagoras, must be the 

way in which it is leamt according to Socrates: by inquiry. This is certainly 

correct. But this does not Mean that imitation is to be ruled out entirely. 

What we may however inter is that imitation cannot be the only way of 

learning virtue, for to follow what someone else does is not to leam why a 

75 This is elaborated, somewhat differently, by Samuel Scolnicov, "Three aspects of 
Plato's Philosophy of Learning and Instruction," Paideia (special issue on Plato), ed. 
George C. Simmons (Brockport: State University of New York, 1976): 50-66. 
76 fr:t 325e. 
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thing is to be done.77 But this does not mean that imitation will play no part 

in learning what virtue is, so long as we can discover the right person 10 

imitate. We should not underestimate the importance of such a moral 

paradigm for Plato. The criticism of the poets in the Republic has 

principally 10 do with the way in which they set up unacceptable models for 

behaviour in their work. But the principle way in which virtue will be 

taught or learnt will be through inquiry, and inquiry into the nature of 

what primarily.possesses virtue: the self. 

Such inquiry will however be different from the way in which other crafts 

are taught, because it does not presuppose an expert who instructs sorne 

one who does not have knowledge. Socratic inquiry is a co-operative 

endeavour in which neither the teacher nor the student have knowledge of 

their subject, but are both, to varying degrees, ignorant of its nature. 

However, the Socratic craft is such that it enables Socrates to lead the 

student to self-understanding, and thereby to virtue itself. 

In the next chapter l will look at the craft that does this, and the beneficial 

pro du ct of such a craCt. But it might be useful to remind ourselves of the 

results reached in this chapter: we found that the subject of Socratic virtue­

knowledge was the soul, and the specifie sense in which the soul was to be 

known: that such knowledge was for Socrates an understanding of the 

77 On Socrates' rejection of Charmides' definition of sophrosune as doing 80mething 
quietly, that is, as a certain manner of behaving, cf. Myles Bumyeat, ''Virtues in Action," 
in The PhiJoSQphy of Socrates, ed. G. V1astos (Indiana: University of Notre Darne Press, 
1978): 209-234, esp. 216-17. 
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nature of the soul, not simply as that for the sake of which all actions were 

to be done, but that which was affected by all moral actions. In supposing 

that such knowledge has a particular subject, that which it is about, 

Socratic mti is like a craft. But in having the subject that it does, Socratic 

aretê is contrasted fundamentally with other technai which are at best 

concerned with benefiting the body, many of which do not necessarily even 

have to recognise the dependence of the body on the soul and thereCore May 

proceed in ignorance of what is in the best interest of the soul. Further, 

unlike other crafts where there are plenty of experts who can be identified 

without problem, in the case of virtue, no such expertise has been exhibited 

and the early dialogues record Socrat.es' failure to find a moral expert. He 

himself denies that he has knowledge of YÏrtue and hence cannot be 

l'egarded as a moral expert. While this seems to lead to an impasse, we 

found that it really emphasised the differencen between the Socratic notion 

of virtue and the technai. That while the craft anal ogy is useful and is used 

to formally identify the subject and nature of virtue-knowledge, and to 

suggest that qua knowledge it must be teachable, the dis anal ogy between 

crarts and virtue is equally important in specifying both the nature of ~ 

as weIl as the manner of its instruction. 
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Cbapter Four 

The CraR of Virtue 

In the last chapt.er 1 argued tbat we sbould take Socrates' disavowal of 

knowledge serious]y. But this disavowal denies the existence of moral 

experts. If there are no virtuous men in tbe Socratic sense and if Socrates 

himself claims not to he a teacher of virtue, i.e. to he in possession of the 

.3xcellence w!lh!b be could thereby teacb others, then we shaH bave to 

conclude that virtue cannot be taugbt. But apart from learning from 

experts tbere are two otber ways in which something can be learnt: by self­

instruction and hy co-operative inquiry. Su ch learning involves, bowever, 

first realising tbat one does not have tbe knowledge in question. l Su ch an 

admission of ignorance, particularly about rnatters concerning the virtues 

is uncommon.2 Socrates is unique hecause be adrnits ignorance of tbe very 

tbing wbich everyone else daims to know. As Protagoras remarks, people 

would consider a man mad who claimed not to know wbat was just and 

unjust: and indeed for many Socrates must he regarded as mad.3 Socratic 

1 Lk.l lOge. "Alc: Do you not think 1 might inquire? Soc: 1 do. If you thought you did not 
know." 
2 Ak.1112a " .. do you now find that the many agree with themselves or each other about 
just and unjust men or things?" Eutbpbr. 7e, "Are not these the questions about whicb you 
and 1 and other people become enemies ... because we differ about them and cannot reach 
any satisfactory agreement." Whi1e these passages seem only to show that virtue is a 
disputable topic, they also imply that opinions eonceming the virtues are strongly held, 80 

strongly that they lead easi1y to enmity among both gods and men. This is because if one 
really investigates the matter, one will "find a great many people who think they know 
something but who know little or notbing." <All. 23c). In the l!kn2 (92e) Anytus eonfidently 
daims that any Athenian gentleman (kalos kai:athos) could instruct Meno in ~. (cited 
by Nehemas, "SocTatic Intellectualism," p. 296, n. 39. who rightly notes, "Socrates is the 
only one, it seems, who lacks the knowledge in o.uestion." 
3 frt. 323b. 
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ignorance, as the recognition that one does not have virtue is thus the basis 

for beginning an investigation into virtue. 

Nor does such an admission of ignorance mean that one cannot know 

anything at a11 prior to the investigation. Socratic ignorance is restricted to 

a special sort of knowledge: the very sort which is under investigation in the 

dialogues and which is identified with self-knowledge. Lack of self­

knowledge does not mean that Socrates knows nothing. Indeed his ability to 

compare virtue, qua knowledge, with other crafts, shows that he can claim 

to know about crafts. Not that he knows this or that craft, but that such 

things are known. 

Socratic ignorance is his claim not to know the nature of virtue and this is 

the claim not to know himself, one which he makes explicitly in the 

Phaedrus. 4 It is this knowledge which everyone else lacks. Socrates' 

disavowal of knowledge is as mu ch a reminder of the prevaJence of the 

conceit of knowledge as it is an admission of his own ignorance, and the 

initial response of his interlocuters to his questions, either to vigorously 

affirm that they indeed know what they claim to, or to claim that they have 

no need of any special knowledge at aU, is pro~f of this. Socrates himself 

denies that he has that knowledge which would make him a teacher, and 

hence will not accept responsibility for teaching virtue. 

4 .f.hdr. 230a "1 mvestigate .. myself, to know whether 1 am a monster more complicated 
and more furious than Typhon or a gentIer and simpler creature, to whom a divine and 
quiet lot lS given by nature." 
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ln the Laches. for instance, his continuaI association with the young is 

noted at the begining of the dialogue (180c-e). Laeh~s remarks that he 

thinks it odd that they should diseuss the question of how to edueate the 

young and not invite Socrates to participate in the discussion. But when at 

the end of the dialogue both Laches and Nicias agree that the education of 

Lysimaehus and Melesias' sons should be given to Socrates, he deelines, 

suggesting instead that "we ought all alike to seek out the best teaeher we 

can find, tirst for ourselves ... and then for our boys." For this purpose he 

agrees to meet again at Lysimachus' house the next day, so that they may 

consult on this very matter. This 1 take it is the essence of Socratie 

participation in the problem of becoming virtuous. Socrates can eonduct 

such an inquiry without c1aiming to have the knowledge of an expert and 

therefore to he virtuous, and thus not he a teacher in the sense of having a 

given expertise, but he can still allow for the possihility that men May be 

lead 10 virtue. Socrates as the abettor of self-discovery undertakes thereby a 

role which is compatible with what he claims for himself in the Meno, and 

which Plato gives him in the Theaetetus.5 

If we grant Socrates even the role of a catalyst in the acquisition of virtue, 

we will admit that virtue, as is to be hoped, May indeed be implanted in the 

young. That this can be done without anyone actually claiming expertise in 

it makes the Socratic technê quite different from Any othe.r, where only the 

expert is seen to actually instruct. 

5 That Socratic midwifery is a Platonic invention, and belongs to the Theaetetus has been 
shown by Myles Burnyeat, "Socratic Midwifery, Platonic bspiration;' .BIQS. 24 (1977): 7-
16. 
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We have already specified the subject of such an undertaking: the 8OuI, and 

it remains to specify the technê that will do tbis. We saw in Chapter two 

how difl'erent technai that claimed they imparted virtue were found not to 

do 80 by Socrates. Indeed they were also found not to he technai at all This 

chapter will consider the depiction and defence of the craft that does impart 

virtue: philosophy. 

As the craft of virtue, philosophy reveals itself as essentially concemed with 

self-knowledge. Such a depiction is in keeping with what Socrates says of 

his own undertaking in the Apology. There Socrates identified the souI as 

the real subject of philosophy, and the chief endeavour of what he meant by 

philosophising was an attempt to create its best cOlldition. He saw this as 

his divine mission. Socrates goes on to add that even if he were released 

with a proviso that he could no longer, on pain of death, spend his time "in 

this investigation or in philosophy," he would refuse saying, "1 shall never 

give up philosophy or stop exhorting you." And what he does when he does 

this, he spells out in no uncertain detaiI, "For 1 go about doing nothing el se 

than urging you, young and old, not to care for your persons or your 

property more than for the perfection of your souls. "6 

6 A».. 28e-30a. Such a view of Socratic practice is contested forceful1y by Martha Nussbaum, 
"Aristophanes and Socrates on learning practical wisdom," esp. pp. 79-88. While 
Nussbaum acknowledges Socrbtes' "lifelong devotion to virtue" she thinks that his actual 
teaching was a negative rejection of convention al morality, and was limited at best to good 
intentions for others, but without positive content to replace his critique of conventional 
wisdom and virtue. Such a view involves taking seriously Aristophanes' portrait of 
Socrates, as well as a somewhat selective reading of the Socratic dialogues. The positive 
content of Soeratic thought is to be found in the basis for his critque of conventional and 
Sophistic views on the nature of II&. 
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If philosophy has the self as its subject and if this is what it is knowledge of, 

then, like any craft, it will aIso be concemed with bringing about the best 

condition of the soul. Philosophy as the craft which teaches self-knowledge, 

gives us at the same time a clue as to how areté is to be taught, for 

philosophy in the early dialogues is shown as being essentiaIly co-operative 

learning. While philosophy is conceived on analogy with the other technai 

in so far as it has a determinate subject as well as a product, it differs from 

them in that it~ subject is not external to the craftsman, but is concemed 

with the pers on himself, and so of aIl the crafts is the only one which is 

concerned with the benefit of its practioners.7 Virtue as self-knowledge is 

not something distinct from the best condition of the self but is itself 

constitutive of such a condition, just as health is not different from the 

proper ordering of physical elements.8 Again, in so far as it is knowledge, it 

is teachable, but it is not taught like other craRs are taught: transmitted 

from someone who knows to someone who doesn't, but is the result of co­

operative inquiry. 

Philosophy is thereby not merely a theoretical activity concerned with 

knowing the nature of the self, and thereby knowing its best condition. If aIl 

knowledge is like a technê, then philosophy too must have a practical 

component. We find in fact that the importance of practice in the case of 

7 In the Charmides, (163b, 164b), Socrates says that a doctor benefits both himself as well as 
his patient. But this is denied at R 342b, where benefit to one self is ruled out as being 
extraneous to an technê. 
8 cf. Donald ZeyI,. "Socratic Virtue and Happiness," Archiy fÜr Geschichte der 
Philosophje 64 (1982 heR 3): 225-238, esp.p. 234. 
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virtue is emphasised throughout the early dialogues.9 Like the lmowledge 

provided byany other craft, self-knowledge becomes the condition of the 

successful practice of virtue, 

PhiJosophy in the early dialogues. 

Philosophy as the cran. ofvirtue, as that which is conœmed with the nature 

and the best condition of the self, appears in the early dialogues in two 

related ways. 1 shaH first briefly mention each of these and then go on to 

consider them in detail. 

First1y philosophy is characterised as tne art that tends to the soul. Such a 

characterisation identifies philosophy as the art of virtue, locates its subject 

and provides for it a distinct product, the ordered soul. Philosophy can thus 

be conceived analogously with the other crafts, and yet be considered 

distinct from them because of the crucial difference in its subject and the 

belief that tbis subject is of greater importance than that of any other cran.. 

Such a view of philosophy is to be found detailed in the Gorgias, but as we 

have seen, it is also present in other ear]y dialogues. The Gorgias. as we 

9 Socrates more often than not uses the verb ~ Cto fonn byart', LSJ s.v.) to refer to the 
practice of virtue, Thus at Ellth. 283a Socrates wants to see how the young will be exhorted to 
practice wisdom and virtue (sophian te ksi aretên sskein). At the very end of the dialogue 
the verb is used to refer to the practice of philosophy (307c). In the Gormas, 507d, Socrates 
contrasts the practice of temperance with that of Calliclean self-advantage (508a), at 526d, 
Socrates vows "by practising sincerety" to go before his judges in the after Iife. (reading 
after Dodds, tm alêtbeian askÔn rather than alêtbeian ,kapÔn; Dodds rightly remarks 
(Gor~ss, p. 384), "Socrates is vowing himself not to research but to a way of living and 
dying). At 527d, Socrates again uses a.alœd to refer to the practice of virtue ("for you will 
come to no hsrm if you he reaJJy a good and upright man, practising virtue."). The Gormas 
in (act ends with the admonition that the best sort ofHfe is "to live and to die in the practice 
alike of justice and a11 other virtue" (527e). 
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f shall see, develops the parallel between the craft of virtue and other crafts 

more systematically, and in greater detaH, than we find elsewhere. 

In general, what is said about philosophy in the early dialogues is 

confirmed as weIl by what Socrates is shown, at least on occasion, to be 

doing. This is the second way in which philosophy is depicted in the early 

dialogues: in the way that it is practised by Socrates. Both opponents and 

admirers of Socrates are aware of the problems of a conversation with him. 

Meno's àescription of him as a torpedo fish, and his own description of 

himself as a gad-fly are in keeping with his distinction between pleasing a 

person and acting for his good.10 Socratic conversation is radically different 

from Sophistic flattery because of the relationship in which it stands to its 

b· t su ~e(' ',. 

We will look at one such conversation in the Euthydemus where what 

Socrates does conforms to what is said of the philosophical art. Elsewhere 

this is held in contra st to the Sophistic arts, both in terms of their aims, as 

weIl as the method they employ (or teach) to achieve them. The parallel is 

surely worth noting, for Socratic practice is continually identified by means 

10~. 80a, where Meno says, "1 consider that both in your appearance and in other 
respects you are extremely like the flat salt torpedo sea-fish; for it benumbs anyone who 
approaches and touches it ... I feel my sou] and my tongue quite henumbed and am at a loss 
what answer to give you." AQ. 30e , where Socrate s, describing himself as a gad-fly says, "1 
think the god fastened me upon the city in sorne such capacity, and 1 go about arousing, and 
urging, and reproaching each one of you." In the Laches (l87e-188a) Nicias says that 
"whoever cornes close into contact with Socrates and has any talk with hirn face to face, is 
bound to he drawn round and round by him in the course of the argument ... and cannot stop 
until he is led into giving an account of himself." 
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of its difference from Sophistry. If Socrates is concemed with the self, and 

what is best for it, Sophistry, 80 he argues, arises from a mistaken 

conception of the self and hence is completely wrong about what is in a 

person's real interest. 

In the ProtaiOras such ignorance is seen to extend to a knowledge of where 

one's good lies, even if one's good and one's pleasure are taken to be 

identical. Plato could ~ave foisted hedonism on Protagoras, for Protagoras' 

general thesis is not only compatible with but seems to require some form of 

hedonism. l1 Socrates' assumption of hedonism here thus seems to be .w1 

hominem athough it is attributed to the Many. In concluding the 

discussion of acrasia Socrates says, "to be overcome by pleasure' means 

just this--ignorance in the highest degree." The pursuit, or surrender to 

pleasure is itself a result of ignorance, and is regarded by him as ridiculous 

(ielaios) as are those who are so affected. And these are the Many, who in 

fact lack the special knowledge which would enable them to judge even 

between pleasures Protagoras is seen to be in the same position as the 

many--holding for, instance, that one who is unholy, unjust, and ignorant 

can also be courageous. 

The Sophist's ability to deceive both himself and others is brought out in the 

preamble wh en Socrates is trying to determine whether Hippocrates knows 

Il That is, Protagoras' relativist thesis which gives reality only to appearltnces, cannot 
recognise a standard of judgement in moral choice other than the sensation ",'hich would 
result from the pursuit of one or the other action. 
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1 the content and effect of Protagoras' teaching. Socrates warns Hippocrates 

that he should be more cautious about investing his time and money with 

the Sophist if he does not know what the effect of such teaching will be. l2 In 

the GoriÏas too the rhetorician's mistaken notion of narrow self-interest is 

seen to arises directly from his mistaken notion of the self. By looking 

outwards instead of inwards the se people are in the condition of the theives 

described in the first book of the Republic. In their pursuit of advantage over 

others they cannot even trust themselves to concerted action but may be led 

astray by their own unbridled desires. If virtue is health of the soul then 

Sophistry must, analogously, be responsible for disease of the soul. And if 

philosophy is the art of administering justice to the soul (that is making a 

pers on psychically ordered) then it will belong to the province of this art to 

recognise the nature of psychic ill-health. It is this diagnosis that Plato 

offers us in his account of Sophistry. 

In the Republic we find that the specifie cure for diseases of the soul 

addresses the particular part by procedures that are derived from its own 

condition: reason by means of dialectics, and persuasion by means of 

education. l3 Techniques of persuasion which, lacking knowledgc of the 

composite nature of the soul, aiming at its pleasure rather than its good, 

will thereby serve to upset the equilibrium between reason and passion that 

12 ftl. 357eff. Earlier in the dIalogue Socrates had indicated that the Sophist is in the same 
position as the merchant is about the effect of the goods that he sells, "there may well be 
sorne of these too ... who are ignorant which of their wares is good or bad for the soul; and in 
just the sarne case are the people who buy from them, unless one happens to have a doctor's 
knowledge here also, but of the souI" (Prt 313d-e). 
13 cf. Luis Garcia Ballester,' Soul and Body, Disease of the Soul and Disease of the Body in 
Galen's MedIcal Thought', in Le Opere psicholQe:iche di Galeno, ed P. Manuli and M. 
Vegetti. (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1988), p.120 
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eonstitutes psyehie health. From this it would seem that the rejeetion of 

Sophistry is a part of PIato's general view of philosophy as the art of virtue. 

Sophistry thus beeomes the cause of psyehic disorder rather than its cure.14 

By contrast, the knowledge which has the self as its real subject will he 

eoneerned with its improvement and will also be in a position to effect this, 

sinee it will proceed from knowledge of it. This will make it the most 

desirahle of pursuits, one that anyone who is eoneerned with his own 

welfare will want. 

One way of approaching this claim is to eonsider its opposite: the charge of 

the uselessness which is levelled against philosophy. The very faet that 

Plato eonsiders this charge important shows that he is measuring the 

success or failure of the practice of philosophy on anal ogy with the technai 

in general, and is concerned himself to show that it is in faet the most 

useful of pursuits. 

Tbe Uselessness of Philosophy. 

The charge that philosophy is useless is one that is dealt with at length in 

the Republic.15 But in crucial ways, both the charge as weIl its subsequent 

14 Contrary, Plato thinks, to Gorgias' boast about the efficacy of his w.s. <D..K 882 14). 
Instead, he compares it with the charming of snakes and the like Œ.uth. 290a). 
15 R. 473ffintroduces the notion ofphilosophers as a special hreed ofpersons, whose nature 
is detailed at 485a-486d. The image of the helmsman is introduced to show why 
philosophers are not honoured. Once he has explained the cause of the uselessness of the 
better sort, Plato goes on to show why the degenerancy of the majority is inevitable (495ft). 
The question of the uselessness of philosophy is also raised in the Amatores (135bf.) and 
while the dIalogue is generally regarded as spurious, it was clearly composed by sorneone 
familiar with the doctrmes of the early dialogues. cf. Dodds, Plato's Gore-ias p.228 on 
Ama1.137 d. The ernployment of the craft analogy in the Amatores is perfectly in keeping 
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defence are prefigured in Callicles' attack on philosophy and Socrates' 

defence of it in the Gorgias. Initially this attack on philosophy as the craft of 

virtue begins with an attack on virtue itself. Callicles questions the 

conventional prohibition of injustice by claiming that injustice is itself 

bene fi ci al fOT men. Polus had already given the example of Archelaus the 

tyrant of Macedonia as someone who had clearly benefited from unjust 

behaviour .16 

In attempting to prove that doing wrong is better than suffering it, Polus 

offered an initial defence of injustice. This defence faHed because, 

according to CallicIes, Polus gave in to conventional beliefs about injustice 

and admitted that doing wrong was shameful, and Socrates used this 

admission in refuting him. In dismissing convention (nomos), Callicles, 

like other Sophists, contrasts it with nature Uùum): by claiming that the 

virtues are only conventional restraints upon men, rather than 

fundamental to human nature, Callicles questions the very basis for moral 

behaviour. For him wisdom consists in overcoming the se restraints and 

using moral codes only where they suit the needs of the individual. 

Callicles attacks morality by pointing out that it is only eonventionally true. 

The recognition that moral codes are conventional is to regard them as only 

contingently binding. Callicles says, "nature herself proclaims the faet that 

with what we see in other genuine dialogues, and on the question of the relation betwe1en 
philosophies) knowledge and knowledge of the other arts and crafts, the Amatores takes, 
slbeit somewhat heavy handedly, an entirely Socratie line. 
16 Ori. 470dff. 
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it is right for the better to have advantage over the worse, and the abler over 

the feebler."17 

Socrates on the other hand holds that justice is by nature in the interest of a 

person. As both rhetoric and philosophy aim to serve the good of individuals 

they stand opposed on the question of what is in a person's interest. For 

Socrates this conflict depends on radically different views about the nature 

of the self. The rhetor's ignorance about and indifference to understanding 

the self is the cause of his mistaken notion of where one's interest lies. As 

such even the many, whose views make up the sum of the conventional, 

will support Callicles, for while they praise the virtues, they also regard 

them as not al ways in an agent's own interest.18 What Callicles attacks 

philosophy for is its defence of virtue and a rejection of those ends which he 

thinks are central to one's pursuit of one's own good.19 The pursuit of 

philosophy, identified with the pursuit of virtue, is thus an impediment to 

real success rather than an aid to it. 

17 Mu. 483d. Ca1lieles position is similar to the claims that Thrasymachus makes in the 
Republic (Grg. 482e-484c with B. 338ro.Both operate with a distinction hetween ll2Dl2i and 
physjs, both daim that the 'morality' enjoined by nature is over-riding; both hold that 
conventional morality is really only a restraint by which the weaker holds the stronger 
down: neither, of course, recommends that conventional morality be completely 
overthrown: indeed, Thrasymachus offers the more sinister view that conventional 
morality really serves the higher morality of 'nature'. For both, then, morality is an 
obstacle to the self-development and freedom of tbose who are luperior. While neitber 
Thrasymachus nor Callieles are Sophists, they are clearly the product of sophistic 
education, and their views are to he taken as the finished product of such an outlook. On the 
Nomos-Physis distinction cf. Kerferd, The Sophistic Moyement, p.1l7-123. Kerferd rightly 
points out that while Thrasymachus does not actuaUy use the terminology of the nom os­
physis antithesis, he is to he placed among those who employ it. 
18 Socrates in fact says to Polus that he will find "almost everybody, Athenians and 
foreigners, in agreement with you on the points you state." (Gœ. 472a) 
19 He makes this connection explicit at 484c where he says, after "that is the truth of the 
matter; and you will grasp it jf yl>u will now put philosophy aside and pass to greater 
things." 
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"And yet what wisdom is there, Socrates, in "an art that found a man of 
goodly parts and made him wone," unable either to Buccor himself, or to 
deliver himself or any one else from the greatest dangers, but like to he 
stripped by his enemies of all his substance, and to live in his city as an 
absolute outcast?"20 

Socrates claims on the other hand that what is just is also in the agent's 

advantage: he does not defend conventional beHefs because they are 

conventional but because he regards sorne of them as true. In rejecting this 

view what Callicles is rejecting is the claim that the pursuit of virtue is in 

the agent's interest, and hence that philosophy, as the craft of virtue, is 

really useful. Socrates notes that Callicles really believes this, for he has 

also expressed such an opinion in private amongst his c10sest friends: that 

the pursuit of philosophy could lead one to ruin.21 

Gorgias had, prompted by Socrates, described rhetoric as that which 

confers the greatest good in men.22 He did this by comparing its product 

with the products of three arts-- Medicine, gymnastics and money 

making. 23 Rhetoric is use fuI , Gorgias suggested, because it cau confer 

power over aIl the other arts and appropriate their products at will. By 

20 Gu. 486b-c. 
211lœ.487d. 
22{lœ. 452e, liA thing, Socrates, which in truth is the greatest good (ta meeiston ~'11~~, 
and a cause not merely of freedom to mankind at large, but also of dominion to single 
persons in their several cities." 
23 Socrates quotes a drinking song whose "verses probably reflect aristocratie Greek 
opinion pretty accurately (cf. Elltb. 279ab, ~ 87e, Iùl. Ma. 291d)" (Dodds, Gor~as p.200). 
Dodds adds that Plato refers to this skolia again in the Lan. (661 a) and reaffirms 
"against it his own belief that aB natural good is relative to spiritual good (661 b, 631 he)" 
(ibid p.201). We do not, however, have to look as far &bead as the LAlu to leam what Plato 
thinks the best end is, the Gor~as itself discusses that in detail. 
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contrast, Socrates argues that the usefulness of philosophy lies in its ability 

to rightly use the products of the other arts, to enable an agent to use them 

for his own good. In order to do this, philosophy mUtit fulfil its own function 

as a tirst order crait, and produce a beneficial product: the good of the 

agent. Both Socrates and his cpponents hold that one ought to pursue one's 

own good, but they differ about what constitutes it.24 

Callicles' attack on the philosophic life is based both his rejection of its 

emphasis on virtue as weIl as its rejection of the sphere in which, 

according to him, an individual m~st seek his own advantage: in the 

politicallife of the city. He rejects thus both its content and the form of 

philosophy. For Callicles, those who practice philosophy lack experience in 

the very things they need to he experienced in, the laws of the city, the terms 

of public and private contracts and human pleasures and desires.25 It is 

because they lack such experience that philosophers eut a ridiculous figure 

when they do appear in public. As a result, those who pursue philosophy 

late into life become "unmanly through shunning the centres and marts of 

the city" instead they "cower down and spend the rest of [their] days 

whispering in a corner with three or four lads, and never utter anything 

free or high spirited." 26 Callicles sees philosophy and philosophers as 

24 ln saying this it should he clear that 1 differ from Irwin's characterisation of the relative 
position of Socrates and his opponents. For Irwin, happiness is the undisputed end at which 
ail men aim. He sees virtue as a means to happiness and hence only instrumentally 
desirable. This, however, is not Socrates' view: virtue js like health: it is not a means to 
something else, but rather the ordered soul is the best sort of way to he. Callicles can agree 
with Socrates about the general principle, one ought to pur sue one's own good, while 
differing as to what precisely constitutes one's own good. 
25 !lr&. 484d . 
26 !lr&. 485d-e. 
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avoiding the real world. He aptly quotes from Euripedes' Antiope (where a 

contrast is drawn between the pratical and theoreticallife and their relative 

advantages are compared) and adds that he himself feels towards Socrates 

as Zethus did towards Amphion. 27 

Socrates does not deny that philosophy is concerned primarily wi th the 

individual. For him as a genuine art it alone is concemed with the good of 

its subject, which in the case of philosophy will be the individual himself. 

But in order to determine how the individual can be made better, one must 

first understand what the nature of the individu al is. This is the first 

requisite, as we have seen, of any craft: a knowledge of the nature of its 

subject. The analogy that he sets up in the GoriÏas between body and soul 

and the distinct crafts that serve them, enables Socrates to specify the 

discipline that cares for the soul and thereby the technê of virtue.28 Virtue 

is here explicitly said to be the best condition of the soul, and the one who is 

good at improving souls is caIled a technikos (craftsman). Such a 

craftsman, like aIl craftsmen, brings order and regularity into his subject. 

And the craft which will enable him to do this is philosophy.29 

27 The question of whether the practical or theoretiCllllife was the one to he preferred is one 
which recurs often in Greek literary and philosophiesl texts. On the point of this contrast 
cf. B. Snell, Scenes from Greek Drama (Berkeley: University of Califomia Press, 1967), 
ch. VI; also Dodds, Gor~as p. 275 n. on 485d7. Dodds compares ru. 173 c·d where the 
philosopher is said not to know his way to the UQIil. But he agrees with Comford that this 
"is a long way from the humanity of Socrates". WhiJe in the debate between the active and 
the contemplative life, Plato opts for contemplative knowledge (of the Forms); he does so 
because such knowledge is, he thinks, the condition of practicaI ability. 
28 Gu. 463e-466a; but cf. also.Gu. 512a, B. 445a, Qr.i. 46-8 (cited by Bumet, EuthYDhro. 
Apo'OIO'. Crito p. 139; Santas, Socrates p. 286ft). In the CriiQ, the body-soul ana)ogy is set up 
in terms of thf: crafts associated with each. It is suggested there that one who has knowledge 
of the soul will aIone he competent to give advice on how one is to live weI), 
29 .Gm. 504d. The term philosophy is Dot explicitly used of the craft of justice, but it is cJear 
from other occurences of it in Socrate s' reference to his own practice as weIl as CalJjcles' 
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While the term philosophy is not in itself used here, but there can be no 

doubt that it is the philosopher that he means when he says that it is the 

benefit of the soul that the "the man of art and virtue, will have in view 

when he applies to our souls the words he speaks." Later Socrates refers 

himself to his own practice as identical with this true rhetoric, the like of 

which has not yet been seen, one which is concemed with making the souls 

of citizens as good as possible.30 The aim of this art is the production of 

virtue in the soul and the craftsman who does it is one who is himself 

virtuous. But this technê has two components. In the discussion with Pol us 

earlier in which Socrates charaterised the nature and function of rhetoric, 

he gave the general name of poli tics (politikê) to a composite art concerned 

with the souI, which he contrasted with an unnamed composite art that 

looked after the body. Each of the se two generic arts, of soul and body, he 

divided into two component arts, gymnastics and medicine in the case of 

the body, Iegislation and justice in the case of the souI. The analogy between 

them assumes that the relationship between the body and the arts of 

gymnastics and medicine is uncontroversial, and that this relationship can 

attack of it (482a, 484c etc) that it is the practice of philosophy, as Socrates understands it, 
that constitutes the craft of justice. On this cf. Dodds, Gor~ais, p. 330 n. on 504d "Socrates 
appears to contradlct his earlier denial that rhetoric IS a technê. But he is now contrasting 
the actua) wlth the idea), politJCS as it is with what politics might become if politicians were 
philosophers. This wlll content to the notion of philosophy for Plato, that it inovolves not 
sim ply intellectual excellence but moral excellence as weIl. This of course raises the 
question of the relation of dialectic with philosophy On which see Robinson PIato's Earher 
Djalectjc, p.71 "Diaiectic was not a propaedeutic to philosophy. It was not a tooi that you 
might or might not choose to use in philosophising. It was philosophy itself, the very search 
for essences." Whlle Robinson is sensitive to the range of meaning of the term 'diaiectic' 
in Plato, it does not seem to me that he IS right in thinking it to he an ofphilosophy. As we 
shall see 10 the Socratlc protreptJc discourses of the Euthydemus, dialectic is used as a 
propaedeutic to philosophy, which is concelved as knowledge of a specific sort. 
30 Qm 521e. "1 think 1 am one ofthe few, not to say the only one, in Athens who attempts the 
true art of statesmanship, and the only man of the present time who manages atrairs of 
state .. as the speeches that 1 make rrom time to time are not aimed at gratification, but at 
what is best instead of what is most pleasant." 
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throw light on \"}- .~, Socrates has in mind when he speaks of legislation and 

justice. Here we have a clear use of the craft analogy, arguing from the 

nature and structure of crafts to that of virtue. Medicine is the craft that is 

closest to the craft of virtue, and therefore its employment here is especially 

apt. Both medicine and philosophy have their respective subjects, 

knowledge of which is essential to produce their rE~spective effects. lndeed 

the subjects ofthese two crafts are intimately related, as are their effects. 

While gynmastics and medicine are both concerned with the body, they are 

not identical and do not look after the Lody in the same way (Socrates admits 

this but does not tell us how the y differ). We might suggest that gymnastics 

is concerned with the external functioning of the body,31 while medicine 

will be concelned with its internaI order, that it be free (lf disease. 

Similarly, the art of the legislator will be concemec1 with the external aspect 

of the soul, of its actions in the public domain, with its orderly functioning 

in society and will represent the sphere of law 10 which a person as a citizen 

is bound. While the 'judge's art' will be concerned with the internaI state of 

the souI, with the individual himself.32 The judge's role here is the sarne as 

that of the philosopher's, the craftsman of the sou] who knows what iL is for 

individuals to be benefited.33 

31.Q:.œ. 452b tells us that the aim of the trainer "is making men's bodies beautiful and 
strong." 
32 This reading is supported by the role that Socrates aceords to just punishment as a 
purification of the individual's soul and as somethmg which makes the person, rather 
than sOLlety better off (480a-b). And it IS this orderly state of the soul which the true orator, 
i.e. the philosopher has in mind In ail that he does. 
33 It should not of course be supposed that the distinctions between legislation and justice 
are or even can be made as sharply a., 1 suggest. Socrates himself admlts that there WIll be 
intercommunication between them (464c), just as the natural distinction between Sophistry 
and rhetoric may he Jumbled up in practice (465c). 
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These four arts are put in a geometrical order, as are the psuedo-arts that 

imitate them. Gymnastics is to medicine as lesgislation is to justice. And as 

the body is dependent upon the soul, the arts that serve the souI are primary 

and those that serve the body are dependent upon them. Thus, the art of 

gymnastics would be of no avail if the art of medicine did not do its job. And 

if the soul itself was diseased the art of medicine would not be able to do its 

job, with the result that the body would tend towards an infirm or diseased 

state.34 Similarly, and this is a central Platonic insight, one which the 

whole argument of the Gorgias is concerned to articulate, the art of 

legislation, that part of the political art which relates ta society or the state, 

would be of little use if the art of justice, which was concerned with the 

individual himself, did not do its job, i.e. made individuals just.35 Astate 

whose citizens were disordered, could not effectively regulate their conduct 

except perhaps by force. 36 The art of legislation and justice both work on the 

soul, and both bring about temperance and justice, but in different ways.37 

34 Charmides' headache is a case in point. . 
35 In the final account of the after-life which we might add, Socrates says that he regards as 
true (523a). when Rhadamanthus hands out rewards and punishments, the sort of person 
who gets sent to the Isles of the blest IS more often than not "a philosopher who has minded 
his own business and not been a busybody ln his lifetime." (526c). 
36 ft 415el-2 and 46588-9 are instances of internaI repression or compulsion in the just 
state. cf. G Vlastos, "The Theory of Social Justice in the .fiù..U in Plato's Republic," in 
Interpretations of Plato, . Ed. Helen F. North, (Leiden: E.J.Bri11, 1977), p. 20 n. 77. 
37 Not, as Santas (Socrate s, p.288) thinks, the art of legislation brings about temperance 
and the art of justice, justice in the sou1. This would not, in any case give us the needed 
parallel of gymnastics with medicine Nor would it explain why it was necessary for 
Socrates to mtroduce these two arts as divisions of the art of poJitics. Similarly Dodds, 
Plato's GoriPas. p. 227 thinks it an "obvious weakness" that the arts of rnind-tendence are 
concerned with society as a whole while those of body-tendence are concemed with the 
individua1. "'he pseudo arts of self-adornment, cookery, rhetoric and sophistry exhibit a 
paral1el and inverted structure: those fond or adorning the body would also tend to pamper 
it in other ways, e.g. by overfeeding. And the art of the sophist would not he effective ifmen 
were not already disordered by desire. Rhetoric as the art which panders to desire is that 
part of sophistry which has to do with the indivldua1. Each of these arts aims at irnmediate 
pleasure rather than overall good. 
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In what follows, which Socrates caUs the chief part of his argument, 

signaling thereby its importance, he outlines the notion of virtue as an 

order within the soul. One whose soul is thus ordered is called "the 

perfection of a good man."3S While Socrates goes on 'LO de scribe the 

importance of such knowledge in man's quest for happiness, we may recall 

that he had earlier identified the art of justice as that which aimed at what 

was best for the soul (463-66). Justice as the counterpart ofmedicine has the 

service or care (therapeia) of the soul as its main concem.39 

This is Socrate s' defence ofphilosophy. For ifit leads to virtue, and ifvirtue 

is the best condition of the soul, then philosophy al one will produce psychic 

health. By contrast, injustice is likened to a disease. The rhetorician's 

recommendation of injustice can only proceed from ignorance of its nature 

and ignorance of himself 40 In consequence of its connection with the best 

38 ~. 507c. dikaiQn onta kai andrejon kai bosion authon andra einai teleÔs. ("being 
just and brave and pious is the perfection of a good man") Compared Simonides' claim that 
we do not and should not look for perfection in the world because we will not find 
it.Œtl.341e). Socrates to sorne extent agrees witb Simon ides: we do not find such perfection 
in the wQrld, but where he differs is the importance he gives to baving such ideals. 
39 That the analogy between medicine and phiJosophy is all that ancient philosophy owes to 
ancient medicine has been argued, for instance, by Ludwig Edelstein, "The Relation of 
Ancient Pbilosophy to Medicine," Bulletin of the Riston of Medicine, vo1.26 (1952): 299-
316. It is substantially shared by Jaeger, Pajdeia vol. 3. p. 4-6, althougb Jaeger's general 
position seems more complex. J. Longrigg, "Philosophy and Medicine: sorne early 
interactions," llS.Q.f (1963): 147-75, on the otber hand, thinks tbat Medicine impQrtantly 
and fruitfully influenced pbiJosophy. The analogy between bodily states and states Qf the 
soul are a constant feature of Socratic etbics. cf., e.g. Santas, Socrates, p.286fT for an 
exposition of this. 
40 Martha Nussbaum, The Fraeility of Goodness, pp. 92-93 suggests that diseases of the soul 
for Plato, centre around the pull of the passions. It is certainly true that in order to explain 
tbe efticacy of the rhetorical as well us other pseudo-arts, Plato suggests that there is a part 
of us whicb is affected by persuasion, a part powerful enough to motivate unreflective 
choice. Nussbaum suggests that the spher~ of the passions includes erotic love, and that in 
the Symposium Socrates is cured ofhis need for it as well as his need for sleep, both features 
of being human which the correct technê of moral reasoning win cure. Nussbaum does not 
actually de scribe this technê as philoSQphy, but it is dear from her account that this is in 
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( kind of life, Socrates' defence of philosophy has shown it to be the Most 

useful of aIl the arts. Indeed, compared to it all the other crafts are of no 

real use. Repeatedly the techoai are called banuasic. This was for Plato, as 

it was for the Greeks in general, a term of contempt.41 The rejection of the 

final utility of the arts, common to both Sacrates and ,the Sophists, is based 

on the criterion of utility that the teçhnai themselves satisfy. Protagoras 

thinks little of those teachers who teach their students one or the other 

technai, and Gorgais offers rhetoric as the alternative to all other forms of 

knowledge. Dionysodorus and Euthydemus too have taken up the practice of 

aretê and abandoned the art of 'fighting in armour. '42 Each of these 

teachers offers something that they hold is more useful to the person who 

learns it th an any other branch of knowledge. 

Philosophy, in so far as it is knowledge, makes the same daim: but insofar 

as it is like aoy other special skill, it must be able to specify its subject as 

faet what she sees as the Socratic philosophie ideal: a certain understanding of the nature of 
the self, and the consequent re-valuation of objects of desire. If every Whn! is addressed to 
a defect in the material which it works upon, then the technê of philosophy will aim to 
correct ignorance. 
41 Thus Diotima dismisses all pursuits which do not have to do with the divine as banausos 
<SxmR. 203a). Ak.l 131b uses this term fOT a)) the regular crafts because they do not involve 
sophrosune (i.e. virtue). Adam, Plato's Republic Vol 2, p.29, note on 495 e 30, says that the 
term was in "practice ... applied ... to every kind of rnechanical or illiberal labour or 
pursuit." But this use of the term is limited by the eft'ect that sorne arts were perceived to 
have either on the body or the soul at; 10 Aristotle's definition CPolitjcs 1337b 8ft). See also 
Burnet, Plato's Apo)oC, Eutbyphro and Crito, p. 96, Dodds, Gor~as, p.349. But at Republic 
522d Plato again refers to ail the arts, including music and gymnastics as banausoi 
teehnai. And this is a general disrnissal of all practices except philosophy as being 
ultimately of little or no worth. The sentiment, if not the terrn, is found, for instance, in 
ChIm. 173d, "but that by acting according to knowledge [i.e. of the crafts1 we should do weil 
and happy--this is a point which as yet we are unable to make out." .EJ.ûh. 281 and Mm,. 88a 
see the products of the principal arts as themselves being only conditionally good, from 
which we May infer that the arts whieh bring about these products, are inferior to that art 
whose product is unconditionally good. 
42 ftt. 31Se, Qœ. 452e, Euth. 273d. 
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weIl as aim to explicate its nature. We have seen that Socrates 

characterises philosophy as doing just that. Its product too, he adds, is 

better than that produced by any other form of knowledge and henœ for one 

who would truly seek bis own best interest, there is no fonn of knowledge 

worth pursuing other than philosophy. This is because, as Plato maintains 

with few modifications throughout his work, only philosophers can be 

,"udaimoD (happy). In the Gorgias Socrates cODcludes "it is by the 

possession of justice and temperance that the happy are happy and by that 

of vice that the wretched are wretched. "43 

43 Gu. 508b. "Happiness here is strictly self-referential: it stands for the agent's 
happiness and that of no one else." G. Vlastos, Platonic Studjes, p. 20 n. 56. On the 
intrinsic connection between virtue and happiness, cf. also Vlastos, "Happiness and 
Virtue in Socrates' Moral Theory," and Donald Zeyl, "Socratic Virtue and Happiness." 
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f .. 

Socrates at Work 

What is said about philosophy in the Gordas is para1led by what Socrates is 

shown as doing himselC. Socratic investigation into the meaning of moral 

concepts is itself an inquiry into the meaning of virtue. And if virtue is to be 

taught at a11, it can only be by the respondent's coming to knowledge 

himself. The repeated emphasis on 'saying what you believe,' leads, as 

Laches points out, to an examination of the very liCe of bis respondent, "how 

he spends his days, what kind of life he has hitherto lived. "44 While tbis is 

important for the investigation into virtue, to determine whether a person 

who c1aims to, actua11y knows, there are other, gentler, ways in which 

Socrates is depieted in his role as a teaeher of virtue. 

1 will consider one example of Socratic philosophie discourse which 

illustrates the sorts of things that we found Socrates said in the Gordas 

about philosophy. In the two protreptic discourses of the Euthydemus we 

find the Socratic art contrasted once again with a version of Sophistry: 

eristic.45 The Eutbydemus is a good place to look at the Socratic art because, 

44 La. 188a, cf.fI:t.. 333c, "It is the argument itt;elf 1 wish to probe, though it may tum out that 
both 1 who question and you who answer are equally under scrutiny." 
45 On the nature of eristic see Kerferd, The Sophistiç Moyement, chapter 6. He, along with 
Robin Waterfield, ("Introduction to Euthydemus," in Plata: Early Socratic Dialoeues, ed. 
by T.J. Saunders, pp. 297-311), prefers to characterise it as anti-Iogic. Waterfield's account 
of the difference between eristic and dialectic is particularly good. 1 do not however agree 
with him when he says (p. 303) that ''both methods lay claim to the same purpose--virtue-­
but we are bound to think that only one is successful" if he means by this that both have the 
same aim. The point is, rather, that while both use the same term, ABti, as the aim oftheir 
respective skills, their conception of what constitutes JU:CÜ. is quite dift'erent. R. S. W. 
Hawtrey, CommentaO' 00 Plato's Euthydemus (Philadelphia: American Philosophical 
Society, 1981), p. 34 seems closer to the truth when he notes that eristic is supposed to he an 
educational discipline and that this is why Plato pays it such attention. The discussions in 
the Eutbydemus are framed, as they are in the Laches, around the question of what 80rt of 
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although it ends like other early dialogues without apparent positive result, 

we have here a straight contra st between the method and sim of Socrates 

and that employed by sorne of his rivaIs. The dialogue, narrated by Socrates 

to Crito, consists of five alternating scenes, the 1st, 3rd, and 5th by the 

Sophists Euthydernus and Dionysodoros, and the 2nd and 4th by Socrates. 

Socrates' two protreptic displays are connected with the demand which he 

initially makes to the Sophists: "concentrate on convincing our young 

friend here of the indispensability of philosophy and the practice of 

virtue."46 

The principal contra st that is set up in the dialogue between the practice of 

the Sophists and Socrates is between the effect that each has on the young 

pers on they are trying to educate, and this effect is the result of their 

separate intentions as weIl as the result of the radically different subject 

that each conceives virtue to be. While the Sophists are content to make 

sport of Cleinias with their word chopping logic, Socrates is concemed to 

le ad him, by way of argument, to recognise the need for knowledge of a 

certain sort. But Socrates does not hand Cleinias '1 solution on a platter, nor 

education the young should he glVen Eristlc, it is c1ear from 307c, is likely to be confused 
with phllosophy and it is important for Plato to be able to disintinguish the content of his 
teaching from what others, who may have used the same terms to characterise their own 
discipline, regarded as 'doing philosophy.' As Hawtrey remarks, (p. 30), "The particular 
danger of the enstics lay in the superficial similarity of their method to that of Socrates and 
Plato." 
46 "chrë phiJosophein kai aretês epimeJejsthaj." E.W.h. 275a (translated by Waterfield). 
Protreptic speeches were designed to persuade a person that he had come to the right teacher, 
this is the point of Socrates asking the Sophists if "it is the business of this same art to 
persuade ... a man that virtue IS teachable, and that you are the men of whom one may best 
learn it? (274e). Dionysodorus agrees that it is: and if we assume that Socrates does too, 
then his protreptic discourse will belong integrally to his art: the exhibition that each gives 
will, as we find it does, describe the virtue that each c1aims to impart. 
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does he provide a display of verbal tricks in the guise of educating him. It is 

clear that the method that Socrates follows, while it does not assume the 

metaphysical backdrop of the theory of recollection that we find in the 

Meno, is in keeping with a general tenet of Socratic education, which is to 

let the person discover things for himself.47 Of course this is in keeping 

with the nature of Socratic co-operative inquiry, and in the final aporia of 

the dialogue, Socrates does no t, as usual, otfer any clear solution to the 

prohlem. But by the end of the first protreptic, Socrates has got Cleinias to 

agree that knowledge is to he pursued above aIl else. They need, Socrates 

says, to determine "whether he ought to acquire every kind of knowledge, or 

whether there is a single sort of it which one must obtain if one is to be both 

happy and a good man. "48 This recognition of the importance of knowledge 

in general, and its subsequent specification, is by now familiar. The mark 

of such knowledge, that it alone provides for weIl being, enables us to 

confirm our suspicions about its nature.49 What the first protreptic does tell 

us is that this knowledge is concerned with right use.so 

47 In the Republic (5I8c) Socrates still main tains that it is no more possible to put 
knowledge into the soul than it is to put sight into blind eyes. But of course, medicine may 
stiJl prescribe cures for bHndness and phiJosophy the remedy for human ms. 
48 E.u.tb.. 282e. This is seen as in fact a confused and confusing request. Waterfield, ibid. p. 
307 for instance, says that Socrates has only established that knowledge in general was 
worth pUl'suing, and for him to go on to daim thElt a partieular branch ofknowledge leads to 
happiness is a flaw ln the argument. This is not a flaw at ail. It is in fact, as we have 
shown, central to the role of the craft analogy that other branches of knowledge not be 
mistaken for w:m.. 
49 In the Charmides (l73e) it was a mark of such knowledge that it ,makes its possessor 
happy. In the Euthydemus, too, there is the recognition that such knowledge is to be 
distinguised from ail others kinds, and that no other knowledge or group of skills can 
stand in for it. 
50 Elnh. 280a. 
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The things normally regarded as good are not good unless they are used. 

Socrates compares such unused goods to a craftsman having but not using 

bis tools. If knowledge is likened 10 a tool, its possession is not sufficient to 

guarantee benefit to its possessor. This point is crucial for an 

understanding of the Socratic conception of knowledge as the on1y 

excellence. It ties it closely with practice and action on the one hand, but 

makes sucb knowledge a necessary condition of practice on the other. AlI 

the so caHed gOQds are only contingent1y good. If they are to be rightly used, 

the agent must first know how he will be benefitted. The knowledge that 

will enable him to know this is characterised in the Euthydemus as an art 

of both making and using, superior to the otherwise separate arts of 

making or of using.51 We expect Socrates in his second protreptic to tell us 

what such an art makes and uses. But the second protreptic leads to aporla: 

the content of the wisdom that Socrates would have young men like Cleinias 

pursue is not finally determined. This is in keeping with Socrates claim not 

to know, as weIl as with his usual practice of not 'telling': that the student 

or reader is expected to think things out makes the task of philosophising 

one which is not left entirely to Socrates, and hence any benefits that are to 

accrue from such practice will not falI exclusively to him. The problems 

with Cleinias spill over into the conversation with Crito, to whom Socrates 

is narrating the whole conversation. Dramatically this emphasises the 

continuing nature of the problem. Socrates is shown here as wrestling with 

51 While this distinction is found elsewhere in Plato's dialogues, e.g. CI.a. 390bfT; Mm. 
B8a-e, &. M.Il. 295cff, ,R. 601d, we do not find the c1aim that there is a composite art of 
making and using as we do here. 
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the issue of the nature of moral knowledge with his partners in 

conversation. 52 

Cleinias at the end of the first protreptic agrees that wisdom is teachable 

and necessary to pursue for human welfare and says that he intends to 

pursue it. GS In the second protreptic the acquisition of this knowledge is 

identified with philosophy, and the only condition that is set on this 

knowledge is that it benefit us and lead to happiness (eudaimonia), though 

it is not immediately said how it is to do so.54 What Socrates does c1aim, by 

an appeal to different forms of craft knowledge, is that this possession must 

benefit us in a way in which no other possession does.55 

Socrates does this by employing the distinction between making and using 

that he introduced earlier. Each craft, he says, is either a craft that makes 

something, or one that uses the thing that is made.56 Knowledge of buried 

52 This has led sorne, e.g., Waterfield, to suppose that the aporia is a genuine one, in t~ae 
sense that Plato has no solution to it either and that hence we should not attempt to look for 
one. Such a view however, requires us to think that Plato was not entirely in control of his 
subject matter, which to my mind lacks plausibility. 
53 Emh.282d. Socrates uses the verb pbjJosopbeip which, while il. could in the context mean 
the pursuit of any sort of wisdom or knowledge, serves to reinforce the picture of the active 
nature of philosophy, and identifies for us in advance of the aporetic search of the second 
protreptic the means by which such wisdom is to he attained. 
54 Emb.. 288d, "We ended by agreeing that philosophy is essential? .. and philosophy is 
acquisition of knowledge, isn't it? (translated by Waterfield). 
55 Emh. 289a "Nor, it seems, do we get any advantage from aIl other knowledge, whether of 
rnoney making or rnedicine or any other that knows how to make things, without knowing 
how to use the thing made." 
56 Making (pojein) is contrasted (289a-c) with using (cbresthaj). While Socrates suggests 
that for every cran tbat makes tbere must be one that uses its product, he is not committed to 
this by the argument, for in any case not a11 products have specialist users, though sorne 
might. The distinction, however gives Socrates a formaI criterion which aHows him to 
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treasure, even knowledge of how to become immortal will be of no benefit, 

he claims, if we do not know how to use what the se siriUs know how to 

make. In effect what Socrates is here trying to show is that philosophical 

knowledge is the Most useful knowledge to acquire. One, but by no means 

the only reason for this is that such knowledge (if we characterise it 8S the 

knowledge of right use) alone will know hon' to put the products of other 

skills and non-skilled possessions (like good birth, inherited wealth etc) to 

right (=beneficial) use. But we still need to know what this knowledge 

makes. 57 

Socrates goes on to identify this knowledge with the monarch's art (basilikê 

technê). That such knowledge will enable one to use the other crafts would 

make kingship, or the art of politics, a likely candidate, and the second 

protreptic ends in regress because they are unable to specify a first order 

product for such an art. In trying to find a product for it, Socrates is led into 

an infinite regress: Whatever the technê of the monarch makes must be 

good. But knowledge is the only good (the conclusion of the first protreptic). 

Renee the monareh's technê, must, whatever else it does for the dtizens, 

distinguish the knowledge that he seeks as being different from ail other craf\s in that it 
alone both makes and uses Œmh. 289b). 
57 Before Socrates identifies this knowledge with the monarch's craft, he rejects, on this 
formaI ground, several technai whose connexion with happiness or well-being might seem 
tangential. Even dialectics which is described as the technê which mathematicians hand 
their discoveries to, is here, as in the Cratylus, described as one of using and not of 
making. ŒlUh. 290c, Qu.390c). This makes for an interesting result: dialectic is not the 
technê Socrates is looking for sinee it does not both make and USE:. The only commentator 
that has, to my knowledge, pointed this out, is Leo Strauss, "On the Euthydemus." 
Interpretation 1 (1970): 1-20, p. 14 where he says, "if KJeinias' statement were 
unqualifiedly true, dialectics ... being only an art of using, could not possibJy be the desired . .. sCIence. 
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make them wise (=good). But what will this wisdom consist in? Ifit consists 

in the wisdom to make others good we are led into a regress.58 

1 take this as the demand that the monarch's art, which is identified with 

the political art (Dolitikê technê) makes good citizens, this was the sense 

that Socrates gave to Protagoras' description of his own technê as weIl as 

that which he said in the Gorgias that he alone practised.59 But in order to 

do this the monarch himself should he in possession of the knowledge 

which will make him eudaimon. If we look at the structure of the two 

Socratic discourses in the Euthydemus we find that in the first the appeal is 

to that knowledge whose pursuit will make Cleinj1; s eudaimon, in the 

second this knowledge is se en as enahling a person to make use of other 

possessions (including other skills). 

58 This does not seem to me to be a genuine regress. What the argument attempts to do is to 
seek a subJect and product for the art of the monarch.Waterfield, "Introduction to 
Eutbydemus," p. 308 thinks that it is a regress and is caused by an equivocation on the word 
'good'. That whereas at 281d it was taken in the sense ofinstrumentally good, at 292b PIE.&to 
takes it to mean 'good in itself That if be had taken it instrumentally the regress would 
not have arisen: if kingshlp is good in the sense that it makes other things good, it is not 
self-referentlaI Alternatively, Waterfield thmks that as a superordinate craft, the need 
for kingship to have a product is misplaced, and so also the argument fails. This is the 
analysis that R. K. Sprague, Plato's Philosopher Ki ne:, p. 48-56 offers. We may note 
however that there is no reason to take 'good' at 282d instrumentally. G. Vlastos, 
"Happiness and Virtue," p. 211 n. 85. pomts out that the non-moral goods should be 
regarded as contingently rather than instrumentally good. And at 292b when Socrates 
attempts to determine the product ofkingship, he specifically says that while it may produce 
various effects, if it IS to be the technê tbat they are looking for, it must produce something 
more than contingent goods. That is, It must produce knowle<ige. The regress can also be 
stopped by mentioning a first order knowledge. Thus if we regard self-knowledge as the 
only good, It wIll make a person good (thus he intrinsically good). It will also enable one to 
use the other goods rightly (and so be instrumentally good). The Monarch's art in order to 
be good (instrumentally) must make cltizens good (intrinsically). It c~m only do this if it 
makes them know!"'~beable (that is provide them with a first order knowledge: of 
themselves). And it can only do this if tbe Monarch, qua technikos, has this knowledge 
hirnself. 
59ftl. 319a, Qu.521d-e. 
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There are at least two ways in which contingent goods can be rightly used: 

either for oneself or of others. The second protreptic slides betweer:. the right 

use (and consequently the benefit) of contingent goods for oneself, to the 

right use of such goods for others. The practice of philosophy is a condition 

of either, only one who has the right knowledge (of the selO can know how to 

use contingent goods for himself, and only such a person will know how to 

use the products of the other arts for others. Philosophy thus appears as an 

art that makes men eudaimon, in consequence of which these men can 

employ rightly various goods for both themelves as well as others. 

Philosophy has thus a dual role in the life of men, it is that which benefits 

individuals, as weIl as that which can benefit states. The results of the 

Euthydemus are compatible with the two-fold role that was given to the 'art 

of the soul' in the Gor~ias: one component of which had to do with the 

justice and temperance of individuals, and the other with that of states.60 

This allows for a transition from knowledge that affects the individual who 

has it, and is beneficial for him, to knowledge that is beneficial by the use to 

which he alone can put it, beneficial that is to others. Philosophical self­

knowledge is the condition of being abte to benefit both one self and others. 

This dual conception of the role and function of philosophy will resurface in 

other ways in Plato's philosophy. 

At present we may note that Socrates' discourse in the Euthydemus 

complements in practice the notion of philosophy as the art of virtue that we 

found in the Gorgias. While Dionysodorus and Euthydemus confused 

60 Gœ. 464b-c. 
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Cleinias, and not only took delight in doing this, but taught this as their 

version of ~, Socrates showed himself to be genuinely interested i~ Iris 

education.61 And steadily led him in a direction where he himself would 

realise what was the best course to pursue.62 Unlike the antics of the 

sophists, Philosophy provides its own justification. The dialogue clearly 

depicts Socrates as practising the craft of virtue: with the aim of making 

others good. Socrates thus confirms the claim that he made in the Gorgias 

on bE'half of the art of justice which tends (therapeia) the sou1.63 Socrates' 

description in the Charmides, of how one goes about curing the soul! is 

depicted here in his beautiful discourse with Cleinias,64 who is also shown 

as having quickly grasped some of the distinctions that Socrates makes, so 

much so that Crito wonders whether he needs an education at aIl if he can 

make such distinctions.65 

Such a view of philosophy as we have seen emerges from the craft analogy. 

It satisfies the condition of having a specifie subject, the self, as weIl as 

providing a distinct and beneficial product, its best condition, the ordered 

soul. A product that in comparison with other crafts proves to be the most 

61 Compare!Jl.rm.. 154dff. Charmides' exquislte beauty whlle it may affect Socrates, is of 
less interest to hlm than the beauty ofhis soul. 
62 R. K Sprague, Plato's Use of FaUac)', p. 2 n, 2 says that Socrates' aim here is "to bring a 
person to the point st which he conceives it necessary to choose to follow virtue." That in this 
case dialectlc does not teach 'dialectic' but virtue. 
63.Gn!. 503a, 504e. 
64 Chrm. 156d-157a The charms themselves are described as beautiful words. 
65 Euthd. 290e. Crito in fact confuses the making of such distinctions with the need for 
virtue. Crito's own grasp of what is should be the real content of education for the young is 
shown to be confused. Conslder his remarks at the end of the dialogue; while he is 
unwillmg to characterise philosophy as worthless 'lnd ridiculous (305a), he has no 
adequate notion of its content to enable him to èistinguish worthy from unworthy 
practioners of it. 
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valuable as it is identified with weB being. The pursuit of philosophy as 

Socrates recommends it is not in order to satisfy intellectual curiousity 

about the nature and composit.ion of the world, but rather, is a means to 

living weIl and therefore the question of what knowleèlge will enable us to do 

this is one which is marked with the greatest irnpr talnce and urgency.66 

Such a view of philosophy should enable us to take due mê:asure of an 

attitude to Socratic moral the ory which is influential among commentators, 

one which emphasises the intellectual element in Soeratic doctrine. If the 

conception of philosophy that the craft analogy leads us to is at a11 plausible, 

then it should count against a purely inte11ectualist interpretation of 

Socratic ethics. 

Socratic Intellectualism. 

The intellectualist interpretation may be stated, somewhat crudely, in the 

following way: In order to live mora11y, one must know what virtue is, and 

in order to do that, a11 that one must be able to do is to give a definition of 

virtue. The Socratic formula, 'virtue is knowledge,' so understood, enjoins 

us to do what Socrates went. about doing, conducting philosophical 

conversations about the meaning or definition of moral terms.67 The odd 

66 Gu. 472d, 487 e," And on no themes could one make more honourable inquiry, 
Callic1es, than on those which you have reproached me with--what character one should 
have, and what should be one's pursuits and up to what point." and 500c, "For you see that 
our debate is upon a questIon which has the highest concelvable claims to the seTÏous 
interest even of a person who has but little mtelligence--namely what course of life IS best, 
whether it should be that to whlch you invite me, with ail those many pursuits of speaking JO 

the Assembly and practicing rhetoric ... or this hfe of philosophy; and what makes the 
difference between the two."cf. also R. 352d, ("for this is no ordmary matter we are 
discussing but the right conduct of Iife.") 
67 This view is hcld for mstance by N. Gulley, The Philosophy of Socrates, (New York: 
Macmillan, 1968), pp. 83-91, esp. p. 88 where he says that Socrates "considers that moral 
knowledge is essentia'ily knowledge through genera1 definition and that thlS knowledge is 
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conclusion that follows from this account of Socratic ethics, and indeed 

which makes Socratic moral theory so unsatisfactory, is that Socrates 

seems to suppose that one who has su ch knowledge will thereby behave 

morally. This seems unwarranted, for given that 1 leam the definition of a 

moral concept, how will learning this ensure that 1 will act morally? 

A further problem with this interpretation is that commentators also often 

take seriously the demand described as the 'priority of definition', which 

requires that one must first know the definition of virtue (or any concept) 

before one can know anything else about it.68 This makes the whole 

the foundation of ail moral truth." J. Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Repubhc (Oxford. 
Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 25, wntes, "But the crucial point of the analogy seems always to 
have been the intellectual grasp that a skI)) mvolves, and the consequences of this, such 
that skills are impartible, and involve an element of generality." G. Vlastos, "Socratic 
Knowledge and Platomc Pessimism," in Platonic Studles, 2nd ed. Princeton University 
Press, 1981 pp. 204-207, offers a vigorolls defence of the position and a convincing attack of 
J. Gould's The Deyelopment of Plato's Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 1955). Gould 
provlded an attractive alternative to the intellectualist interpretation by emphasising the 
practlcal nature of the crafts that Socrates aHudes to in his analogy. A. Nehemas, "Socratic 
Intellectuahsm," in Proceedin(:'s of the Boston Area Colloguium in Ancient Philosophy 
Vol 2, ed John J. Cleary (Lanham: University Press of America, 1987), pp. 275-316, 
argues against a strictly intellectuaJist jnterpretation hy alluding to the craft analogy. 
However, his readmg of how the analogy should operate suggests that he is thinking along 
largely mtellectualist lines, thus he remarks (p. 289), "Socrates often wishes that virtue 
were like a craft, of WhlCh there could he recognisable experts." As does T. G. Saunders, 
"Introdu::tlOn to Socrate s," in Plato: Early Socratjc dlaloiues, ed. Trevor J. Saunders 
<Harmondsworth. Penguin Books, 1987), p. 22 who sees Plato's aims as essentially 
practical. See alsCl Martha NUbsbaum, Fraiility of Goodness, chap. IV. Nussbaum has 
argued fOT thp mtellectualist picture of Socrates in "Al'istophanes and Socrates on 
Practical Wlsdom," ïCS 26 (1980). 43-97. 
68 On an account of what has heen called "the Socratlc fallacy" cf. P. T. Geach, "Plato's 
Euthyphro." Monist 50 (1966): 369-82. However, my analysis of the Euthyphro in chapter 
two has shown that the demand that is made by Socrates is understandahle in view of the 
action that Euthyphro is contemplatmg It is Euthyphro who claims knowledge and 
Socrates who asks him to prove It by glVing an account of piety. Irwin, fM1. p. 294 n. 3. 
cites.1& 190b7 -c5, MID. 71h3-7, 100h4-7; Hi. Ma. 286c8-d2, 304d8-e2; B. 354el-3; ftt. 361c2-6 
and L.Y. 212a4-7, 223b4-8 as instances where Socrates might he seen to insist on the priority 
of our knowmg vutue. Whl)e much of Irwm's as weil as other commentator's discussions 
are taken up Wit!l the eplstemological problem of the status of examples of virtue that 
Socrates reJects, the cited texts do not seem to point to the daim made on Socrates' behalf in 
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enterprise of morality, so far as Socrates is concemed, impossible. For one 

can not recognise cases of virtue without first knowing what virtue is, and 

one can not know what that is without having a definition of it. But how are 

we to get at a definition without being able w know something about virtue 

in the tirst place? 

However my analysis of craft-knowledge as the paradigm for knowledge in 

the early dialogues has shown that it is not suggested that before one has 

(craft) knowledge one must be able to give a definition, but the rather more 

plausible claim that before one can be said to know something, one must 

have understanding of the nature of the object one claims to know.69 Giving 

an account (or definition) is not the condition of having such knowledge but 

its consequence. Giving an account is one of the ways in which such 

understanding can be exhibited, and such an exhibition becomes important 

in the case either of problematic daims to know or of daims to be able to 

teach. In the case of non-problematic technai, producing the product would 

the first place. Socrates certainly c1aims in the Lacbes passage that without knowing virtue 
one cannot be expected to teach it, as he does in the Prota~oras passage, ("in order to 
discover whether virtue is teachable one must first discover what it is") which, as we have 
seen are reasonable demands to make of anyone who daims to have craft-knowledge and 
are therefore seen to be reasonable demands on any knowledge claims. It should also be 
noted that five of the nine passages tbat Irwin cites from tbe early dialogues occur at the end 
of tbe dialogue in question <Men. 100b, liu. MA. 304d, R. 354c, ~. 364c and Lx. 223b4) 
suggesting tbat this is not so much an epistemological principle that Socrates bas than a 
way of formulating an aporetic conclusion. Each of these is also a very genera1 daim 
about not knowing the what of a particular virtue (except in the case of the &. Ma. where 
the concept that is being discused is ~ Olim (the fine) which is not one of the standard 
virtues that Socrates discusses). The generality of the claim counts against tbe strong 
epistemological reading tbat is often given to it. On this see. also, A. Nehemas, "Socratic 
Intellectualism,' p. 277-293 who concludes "that Socrates' belief in the priority of 
definition is much less radical than we bave onen tended to suppose." 
69 This rule is quite generally apphed and not restricted to the virtues, for the rejection of 
the c1aims of Gorgias and Protagoras are based on their inability to c(;me up with an 
account of the nature of that which they profess to teach <Au!&). 
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l' , also be sufficient proof of knowledge. This is a criterion that Socrates 

sometimes also applies to virtue.70 

By distinguishing and emphasising the importance of both the subject and 

product of craft knowledge equally as conditions for having the knowledge 

in question, we can shift the balance from a purely intellectualist 

understanding of Socratic moral knowledge, to one which comprehends 

both knowledge of the nature of virtue as weil as the ability to produce it.71 

It seems to me that what makes the intellectualist account Most plausible is 

that we tend to take 'epistemê' in the way we understand 'knowledge' in 

English: as sorne form of 'knowing that'. Even opponents of the 

intellectualist reading take as their alternative, 'epistemê' in some sense of 

'knowing how'. 72 But there have been recent attempts claiming that the 

70 e.g. 1l.r&. 515a. 
71 Alternatives to the intellectualist position, e.g. the view aTticulated by J. Gould. ~ 
Deyelopment of Plato's Etbics, eTT on the otber extreme and claim, equally implausibly, 
tbat aIl tbat Socrates meant by moral knowledge was mora] ability, a skill which provides 
'knowledge how" rather than "knowledge tbat". We bave already seen that the eraft 
analogy emphasises an understanding of the nature of the subject as much as it does tbe 
ability to produce a product. Sucb an understanding would give us the theoretieal 
component in knowledge, as long as we rea1ise that for Socrates such knowledge had to 
have both theoretical as weil as practical aspects. 
72 That tbis contrast is not exclusive has been adequately shown by V1astos in his review of 
Gould's book. "Socratic Knowledge and Platonic Pessimism," in Platonic Studies, pp. 204-
17. But tbe example that Vlastos cites for a ''know that" sense of epistemê, ''To fear death is 
nothing but to tbink oneself wise wbile one is not; for it is to think that one knows tbe 
unknown." p. 206, citing Alt. 298, while undoubtedly having such a sense, is not an 
example of moral knowledge at aIl, wbich is how he proceeds to construe it. 
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nature of epistemê that Socrates and Plato were working with is better 

served by the English tenn "understanding". 73 

If philosophy is like a craft and gives us understanding of its own special 

object, and if this object is the self, then the aim of philosophy will not be to 

check or discover which body of propositions about the self are true, for 

while this may give us knowledge about the self, it will lack that self 

understanding which for Socrates is the very basis of moral action: an 

understanding which is based on the distinction of the body and the soul, 

with the recognition of the priority of the latter. A person who has such 

understanding is the one who is truly aristos in the Socratic sense. It is this 

self-understanding that Socrates equates with virtue, not the accumulation 

of true propositions about the self. Such an accumulation would be like the 

natural philosophy that Socrates rejected. 74 If we model the nature of 

moral knowledge on the crafts, as we have done, we May better appreciate 

the reasons why the Question of any 'intellectualist' bias is not itself taken 

up in the dialogues themselves. Nor do we find Socrates advising his 

compatriots to search after definitions of virtue. He doesn't want them to 

become knowledgeable about virtue, he wants them to become virtuous. In 

consequence of this the teaching of virtue will not proceed in the way that 

teaching ordinary crafts takes place, although there will be sorne 

73 See, for instance, Julius Moravcsik, "Understanding and Knowledge in Plato's 
Philosophy." Neue Hette fur Philosophje Vol. 15/16 (1979): 53-69, as weil as the articles by 
J. Hmtikka refered to in the bibliography which have emphasised the notion of process and 
the td.i..c. or goal directed notion of knowledge that Plato seems to be employing wlth. 
Moravcsik deals more with the RepubJic and the theory of forms, but his insights are 
valuable in understanding the notion of knowledge in the early dialogues as well. 
74 Ar1. 19b-c. 
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similarities. But virtue cannot be leamt by following a series of rules, even 

under the guidance of experts. It involves rather, coming to knowledge of 

oneself, and of one's own nature, which is seen as the real basis for all 

moral action. This is something that cannot be taught by books or by 

formulas. Moral knowledge, while it is modelled on the crafte ie 

nevertheless crucially different from crafts. 

There is, however, one problem that is raised in the dialogues about moral 

knowledge, a problem that has in fact to do with its analogy with the crafts. 

A problem that is central to Socrates' radical notion of virtue as self­

knowledge. It is this which 1 will outline and examine next. 

The Paradox of Moral KnQwledge. 

The paradox of moral knowledge is raised by Soerates in the Hippias 

Minor. 75 Hippias is an obvious target of the sort of argument that Soerates 

launches in this dialogue, an argument based on an aspect of eraft­

knowledge which sees ail such forms of knowledge as 'Janus-type' skills. 

Technical ability, Socrates claims, is two-fold: the very skill which enables a 

man to produee a certain result can be used deliberately either ta withhold 

that result or produee its opposite. Soerates has mentioned this 

consequence of technieal knowledge in passing elsewhere in the early 

75 Sorne of the drarnatic features are brought out in M. J. O'Brien's rernarks on the 
dialogue in TM Socratiç Paradoxes and the Greek Mind, pp. 100-103. 
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dialogues. 76 In the Hippias he makes it the basis of a paradox for moral 

knowledge. 

The craft anal ogy provides the premises for this paradox. Socrates argues 

that one who knows is better than one who doesn't, and sinee every craft 

enables one who is an expert in it to bring about 80mething as a result ofhis 

knowledge, the. one who can do so is better than one who cannot.77 A 

further assurnption which Socrates employs in his argument is that one 

who can produce a result can aIso deliberately either a) refrain from 

producing that result or b) produce the opposite l"esult. We may generalise 

PIato's daim for ail forms of knowledge and deliberate action as saying that 

anyone who has sorne knowledge is 'better' than anyone who, lacking such 

knowledge, acts without skill with regard to the sarne matter. 

One aspect of this claim which will acquire greater importance later is the 

belief that any kind of technical knowledge can be rnisused. The medical art 

can be used to kill efficiently, the art of engineering enable one to blow up 

bridges. This aspect of PIato's daim has also received Jess scrutiny than the 

76 e.g. at En. 336a. "If you want to have the spectacle of of Crisco and me running together, 
you must ask him to adapt his pace; for wheress 1 cannot run fast, he can run slow]y." cf. 
also Aristotle M.e.t., 1046b7. Sorne commentators do not see the dialogue as essentially 
investigating a conception of moral knowledge that is modeled after the crafts, and as a 
result fail to understand the motive and direction of the dialogue. Thus J.J. Mulhern, 
"TroDos and Polutropia in Plato's Hippias Minor," Phoenix, Vol. 22 (1968) No. 4. pp. 283-
288, identifies the equi"ocation of key terms as based on unsignaJJed shifts between what 
he calls dunamjs-concepts and tropos-concepts. He ignores however the premises that 
make such a shift possible. Nor can he account for the moral equivocation that Plato seems 
to advocate here. James Leake, "Introduction to the Lesser Hippias," in The Boots of 
Political Philosoph.x, ed. Thomas L. Pangle (lthaca: Comell University Press, 1987): 300-
306, concJudes that the dialogue "emphaticaJJy deve)ops the point that art, knowledge and 
capability are in themselves adaptable to good or eviJ." 
77 These c)aims are quite general and 'better' has no clear ethical import at a)). As 
Socrates says to Protagoras œrt. 318b), "even you, though so o1d and 80 wise, wou Id he made 
better if someone taught you wh at you happen not to know." 
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( inference which he draws from it about moral knowledge, but we should be 

careful about accepting the the c1aim that knowledge can be misused even 

for craft-knowledge. Plato seems to think that no art can only achieve a 

negative result. To us it seems evident that there could be a technê, on his 

conditions for technê-hood, which only aimed at killing efficiently, and that 

such a teehnê need not involve the ability to heal as weIl. A expert poisoner, 

for instance, might know a great deal about what substances did 

irreparable harm to the body, without knowing anything about those that 

did it any good.78 

But in the Hippias Minor it is stated that craft-knowledge can be used to 

produee either of two opposite results. This conclusion is then applied to 

moral knowledge. If justice is either a power or knowledge of the soul then 

such a soul, "whenever .. .it does disgraceful aets, do es them voluntarily, by 

reason of power and art.[heneel it is the nature of the good man to do 

injustice voluntarily, and of the bad man to do it involuntarily."79 Socrate s' 

point here is that if it is a form of knowledge, virtue too should be liable to 

misuse. It would be strange to say that the just man because of his 

knowledge, is capable of injustice, and even stranger to say that he alone is 

capable of injustice. Yet this is precisely what Socrates says.BO 

78 Even here it seems to me that Plato's VJew is defensible: in so far as such a person has a 
technê and not a mere knack, this would demand in depth knowledge of the principles of 
the particular body of knowledge, and would thereby mean that such a person would have 
(in principle) 10 know about the chemistry of the human body, and thereby ofwhat benefitted 
it as weil. 
7911iL.Mi.376a-b. "a~athou men ara andros estin hekonta adikejn. kakou de akonta, eiDer 
ho aa:atbos ae-athên Dsuchên echei. 
80 Roslyn WeIss, "Ho ~athos as Ho Dunatos in the Hippias Mjnor." QQ 31 (ii) (1981): 287-
304, IS right in pointing out (p.302) "that what is at stake is skill, and skill is determined 
not by result but by the control that the agent has over the result." That is, that Socrates does 
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-- This has been labelled, 'voluntary' or 'intentional incompetence,'81 or, the 

'ambivalence principle'82. In the Hippias minor it is initially introduced as 

the ability to speak truths and falsehoods about a particular subject, but is 

extended to the ability to act in ways appropriate to specific sorts of 

knowledge. If virtue too is knowledge, then the best condition of the souI will 

be when it is able ta do evil voluntarily rather than involuntarily.83 

The paradox that arises suggests that only one who has this knowledge, let 

us caU him the moral agent, can deliherately do wrong. Both Soerates and 

Hippias find this counter-intuitive; the good man they think, will never 

deliberately do wrong. In the Hippias in faet the paradoxieal conclusion is 

rather guardedly made.84Socrates here seems to he arguing against a 

central tenet of his: no one does wrong wiUingly. Or at the very least against 

hold that the man in question performs both kinds of action, or even any action at ail. 
Someone who performs noble and just actions may or may not be the good man, for if he 
performs them unintentionally, then he will not, according 10 Socrate s, know what he is 
doing, and hence will not be an a~athos: he will only he an a~athos if he perfonns these 
actions intentionally. A confusion between action and capability in this sense is to be 
found in Santa s' treatment of the logic of this dialogue (Socrates, p 154, cf. n. 86 helow). 
81 By Santas, Socrates, p. 152. 
82 By T. Penner, "Socrates on Virtue and Motivation," in Exe"esis and Ar"ument. 
Phronesis Supplement 1 ed. E. N. Lee, A. P. D; Mourelatos,.and R. M Rorty, ( Assen: Van 
Gorcum, 1973): 133-151, p_137. 
83 psuche, is consistently used as the principle of agency in the dialogue (variously 
translated as 'min d' or 'spirit' by Walter Hamilton). At 375a it is applied 10 horses and 
dogs, but even here the emphasis is on the voluntary actions that the human agent will or 
can perform. 
841IR. Mi. 376b "He who voluntarily errs and does disgraceful and unjust acts, Hippias, if 
th~re be such a man, would be no other than the good man." While this is stated as a 
contrary to faet future conditional, in BtR.l (334a) we get a more direct claim: the good 
man is like a thief. Penner, ibid. p. 141 referring 10 lùl. Mi. 367a8-b thinks that "Socrates 
goes out of his way to assert the corresponding existenti,.1 hypothesis in the case of the first 
example of ambivalence he brings up, the art of numbers." Penner thinks this principle is 
true (for Socrates) for an arts except the art ofvirtue. 
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l the view that virtue is a cran.8sPerhaps he is denying one or both of these 

positions .The identification of virtue and crafts seems easier for Socrates te 

give up (as it is seen as the more dubious of the two doctrines). 86 

Socrates of course expresses some misgivings about this conclusion and 

adds the words, "if such a one exists" to his final c1aim at 37Gb. This 

qualification has not gone unnoticed; comm~ntators accordingly point out 

that the conclusion in fact supports the claim that no one does wrong 

willingly.87 Only the man who is capable of knowing what is just and 

unjust will be able to choose to do injustice, should he decide to; but no one 

willingly does wrong; hence the just man while he knows what is un jus t, 

will never choose to do or be unjust. While this is generally a correct 

85 He could retain his daim 'no one does wrong wil1ingly' if he gave up his claim that 
justice is like a craft. But this latter c1aim is the same as the Socratic daim, virtue is 
knowledge: one which it does not seem to me that Plato ever renounces. Other 
commentators seem to agree, but for rather different reasons. ego Santas, Socrates, p. 154, 
Penner, "Socrates on Virtue and Motivation," p. 144, Waterfield, "Introduction to the 
Hippias Mmor," in Plato: EarJy Socratic DialQiUeS, ed. T.J. Saunders (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books 1988),p.269. Irwin, f.MI p. 77. 
86 As Santas, Socrates p. 154, puts it, " ... while in the case ofgeometry it seems al1 right and 
in the case of medicine problematic, 10 the case of justice it seems to he a clearcut mistake to 
say that we can say both that a man intentionally does injustice always and uniformally 
and that he is a just man." This is certainly true, but Santas' solution, to insist that justice 
is a pradical craft. where knowledge of justice is not sufficient to he just but in addition 
requires the doing of just acts, doesn't help either. For one thing it makes an unwarranted 
distinction between theoretical and practical craft.s that Plato does not make in the early 
dialogues. More importantly it ignores Plato's insist.ence on self.knowledge as a pre­
condition for determining what acts are just or not. So far as the Hippias paradox is 
concerned, Socrate s' unpalatable conclusion is compatible with his helief that there are no 
just (=wise) men at a11, and hence no cases of deliberate or voluntary justice or injustice! 
87 Noted for instance, by Taylor, f.M.lï p. 37, Crombie, An Examination of Plato's 
Doctrines Vol. 1 p. 225, Guthrie, B...G.f. IV p. 198. Penner, "Socrates on Virtue and 
Motivation," holds that the theses virtue is knowledge' and 'no one does wrong wi11ingly', 
when taken together do not appear crazy (as they do when taken apart). Other 
commentators are less comfortable with the doctrines that Socrates seems to espouse, Jowett, 
in his introduction to the dialogue ŒJ..a,tQ: Col1ected Dialo",es, translated with analyses 
and introductions by B. Jowett, 4 vols. 4th ed. Oxford, 1953, Vol 1, p. 603), lays the blame on 
Plato, "who is very far from making Socrates always argue on the side of truth." 
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analysis of the paradox in the Higpias Minor, it does not tell us the whole 

story. To suppose that the just man, though capable, will nevertheless not 

deliberately do wrong is really to beg the question. Though the Hjooias itself 

off ers no explanation of it, this paradox does force us 10 look at the premises 

that lead to such a conclusion. Why will the just man not deliberately do 

unjust actions on occasion? In what sense does he al one have the ability to 

do wrong?88 

The Most frequent line that is taken in understanding this paradox, and 

Socrate s' puzzlement over it, is to claim that it draws a sharp distinction 

between virtue and other kinds of knowledge and, in effect, restricts 

considerably the application of the craCt analogy. The real conclusion, of the 

dialogue, on this view, is that virtue is either really unlike crafts, or, at the 

very least, is a peculiar sort of craft.89 

1 think that if we accept the premise of the argument of the Higgias, that aIl 

forms of craft-knowledge are Janus-type skills which can bring about both 

their usual result or its opposite, and each skill provides an ability 10 do 

88 Sorne commentators think that Plato is himself wrestling with problems to which he has 
no solution, as Guthrie seems to (ibid. p. 199). Kraut, Socrat,es and the State , p.310 thinks 
that the perplexity is genuine and that Socrates' confessions of doubt "should he taken at 
face value." By this 1 presume that he agrees with those who think that Plato had no solution 
to the problems that he raised in this dialogue. 
89 Those who think the dialogue demands abandoning the craft-analogy include, Joseph, 
Essays Ancient and Modern, p. 10. J. Gould, The Developrnent of Plato's Ethics, p. 42. 
Those who think that Plato is not abandoning the analogy but qualifying it importantly 
include Irwin, .fMT p. 299 n. 48. Penner, ibid. p. 140ff. and J. Hintikka, "Knowledge and 
its Objects in Plato," in Patterns in Plato's Thoue-ht, ed by J. M. E. Moravcsik, 
(Dordrect,1973): 1-30 who says, (p. 29), "As far as skills are concemed, Plato may be 
suggesting, only virtue is kno~ledge, for it alone al ways leads to its typical product." 
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( either, as weIl as the premise, which crucially Socrates himself provides in 

the course of the conversation, that justice is a form of knowledge, then we 

should expect that justice too will have a typical product which it can bring 

about or whose opposite it can bring about.9o If we regard the real effect or 

product of Socratic self-knowledge as an ordering of the self, or what we 

might call psychic health; if this is what self-knowledge, or the 

philosophical art whose aim it is, brings about, then its opposite, psychic 

imbalance or injustice, is something which it alone can also deliberately 

bring about. 

This claim is similar to what Socrates says about Sophistic teaching: it does 

not know when it harms and when it benefits people, as a result of its 

ignorance of the nature of its real object. Most people, Socrates holds, 

actually do end up harming themselves, but they do this from ignorance of 

the real nature of the self and therefore from ignorance of where its benefit 

lies.91 This conclusion is quite compatible with that of the Hippias: the only 

pers on who can deliberately do harm (to himselO is one who knows what it 

is for him to be harmed: one who has knowledge of himself. Now we can 

understand Socrates' rider at 376b, 'if there is such a man' (eiper tis estin 

houtos), for ther~ could be no such person at aIl. While he possesses a 

power conferred by the particular knowledge that he has which makes him 

90 &. Mi.375e, "Justice is either a power (dunamis) or knowledge (epistemê) or both." 
Guthrie, HGf IV p. 195 n. 3 wonders why Hippias should accept this at aIl. He doe5 not 5eem 
to notice that this 15 the Socratic doctrine 'virtue is knowledge' and the premise is in fact 
crucial to Socrates' assimilat.ion of justice 10 other types of knowledge. 
91 A sentiment that Socrates expresses strongly in the Qti.tQ (44d): "1 only wish, Crito, the 
people could accomplish the greatest evils, that they might be able to accomplish the greatest 
good things Then ail would he weIl. But now they can do neither of the two." 
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.. capable of misusing it, unlike other skiUs, this will not be misused because 

su ch knowledge al one has the self as its object, and the etTect that it 

pr()duces is concemed with the pers on himself. 

Analogously, a pilot whose art enabled him to drive a ship onto a reef rather 

than around it, could be expected not to do so under normal circumstances, 

for being on bo~rd himself he could hardly expect to benefit from such an 

action. But even if we imagine an extreme situation in which he actually 

did shipwreck himself, we could characterise this as a case of deliherate 

misuse of his knowledge. But there could he no analogous case for the 

virtuous man: if he had the knowledge to harm himself, he would not, for 

there could be no reason for him to do so; al ternatively, if he did harm 

himself, it would be only because he lacked self-knowledge. A person who 

had the soul as his primary concern, would not, Socrates thinks, have 

reason to pursue the sorts of things that would lead to psychic harm: the 

pleasures of food and drink, for instance, would not count as pleasures at 

aIl for him. Those for whom such pleasures constitute temptations, which 

they May or May not on occasion resist, lack this self-understanding. 

That one who has knowledge and understanding of bis own nature will not 

act in ways that will harm himself, is a conclusion that is also arrived st in 

the Gorgias. Here the notion of wrong doing or injustice is identified with 

what is bad for the agent. This, coupled with the premise that everyone 

desires their own good, give us an acceptable interpretation of the parsdox 

of the Hippias Minor which sees it as compatible with the claim that no one 



{ 

willingly or knowingly harms themselves.92 The virtuous man though 

capable of harming himself, will not because no one harms himself 

willingly. 

Socrates utilises the conventional view that injustice consists in pleonexia 

('taking advantage,' or 'having more than one's share') to elaborate the 

notion of being harmed. 

Taking more is shameful and un jus t, and that doing injustice is this, 
seeking to have more than other people.93 

The idea here that unjust acts are a11 pleonectic, is offered as a view that the 

Many hold; that is, is a conventional view about what constitutes injustice. 

In the GQr~as Canic1es questions this and insists that pleonectic action is 

in fact reflective of natura} justice. The many, who hold this conventiona} 

view about injustice are also said to share in the belief that pleonectic acts 

are really to the benefit of the one who does them successfully.94 

In refuting CallicIes, Socrates attempts to show that aIl such actions are 

done for the sake of something else (happiness, weIl being) and are desired 

92 Gu. 467d-468b, with the conclusion, "It is for the sake of the good that the doers of aIl 
these things do them." 
93~ 483c. 
94 The many <hoi DolloU, however, are attributed with more than just this view. For it is 
also the opinion of the many that to have one's equal share (to ison echein), and not more 
than others, is just; th at it is fouler to wrong than to he wronged ( Gu. 47 4b, 475d, 489a); that 
self-rule is characterised by temperance and self-mastery over one's pleasures and 
desires (491e). What is perhaps conventional about these beliefs is that they ùre aIl held by 
people but there is no account or justification given for them and hence they are often shown 
as compatible with their anti-theses. 
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only if they are seen as a means to or or constitutive of something which is 

in itself desirabl~. Pleasure, in an extended sense, is seen by Socrates to be 

the motive for doing such pleonectic acts. On Callicles' view, however, the 

man who is able to gratify his desires is better off thall the one who cannot. 

And the one with the greatest (political) power can gratify all bis desires. 

CaIlicles also holds that aIl men by nature desire the gratification of the 

appetites, i.e. seek pleasure. Socrates however holds that aIl men desire 

their own good. He does not dispute that aIl or most men regard the 

satisfaction of their appetites as their chief goal or good. Indeed on the 

Socratic view of the extent of general ignorance this is not at aIl surprising. 

What Socrates does dispute is that this is really to their advantage. 

He contrasts the Calliclean notion of advantage or pleonexia with his own 

notion of benefit or ophelia, showing that the pleonectic cannot benefit 

himself because 0, the desires that he seeks to satisfy cannot in principle be 

satisfied. So that even if the satisfaction of these desires were to his 

advantage, he could never attain to this state of satisfaction. iD sorne 

pleasures are bad95 because a). shameful96 (e.g. scratching) or b). harmful. 

Harmful pleasures97 harm the individual psyche.98 But there are pleasures 

95 Callicles finally capitulates at 499d, claiming that he always held that sorne pleasures 
were better, others worse. 
96 Presumably shameful pleasures, like those of unmitigated scratching will not harm the 
pRyche in the same way, if at aIl, as those that are 'morally wrong'. 
97 This is elliptical for actions that are done for the sake of such pleasures. cf. Irwin, 
Plato's Gondas, n. on 499b p.208. 
98 Once Callicles admits a diff~rence between good and bad pleasure, Socrates can claim 
that beneficial pleasures are good, and harmful ones bad. As the good is the end and aim of 
of aIl action (49ge), the pleasant is to be chosen on the basis of whether it is conducive of the 
good. 
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(e.g. those which produce health) which are good. Hence pleasure per se is 

not the proper motive for deciding what to do. 

One's benefit 'lr good is thus contrasted with one's pleasure and must be 

looked at in deciding what to do. No acti.>ns which cause psychic disorder 

are really in the interest of the agent, and hence would not be desired if the 

agent knew this. The Socratic account of moral action as a consequence of 

knowledge of oneself and its resultant orientation, attempts to show that 

such a person will lack the motivation for injustice, and hence not seek to 

"have more" than others. 

But there must be, one might suppose, more to the paradox than this.99 

Mter aIl, in the Hi~~ias Socrates does not speak of self-knowledge at all, nor 

does he have anything to say about psychic health. In fact Socrates specifies 

that "doing injustice is doing evil acts, and not doing injustice is doing good 

aets". IDD 

99 Not a11 commentators seem to think so. Penner, for instance, sees the appeal to the 
agent's own happiness as final; he believes that "there is no danger that the just man will 
ever willingly excercise his potentiality for doing bad acts. For bad acts are aets which 
tend to lead to unhappiness, and no one wishes unhappiness." ("Socrates on Virtue and 
Motivation" p. 142). It should be clear that while 1 agree with the main lines of Penner's 
interpretation, it seems to me that on the question of doing wrong willingly, Socrates's 
daim is much stronger: no one can do wrong willingly. Penner's rnistake it seems to me 
is his in abili t y to identify a subject for the craft ofvirtue (cf. p. 146), and his supposition that 
justice is to he distinguished from other crafts mainly because of this. But it is precisely 
because Justice (or virtue) has a subject which is unlike the subject of other crafts, that the 
ambivalence pnnciple does not apply to such a skill. 
100 ksi to men ~e adjkein kaka pojejn estL to de mê adjkejn kala. Fowler's translation is 
not accurate. Socrates does not use 8e-atha ('good') here at a11, but kala...!'noble' or 'fine'): 
the contrast is hetween k.aka. and ka..l.a. A~thos, in fact, usua11y in Plato Tefers to what is 
good for the agent. (cf. Vlastos, Platonic Studjes, p. 11 n. 27). Kal1l does not have these 
connotations. It rneans what is considered noble, and is often contrasted 'vith aischron 
(shameful). cf. Irwin, fMT p.290 n. 29 who distinguishes actions that are kalJm from those 
that are surnpheron (advant.Bgeoun) in common parlance. 
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.. .... 
This is a clear formulation of conventional beHefs about injustice which see 

it as the performance or non-performance of certain sorts of actions, and 

not, as Socrates does, in terms of a state of the souI. Further, the nature of 

such actions is here not further specified: do they essentially have to do with 

the agent who performs them, or are they to be evaluated by the effect that 

they have on others? The conventional view of justice, for instance, judges 

actions in terms of the effect they have on other people and on their 

possessions. The problem that Plato seems to be considering is, how will the 

one who has knowledge of virtue, su ch that he knows both how to aet justly 

and unjustJy, actually behave? What sort of actions can we expect from him 

and why? 

The paradox puts a burden on the Socratic conception of moral knowledge. 

For even if we accept the Soeratic account of wrongdoing and aHow that 

such a man will never harm himself and therefore never do wrong, we are 

left with the question of the good of others. And we can see the problem that 

the Hippias raises as having to do with the problem of how such a 

craftsman, ,vith the ability bath to harm as weIl as ta aid. will actually 

behave. The Gorgias' aecount of injustice as pleonexia is only a part of 

Socrate s' answer: Socrates has at most shown that the psychically ordered 

man will lack the usual motives for unjust action: and perhaps will as a 

result generaHy satisfy conventional moral standards. But how is sueh self­

knowledge appropriate to decide "who should live and who should die?"lOl 

While the life-saving techniques of the pilot and the doctor may be approved 

101 Q:œ. 511e 
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of for the benefit that they bring to persons, nevertheless they falI far short 

of the art which, concerned with the soul, is alone capable of deciding the 

question of the real good of others. And we still need to determine how such 

a man will act in respect of the welfare of others: why should he, qua 

craftsman of virtue, direct his energies to making other people happier 

(more psychically ordered)? 

In the first book of the Republic the objection is raised once more and again 

in connection with t~le characterisatlOn of moral knowledge as we saw it in 

the Hippias. In the paradoxlcal conclusion to the second argument with 

Polemarchus, the just man appears to be a kind of thief: he is seen to have 

a11 the Janus-type abilities that accompany any specialist knowledge. What 

guarantee is there that he will not misuse this knowledge? What is the 

connection between the self-controlled and self-knowing moral expert and 

the rules by which conduct in civil society is regulated? How do we know 

that the just man will not harm others?102 

In~. 1 Socrates' strategy is first to delimit the notion of what it means ta 

harm anyone at aIl, and then to daim that if the just man is a craftsman, 

he will not harm anyone because no craftsman makes h;s subject worse.103 

102 Socrates observes that the Just man WIll be a 'sort of thief (kleDtês tis), as Joseph, Essays 
Ancient and Modern, p. 11, notes Joseph however thinks that the absurd conclusion is 
deslgned to show that justice IS not to mform a man's conduct only on special occasions, 
that there are no ~ for such an art and that is what dlstinguishes it from a11 the others 
But the problem, as 1 see It is deeper than thlS, that the platomcally just man's behaviour 
may confllct with accepted accounts of what IS just; and that thlS confllct is made inevitable 
given the radIcal nature of such knowledge according to Plato. 
103 &ll.1335h-336a. 
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He does this by denying that any craft will work to tbe detriment of its 

subject or make its subject worse. Socrates is not denying eitber the 

conclusion for moral knowledge conf ers an ability to do just as well as 

unjust acts. Nor is he denying the premise that leads to sucb a conclusion. 

tbat knowledge of a craft conf ers a Janus-type skill. What he now denies is 

that any craftsman, in so far as he is a craftsman, will exercise bis skill 

contrary to the demands of bis craft. If this is so, then we can no longer 

daim, as commenta tors do, tbat virtue is a peculiar sort of craft, instead we 

must suppose that for Plato no craft can be misused. This does not of course 

mean that a craftsman cannot on occasion misuse bis knowledge, only that 

such misuse will not constitute, for Plato, an employment of the craft in 

question. "Speaking, precisely ... no craftsman errs." as he tells 

Thrasymachus. 104 

The notion of hann that Socrates uses here, while it is an advance on the 

notion of injustice as nleonexia, is still in keeping witb the idea that justice 

has to do primarily witb selves: to harm sorne ')ne is to cause him psychic 

damage. In the Goreias (475a-b), Socrates introduces a distinction between 

pain and evil wbich he uses as a crucial premise in the refutation of Polus' 

claim that it is worse to suffer than to do wrong. The distinction enables 

Socrates to hold that what is painful need not necessarily be harmful. Given 

the body-soul dichotomy worked out in the dialogue, this distinction aHows 

him to contra st bodily suffering with psychic-harm: the latter though not 

104 Bell. 1 340e. 
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painful, is to be less preferred because it is in fact fouler and more evil than 

the fonner. 

In Rml.-l, the bann that a just man can but will not inflict, has again to do 

with a thing's essential nature. The just man is seen as able not to inflict 

pain (which anyone can do) but harm. To harm someone is to make that 

person unfit qua person. As the Hippias paradox had it, only one who 

knows what justice is will be able to make a man less just and thereby 

harm him. It might be (falsely) supposed from this that corporeal 

punishment in general, decapitation of the limbs etc., will not make 

someone less just than he happens to he, and hence that such actions 

should not he regarded as blameworthy.l05 By claiming that the just man 

will not harm others Socrates is arguing for a notion of justice which is 

closer to the conventional view according to which justice involves 

'another's good' (allotrion agathon).106 On Socrates' account of se]f-

105 This lS presumahly the hasis for the question posed hy Bernard Williams in M. 1. 
Finl~y (ed). The Le~acy of Greece (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 249: 'Why, if bodily 
hurt is no real harm, is bodily hurt what virtue so strongly requires you not to inflict on 
others?" Quoted by T. J. Saunders, ed. Plato; Eady Socratic Dialo(Oles, p. 26 n.2. While 
this question does focus on the problematic relationship between platonic virtue as psychic 
order and the conventional view where virtue is broadly concerned with other people's 
rights, a response may he made on Plato's behalf. For one thing, if we assume that a man's 
essentlal function is 10 have reason rule, or something like that, then, to suppose that 
depriving him of his life or limbs does not harm hi m, ignores the fact that such actions 
prevent him from carrymg out his essential function. In the Phaedo Plate holds that the 
essential function of the soul is 10 hve, and hence any obstacle to pursuits conducive to this 
can count as harming a person: so that while Pls1o's notion ofharm seems to be narrow, it 
can be interpreted broadly enough to admit many of the sorts of activities the pursuit of 
which might be regarded as important to living weIl. As Socrates says in the Gouias 
(473d): neither the one who unjustly punishes nor the one who is unjustly punished, is to be 
envied. Neither is 10 he regarded as happier (eudaimonesteron). 
106 ~.1 343c. Thrasymachus' phrase captures the heart of the objection to the Socratic 
conception of justice as self-advantage. Paul Shorey, RepubJic Vol.1 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,1937) p. 67 n. c cites AristotIe EN 1130a3,1l34b5 
for the view that justice is primarily other-regarding. 
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knowledge, the virtuous man would neither have any need nor any special 

ability to perform vicious actions. But Plato goes further, he has Socrates 

argue that such a man will, in consequence of bis knowledge, not harm 

anyone at a11. 

This is, however, not very persuasive, especially since Plato only seems to 

stipulate his claim. But the general point seems to be something like this: 

since crafts in the first place come about in order to provide some benefit: it 

is not the function of a cran to harm people at aIl. For crans exist for the 

sake or the benefit of people. Hence while it is indeed ludicrous to suppose 

that the shoemaker's cran is designed to benefit the leather that he is 

working on, and the shepherd's art, as Thrasymachus is quick to point out, 

scarcely looks at what is in the best interest of the sheep; it is by no means 

absurd to suppose that human beings, or Athenian citizens, are the real 

beneficiaries of the technai. For Plato, then, to say that no art is designed to 

harm or damage those whorn it is designed to serve or benefit appears to be 

less gratuitous a claim th an has been sometimes supposed. 

This may enable us to appreciate the role of the cran analogy in Pla tonie 

conclusions about the nature of political expertise. The notion of the ruler 

that emerges from the analogy is as someone wb) is chosen on the basis of 

sorne special knowledge that he alone has.107 This special knowledge, we 

107 Renferd Bambrough, "Plato's Political Analogies," ln Plato Il, ed. Gregory Vlastos 
(Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1978) pp. 187-205. In the Timeaus (75aft), the 
vocabulary of the crafts is applied to the activity of the creator. cf. F. Solmsen, "Nature as 
Craftsman in Greek Thought." sl.Hl 24 (1963): 473-96. 1 am in sympathy with many of 
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( have seen, involves self-knowledge. Plato's demand is that the mler must 

himself be psychically ordered before he can he entrusted with the task of 

making other citizens good.108 Further, that one who is so ordered will only 

be interested in making others good (and not in harming them). 

This shows how philosophy, which is introduced as the art that benefits a 

person by providing him knowledge of himself, is aIso the only basis for any 

real benefi t to others: and how the philosopher, as one who is himself 

ordered is the only one who is in a position to help others. This is a daim 

that we find is common to the Gorgias. the Euthydemus and Republic. In 

the Gorgias Socrates says that both the power to avoid suffering wrong as 

well as the power to avoid doing wrong requires special training. I09 So far 

as the knowledge that will prevent one from doing wrong lS concerned, it 

will require an understanding of oneself as affected by onf~ S own actions. 

To avoid suffering wrong we will require this knowledge in one who rules 

the city, and his endeavour will be "in tending our city and its citizens, to 

make those citizens as good as possible." It is this service which Socrates 

thinks can be given only by one who has already in private (i.e. in bis own 

person) proved that he has the knowledge to make men good.110 

Bambrough's remarks; 50 far as PIato's account in the early dialogues is concemed, there 
is, as Bambrough says, "no body of political knowledge, analogous to the medical 
knowledge of the physician, to which the politician could aspire." (p. 197) 1 have argued for 
a similar conclusion in this thesis. 
108 Socrates specifically asks Callicles this: " Is there no need of ruling oneself, but only of 
ruling others?" <.Gu. 491d). 
109 Qœ. 509d-510. 
110 Qœ. 515a-e. 

178 



At the end of the Euthydemus, Socrates contrasts philosophy and politics on 

the basis of their distinct subjects. Both practices he thinks are good. 

Although he do es not tell us what these distinct subjects are, in view of his 

two discourses made earlier (and discussed above), philosophy appears to 

be concerned with individuals and poli tics with states (i.e. with a collection 

of individuals, the citizens). Here too the knowledge which confers an 

abilîty to benefit oneself (the subject of the first discourse) is seen as the 

basis for any benefit that can accrue to the state (the subject of the 

second).1l1 The Re'publiç's claim that the philosopher ruler will exhibit in 

his person aIl the moral qualities that one who has knowledge of himself 

will, is the subject of a long disquistion whose aim is to show that one who 

is psychically ordered will also act in ways that are conventionally thought 

to be virtuous. 1l2 

That philosophical knowledge alone can provide for the genuine welfare of 

the city arises out of the notion of moral knowledge as conceived on analogy 

with the crafts. While crafts in general are concerned with the welfare of 

men, moral knowledge provides for the welfare of the individual who 

acquîres it. According to Socrates, philosophy is the only craft which will 

enable him to do so. This îs what enables a person to benefit himself, by 

enabling himself to arrive at knowledge of himself: such knowledge will not 

simply ensure that he will not harm others, but that he alone will be able to 

benefit them. 

111 This a]so forms the core of the discussion in the Alcibiades 1. 
112 R. 485a-486d; compare thlS with the Gore-i~ c1aim that one whose sou] is in order wi11 
exhibit a11 the virtues of temperance, courage, pi et y and justice <Gu:. 507a-c). 
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