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Abstract of the Thesis

In the Apology Plato ascribes to Socrates a kind of knowledge that
distinguishes him from others, viz., the knowledge that in truth he is worthless
in respect of knowledge. Furthermore, the cultivation of this ‘Socratic wisdom’
is presented by Plato as necessary for anyone wishing to pursue the examined
life, the only life worth living for a human being, and therefore as something
that we all should seek to acquire. In the Charmides, however, Socrates argues
at length to the conclusion that such knowledge is neither possible nor, even if
it were possible, of any use. This apparent contradiction in Platonic doctrine is
the problem of Socratic wisdom in the Apology and the Charmides.

The thesis first constructs the problem of Socratic wisdom from the text of
the two dialogues. It then considers various strategies in the long tradition of
Platonic scholarship by which proposals have been made to resolve this and
other inconsistencies in Plato. These strategies are assessed and reasons are
given for preferring a recent approach called the ‘double dialogue’ reading of
Plato, which treats his works not primarily as vehicles for publishing his
doctrines, but as philosophical challenges for the reader.

The thesis then conducts a double dialogue reading of the second half of the
Charmides and demonstrates how this way of reading Plato provides a
resolution to the problem of Socratic wisdom. The resolution lies in showing
how, in the Charmides, Plato issues a challenge to the reader to address the
inadequacies of the model of knowledge that underlies the apparent success of

the dialogue’s refutation of Socratic wisdom. Thus, not only is the problem of



Socratic wisdom resolved, but the double dialogue strategy of reading Plato is

validated for further employment in resolving other inconsistencies in Plato.
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The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool.

— Shakespeare, As You Like It, V.1
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Chapter 1. The Problem of Inconsistencies in Plato

In 1929 Alfred North Whitehead wrote:

The safest general characterization of the European
philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of
footnotes to Plato.'

However true this may or may not be, whether in 1929 or even today, it is
certainly true to say that ‘Plato’, or rather, Platonism, consists in a series of
footnotes that comprises the commentarial tradition upon his dialogues. Some
of these footnotes are indeed just footnotes, but some, as we shall see, are entire
philosophical schools. The endeavour to establish what Plato thought and what
Platonic philosophy is has engaged not only the historians of philosophy, but
has also stimulated the work of philosophers themselves.

The vast quantity of Platonic scholarship over the centuries pays tribute not
only to Plato’s intellectual genius, but also to the seeming obscurity of his
writings. When scholars have sought to extract from the dialogues a coherent
philosophical system to call ‘Platonism’, they have found much to disagree
about, for their readings of the texts have generated opposing interpretations.
This disagreement has centred not only on claims of what Plato, the man,
actually thought, which is more the work of the history of philosophy, but also
on efforts ‘to construct as good an argument as possible on the foundation that

Plato lays’ towards a definitive statement of the Platonic philosophical

! Whitehead (1929).

13



position.” In both enterprises scholars have had to confront the issue of
hermeneutic methodology and to argue in defence of the way in which they use
the dialogues to arrive at their account of Platonic thought.

This dissertation will address the problem of how we are to interpret what
Plato wrote. In particular, it will consider how best to seek for the resolution of
inconsistencies in his written work. However, while the scope of so
fundamental a question extends to every dialogue and every issue discussed in
each dialogue, this dissertation will examine the problem by focusing on only
two dialogues, and on an apparent inconsistency between them that forces to
the fore the urgency of identifying the right way to interpret Plato’s texts. The
two dialogues are the Apology and the Charmides, and the apparent
inconsistency is the opposing conclusions that each appears to draw on the
possibility and utility of Socratic wisdom.

These two dialogues comprise, of course, only a fraction of Plato’s
enormous output. Furthermore, their literary style, thematic content and
philosophical methodology confine them to what scholars generally call the
‘early’ or ‘Socratic’ dialogues.” We shall consider the merits of this division of
the dialogues later. For now, however, it must be conceded that the conclusions
this dissertation draws on the correct interpretative strategy for reading Plato

will apply without qualification only to the Apology and the Charmides, and to

* Cohen and Keyt have pointed out the distinction between a ‘retrospective’ and
a ‘prospective interpretation’ of Plato, and are right to warn that whenever a
Platonic scholar employs both models of interpretation, ‘he needs to maintain
the distinction between them’. Cohen and Keyt (1992): 195 & 199-200.

? For an account of the ‘considerable degree of consensus’ among scholars of a
class of ‘early’ or ‘Socratic’ dialogues and their differences from the other
dialogues, see Penner (1992): 122-30.
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the other dialogues that closely resemble them in the respects mentioned above.
The conclusions will also apply in some measure to the ‘middle’ and ‘late’
dialogues, but with qualifications. What these qualifications are, however, lie
outside the scope of this dissertation. Our aim will be to look carefully for the
resolution of the problem of Socratic wisdom, as evidenced in the Apology and
the Charmides, as a case study in how we ought generally to deal with these
sorts of inconsistencies in these sorts of dialogues.

The main concern for a student of Plato when meeting an apparent
inconsistency is, of course, how to resolve it. No responsible reader will rest
complacent with an interpretation that convicts the author of contradictory
views. As long as he has not exhausted all reasonable means to resolve an
inconsistency in the texts, his duty is to treat it only as an apparent
inconsistency. We may resolve it by showing how the two opposing positions
are not, in fact, opposed, in as much as there is a reasonable way in which to
construe them as constituting consistent, albeit different, viewpoints. On the
other hand we may resolve it by demonstrating that an inconsistency only
appears to arise because of certain assumptions that we, as readers, bring to the
texts. It is this latter means of resolution that I shall explore in this thesis.

Chapter 2 will set out the apparent inconsistency between the Apology and
the Charmides on the subject of Socratic wisdom. This will involve the
marshalling of key passages in each of the dialogues in order to formulate the
affidavits, as it were, in the dispute. First, the Apology will be given the

opportunity to present the case for the defence of Socratic wisdom. Then, the
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second half of the Charmides will provide the material for the prosecution, by
which Socratic wisdom is condemned as impossible, and worthless anyway.

Chapter 3 will survey the long history of Platonic interpretation, in order to
assess where the various strategies have met with success, and where they have
been shown by subsequent critical scholarship to have failed. It will become
clear in the course of this survey how the reading of Plato’s dialogues cannot be
divorced from doing philosophy. The former entails the latter, and this
observation of the necessary character of two and a half millennia of Platonic
commentary helps to reveal, in part at least, Plato’s intentions in writing the
dialogues in the first place. We shall see how they are written in a way that
forces the reader to think for himself in order to arrive at conclusions that are
the fruits of his own philosophical work. Furthermore, this dominant feature of
Plato’s chosen genre, viz., the dialogue, and the manner in which he exploited
it, will support claims by one particular interpretative methodology for reading
Plato, the ‘double dialogue’ method, to surpass all other hermeneutic strategies,
at least as far as the ‘early’ dialogues are concerned. While the double dialogue
method of interpreting Plato will receive a brief description here, a full
exposition of it will follow in chapter 4 in its application to the Charmides.

In chapter 4 the second half of the Charmides will be closely studied,
tracking carefully the arguments, assessing the dramatic frame for its impact as
the context of these arguments, and using the principles of the double dialogue
method of interpretation to disclose what Plato is likely to have intended the
reader to think. It is in this close reading of the Charmides, guided by the

double dialogue methodology, that the apparent inconsistency of Socratic
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wisdom will be seen to resolve into a challenge that the author sets for the
reader. We shall see that Plato uses the Charmides not to deliver a doctrine that
is inconsistent with that of the Apology, but to challenge the reader to confront
the inadequacy of his own understanding of Socratic wisdom, as gathered from
his reading of the Apology. But on an even larger scale than this, Plato guides
the reader of the Charmides a stage further along the route that traces an
epistemological project that winds its way through many of his dialogues. Far
from contradicting the Apology in respect of the particular knowledge that
Socrates is supposed to have had, the Charmides forces the reader to address
what knowledge is, and what conception of knowledge ought to ground any
epistemological inquiry, including the inquiry into what Socratic wisdom is.
Chapter 5 considers the merits of the double dialogue method as a means of
resolving inconsistencies in Plato, in the light of its success in the case of
Socratic wisdom. It also suggests, albeit speculatively, the clues that Plato
appears to leave for us at the end of the Charmides to stimulate and direct our

further research into the nature of knowledge.*

* I wish to acknowledge my deep intellectual debt to Drs Verity Harte and M.
M. McCabe, and to thank them for their generous efforts on my behalf. Their
inspiration and guidance penetrates through all but the shortcomings of this
thesis. I also wish to thank the Arts and Humanities Research Council for its
financial support and the Perseus Digital Library for the Greek font and text
that is used in this dissertation.
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Chapter 2. The Problem of Socratic Wisdom

Section 1. Socratic wisdom in the Apology

Plato’s Apology is generally taken to be a vindication of the historical
Socrates.” This interpretation of the dialogue comprises two claims about
Plato’s intentions, viz., that he intended the character Socrates as portrayed in
the Apology to be viewed as embodying an exemplary life, and that he intended
this character to represent the historical Socrates. This chapter will show that
the first claim is thoroughly supported by the text, and that what makes
Socrates’ life exemplary is his possession of a certain kind of knowledge that
guides his life. Furthermore, Plato constructs his encomium of Socrates’ life
through an incipient analysis of knowledge, which follows the format of an
aporetic dialogue, and yet ends not in aporia, but in an answer to the initial
question about the nature of Socrates’ knowledge. No attempt will be made to

support the second claim.

> E.g., W. K. C. Guthrie views ‘the Apology and Crito as a defence of Socrates’
whole life and a memorial to his conduct at and after his trial’. He reports the
‘widely held view that Plato’s aim was not to reproduce the defence made by
Socrates at this trial, but to cast in that form his own defence of the
philosopher’s whole life, to tell of his mission and to describe in a living
portrait the whole greatness, the unique personality of the “best, wisest and
most just” of all men known to him’. However, Guthrie, whilst regarding it as
uncontroversial that the Apology is ‘avowedly fictitious’ and ‘an artist’s portrait
rather than a photograph’, nevertheless notes that the historical Socrates himself
would have had reason to speak in this way in response to his ‘earlier accusers’.
Guthrie (1998): 69, 73, 79 & 80.

% In a similar way Myles Burnyeat regards the Apology not as a historical
challenge for us to decide whether it is an accurate account of Socrates, the
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There are, of course, grounds for examining the second claim, also. The
question of the verisimilitude of the doctrine, methodology and behaviour of
the character Socrates vis-a-vis the historical Socrates is an obvious one to ask,
since Plato chose the names of Socrates and his contemporaries for the
participants in his dialogues and depicted them in ways that closely resemble
what we know of their character from the extant historical sources.” The
question is raised as early as Aristotle’s Metaphysics, for although he does not
pose the question here per se, he seeks to distinguish the thought of Socrates
from that of Plato, in particular with regard to the latter’s conviction (UméAaPev)
that the historical Socrates’ inquiry into universals (6 ka86Aov) and definitions
(Trepl Sproucov) was really into things that were different from the things of the
sensible world (cos Tepl éTépcov ToUTo yryvduevov kai o¥ TéV aioBntdv), which
he called Ideas (idéas mpoonydpevoe, Metaphysics 987b1-10). G. C. Field in

1930 labelled this question ‘one of the most troublesome controversies in the

man, but as a personal challenge for us to decide whether Socrates, as Plato
presents him, is guilty as charged. Burnyeat concludes that he is guilty, and that
the condemnation of ‘so good a man’ secures his martyrdom at the hands of the
‘wrong religion’ of the Athenians. This reading supports the claim that Plato
intends his portrayal of Socrates in the Apology to be exemplary, without
further insisting that the portrayal is historically accurate. Burnyeat (1997): 1 &
12.

7 The question of the verisimilitude of Plato’s characters to real people has been
examined by scholars not only in order to obtain a better grasp of the
intellectual history of Plato’s times, but also to clarify and elucidate the
philosophical issues discussed within the dialogues. As representative of the
former project see Field (1967). The quest for the historical Socrates is
undertaken more recently in Vander Waerdt (1994). Indeed, this collection of
essays seeks to use sources outside of Plato to balance the interpretation of the
historical Socrates that the dialogues give, in an endeavour to identify Socrates’
unique contribution to philosophy and his influence on the early Hellenistic
schools. A good example of the latter project, viz., to see how Plato’s treatment
of historical figures may shed light on the philosophical issues discussed in the
dialogues, is McCabe (2000): 9-10, 90-91 & 134-138.
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history of philosophy’ and examined not only the correspondence between the
views of the fictive and the historical Socrates, but also the correspondence of
views in regard to the other principal characters of the dialogues.® The
endeavour to differentiate the philosophy of Socrates from that of Plato
continues to engage scholars today, especially in the United States, ever since
Gregory Vlastos breathed vigour into the quest for a solution to the ‘Socratic
problem’.’

However, even though such attempts to isolate the views of a historical
individual, called Socrates, employ sophisticated philosophical techniques of
analysis and enrich our understanding of the dialectic between the various
philosophical positions that have been defended over the centuries, all this is
the work of the history of philosophy. The aim of this chapter is not to elucidate
what Plato tells us about Socrates the man, nor to assess such biographical
claims as, ‘[i]t is perhaps more than anything else as his ideal of the righteous
man that Socrates impressed himself on Plato’,'’ but to ascertain what Plato sets
before the reader in the Apology as an exemplary life to live. Whether anyone,
let alone the historical Socrates, lived this life is beyond the scope of this
dissertation. The likelihood may well be that Plato will have wanted the
Apology to exonerate his teacher, as the work navigates its way through the

philosophical issues that it considers. But at least the Apology is a speech in

¥ Field (1967): 50-51 & 188-190.
° The locus classicus for Vlastos’ investigation of the Socratic problem is
Vlastos (1991b). Indeed, his examination continues throughout most of this

volume. For recent studies of this kind see Brickhouse and Smith (2000).
10 Field (1967): 8-9.

20



defence of a life, and it is the claim that such a life is a good life, indeed the

best life for a human, that this chapter will explore. '

When Socrates sets out to make his defence at Apology 18a7 ff. against his
first accusers (toUs mpcdTous kaTnydpous), viz., those who had for many years
condemned and parodied his way of life, he vigorously denies that there is any
truth (oU8tv &Anbés) in their claim that he is a ‘wise man’ (copds avrp) and that

he

. 1s a deep thinker about things in the heavens and a
researcher into things under the earth, and makes the
weaker argument the stronger. (4pol. 18b7-9)"

After alluding to the portrayal by Aristophanes of him spouting a load of
nonsense about natural science, he claims that he knows nothing, whether major
or trivial, about any of these matters (v éyco oudtv olte péya olte pikpdY Tépt

¢matw, Apol. 19¢4-5). He explains that he has nothing to do with those matters,

i My claim will be that Plato intends us to view his fictive character, Socrates,
as portraying in the Apology his own life in such a way that it represents an
ideal life. To this extent, then, I am ascribing to Plato a view, although I venture
none in respect of the historical Socrates. But it should become clear that what I
shall focus on in this dissertation is not what we are to suppose Plato held as
philosophical doctrines, but what Plato intends us, his readers, to think about in
response to his handling of issues in the dialogue form. So, to this extent I stand
close to Benson’s position in his study of Socrates’ epistemology: ‘I will be
attempting to uncover the epistemological views of the Socratic character in
Plato's early dialogues. No part of my subsequent argument depends on
assuming that these views represent the views of either the historical Socratic
character or the author of the dialogues himself.' Benson (2000): 7.
Accordingly, when I argue that Plato, the author, promotes as an ideal a certain
kind of life in the Apology, 1 intend this to be a claim about the meaning of the
text, and not a claim about a historical life that was, in fact, lived.

"2 The translations are my own, unless I indicate otherwise.
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is not concerned about them, takes no part in their investigation (&AA& y&p éuol
ToUTwv, & &vdpes *Abnvaiot, oudtv pétectiv, Apol. 19¢7-8).

Socrates reiterates his claim of ignorance a little later, this time in response
to the second part of the twofold charge that he recited at 19b4-cl, viz., the
charge that he is a teacher (&A\ous TaUtd Talta diddokwv). He first expresses

his opinion, no doubt with a heavy dose of irony," asserting that

...it seems to me to be a good (xaAév) thing if one is

able to educate men, just as Gorgias of Leontini,
Prodicus of Ceos and Hippias of Elis do. (4pol. 19¢1-4)

Given Socrates’ general interest in people caring for their souls by striving to
discover what virtue is and to become virtuous (e.g., Apol. 30a7-b4 & 36¢3-7),
the irony here would not appear to consist in Socrates’ words concealing a view
that the education of men in virtue or excellence is not a good thing. That is to
say, the irony does not occur in the first half of the quotation above. Rather, the
irony appears in the second half of the sentence, where Socrates’ words

dissimulate his incredulity that these sophists actually do bring about the

" The attribution of irony to Socrates’ words and behaviour in the dialogues,
and the identification of the precise nature and purpose of it, are some of the
most taxing labours that a literary, or for that matter a philosophical, critic can
undertake. For critical studies of Socratic irony and Plato’s use of it see Bowen
(1988): 59-64, Brickhouse and Smith (2000): 63-72. For more extensive
examinations see Nehamas (1998): 19-98, Sedley (2002), Vlastos (1991d). All
these studies examine Socratic irony in attempts to define the boundaries of its
avowals, disavowals and deliberate obfuscation. The interpretation of irony in
what follows does not engage in this debate, e.g., in the disingenuousness or
otherwise of the speaker, or in how instructive or opaque any ‘message’ in the
irony is meant to be to the other respondents, to the reader or even to the author.
It treats Socrates’ irony simply as a rhetorical technique that Plato uses to
express in an indirect way the speaker’s doubt or uncertainty about the matter in
hand, and that invites either the respondent or the reader to question or examine
further.
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education of men in virtue or excellence. Socrates makes this clear in his

reported dialogue with Callias, in which he asks Callias,

Who knows (¢motrucwv éotiv) this sort of excellence

(&peTis), i.e., human and civic (moAiTikiis) excellence?
(4Apol. 20b4-5)

When Callias replies that Evenus of Paros has this knowledge and imparts it for
a modest fee, Socrates exclaims that he counts Evenus a blessed man, if he
really does possess this systematic and teachable knowledge (téxvnv), and yet
asks for so little recompense in return for teaching it to others.'* Socrates’
benediction is ambiguous, in that it is not entirely clear whether he counts
Evenus blessed because he possesses this knowledge or because he is so
moderate in charging little for imparting it, for Socrates goes on to say how
puffed up with a sense of superiority he would be if he knew these things. What
is clear, however, is that Socrates reiterates his claim of ignorance, but this time
with regard to the knowledge of human and civic virtue or excellence (4pol.
20c1-3).

Having denied that he possesses two kinds of knowledge, viz., of natural
science and of human and civic virtue, Socrates anticipates the jury asking how

he has gained this reputation for being a wise man, a possessor of knowledge.

'* The meaning of téxvn and Plato’s use of it as an epistemic term has received
much attention, especially since Irwin (1977). There he argues for a
development in Plato’s moral theory that involves the abandonment, by the
time of the Republic, of a Socratic, intellectualist conception of the search for
moral knowledge as a téxvn. He argues that this intellectualist conception had
prevailed in the ‘early’ dialogues, when Plato was still very much under his
teacher's influence. For a rebuttal of Irwin’s thesis, involving an examination of
the meaning of téxvn both prior to Plato and in his dialogues, see Roochnik
(1996).
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He admits that this is a fair question (TauTi pot Sokel dikaia Aéyew 6 Aéycwv, Apol.
20d1-2), and proceeds to try to answer it. But before we examine his reply, we
should note that Plato has Socrates, once more, anticipate the jury’s response.
He says that some of them may think that he is merely jesting with them when
he says what he is about to say (&koUeTe 81. kai iocos pév 88Ew Tiolv Uucv mailew,
Apol. 20d4-5). In other words, Socrates views what he is about to say as
something that may appear ridiculous or insincere to some people. And when
Socrates begs the jury therefore to give him credence, since he is telling the
whole truth, Plato is preparing his readers to read something out of the ordinary,
something that will challenge what many of us ordinarily think. We shall
examine the claim he makes in a moment. But before we do, it is important to
see how carefully Plato is setting the scene, in terms of the dramatic context, for
the delivery of the philosophical content. That is to say, just as Socrates warns
the jury that what they are about to hear may challenge their notions about what
is to be taken seriously and what is mere child’s play, so Plato gives notice to
us, his readers, that what Socrates is about to say may provide an opportunity
for us to examine our own preconceptions.

We see this sort of care in dramatic presentation in other dialogues, when
Plato prepares his readers for challenging philosophical discourse by having
Socrates submit a prior disclaimer or demur to offer his response. One example
is the reluctance and trepidation that Plato portrays in Socrates prior to and
during his exposition of the ‘three waves’ in his account of the ideal state in
Republic V. At the beginning of Book V, Polemarchus and Adeimantus

contrive not to let Socrates off the hook (CAgricopev olv, pn, fi Tt Spdoopev;, Rep.
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449b6), accusing him of laziness and deception ("Amoppabupeiv fuiv dokels, épn,
Kal €idos 8hov ou TO EN&xioTov EékkAéTTew ToU Adyou, Rep. 449c2-3). Socrates
protests that they just do not appreciate the wasps’ swarm of arguments (¢opdv
Aoywv, Rep. 450bl) that their insistence threatens to bestir, and yet he
reluctantly complies, but only after disavowing that he really knows what he is
saying and predicting that he may prove to be a laughing-stock (Rep. 450d10-
451a4). Thence follows the remarkable account of the three waves of the equal
treatment of men and women, the communality of women and children, and the
claim that nations will be free from evils only when kings are philosophers.
Indeed, just prior to introducing the third wave, Socrates again demurs,
explaining that his interlocutors will understand his hesitation when they hear
him state ‘so counter-intuitive a proposition’ (oUtw Tapé&dofov Adyov, Rep.
472a6).

In a similar way, in the cut and thrust of the courtroom, Socrates in the
Apology prepares his hearers, for the reception of a map&dofos Adyos. But by
the same token, we, Plato’s readers, are also alerted to the probability that what
we read next may warrant rather more reflection than we are accustomed to
exercise. What we next read is Socrates’ explanation that he possesses his
reputation for wisdom for no other reason than his possession of a certain
wisdom, which is perhaps a ‘human wisdom’, and then his claim that ‘in truth I
probably am wise in respect of this wisdom’ (4pol. 20d6-9).

That this is a claim that Socrates is making becomes apparent when the jury
erupts in outrage at his distancing his wisdom from that which the sophists

claim to possess. One might argue that the jury’s reaction may be seen merely
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as their exasperation at Socrates’ declaration that he is not like the sophists, in
that he does not claim to have the wisdom that they claim to have and does not
do as they do. But Socrates characterises the jury’s reaction more specifically in
terms of his own claim to have wisdom, for he responds to the furious jury by
asking them not to make an uproar ‘even if you think I am making a big claim’
(un® éav B88Ew T Udiv péya Aéyew, Apol. 20e4-5). Here, Socrates himself
characterises his assertion that ‘in truth I probably am wise in respect of this
wisdom’ as ‘big talk’, as boasting.'> That is to say, he interprets the jury’s
clamour as an expression of their anger at what they perceive to be a boast and
an extravagant claim. In this way Plato confirms that Socrates is indeed making
a claim here not only by what he has Socrates say, but also by what he portrays
the jury as perceiving. Furthermore, Socrates’ next move also confirms that
what he has uttered at 20d8-9 is a claim, for he proceeds to back up his péya

Aéyew by referring to the god of Delphi as his corroborative witness that his

uéya Aéyew is true.

It must be said in passing that the question whether Socrates does indeed
claim to know anything, e.g., that he knows that he knows nothing, has
exercised Platonists for a very long time. It received special attention at the
time of the New Academy, when Arcesilaus faulted Socrates for claiming to
know that he knew nothing.'® But at this point in the Apology we do not find

Socrates’ making the clearly paradoxical claim to which Arcesilaus objected,

"> See Burnet’s analysis of Plato’s use of this expression in his note on 4pology
20e4 in Burnet (1974).
16 Cicero, Academica 1. 45.
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viz., that he knew that he knew nothing. There is a difference between Socrates
claiming to know nothing, and his claiming to know that he knows nothing.'” In
the passage here at Apology 20d8-9 ff., Socrates is making a claim about
himself, viz., that he has a certain wisdom or knowledge. When this claim,
which is perceived as a boast, is challenged by the uproar of the jury, Socrates
then admits that it is not he himself who asseverates this claim (o y&p éudv épéd
TOV Adyov dv &v Aéyw, Apol. 20e5), but the very credible (&€idxpecov) witness at
Delphi. Socrates makes the claim without explicitly claiming that he himself
knows it is true. Rather than himself, he cites Apollo as the one who is in the
position to know that it is true, and it is by this authority that Socrates then
regards his own claim to knowledge to be veridical.

There is no need, therefore, to examine what grounds there may be for
Socrates making a claim he does not in fact make, viz., to know that he knows
this human wisdom or knowledge. He does not make so strong a claim because
his grounds amount only to the combination of the testimony of the god of
Delphi and his own complete faith in the god’s honesty. We do need to
acknowledge, however, that Socrates is indeed claiming fo possess this human
wisdom or knowledge on the inferred authority of the Delphic god, and it is this
claim that Plato will spend much of the Apology examining, as Socrates reports

on his lifetime of practising philosophy in the company of others who prove to

"7 Granted, the first claim may slip into the paradoxical second claim, if the
claimant is pressed to answer whether his first claim is a matter of knowledge
or not. And if the claimant refuses this slippage, he then deprives his first claim
of its authority as a factive assertion. Hence, the bite of Arcesilaus’ objection.
But Plato does not introduce this conundrum here, for Socrates offers not
himself, but the god of Delphi, as the authority for his claim to know nothing.
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be less wise than he. In sum, then, Socrates denies that he has two kinds of
cogia, viz., that of natural science (Apol. 19¢8) and that of human and civic
excellence (4pol. 20c3), and he claims that he possesses another kind of cogia,
viz., human wisdom (4pol. 20d8-9 & 20e5-6).'*

Exactly what is this &v6pcomivn copia that Socrates claims to possess? So far
I have translated copia as ‘wisdom’ or ‘knowledge’, but does cogia have a
special, technical sense in Plato? Much scholarly work has been done on Plato’s
use of epistemic terms in order to settle the question of whether or not Plato
uses certain epistemic terms in philosophically nuanced ways that distinguish
their senses substantially from the senses of other epistemic terms that he uses.

Hugh Benson has surveyed the literature and concludes that there is a

...virtual consensus of Socratic scholarship in treating
Socrates’ knowledge vocabulary... and their cognates
as essentially interchangeable.'”

One slight amendment to this consensus, which Benson does not point out, is
John Lyons’ view that the meaning of cogia has a wide scope that is best
secured by observing its predominant use as an antonym to &uabrs: unlearned,
ignorant.”® The force of this distinction is that a person is called cogss if his
possession of some knowledge (¢motrun) distinguishes him from the majority

of people, who do not have that knowledge. As Lyons puts it:

'8 T am following here John Lyons’ discovery of semantic equivalence in Plato
between eival copds, émoTthuwy Or Texvikds and éxew cogiav, &moTAuny Or
Téxvnv, Lyons (1963): 147.

' Benson (2000): 10. See especially notes 26 and 27.

* Lyons (1963): 227.
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cogia is frequently used convertibly with émotrun, but
only in contexts where émotiun is graded ‘upwards’...,
such as could be asserted only of relatively few persons
in the society to distinguish them from the majority.*'

But Lyons maintains that it is wrong to attribute a variety of different ‘senses’
to copia as some lexicographers do. The general point to make here is that
when Plato examines different kinds of knowledge, he does not employ the
various epistemic words in Greek to perform philosophical work by dint of any
technical definitions that he gives them.?

One might challenge the wvalidity of this consensus view of the
interchangeability of epistemic terms in Plato by citing Lyons’ exhaustive

examination of Plato’s use of them, in which he concludes:

...whereas eidévai and émictacba, and eidévar and
yryvoookew are frequently and clearly controvertible in
the text, it is not so clear that yiyvciokew and émiotacbal
are ever controvertible; and there are passages where
they seem to be in contrast (e.g., Laws 942¢).”

He reports that the most frequent environment for émiotacton in Plato is where
the object of the verb is either an infinitive or the name of a téxvn, and the most
common environment for yryvcéoxew is where the object is a personal noun.>

However, Burnyeat warns against misinterpreting these findings:

*!bid.: 228,

*? Indeed, we might be tempted to infer, although such an inference would not
be conclusive, that this was Plato’s attitude to his use of vocabulary from the
disdain that Socrates exhibits for Prodicus’ practice of making endless
distinctions between words (kai y&p TTpodikou uupia Twé dkrkoa Tept dvoudTwV
Siaipotvtos, Charm. 163d3-4).

> Lyons (1963): 177.

*Ibid.: 179,
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... it would in any case be misleading to think of eiSévat
as the expression of a third, generic concept to which
the other two verbs [ywyvcokew and émiotacBai] are
subordinated as species to a common genus; rather,
eidévan is to be regarded, according to context, as a
synonymous replacement for émiotacbor or for

, 25
Y1YVOKELY.

He argues that ‘the Greek trio provides only two concepts’, and he proposes
that, while ‘exact translation is no doubt impossible’, we might set the verb
‘understand’ to represent émictacfon and ‘know’ to represent yiyvciokew,
leaving ‘no third verb which functions like eidévan’.*® Burnyeat points out that in
comparison with Plato, Aristotle goes on to specialise the verb ¢miotacba
considerably, in order to avoid circularity in the definition of systematic
knowledge (¢moTrun), claiming that one ‘knows’ (¢mictacbar) something if and
only if one ‘knows’ (yryvcookew) the explanation for it and ‘knows’ (yryvcookew)
that it cannot be otherwise than it is.

The point to note here is that Plato gives no indication that his use of such
epistemic terms in his works are intended to do the sort of technical and
definitive work that Aristotle demands of them. For Plato, even the words
¢miotacbar and yryvcokew, which Lyons has shown to operate in mutually
exclusive syntactic environments, are meant only to convey the general notions
that were common in Greek parlance of the 4™ century BCE, and which
approximate our use of our word ‘know’ in the sense of understanding
something and ‘know’ in the sense of acquaintance, but without implying that

these two senses are somehow exclusive. The fallacy of the claim that Plato

> Burnyeat (1978): 104.
2° Tbid.
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reserved mutually exclusive, and therefore epistemologically distinguished,
senses for the words ¢miotacBan and yryvcokew, is readily seen through a single
counter-example from the Charmides, where Socrates infers that if something is
ytyvcookew T, then it is émotiun Tis (Charm., 165¢4-6). Here, Socrates clearly
indicates, to the satisfaction of his other Greek-speaking interlocutors, that, at
the very least, yryvcokew is interchangeable with émotdoban, such that every
case of yiyvdokew is a case of émotdobar. Of course, his inference in the
Charmides does not allow us to conclude the converse, viz., that émotdofai is
interchangeable with yryvcoxew, in that every case of émotdoban is a case of
yryvéookew.”” Of course, much more is said in the rest of the Charmides about
the nature of knowledge. But the burden of proof must rest on those who wish
to assert at any point in a dialogue that Plato is observing a mutual exclusivity
of sense between émictacfon and yiyvcookew. As long as this is not
demonstrated, it is right for us to acknowledge that the epistemological work
Plato has Socrates carry out is executed through the reasoning he conducts with
his respondents, and not through special senses of the epistemic terms, which

he nowhere explicitly defines.

We have seen that at Apology 20d8-9 and 20e5-6 Socrates claims to possess
a kind of knowledge that he calls ‘human’, and that is neither the knowledge of

natural science (Apol. 19c¢4-5) nor the knowledge of human and civic

*" However, it is interesting to note that Aristotle’s definition of ¢miotacfot does
imply that émiotacban is interchangeable with yiyvcookew, to the extent that
¢miotaocBa is a particular kind of yryvciokew, viz., yryvcookew of the explanation
and yryvcokew of the necessity of the explanation being the way it is.
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excellence (4pol. 20c1-3). We can see that Plato is here using Socrates’ defence
of his life to explicate different forms of knowledge. That is to say, Plato
composes Socrates’ fine-tuning of his particular claim to knowledge in such a
way that it undertakes an epistemological analysis of knowledge, viz., into the
forms that knowledge can take. Nor is this rather intellectually refined
procedure lost upon the jury of 500 ordinary, plain-speaking citizens of Athens,
who erupt in outrage when Socrates nicely distinguishes his knowledge from
that which is claimed by the sophists (4pol. 20d8-¢3).*® Plato gets his
epistemological project underway by raising the problem of forms of
knowledge in a way that is surreptitiously embedded in his fictional account of
the human story of a historical Socrates, within the forensic context of a trial for
impiety and the corruption of youth, where the penalty is death for those found
guilty of inquiring into and purveying the kind of knowledge deemed to be
atheistic or destructive of the moral health of young men (4pol. 18c2-3 & 24b8-
cl). Plato chooses to depict Socrates as a victim of mistaken identity, who
claims that he is not who the jury think he is, that he is not in possession of the
goods in question, viz., the kind of knowledge and conduct for which he is
accused. To prove that he does not possess the knowledge of the scientists and
sophists, of course, would be rather difficult to do, as the proving of absences
inevitably is. And so the strategy that Plato selects for him is to spend the rest
of his first speech (4pol. 17a1-35d8) defining the kind of knowledge that he

does claim to have.

%% For the size of the jury see Burnet’s note on Apology 36a5 in Burnet (1974).
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Socrates’ account of the kind of knowledge that he claims to have begins
with the story of Chaerephon’s visit to Delphi (4pol. 20e8) and ends with
Socrates’ interpretation of the oracle that he had derived from his laborious
attempts to refute it (4pol. 23cl). The god at Delphi told Chaerephon that no
one was wiser than Socrates (4pol. 21a6-7). Socrates explains that he did not
understand the oracular reply, supposing it to be a riddle (ti moTe aivitTeTay,
Apol. 21b3-4). He was aware (¢yc> yap 81 owvolda tuautdd, Apol. 21b4-5) that

he was not knowledgeable (copds (,J/Jv, Apol. 21b5) at all (oUte uéya olTe ouikpdv,

Apol. 21b4).*° Socrates’ testimony of his bemusement depicts him in the
bewildering state of aporia, just the sort of condition that he contrives to bring
about in his respondents in many other dialogues. And he confesses as much to
the jury (kai moAUv utv xpdvov fmdpouv Ti ToTe Aéyel, Apol. 21b7). He accounts
for his aporia by explaining how it was generated by a paradox. He believes

that the god cannot lie, and therefore he believes that whatever the god says is

*® Translations of the phrase ctvoida tuaute vary widely in the literature,
offering different degrees to which it expresses a knowledge claim. Even
though the phrase is a variation of the common verb to know, viz., ei8évay, it
would be a mistake to try to make too much of the phrase as a knowledge
claim, e.g., in order to construct, on the basis of the translation of clvoida
¢uauté alone, the clearly problematical claim ‘I know that I do not know’. (See
earlier discussion about Plato’s avoidance in the Apology of Arcesilaus’
paradox of Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge.) The use of ocuvoida and the
reflexive pronoun ‘was common in 5™ and 4™ century Attic Greek to express
having this or that self-image or sense of your own abilities or character,
without strong stress on the notion of knowledge’. (Private correspondence with
Professor Michael Trapp.) That Socrates is claiming not to have knowledge is
clear; what is not clear, as | discussed earlier, is how far, if at all, he is basing
this claim on the further claim to know this for certain, and to what extent this
is meant to be deliberately paradoxical. The examination of what constitutes
certain knowledge is left to such dialogues as the Meno, the Republic and the
Theaetetus.
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true (ov y&p dnmou weldetal ye' o yap 6éus autdd, Apol. 21b6-7).*° And so, on
the one hand he believes that it is true that he is wiser than any other human
being. Yet, he knows, or at least is certainly aware (3 cuvoida 2uauté), that he
does not have any knowledge that would make him wiser than anyone else. So,
on the other hand, he believes that it is not true that he is wiser than any other
human being. Hence his aporia.

In this way the main issue in the Apology, philosophically speaking, comes
to be expressed as an aporia, in which Socrates is the refutee, and the Delphic
oracle (and Socrates’ absolute faith in it) and Socrates’ own knowledge of
himself constitute the aporetic inconsistency in the structure of belief that we
commonly see Socrates teasing out of his interlocutors in the ‘Socratic
dialogues’. However, the aporia in which Socrates finds himself differs prima
facie from that of his interlocutors in other dialogues, in that there Socrates
reduces his respondents to perplexity because the knowledge that they claim to
possess, whether of holiness or courage or cwepoocuvn etc., is shown to
contradict other convictions that they hold dear. But what is the knowledge that
Socrates had claimed to possess, which then contributes to his aporia by
contradicting and being contradicted by other convictions he clings to? The

uniqueness of Socrates vis-a-vis the other victims of his elenchus is that what

% One might argue that Socrates was trying to refute the oracle because he
believed it to be untrue. However this is belied by the fact that his aim was to
return to Delphi with the counter-example of someone wiser than he was in
order to seek clarification of the god’s meaning; the process of refutation
constituted his investigation (¢m CAtnow autod, 21b8) of the oracular riddle in
order to understand it, not in order to prove it wrong. Indeed at 22a5-7 he
explains that he expended such efforts to find someone wiser than he ‘in order
that the oracle might stand unrefuted’ (fva pot kai avéreykTos 1) pavteia yévorto).
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he is claiming is not knowledge, but the lack of knowledge. Where Euthyphro
claims that he has knowledge of holiness, Laches of courage and Critias of
oweppoouvn, Socrates claims that he does not have knowledge of anything. The
doxastic shoal that this conviction founders upon is his equally strong
conviction that the god of Delphi cannot be lying in saying that he has
knowledge. And so Socrates is stranded in aporia.

In what follows we shall see how this aporia is rooted in Socrates’ failure—
a failure that he apparently succeeds in redressing—to disambiguate his concept
of knowledge, in as much as he is certain that he does not have it (civoilda
¢uauTd), and yet is certain that he does (ov y&p dfmou weldetai ye [6 Beds] ou
yap 6éus autéd). His interrogation of the politicians, poets and craftsmen is his
endeavour to redress this failure that results in the disambiguation of his
concept of knowledge. In this way Plato’s genius turns what superficially
appears to be a monologue in the form of Socrates’ apologia into the form of a
genuine dialogue, by means of which Socrates uses elenchus to tackle aporia,
in this case, his own aporia, and to find a way forward. The way forward will
turn out to involve the analysis of what knowledge is by seeking to find out
who can legitimately claim to possess it and who cannot. To this extent, we can
see the Apology deeply embedded in Plato’s project, which he undertakes
throughout the Meno, Republic and Theaetetus, of defining exactly what

knowledge is.

Socrates refuses to be complacent in the throes of his aporia, and his refusal

is portrayed by Plato as a testament to his piety and courage as a true
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philosopher, a lover of knowledge (4pol. 21e3-5 & 23b9-c1). As Socrates visits
the politicians, poets and craftsmen, we see that what he is learning to do is to
distinguish between different kinds of knowledge. Admittedly, he does not find
any knowledge at all in the possession of the politician he interrogates, but he
does at least learn to distinguish between thinking that one knows when one
does not know, and not making this mistake about one’s own epistemic
condition. He does not yet, however, award the status of knowledge to his
correct awareness of his own epistemic condition, viz., awareness that he does
not know. Instead, Socrates moves on to the poets, and concludes that it is not
through knowledge (o0 cogia, Apol. 22b9) that they compose the many
beautiful things that they write, but by virtue of their nature and inspiration
(puoel T kal 2vBoucialovtes, Apol. 22¢cl). When he discovers that they think
they know what they do not know, he concludes that he is ‘superior’ (oiduevos
mepryeyovévai, Apol. 22¢7) to them in the same way in which he is superior to
the politicians, viz., he does not think he knows when he does not know.
Socrates’ description of himself as superior invites the question, ‘Superior
in respect of what?” The answer must be ‘superior in respect of knowledge’,
though this is implicit, not spoken by Socrates. For his interrogation of the
politicians and poets is intended to enable him to come to an understanding of
the Delphic ‘riddle’ that he is the wisest of mortals, either by finding a wiser
person and returning to the oracle for clarification or by solving the riddle
himself in coming to the realisation that he indeed is the wisest of all.
Therefore, given this context, his conclusion that he is superior to the

politicians and poets denotes a superiority in respect of wisdom, i.e., that he is

36



not less wise, but wiser than they. However, Socrates does not express this as
such. He will later at 23b, but not yet. What gradually dawns upon the reader at
this stage is that Socrates may, in the end, not succeed in refuting the oracle
after all. His ‘solution’ of the riddle may, in fact, turn out simply to be the
acceptance of its truth, but only after his investigations have analysed
knowledge into what is and what is not claimed on his behalf. That is to say,
Plato subtly portrays Socrates accidentally stumbling upon the analysis of
knowledge in his search to refute the oracle, while in fact Plato is conducting
this epistemological analysis as part of the plot of Socrates’ defence of what
makes him different from others and vulnerable to slander. By the time Socrates
has finished with the poets, he has not yet found an example of someone who
has knowledge, but he has convinced himself that his inquiry so far proves he
surpasses others in respect of knowledge or wisdom, in that at least he knows
not to claim to have knowledge that he does not, in fact, have.

It is only when Socrates visits the craftsmen that he comes across people
whom he knew (%8n) did have knowledge (TouTtous 8¢ y’ #8n 811 evpricorut ToAA&
kal kaA& ¢moTapévous, Apol. 22d1-2), in response to which he reiterates his
claim that he was aware that he himself knew virtually nothing (¢pavté® yap
ouvdn oUdtv émoTauéve, ws Emos eimeiv, Apol. 22¢9-d1). Here, for the third time
in the dialogue, Socrates distinguishes a kind of knowledge, viz., that of the
Téxvar. Just as he denied having knowledge of natural science and of human and
civic excellence, so now he denies having knowledge of the crafts. He confirms
that his investigation of craftsmen proved that they indeed did have knowledge,

and were therefore more knowledgeable than he (nou TauTy copdrTepor Aoav,
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Apol. 22d4). When, however, Socrates discovers that, because of their
possession of the knowledge that they do have, they also claim to have
knowledge which they do not have, he speaks not only about different kinds of
knowledge, but also about how the possession of some kinds of knowledge
seems to bring about a fault (mAnuuéAeia) that has the effect of ‘covering up’,
‘concealing’ or ‘obscuring’ (&mokpumTew) the very knowledge that one
possesses.”’ He concludes that he is better off (o1 Auoitedoi) without such
knowledge and the ignorance that accompanies it (4pol. 22e4-5).

Even at this stage Socrates is not explicitly claiming that he is more
knowledgeable than the craftsmen and others. He only claims that he is better
off than they. And yet, he expresses this conclusion as an answer both to
himself and to the oracle (&mexpwdaunv olv énautd kal T xpnoud, Apol. 22e4-
5). The answer, of course, is to the question that has motivated his inquiry, viz.,
‘Is Socrates wiser than everyone else?’ So, once again, just as we had to ask in
what respect Socrates thought himself ‘superior’ to the politicians and poets, we
must now ask, ‘Better off in respect of what?” Again, the answer to this

question is, ‘Better off in respect of wisdom or knowledge’.

Ever since 21b1 Plato has been guiding his readers through analysis of the

various forms of knowledge towards the climax that ends in Socrates’ finally

! The phenomenon that Socrates mentions here is what gives rise to such
expressions as Alexander Pope’s ‘A little learning is a dangerous thing’.
Socrates’ observation appears to be that those craftsmen who were proficient in
their craft allowed this confidence to spread to their judgements in areas outside
their expertise, and in particular, in respect of the most important things (xai
TaAa T& péyota), €.g., what the virtues are and how best to care for one’s
soul.
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giving his interpretation of the oracle. We, no less than the jury, are charged
with determining whether or not Socrates has knowledge. Within the context of
the dialogue and Socrates’ being on trial, he either has knowledge or he does
not. The god has said he does; Socrates is aware that he does not. Through
Socrates’ initial aporia and his subsequent resourcefulness, Plato is helping us
to distinguish different kinds of knowledge. The question for the reader
becomes not just whether or not Socrates has knowledge, but what kind of
knowledge Socrates has, if indeed he has any.

Socrates’ analysis of knowledge into its various forms in this part of the
Apology now enables Socrates to account for his reputation for possessing the
very knowledge that he denies possessing. Immediately after drawing his
conclusion that he is better off without the knowledge (and the ignorance) of
the craftsmen, he blames his reputation for having knowledge on the
investigation he undertook to test the oracle (Apol. 22e6-23a3). He explains that
bystanders made a critical error in attributing knowledge to him, by virtue of
which they supposed he was able to refute others. It is easy for us to understand
why they erred. They assumed that Socrates refuted others in the way in which
they refuted each other, viz., in virtue of knowledge that they deemed they
possess. Bystanders figured that Socrates refuted others by virtue of some kind
of knowledge that he possessed. But because Plato has brought us through an
analysis of kinds of knowledge, he is able to move the argument on from

Socrates’ initial disavowal of all knowledge (¢yc> yap 8 oUte uéya olre opikpdv
oUvoilda EHauTe cogpds (,J/Jv, Apol. 21b4-5) to an avowal of a kind of knowledge,

earlier dubbed ‘human knowledge’ (&vBpcotivn cogia, Apol. 20d8).

39



¢

First, Socrates avows that ‘probably in truth’ only god has knowledge, ‘is
wise’, and that the god was probably saying in his oracle that human knowledge
is worth little or nothing. Plato’s repetition of the phrase ‘probably in truth’
here (kwduvetel, & &vdpes, 16 dvTi, Apol. 23a5) recalls its use at 20d8-9 (6 dvm
y&p xwduvelw) where Socrates employs it whilst making his claim to have a
‘human knowledge’ (&vBpcomivn cogia). Here at 23a5-7 he also repeats the term
‘human knowledge’ (&vbpcomivn copia). He uses the phrase ‘probably in truth’
in his interpretation of the god as saying that human knowledge is ‘worth little
or nothing’ (dAlyou Twods a€ia éoTiv kai oUBevds). The intratextuality is patent,
and Plato’s use of these identical terms and phrases brings these two statements
of Socrates closely together in the reader’s mind.

Since Socrates has been distinguishing different kinds of knowledge in the
material between these two passages, the question arises whether the avbpcomivn
cogia in the earlier passage is meant to be identical with the avBpcomivny copia in
the second one. Given the absence of evidence to the contrary, the answer
would appear to be ‘yes’, but with rather stark results for the position that Plato
has Socrates defend. For at 20d8, a&vbpcomivn cogpia corresponds to the
knowledge that Socrates claims to have, which is opposed to the knowledge of
the physical world and of civic and human excellence that is attributed to him
by his ‘earlier accusers’. Here at 23a7, the contrast is between human
knowledge and the knowledge possessed by the god. The god alone has
knowledge and human knowledge is virtually worthless. By reading these two
passages in the light of each other, Socrates’ pronouncement of the epistemic

condition of mankind comes across as rather dire and uncompromising.
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Socrates is making the twofold claim that the knowledge he has, whatever that
turns out to be, is the most that a human can hope for, in as much as it is the
‘human’ kind of knowledge, and that even this epistemic condition is virtually
worthless, for in truth it is not really knowledge at all: only god has that
(KwduveveL... T6> duTt 6 Beds copds elvat, Apol. 23a5-6).

In this way Plato sets the stage for Socrates’ resolution of the riddle of the
oracle, and the solution stems entirely from the analysis of knowledge that Plato
conducts in the form of Socrates’ Herculean labours to investigate the meaning
of the god’s words in order to address his aporia. Plato brackets this
investigation with the intratextuality of 20d7-9 and 23a5-7 in the repetition of
&avbpomivn copia, and from 23a7-cl Socrates announces what he understands
the god, who alone has knowledge and cannot lie, to be saying in his oracle.
Socrates’ interpretation of the oracle constitutes the culmination of his analysis
of knowledge into kinds, and defines the kind of knowledge that he claims to
have, resolving his initial aporia by confirming the god’s avowal of his
knowledge and confirming his own disavowal of his knowledge. Both are right,
but this could be seen only through Socrates’ disambiguation of the concept of
knowledge by means of his interrogation of others. The god of Delphi, whom
Plato elsewhere associates with the inscription ‘Know thyself’,’> designates
Socrates as an example for all mankind both of the knowledge to which they

can successfully aspire, and which they, as human beings, cannot exceed.

That person among you, mankind, is most
knowledgeable (copdTaTtds) who, like Socrates, knows

> Charmides, 164d4-165b4, Alcibiades 1 124a8-bl, 12922 & 132c8-9,
Protagoras 343b3, Phaedrus 229¢6, Philebus 48c10 & Laws X1 923a3-5.
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(Byvookev) that he in truth (tij &AnBeia) is worthless in
respect of knowledge (mpods cogiav). (Apol. 23b2-4)

What Plato places before the reader is not only an analysis of knowledge and of
the form that is accessible to humans, but also a life that is made exemplary by

both the possession and the use of this form of knowledge.

Much later in the dialogue, we find Socrates convicted of impiety and
corruption of youth, and coming to the end of his &vmitiunos, his speech
counter-proposing a penalty. He remains defiant in maintaining that he has
done nothing wrong; he has protested that his penalty should rather be a reward
for service to the state, as an Olympic victor would receive. He then considers
at 37c4 ff. the possibility of exile as his punishment. The reasons he gives for
not proposing this as his penalty include his reiteration of the moral imperative
of pursuing his divine mission (T 6ecd &mebeiv ToUT éoTiv, Apol. 37¢6). But the
reasons Plato now gives him expand to express the moral imperative not only
for Socrates, but also for us, the readers. After Socrates discloses to the jury his
divine mission at 23b4-cl, he reiterates his conviction that the god had
commanded him to live a life examining himself and others (toU 5t 8eoU
TATTOVTOS... PLA0COPOUVTA We Selv fjv kai é€eTdlovta EuauTtov kai Ttous &AAous,
Apol. 28e4-6). Plato then places in Socrates’ mouth words that resonate
strongly with his definition at 23a5-b4 of the kind of ‘human knowledge’ he
possesses. Socrates argues that to renege on his divine mission because he

feared death would
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... be nothing other than thinking that one is wise
(Bokeiv cogdv elvar) when one is not, for it is to think one
knows (Sokeiv y&p eidévar éotiv) when one does not.
(4Apol. 29a4-6)

Here we have a restatement of his human knowledge, viz., not thinking that he
knows, when he does not know, but rather knowing that he in truth is worthless
in respect of knowledge (Apol. 23b2-4).

This intratextuality between 23a and 29a provides the platform for Plato in
29b1ff. to universalise Socrates’ divine mission so that it becomes the ideal life
for all human beings to live. Immediately after saying that the fear of death
constitutes an arrogation of knowledge that one does not have, Socrates
launches into a tirade against the ‘most reprehensible ignorance’ (&uabia... 1
¢moveidioTos, Apol. 29b1-2) that man can possess, viz., the ignorance of thinking
one knows when one does not (4pol. 29b2). He says that in this he probably is
superior to the majority of men (Siagépco TGV TOAAGY avBpcomeov), and that if
he indeed is the wisest of all, it is in this respect, for he does not share this most
reprehensible ignorance; he does not think he knows that death is bad, when he
does not know sufficiently about the world of Hades (4pol. 29b5-6). Socrates’
repeated formulations in 29b of his distinctive ‘human knowledge’ reinforce the
intratextuality of what follows after 29b with what preceded at 20c-23a.
However, what was a personal divine mission for him is now presented to the
readers as their own highest duty. From 29b9 to 30c1 Socrates explains why he
can never voluntarily cease practising philosophy. He cites his divine mission,
as he did at 23b, but now the mission is defined as the god’s instrument for

bringing about man’s best interests. That is to say, Socrates’ examination of the
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lives of others in respect of virtue is the god’s way of directing mankind to the
care of his soul, as more important than anything else both for the individual
and for the state, since all good things come from this alone (4pol. 30a5-7 &
30b3-4).

The care of one’s soul (¢émpeleicbar.. Tfis wuxis, Apol. 30a8-b2), then,
becomes for the reader the end that Socrates’ service of the god itself is meant
to serve. The excellence of the soul ([Tfis wuxfis] 8meos s &plotn éotal, Apol.
30bl) and its possession of virtue is the source of all good for man (€ &petiis
xpruaTa kal T& &AAa ayab& Tois &vbpddmols &mavta, Apol. 30b3-4), and just as
the most reprehensible ignorance is for one to think one knows when one does
not (més ouk &uabia totiv alTn 1) émoveidioTos, 1) ToU olecbat eidéval & oUk oidev;,
Apol. 29b1-2), the most reprehensible domain of that ignorance is thinking that
one has virtue when one does not, for then one is caring most for what is least
important, and least for what is most important (¢4v por umn Bokij kekTicbal
apeThv, paval B¢, dveldid T Ta WAsioTou &Ea Tepl EAaxioTou ToleiTal, T& B
pavAdtepa mepl TAelovos, Apol. 29e5-30a2). Plato makes this connection
between the most reprehensible (¢moveidiotos, Apol. 29b1) ignorance and its
most reprehensible domain by matching the adjective ‘¢moveidiotos’ with its
cognate verb ‘oveildicy’, when Socrates explains how he spends all his time
searching out and reproaching (éveldicd, Apol. 30al) those who think they have
virtue when they do not. The message for the reader in 29a1-30c1 advances the
argument of 20c4-23cl by depicting Socrates’ ‘human knowledge’ not just as
the ideal for a human being if he wants to have knowledge, but the ideal if he

wants to live a good life.
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Plato presents the readers of his 'ATTOAOTIIA ZWKPATOYZX with an ideal
life for them to emulate.’® The first principle of this ideal life is the knowledge
of Socrates, without which the most important part of life, viz., the care of the
soul, is neglected, and upon which all good things for a person therefore
depend. For without Socrates’ ‘human knowledge’, people will not think to care
for their souls, and will not strive to possess that excellence of soul from which
all good things for man come. As Richard Robinson points out, Socrates’

account of his life examining himself and others

.. represents the ultimate aim of the elenchus not as
intellectual education but as moral improvement.*

And the ethical ideal at which the examined life leads, as Myles Burnyeat

explains, is a virtuous living that is conceived

... [not as centring on] the intrinsic or consequential
values of the actions which make up a particular way of
life, but on virtue conceived as something which the
soul both has and benefits from much the same way as
the body both has and benefits from health.”

That the acquisition and exercise of this ‘human knowledge’ is not meant to
be for Socrates alone, but for the readers also, is confirmed in his avTtitiunots.
At 36¢, with words almost identical with 30a-b, he repeats that he has devoted

his life to encouraging others to pursue their best interests by first realising that

33 Just as the Apology is Plato’s defence of a life of philosophy, as depicted in
the life of Socrates, so McCabe points out in regard to the Phaedo that ‘Plato’s
passionate account of Socrates’ death—and in Socrates’ own impassivity to
it—is a defence of the philosophical life’. McCabe (2006a): 11 (draft copy).

3* Robinson (1980): 86.

3> Burnyeat (1980): 211.
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they do not know, when they think they know, i.e., that they are virtuous or are
caring about what really matters in life, and then endeavouring to care for their
souls and become the best they can be. Furthermore, in explaining why he
cannot simply promise to refrain from practising philosophy, he asserts that the
greatest good for the human being is, ‘to make conversation’ (tous Adyous
moteioBat, Apol. 38a3) about virtue, which involves examining (¢€et&lovTos,
Apol. 38a5) oneself and others.

Socrates is quite specific: the care of the soul and the attending to the most
important thing in life amounts to dialogue about virtue, and the form that this
dialogue must take is examination (¢€étacis). The best that a human being can
do is fleshed out as the life that Socrates has lived and has been describing. The
intratextuality between this passage and Socrates’ initial description and
defence of his life as examination (¢ Tautnol 8f s é€etdoews, Apol. 22e6) is
reinforced by Plato’s use of the cognate forms of é€étaois (¢€etalovTos, Apol.
38a5) when Socrates proclaims the greatest good (uéyiotov &yabév) for man.
And the intratextuality is further strengthened in the sentence that has become
such a hallmark of the Socratic ideal, viz., ‘For a human being the unexamined
(2€eT&lovTos) life is not to be lived’ (Apol. 38a5-6). It is Socrates’ life of
continual self-examination and cross-examination that is the ideal life for the
human being to live, until such time as the person’s soul is ‘as good as possible’
(&meos [ wuxn] s apiotn éotal, Apol. 30b1).

Whether Socrates” words are rightly taken to imply that the soul can ever
actually reach perfection in respect of excellence is a moot point, but what is

clear is that until such perfection is attained, the attainment of excellence and
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the good for man, which derives from excellence alone, all depend upon our
possession of Socrates’ ‘human knowledge’ and the examined life that this
knowledge alone makes possible. Such is the invitation that Plato issues in the
Apology, and when Socrates’ speech that follows his sentencing has been read,
the reader is left with the impression that Socrates’ execution is a martyrdom in

the name of the god of Delphi and for the sake of mankind.

Section 2. Socratic wisdom in the Charmides

It is in turning to the Charmides that Plato’s readers meet the problem of
Socratic wisdom.’® For it is here that they find the existence and worth of
Socratic wisdom, which Plato so carefully embeds in the character of Socrates
in the Apology, refuted by none other than Socrates himself. The nature and
scope of the problem will become clear in this chapter, as we examine the
conclusions that Socrates and Critias arrive at in the arguments in the second
half of the Charmides. This chapter will demonstrate how halfway through the
Charmides Plato uses the dramatic frame of the dialogue and close

intertextuality with the Apology to throw the reader into aporia regarding the

%® There has been much debate over the centuries regarding the order in which
the dialogues should be read. For a consideration of the issues involved see
Annas (2002). In the arguments that follow I shall imagine the reader turning to
the Charmides at some point after reading the Apology, but this is only to
present one way of illustrating the problem of Socratic wisdom. We can equally
imagine a reader turning to the Apology after reading the Charmides, and being
alarmed at the endorsement of Socratic knowledge there, when it appears to
have been refuted in the Charmides.
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nature and possibility of the ideal life for man. This will constitute the problem
of Socratic wisdom that the rest of this dissertation will seek to resolve.

The Charmides opens with Socrates’ return from the battle at Potidaea in
432 BC and his recourse to the palaestra of Taureas in order to resume his
customary practice of passing the time in conversation. He first satisfies the
curiosity of those present by reporting on the battle, and then asks them how
philosophy has been faring in his absence, and in particular, whether any of the
youths are excelling in wisdom or beauty or both. Critias heaps praises upon his
kinsman Charmides, which appears to be deserved, if the latter’s fawning
retinue is a valid criterion. Socrates, however, is unwilling to confer the highest
praises on Charmides until he has ascertained that he possesses excellence of
soul as well as beauty of form (Charm. 154d6-el). Critias sends a slave to
summon Charmides over so that Socrates will have an opportunity to converse
with him, but he does so by employing the ruse that Socrates can cure
Charmides of his morning headaches.

Such headaches are, of course, characteristic of hangovers after excessive
drinking, as the doctor Eryximachus remarks at the beginning of Plato’s
Symposium (&A\cos Te kal kparmahédvTa €11k This TpoTepaias, Symp. 176d3-4).>
In the absence of any other evidence for the cause of Charmides’ morning

headaches, and given the fact that the rest of the dialogue is about cwppooivn,®®

37 Aristotle also alludes to headaches after excessive intoxication, and reports
on the alleviating effect of cabbages and the cleansing power of their juice
(Problemata 873°37-*23).

% The translation of cewepooivn is very difficult to capture in English, and
translators have proposed numerous equivalents, including temperance,
moderation, prudence, self-control, sensibility and soundness of mind.
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it is likely that the headaches are indeed the effect of Charmides’ immoderate
drinking the day before.

Socrates, in his turn, uses the ruse of the leaf and charm of Zalmoxis, along
with the principle of holistic therapy, to focus the conversation on the condition
of Charmides’ soul, especially in respect of ccwgpoouvn. For the leaf will cure
the head only if the soul is already ocppeov, and if it is not, then the charm must
be used first, which consists in fair discourse (tous Adyous... Tous kaAous) that
engenders cwepoouvn in the soul (Charm. 157a3-6). And so, Socrates seeks to
discover whether Charmides already has cwepootvn by asking him what it is,
on the grounds that if he has it in him, he can perceive it so as to form a
judgement (Sof&Cew) about what it is (Charm. 159a1-3).%

The rest of the Charmides proceeds through successive definitions and
refutations of cwepootvn, and the dialogue ends in aporia with regard to what
cwoepootvn is, and whether Charmides already has it so that Socrates can
dispense with the charm of Zalmoxis and apply the remedy of the leaf for his
patient’s headaches (Charm. 176al-5). Modern commentators disagree about

the number of definitions attempted, although there is general consensus that

Furthermore, the very subject of the Charmides is the inquiry into what
cwepoovuvn is, the results of which would, of course, determine how we best
translate it. The inquiry, however, ends without discovering what ccoppocivn is.
Rather than beg the question, therefore, I shall leave ccoppootvn untranslated.

% This premise, viz., that if one possesses ccwppootvn, one knows (or at least
can perceive) what it is, is an early appearance of the sort of self-knowledge
that gets discussed in the second half of the Charmides. Indeed, it is the denial
of this proposition at 164c5-6, which Socrates shows to be a consequence of
Critias’ definition of ccwepoctvn as ‘doing one’s own’, that Critias himself
cannot accept, thereby forcing him to abandon his definition in favour of
cwepoolvn as ‘knowing oneself’.
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the dialogue considers at least four. Charmides first defines ccoppooivn as ‘a
quietness’ (fiouxidtns Tis, 159b), then ‘shame’ (aidcs, 160e4), and finally
‘doing one’s own’ (16 T& éautol mpdTTew, 161b6). When Charmides can no
longer defend this third definition, Critias steps forward to do so at 162e6.
However, despite Critias’ semantic machinations to salvage this third definition
by modifying it to ‘doing what is good’ (v téwv ayabéov mpagwv) at 163¢3-e2,

Socrates forces him to abandon it at 164c7.

At 164d4 there begins what turns out to be a sea change in the dialogue, and
the point at which the Charmides begins to make its contribution to the problem
of Socratic wisdom by setting what appears to be a collision course with the
Apology. Critias has been defending the third definition of ccoppoouivn as ‘doing
one’s own’, but as a result of the pressure of Socrates’ cross-examination he
seeks to exploit a quotation from Hesiod in order to interpret this as meaning
‘doing what is good’. Socrates makes clear that this is at least a modification of
the third definition, if not in fact a fourth (163d7). Socrates then uses the
example of a doctor to point out a consequence of this definition that Critias
will be unable to accept, viz., that it is possible for a person to be occ>ppcov
without knowing that he is being ocoppeov.*” This consequence is reached on the
one hand by Critias’ equation of ccwepootvn and doing good things, and on the
other hand by Socrates’ observation that, for example, a doctor does not

necessarily know in advance whether his cure will be successful and will ‘do

* Critias here endorses Socrates’ earlier premise at 159a1-3, that the possession
of ccoppootvn implies (is a sufficient condition for) the knowledge of it.
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what is good’. So on those occasions when his cure is being successful and he
is ‘doing what is good’, by definition he will be occppcov. But in as much as he
does not necessarily know for certain that his cure is working, i.e., that he is
doing good things and that he is therefore being ocoppcov, he can be ocrppcov
without knowing it. Socrates demonstrates that, given Critias’ definition of
cwepoolvn, it is at least possible (¢vioTe, 164c5) for the ocppcov person to be
ignorant that he is being ocepwv (&yvoel & tautdv 8T cwoppovel, 164cH).
Critias’ uncompromising denial that this is possible constitutes a turning in the
dialogue, where Plato from this point forward focuses the attention of his
readers on the question of what knowledge is, and in particular, what knowing
oneself is.

Plato marks this abrupt change of direction in the Charmides with Critias’
willingness to jettison anything he has asserted so far, rather than agree that the
person who does not know himself is ocppcov (&yvooivta avutdv EauTtdv
&vbpwomov ocwepovelv, Charm. 164d2-3). This humility (oux &v aioxuvBeinv,
164d1) jolts the reader, who has become acquainted with a Critias whose
deceitful arrogance had propelled him into debate with Socrates at 162c, when
Charmides with mischievous glee fumbled what seems certain to have been
Critias’ own definition (Charm. 162b10-11 & 162c4-6). Now, at 164d, the
change in the direction of the dialogue’s arguments is heralded by the
astonishingly uncharacteristic generosity and humility of Critias, who suddenly
appears to have ‘seen the light’, as it were. He has found a humility that allows

him publicly to abjure as erroneous everything he has said so far about
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owppoouvn. What he now insists upon at all costs is the identity of ccoppooivn

and the knowledge of oneself.

For I say that this, pretty much, is what ccoppocivn is,
namely, knowing oneself. (oxeddv ydp T Eywye autd
TOUTS PN €lval CwPPooUvnY, TO YLYVCIOKEW EQUTOV,

Charm. 164d3-4)

Plato marks this fresh start in the dialogue not only with this new, fourth
definition, and not only with Critias’ unmitigated renunciation of any claims
that he has made so far in the dialogue, but also, and especially, by the wholly
uncharacteristic behaviour that seems to descend upon and inspire Critias.
Indeed, he appears to be as Socratic as Socrates, in this liberal spirit of
abandoning all in the pursuit of what appears to be right and true. It is not only
reminiscent of the account of Socrates’ life in the Apology, where he renounces
any claim to have knowledge that is more than the mere cognisance of his own
ignorance, but also prescient of Socrates’ characteristic plea in the Charmides
two pages later. In the space of these two pages Critias will have forgotten his
humility and will revert to his proud character that bridles at being shown to be
wrong. In order for the dialogue to continue any further, Socrates will have to
coax him into abandoning his pride so that he can disregard whether it is he
who is being refuted or someone else, and focus all his attention instead on the
argument itself (aUté... 76 Aoy, Charm. 166d8-¢2).

The literary skill that Plato has worked into the dramatic frame of this fresh
start to the inquiry into ccwgepoctvn demands some sort of explanation. Why
does Plato portray Critias at 164c8-d3 in a way that at the same time so closely

resembles Socrates’ characteristic behaviour, and is so opposed to Critias’ own
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nature? This question becomes even more pressing when we come to read the
remarkable speech that Critias gives immediately after his graceful capitulation,
with its re-interpretation of the Delphic inscription ‘Know thyself’. This speech
has puzzled scholars, for Plato appears to have given lines to Critias to speak
that Socrates ought to have said. Drew Hyland notes that Critias’ formulation of
cwepoolvn ‘construes sophrosyne as a kind of responsive openness’, which is
characteristic of Socrates’ questioning stance, and he asks why Plato ‘put these
words in Critias’ mouth’, rather than in Socrates’.* Hyland concludes that Plato
intends to give expression to a ‘deep and almost bitter irony’, by which he
portrays Critias as an example of someone whose arrogance leads him to think

that he knows, when in fact he does not:

even though Critias can utter his suggestive
formulation of sophrosyne as self-knowledge, he does
not really know it.**

David Levine disagrees with Hyland’s conclusion, arguing that the real
problem is not Critias’ ‘ingenuineness’ in giving his formulation of ccoppooivn
as self-knowledge, but ‘its perverted understanding’.*’ For Levine the key
passage for explaining the apparent anomaly of Critias behaving and speaking
like Socrates before and during his Delphi speech comes a little later at 167al-
7. There Socrates augments Critias’ explication of self-knowledge as
‘knowledge of knowledge’ by the addition of ‘and of the lack of knowledge’.

This addition demarks the difference between what Critias understands self-

knowledge to be and what Socrates actually exhibits. Whereas Critias’

* Hyland (1981): 91-92.
* Ibid.: 92.
* Levine (1984): 69.
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conception of self-knowledge is the self-conscious arrogation of knowledge that
has no capacity for cognising one’s lack of knowledge, Socrates’ ‘double-sided
wisdom’ embraces both ‘knowing what one knows and what one does not know

(167al1-7)’. As Levine sees it,

The rest of the dialogue is an analysis of the
significance of this ‘small’ addition. Thus, Socrates’
discussion of self-knowledge illuminates, not only
Critias’ self-knowledge, but his own as well and thus is
a reflexive exemplification of what is in question.**

This digression into the view of scholars such as Hyland and Levine
illustrates the awkward nature, from the point of view of the reader, of this
fresh start in the Charmides. Hyland is right to highlight this puzzle and see in
it a portrayal by Plato, in the character of Critias, of the very absence of
Socratic knowledge that we find in the Apology. Levine is also right in
perceiving the second half of the Charmides as a study of a ‘counterposing’ of
two conceptions of self-knowledge: Critias’ ‘singular mode of knowledge’ that
promises a ‘tyrannical presumption to mastery’, and Socrates’ unique ‘double-
sided wisdom’ that consists of knowing what one knows and what one does not
know.” But Plato’s brief unexpected portrayal of Critias and the Delphic
speech that follows also forces the reader to examine, in the light of this part of
the Charmides, his own understanding of Plato’s ‘message’ of the Apology in
praise of the exemplary life for a human.

Up to this point in the Charmides the three definitions of ccoppoouvn given

so far have all targeted the behaviour or conduct of the ocppcov person as the

“ Ibid.: 71.
* Ibid.
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domain in which to discover the distinctive feature or definiens of cwgpoovvn.*
The fresh start, on the other hand, targets the ocbppcov person’s cognitive
condition as the domain in which, according to Critias’ proposal, the defining
feature of ccppoovvn is to be sought. For Critias, whatever else is true of the
ooepwv person, he enjoys a particular cognitive condition, viz., of knowing
that he is ocppcwv. The dialogue now moves on to consider what ccoppooivn
entails with regard to the ocppcov person’s knowledge. This major shift in the
focus of the dialogue, as it inclines towards the exploration of self-knowledge
and its relation to cwepooivn, becomes inextricably associated with what the
Apology tells us about Socrates’ epistemic condition, which enabled him to live
the exemplary life. Furthermore, Plato reinforces the thematic juxtaposition of
the Apology and Charmides by means of the ample intertextuality offered by
Critias’ lengthy citation, in support of his definition of ccoppooivn, of the
Delphic inscription, ‘Know thyself” (Charm. I'vééi oautdv, 164e7).

In what follows, it will become clear how Plato motivates the problem of
Socratic wisdom for the reader through thematic and textual juxtaposition. By
bringing the two dialogues so closely together, Plato forces the reader to
reconcile the contradiction generated by the Apology’s encomium of Socratic
wisdom and the Charmides’ apparent refutation of it. When we see how closely
Plato crafted the intertextuality between these two texts, we shall see that it was
his intention to force us to confront the shortcomings of our own understanding

of what Socratic wisdom is.

4 Eyven Charmides’ second definition of ‘shame’ is conceived of in terms of

behaviour, as Socrates’ counter-example of Homer’s needy man illustrates
(Charmides 161a4).
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First of all, the intertextuality of the Charmides 164c7 ff. with the Apology
20c4-23cl is established in general terms simply by the reference in both
dialogues to the god at Delphi as an authority on knowledge and the welfare of
mankind. In addition to this, these two passages are connected even more
closely by the instrumental role that Chaerephon plays in obtaining the oracular
response mentioned in the Apology (20e) and his devoted presence from the
very beginning of the conversation in the Charmides (153b). However, the
intertextuality between the two dialogues is established beyond doubt by the
similarity of the vocabulary that Socrates and Critias use in their representation
of the advice that is attributed to the god. For Socrates the god’s oracular reply
is posing a riddle (aivitteton, Apol. 21b3-4), and for Critias the Delphic
inscription, interpreted as the god’s greeting to man, comes rather in the form of
a riddle (aiviynatwdéotepov, Charm. 164e6-7). In this way the two dialogues
are intimately bound together in their shared project of seeking to understand
the mind of the Delphic god on the subject of human knowledge.

The intertextuality is further secured by the way in which Socrates and
Critias match each other in their unusual reception of their Delphic texts.
Chaerephon’s question to the god seems simple enough: ‘Is there anyone wiser
than Socrates?’” When the answer is ‘No’, Socrates receives this as a riddle, not
a gratifying compliment. Likewise, Critias does not understand the Delphic
inscription as everyone else does, but sees it as a riddle. Unlike others, Critias
applauds the anonymous dedicator in the Charmides for inscribing what he
interprets really as a greeting from the god (wpdopnois ToU 6eot, 164d7 &

165a5-6), rather than mere advice (oupBouAiv, 165a4). Just as in the Apology
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the oracular response to Chaerephon receives a special interpretation from
Socrates, so here in the Charmides Critias interprets the Delphic inscription in a
special way.

The reciprocity of these two passages is even further established by the
particular form that their unusual interpretations take. On the one hand,
Socrates translates the indicative mood of the oracular response, ‘There is no
one wiser’ (Apol. 21a6-7), into the imperative mood, commanding him to
undertake a divine mission (4pol. 28e4, 31a7-8 & 37e5-6). On the other hand,
Critias interprets ‘Know thyself” as a salutation from god to man.

The difference between advice and salutation relevant here is that a
salutation carries with it the ardent wish of the speaker, or perhaps more
precisely, his will that his salutation be realised in the person receiving his
greeting. So, in ordinary parlance, when the Greek speaker hailed a friend with
the customary xaipe, he used the imperative mood of the verb meaning ‘to be of
good cheer’; he was commanding him, not merely advising him, just as a
Roman would will his friend to be of good health with ‘salve’. The speaker not
only expresses an optimal condition that the hearer may enjoy, but also
expresses the speaker’s will that the person greeted be in this condition. The use
of the imperative mood in salutations is therefore appropriate, for a greeting is a
command that a particular situation or condition obtain in the person greeted.
This differs from the giving of advice in that the giver of advice suggests what
the recipient ought to do, but does not necessarily will that the recipient follow

that advice, let alone enjoy its fruits. For example, a criminal lawyer may offer
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advice to a client, despite the fact that he entertains no expectation, or even
wish, that the client heed it.

In Critias’ speech Plato presents the inscription ‘Know thyself” as the god’s
salutation. As a salutation, and not just a piece of advice, it conveys the god’s
will that such and such be so. It amounts to a command that the visitor ‘Know
yourself” (Mvésbr cautdédv), which Critias takes to be equivalent to ‘Be ocoppcov’
(Zwgpdvel). Since yvavar and cwepoveiv are verbs that predicate states of their
subjects, viz., ‘to be a knower of” and ‘to be oppcov’, while their use in the
imperative mood may imply ‘Try to know yourself” and ‘Try to be okppcov’,
their primary sense is ‘Have knowledge/Be a knower of yourself” and ‘Be in the
state of being ocbppcov’. The god’s salutation amounts to his command not only
that human beings practise knowing themselves, as one might practise being
oogpwv, but also that they be in the condition of knowing themselves, as one
might be in the condition of being odppcov. Plato has Critias interpret the
inscription so that the god of Delphi is seen to express a command that all men
embody self-knowledge.

What this ‘knowing oneself” is the reader has yet to examine in the
Charmides. But the connection with the Apology is clear. There, too, Plato
presents the god as expressing a command that Socrates bring human beings to
know themselves, in as much as Socrates interprets the oracular reply as
commanding him (4pol. 29e4 & 37e6) to carry out the divine mission of
helping the god show people that they do not have knowledge, when they think
they do have it (4pol. 23b6-7). So, the intertextuality of the Apology and the

Charmides is reinforced by the unusual way in which both Socrates and Critias
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interpret words attributed to the Delphic god as commands, whether to Socrates
on behalf of all mankind, in the case of the Apology, or directly to all mankind,
in the case of the Charmides.”’

As yet, Critias’ interpretation of the Delphic inscription as a salutation from
god to man does not identify the self-knowledge enjoined by it with the peculiar
‘human knowledge’ of Socrates in the Apology. That is to say, the reader has no
grounds, as yet, for thinking that the self-knowledge enjoined upon mankind by
the god is the knowledge that he specifies as distinguishing Socrates as the
wisest of all men. Perhaps there will turn out to be a difference—perhaps there
will not—between the self-knowledge enjoined by the inscription in the
Charmides and Socrates’ knowledge in the Apology. Either way, Plato
introduces a tension between the two appearances of self-knowledge that is

exacerbated by the intertextuality of these two passages. And yet, the special

*" Hyland goes rather further in his interpretation of the act of greeting, which
he takes to be the taking of a stance of ‘responsive openness’ towards someone,
and which he views as a ‘well-chosen image’ for the taking of a ‘stance of
wonder’, of ‘responsive openness’, of the ‘interrogative stance of philosophy’.
He considers Critias’ account of the Delphic inscription to be an accurate
formulation of what it is to be ocppcov and to possess self-knowledge, but that
although Critias manages to formulate correctly the definition of ccoppocivn,
the virtue of philosophy, he fails to understand it, ‘because he does not embody
it’. Hyland (1981): 89-92. But this account of what a greeting is, viz., the
expression of responsive openness, allows Hyland to read into the text much
more than the text offers, e.g., Heidegger’s ‘patient noble mindedness’
(Gelassenheit). But greetings may or may not express such openness on the part
of the greeter. And in order to show that Critias depicts ccoppoctvn as the
dispositional stance that Hyland hails as Socratic wisdom, Hyland must do
more than merely define a salutation in the way he does. Indeed, Levine is right
to fault Hyland’s interpretation for going too far in construing Critias’ Delphic
speech as a statement of the Socratic philosophical stance: ‘the text is eclipsed
as Hyland pursues his ulterior philosophical intention... to superimpose Critias’
view on Socrates, despite the latter’s continued lack of approbation’. Levine
(1984): 69.

59



interpretations given to the god’s words in the two dialogues gives the reader
grounds for viewing both forms of knowledge, if indeed they are different
forms of knowledge, as knowledge that the god recommends to man. If the
reader is to heed this highest recommendation that Plato lavishes upon the self-
knowledge of the Charmides and the Socratic knowledge of the Apology, then
he must make some effort to comprehend what this knowledge is, if they are the

same, or what they are, if they are different.

The intertextuality that we have seen so far between the two dialogues
constitutes for the reader an opportunity for further work of the kind that
Socrates carried out in the Apology, and indeed we shall see that this is exactly
what happens after Critias’ Delphic speech in the Charmides. That is to say, the
analysis of the various forms of knowledge that Socrates conducts in the
Apology establishes a framework with reference to which the reader can ask
exactly what kind of knowledge the self-knowledge in the Charmides is. And
such an analysis is exactly what is going to be furthered when Socrates
responds to Critias’ speech with his extended elenchus.

The effect of intertextuality arises not only from the similarities between the
two dialogues; the differences, too, make a contribution. For example, we saw
above that Plato’s choice of Critias as the proponent of the definition of
cwgepootvn as self-knowledge strikes us as bizarre and out of Critias’ character.
After his volte-face at 164c7 he speaks about the Delphic oracle in a way that

mirrors Socrates in the Apology, and yet the two speakers are so different in
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nature, at least according to Plato’s portrayal of these two characters in the
Charmides.

Furthermore, to the educated reader of Plato, this difference in their natures
has a dimension beyond Plato’s portrayal of Socrates and Critias. The
incongruity of Plato’s choice of Critias not only as an interlocutor, but also as
the one who speaks Socrates-like, will not be lost on any well-informed reader
of Plato. Nor will Plato have been ignorant of the historical figure and kinsman
after whom his character was named. Plato depicts his character Critias as
having special insight into the mind of the god of Delphi. And yet, every reader
of the Charmides who has even only a little knowledge of the turbulent times
prior to Socrates’ trial and execution will know, thanks to the efforts of
historians like Xenophon,™ that the historical Critias was one of the least
ocpeov of villains of the oligarchic party in Athens toward the end of the 5™
century BC.*

It was Critias and his colleagues, whose efforts he largely orchestrated as a
principal player in the party, who issued such illegal and intemperate
commands as the one that Socrates describes himself as courageously and
lawfully disobeying in the Apology (32c4-el). Critias was foremost in
contriving and administering this reign of terror, and Socrates through his
conduct figures in the Apology as foremost in opposition. When Socrates

mentions this in the Apology he is stressing that his greater regard for what is

* Xenophon, Hellenica 11. iii.2 — iv. 19.

* See the account given by Debra Nails. ‘Critias... was certainly a member and
leader of the Thirty in 404/3... [He] appears to have been one of the extreme
members and personally to have plotted some of its most reprehensible

measures: murders, confiscations, banishments, mass execution of the citizen
population of Eleusis.” Nails (2002): 110.
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right and righteous expressed itself not only in words, but also in deeds (4pol.
32a4-5 & 32c¢8-d1). But he also clearly indicates that his actions are the fruits of
his ‘human knowledge’, in that he does not think he knows that death is an evil,
when he does not know this (4pol. 29a4-6). In this way Plato construes
Socrates’ actions as expressions of his knowledge, viz., Socratic wisdom.

When the reader recalls the atrocities that Critias is mainly remembered for,
and reads in the Charmides of the special insight that he is claiming to have into
the mind of the god of Delphi and the knowledge that he enjoins upon mankind,
the project of the analysis of knowledge that follows Critias’ Delphic speech
takes on a practical significance that challenges the way that we, the readers,
lead our lives. Through this tension between the kinds of knowledge that
Socrates and Critias claim to have, Plato exerts pressure upon us to examine the
knowledge that guides our own lives. Critias’ actions will have been
expressions of whatever debased kind of knowledge he possessed, and yet here
he professes to have a special understanding of the knowledge that divinity
enjoins. As has been shown, we already have cause to wonder whether this
knowledge is the same as the Socratic knowledge that informed and guided
Socrates’ life as depicted in the Apology, but now we also have reason to
wonder how such apparently similar kinds of knowledge, if indeed they are not
the very same knowledge, can engender diametrically opposite actions. On the
one hand there is the ideal life for a human, on the other hand the life of one of
history’s greatest villains, and binding them together is a joint claim to have a
special insight into the knowledge—the progenitor of deeds—that divinity

prescribes as constituting mankind’s best welfare.

62



In the Apology Plato scripts Socrates as Apollo’s messenger, conveying to
mankind the knowledge of what the god commends, viz., human wisdom. In
the Charmides Plato scripts Critias also as Apollo’s messenger, conveying to
mankind the knowledge of what the god commends, viz., self-knowledge. The
similarity of the message is made all the more striking and enigmatic by the

extreme dissimilarity of the lives of the two messengers.

We have seen how Plato uses intertextuality between the Apology and the
Charmides to juxtapose the self-knowledge that Socrates describes in the
Apology and the self-knowledge that Critias and Socrates examine in the
Charmides. Having done this, Plato then uses the rest of the Charmides to
reflect upon self-knowledge in a way that clearly has Socratic wisdom for the
target of its exposition. What actually results, however, is more of an exposé
than an exposition, for by the end of the Charmides Socrates has apparently
managed to refute the possibility of his own ‘human’ knowledge, thereby
elaborating the problem of Socratic wisdom. In the remaining part of this
chapter, a cursory glance at the stages in this apparent refutation will reveal
how Plato constructs for us a problem that cries out for resolution.

At 164b3-4 in the Charmides Critias offers to explain to Socrates how it is
that cwppootvn is knowledge of oneself, if Socrates does not agree that it is.
Socrates answers that he does not know whether he agrees or not, and will not
know this until he has examined what it means. Their joint examination
concludes that, in as much as it is self-knowledge, it must be knowledge of

itself, i.e., knowledge of knowledge and the lack of knowledge (Charm. 166¢7-
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9). Socrates then fleshes out this definition by describing what powers the
possessor of such knowledge would have, and gives as close a depiction as one

can imagine of Socrates as he portrays himself in the Apology 23b4-7.

[H]e will be able to test to discover (¢€etdoai) what he
happens to know and what he happens not to know, and
he will likewise be able to inspect (¢mokomeiv) what a
person knows and thinks he knows, if indeed he knows,
and in turn what he thinks he knows, but does not know,
and no one else will be able to do this (tév 8¢ &AAcov
ouBeis). (Charm. 167al-5)

Socrates then sums up this ability as the knowledge of what one knows and
what one does not know (t¢6 eidévar & Te oidev kai & un oidev, Charm. 167a6-7),
and Critias concurs. Socrates then proceeds to refute this definition of
ocweppoouvn by failing to find a way in which self-knowledge could exist at all
(Charm. 169a7-b1).

Since Critias is floundering in aporia, Socrates tries to give Critias’
definition of cwepooitvn as ‘self-knowledge’ another chance by assuming for
the sake of argument that self-knowledge is possible, and then examining it for
its usefulness. The constraint for self-knowledge being useful is set by
Socrates’ ‘divining’ ccwepootvn to be ‘something useful and good’ (thv yap odv
31 ccwepootvny w@éAiudv Tt kal &yabdv pavtevouar eival, Charm. 169b4-5). The
justification for Socrates’ divination would appear to be the fact that
cwoepoolvn, whatever else it turns out to be, is universally agreed to be an
excellence (&petn), i.e., a ‘superlative goodness’, and therefore by definition is
something good (&yabdév). After all, if goodness is good, superlative goodness a

fortiori is good. However, Socrates’ subsequent examination of self-knowledge
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for usefulness strips it of the capacity to know what one does and does not
know, leaving it only with the ability to know that someone knows something
(Charm. 170c9-10).

Nevertheless, Socrates perseveres in giving Critias’ definition of scoppooivn
as self-knowledge a chance for having the sort of utility one expects from
cwoepootvn. His suggestion that Critias’ definition of ccepooivn as self-
knowledge reduces to ‘the knowledge only that one knows and that one does
not know’ (eidévai... 8T oidev kai 8Tt ok oidev pdvov, 170d1-3) still sounds very
much like the knowledge that Socrates claims to have in the Apology. There, he
is aware that he does not know anything ‘great or trivial’ (4pol. 21b4-5) and he
concludes that the knowledge he does claim to have after all, having
interrogated other ‘knowledgeable’ people, consists in his not thinking that he
knows when he does not know (Zoika... copcoTepos eival, 81 & un oida oUdt ofoual
eidévan, Apol. 21d6-7).

In the Charmides at 170d1-9, Socrates again, just has he did at 167al-5,
speaks of self-knowledge as conferring the capacity to examine others for the
possession of knowledge. While it cannot reveal what knowledge a person does

or does not possess, it can reveal whether he possesses it or not.

Therefore this person [who has cwoepoctvn, defined as
the knowledge that one does or does not know,] will not
be able to examine (#etdoar) anyone who claims
(pdokovtd) that he knows something (i émiotachar),
that is, whether he knows what he says he knows or
does not know it. But only this much, so it seems, will
he know (yvcoetar), namely, that he has some kind of
knowledge, but ccoppocivn will not enable him to know
(yryvcookew) of what this knowledge is. (Charm. 170d5-
9)
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The Socratic wisdom of the Apology still appears intact, granted what the
argument denied at Charm. 169a7-bl, viz., that it can exist in the first place.
But it is beginning to appear inadequate to the task that engaged the Socrates of
the Apology, who alone of all Athenians and foreign visitors alike spent his life
examining his own knowledge and that of others, thereby succeeding in living
the examined life (¢uoU &xovete.. Euautdv kal &Ahous é€etdlovTtos, O Bt
&veétaoTos Blos o BiwoTds &vbpcdome, Apol. 38a4-6). The knowledge that can
tell that one knows or does not, but cannot tell what it is one does or does not
know, no longer seems capable of conferring the greatest blessing on oneself
and the state, as if from divine dispensation (olos Umd Tol Beol T TéAel Beddcbal,
Apol. 38a7-8). For us to care for our souls, which alone ensures our greatest
good (Apol. 30a7-b4), we need to know that the knowledge we have is not just
any knowledge. We need to know whether the knowledge we have is the right
kind, viz., the knowledge of what is good for the soul. As a case in point,
Socrates admits that the craftsmen possessed some kinds of knowledge, but
failed to recognise that they lacked knowledge about the most important matters
(kal T&AAa T& péyiota cogwTtaTos, Apol. 22d7). Socrates’ elenchus in the

Charmides has, for a second time, apparently undermined his wisdom in the

Apology.

The rout of Socratic wisdom continues in the Charmides as Socrates
continues his search for some utility for it. He argues, using the example of
medicine, that anyone who wishes to examine a doctor rightly (6 &p8és

okomoupevos), in order to tell whether he really knows medicine or not, will
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examine him (¢mokéyetar) by examining the truth of what he says (ei aAn6f
Aéyetar) and the correctness of his actions (i dp8cds mp&TreTar)—but he can do
this only by possessing the knowledge itself in regard to matters of health and
disease (Charm. 171al1-c2). From the point of view of the reader, this is a most
astonishing conclusion for Socrates to draw, viz., that it is not possible to
examine anyone’s claim to possess knowledge unless one has that knowledge
himself. It is astonishing because this is exactly what Socrates was denying in
the Apology. There, he contradicted his earlier accusers, who had inferred from
his success in examining others that he must have the very knowledge that he

proved others did not have:

... many slanders have arisen against me, and this report
is made of me (dvopa 8¢ ToUTto Aédyecbai) viz., that I have
knowledge (cogds eivar), for on each occasion the
bystanders think that I have knowledge of those things
in respect of which I cross-examine and refute someone
else (olovtal ydp pe éxdoTtoTe of TapdvTes Talta alTdV
elval copdv & &v &AAov EEeléyEw). (Apol. 23a3-5)

Socrates insists in the Apology that he succeeds in examining what others in
fact know and do not know not by possessing the knowledge they profess to
have, but by possessing another kind of knowledge, viz., his ‘human
knowledge’ that consists in knowing that in truth he is worthless in respect of
knowledge, i.e., that he knows nothing of any value (4pol., 23a7-b4). But in the
Charmides Socrates’ own train of reasoning appears to vilify the defence of his
life in the Apology. In effect it brands the seventy-year-old Socrates a liar and a
fraud, and secures the justice of his conviction at the hands of his accusers and

the jury. For according to Socrates in the Charmides, the Socrates of the
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Apology could not possibly have ‘pursued the inquiry’ (¢makoAoubfican, Charm.
171b12) into the truth of what his respondents said and the correctness of their
actions without possessing the knowledge in question, the very knowledge that
he denied possessing.

The argument that Socrates pursues in the Charmides, as guided largely by
Critias’ responses, rejects the notion we find in the Apology of a ‘human
knowledge’ by means of which one can examine the validity of one’s own and
other’s claims to knowledge. After a reverie in which Socrates imagines the
benefits of such a kind of knowledge, if it did exist and prevailed in the life of a
community, he concludes with Critias that this knowledge ‘clearly does not
exist’ (Charm. 172a7-8). In yet another attempt to salvage some usefulness for
cwepoovvn as Critias defines it, however, Socrates returns to Critias’ initial
formulation at 166e7-8 of cwgpoctvn as ‘knowledge of knowledge and the lack
of knowledge’, i.e., prior to the two attempts to construe it either as knowledge
of what one knows and does not know, or knowledge that one knows or does
not know. Socrates suggests some claims on behalf of ccoppoovvn, viz., that its
possessor would learn more easily, apprehend more clearly, and be able to
examine others more robustly about the knowledge that he himself has acquired
(Charm. 172bl-8). But this usefulness of ‘knowledge of knowledge and the
lack of knowledge’ still depends on its possessor also actually possessing the
knowledge that the person he is examining claims to possess. In this way
Socrates’ exposition of the knowledge of knowledge and the lack of knowledge
in the Charmides sallies forth as the contradiction of the knowledge of

knowledge and the lack of knowledge that he claims to have in the Apology.
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The climax of the attack in the Charmides upon Socratic wisdom comes
when Socrates re-admits, for the sake of argument, the possibility of the
existence of knowing what one knows and what one does not know (7o &idévan &
Te oidev kal & un oidev, Charm. 172¢8-d1). He does this in order to retract the
statement he made earlier (Charm. 171d1-172a5) that the community that
possessed and acted upon this knowledge would fare well and be happy. For in
his ‘dream’ of a community governed by the knowledge of what one does and
does not know (173a7 ff.), it is not this knowledge that confers happiness and
well-being; only the knowledge of good and bad can do this. Socratic wisdom,
as the knowledge of what one does and does not know, is useless, contrary to
what Plato proclaims in the Apology.

Critias then makes a last ditch attempt to assert the utility of knowledge of
knowledge, on the grounds that it would rule over (&pxouca, 174el) the
knowledge of what is good and bad, just as it presides over (¢motaTei, 174d9)
the other kinds of knowledge. With these few words Critias moves from the
language of epistemology to the language of political power, and indeed,
tyranny. Plato’s choice of Critias as the character to spar with Socrates is apt.
Such language concerning an over-mastering knowledge well suits the mouth
of the historical Critias, whose deeds were evidence of his lust to exceed
measure in the coercion of others, and whose life exhibited the antithesis of
Socrates’ cwepoouvn, as portrayed elsewhere (Symp. 219e-220¢) in Alcibiades’
description of him in the campaign at Potidaea, to which the Charmides alludes

when it begins (Charm. 153a).
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Critias’ language of political power betrays a more sinister motive for his
interest in knowledge. Here, at the end of the dialogue, we gain an insight into
how differently Critias and Socrates conceive of knowledge and its uses. Critias
is quick to portray self-knowledge as the knowledge that over-masters the uses
of all other kinds of knowledge in a community. And by doing so he reveals
how differently he conceives of the value of self-knowledge, when we compare
it with the use of self-knowledge depicted in the Apology that keeps Socrates
too busy and too just to engage in political activity in Athens (4pol. 23b7-cl &
31d5-32a3). As we shall see, Plato exploits this difference of viewpoint about
self-knowledge, and indeed about knowledge itself, in the Charmides in such a
way that the reader is compelled to inspect closely the model of knowledge that
lies behind Critias’ responses to Socrates’ questions. After all, Socrates allows
the argument to be guided by the responses that emerge from the understanding
of his interlocutor. As it stands at the end of the Charmides, Socrates’ probing
of Critias’ account of self-knowledge, which so closely resembles the self-
knowledge depicted in the Apology, is denied any utility, since only the
knowledge of good and bad confers that. But even worse than this, by the end
of the dialogue the Critian defence of self-knowledge, as teased out by
Socrates, appears to have repudiated even the coherence of the conception of
Socratic wisdom.

Socrates’ summing up speech (Charm. 17529 ff.) catalogues his and Critias’
failure to discover what ccpootvn is. In particular, Socrates states that their

most egregious error, in point of reason, was their agreement, contrary to
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reason, that it is possible for someone to know what he does not know, even if

only to the extent that he knows that he does not know it.

[We came to these agreements] not even examining
(¢mokewdpuevor) the impossibility of a person knowing
(eidévar) in any way (auéds yé meas) that which he does
not know (& ms un oidev) at all (undapcds); for our
agreement states that he knows them, that is, knows that
he does not know them (811 y&p ovk oidev, pnoiv alta
eidévai 1 nueTépa opoloyia). And yet, I think, nothing
would appear more unreasonable than this. (Charm.
175¢c4-8)

Socrates here passes his final condemnatory sentence on that part of the
discussion of self-knowledge in the latter half of the Charmides that targets the
Socratic wisdom of the Apology. Indeed, the knowledge that one does not know
receives the harshest of denunciations, in as much as it is consigned to the
lowermost dungeon of ‘least rationality’ (oUSevds STou oUxi &loycddTepov,
Charm. 175d7-8). Socrates makes the unequivocal and extreme claim that there
is nothing that is more irrational than the knowledge of what one does not
know. He brings to a head all his arguments in the second half of the
Charmides and focuses the force of their criticism intensely on this single most
illogical of all propositions, a proposition that precisely characterises the
epistemic virtue of the Socrates of the Apology. And whichever of these
alternatives is correct, what are we to infer about what Plafo thinks? Hence, we
can see that Plato composes in the Charmides in a most conspicuous way an
apparent refutation of Socrates’ claim in the Apology to possess a ‘human
knowledge’ by virtue of which he recognises that he does not know, and

therefore does not think he knows what he in fact does not know. And in doing
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this, Plato presents the reader with the problem of Socratic wisdom, viz., how
are we to reconcile these two dialogues and their contradictory conclusions? Is
Socrates right in the Apology to claim possession of a knowledge by which he
recognises what he does and does not know, and is it right that such knowledge
is the ideal epistemic condition for the human being? Or is the Apology wrong
on both these counts? Is it rather the Charmides that is right in its arguments
denying both the possibility of such a knowledge and its usefulness towards

securing the good life for us, if indeed it ever could exist?

The problem of Socratic wisdom manifests at the level of doctrine, in that
the reader wishes to know what position Plato takes on the question of the
possibility of Socratic wisdom, and if it is possible, then what its nature is. But
the problem also appears at the ethical level, at the level of the habits that we
seek to cultivate, in that both dialogues are about how the human being should
live his life. The Apology presents an ideal of the examined life, and the
Charmides has for its central theme one of the chief human virtues that make
for a successful life. The effect of the intertextuality between the Apology and
the Charmides regarding self-knowledge is to focus the mind of the reader on
the twofold question that the Apology was meant to answer, viz., what is the
knowledge that makes a person most wise and what is the knowledge that is
best for securing the greatest good for man? If the readers have come to the
Charmides after having read the Apology, they are likely to believe that they
have the answer ready to hand. The answer is the one Socrates gives, viz., the

awareness (owveldévar éauted) of what one does and does not know, and
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therefore (since ‘probably only god has knowledge’) the realisation (To
ytyvcookew) that one is worthless in respect of knowledge (Apol. 21b4-5, 21d4-
7, 23a5-6 & 23b2-4). The god of Delphi stands surety for this knowledge being
the one that makes a human being most wise. And the ‘proof’ that this
knowledge is the best for a human being to possess, at least prior to his putative
perfection in virtue which alone is the source of good for man, is its being the
sine qua non for the human being to undertake the search for virtue in the first
place.

The reader is primed to heed the message of the Apology, in which the
arguments that Socrates offers in defence of his way of life and the dramatic
frame that Plato depicts proclaim the martyrdom of the wisest of men and
divine gift to mankind (4pol. 23b2-4, 30d7-el & 31a7-8), whose only
motivation for his penurious toil has ever been the service of the god and a
fatherly concern for the welfare of humanity (4pol. 23b7-cl, 31b4-5 & 36d4-5).
The Apology moves the reader to agree that only the examined life is worth
living, and that this is nothing less than a life’s work, a way of life, as described
by Socrates. Indeed, like so many other individuals and even schools of
Hellenistic philosophy, the reader is likely to emulate Socrates and to
endeavour to succeed in living the examined life. But how is he to go about
this? Antisthenes and Aristippus demonstrated how divergent were the

possibilities for Socrates’ own associates to lead a ‘Socratic life’.”® If we focus

% Guthrie illustrates how differently Antisthenes, Aristippus and Euclides
sought to continue the Socratic way of life. Guthrie (1971): 169-187. See also
the next chapter for a fuller account of attempts throughout history to emulate
the Socratic life.
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only on the direction that the Apology gives to its readers, the clear prescription
is to acquire and practise Socrates’ ‘human knowledge’ for the sake of the care
of our souls. That is to say, one must not think one knows, when one does not
know, especially in regard to the moral condition of one’s soul, and one must
cling to this Socratic self-knowledge throughout one’s campaign to rectify the
moral shortcomings that this self-knowledge reveals.

But, once again, what is the reader of the Apology to do? Does he
henceforth simply proclaim that he does not really know, whenever he is
inclined to make an epistemic claim? Surely, this is not enough. For the god
states that a person has Socrates’ wisdom only if he realises (¢yvcoke) that he is
not wise; merely proclaiming falls short of realising. Well then, how does he
get himself to realise this? Does he go about thinking that he is not wise,
meditating constantly upon this proposition and putting himself under a strict
mental discipline not to allow any assent to any propositions that may cross his
mind? But again, even if he were to succeed in adopting such a sceptical
posture by exercising ¢moxn in respect of all doxastic assent, this still falls short
of realising that he does not know. This Socratic wisdom, that one knows
nothing of any real value, must be seen, must be known to be so, if one is to
succeed in attaining the Socratic ideal. One must be aware that one knows
nothing. Believing or even being convinced is not knowledge.

After reading the Apology we shall have formed our own view of what
constitutes Socrates’ ‘human knowledge’, and if we have cared enough to try to
emulate Socrates, we shall have found that Socratic wisdom is not as easy to

come by as may have appeared at first from Plato’s artful depiction of the plain-
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talking defendant. The Apology does not explicitly say how we are to go about
acquiring this ‘human knowledge’, but Socrates’ gadfly analogy implies that it
is by subjecting ourselves tirelessly to cross-examination by him or someone
like him (4pol. 30d5-31b5). It certainly demands of us a programme of
continual inquiry and continual defeat in our inquiry. And it is likely, sooner or
later, to occur to us to question what its usefulness will really turn out to be, if
we were ever to succeed in doing this all our lives. In theory the acquisition of
Socratic wisdom makes possible the care of the soul by providing the
knowledge of our own moral ignorance to motivate the inquiry into virtue. But
at the end of the Apology, after the din and brawl of the courtroom drama has
settled, we bid Socrates farewell and find ourselves left alone to the devices of
our own understanding of what the ideal examined life is. And in the same way
we are also left to discover for ourselves what the payoff of Socratic wisdom, in
practice, really is.

Plato’s use of Socrates as the flesh and bones of his moral philosophy, with
his rousing call in the Apology that we all live the examined life and strive for
moral goodness, renders us poised with interest upon hearing Critias’ salutation
from the god of Delphi to know ourselves. Indeed, the interest is heightened by
that fact that it is Critias who proposes the topic, so that it will be Socrates, the
master-revealer of ignorance, who will sift Critias’ understanding of self-
knowledge, and hence our understanding also, separating what is known from
what is not. Socrates, the champion of self-knowledge in the Apology,
undertakes in the Charmides to examine our understanding of his, and

potentially our, self-knowledge. But far from emerging from the scrutiny with a
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clearer understanding of Socratic wisdom and more detailed guidance for
attaining to what our mentor embodied, we find Socrates—himself, no less—
rubbishing his own formulation in the Apology of his own wisdom, as
something that is not possible, and even if it were possible, as something that
would be worthless (Charm. 175b6-d5). What are we to make of this? What is
Plato up to? Was he genuinely confused? Did he change his mind? The
Charmides offers no apologies, no retractions, no explanations, just refutation
and abjuration of the Socratic wisdom of the Apology. Socrates and his wisdom
have managed to throw us into aporia about Socratic wisdom, made all the
more acute because our aporia manifests itself both at the intellectual level,
with the question of what Plato’s doctrine is, and at the ethical level, with the
question of how we can best live our lives.

In the next chapter we shall see how this inconsistency between the Apology
and the Charmides is placed in the context of the many inconsistencies that
appear throughout the Platonic corpus. We shall review and assess the various
methodologies that interpreters of Plato have used over the centuries in order to
reconcile such apparent contradictions in his doctrine. This survey will
elucidate reasons for preferring a method of Platonic interpretation called the
‘double dialogue’ reading, which treats many of the inconsistencies in the
dialogues as deliberate clashes constructed for the reader by authorial design.
Thereafter we shall apply this hermeneutic method in a close reading of the
arguments in the second half of the Charmides. This reading will demonstrate
the superiority of this method over the others, in that it resolves the problem of

Socratic wisdom by explaining how, far from being an embarrassment for

76



Plato, the ‘problem’ is an essential part both of his epistemological project in

his written work and of his programme as a teacher.
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Chapter 3. Strategies for the Resolving of Inconsistencies in Plato

Section 1. The need for a strategy to resolve inconsistencies in Plato

The inconsistency between the Apology and the Charmides in respect of
Socratic wisdom is, of course, not the only inconsistency we find in Plato. Over
the centuries commentators have struggled to derive a consistent doctrine from
the dialogues, a struggle made arduous because of the large number of apparent
inconsistencies at the most fundamental level of doctrine found in them. Did
Plato believe that the soul was single or tripartite? Was it his doctrine that
knowledge alone is sufficient for being virtuous? Did the theory of Forms, as
commonly reconstructed from the middle books of the Republic, represent his
essential teaching? Or are the broadside in the Parmenides and the apparent
absence of such a fully-fledged theory of Forms from the Theaetetus and
arguably from other ‘late’ dialogues evidence that Plato’s mature thought
distanced him from his own theory of Forms? Does his theory of Forms,
whether in the end he endorses it or not, entail a Two World ontology of eternal
insensible reals qua universals on the one hand, and evanescent unreal sensibles
qua particulars on the other? Did he really mean for Socrates, whether or not
we think of the character as representing the historical figure, to disavow all
knowledge, or does Plato claim on his behalf such ethical knowledge as it
always being wrong to disobey one’s superiors (4dpology 29b) and it always
being worse to commit injustice than to suffer it (Gorgias 509a)? And perhaps

most disconcerting from an overall point of view, if Plato does endorse
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Socrates’ characteristic disavowal of knowledge and the method that is
grounded in this epistemic agnosticism, however we are supposed to qualify
them, how legitimate is it for us to read Plato as avowing doctrine at all, where
doctrine is construed as amounting to the assertion of claims about the truth of
how things are?

Various strategies have been used by individual commentators and by
whole schools of scholars to give an account of such inconsistencies in order to
discern in Plato a coherent philosophical position. In our attempt to find some
explanation, and possibly even reconciliation, for the problem of Socratic
wisdom, it behoves us to examine these strategies to see whether they can offer
valuable assistance towards a solution. What follows in this chapter is a survey
of approaches to Plato over the centuries, and an assessment of their utility in
providing a strategy for resolving apparent inconsistencies in his thought. As
will become clear, one aim of this survey is to demonstrate that a central feature
of Platonism throughout the ages has always been the robust contest between
competing interpretations of what Plato thought. This overview of Platonic
debate will show how controversial any approach towards reading Plato will be,
given such vigorously defended alternatives. But a further aim of this survey is
to identify shortcomings in these interpretative methodologies, and thereby to
provide motivation for employing a strategy that has recently been developed in
various ways by a number of Platonic scholars. These scholars are not in entire

agreement in respect of all the details of this approach, but the core of their
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consensus constitutes a coherent strategy that I shall call the ‘double dialogue’

reading of Plato, as coined in the 1970s by E. N. Tigerstedt.”!

Section 2. The Platonism of the Academies

After Plato’s death successive phases of the Academy, which he had
founded, promulgated their own brand of Platonism, claiming that theirs was
the correct understanding of Plato. Ancient historians postulated the
existence of no less than five Academies prior to Neoplatonism.® The
modern consensus, however, follows Cicero’s simpler picture that reduces
these five to three.” The first is the Old Academy, unified by its collegiate
struggle to investigate key philosophical issues such as the nature of the
good, the role of mathematics in the cosmos, and the theory of Forms.>* The
second is the New Academy, unified by the view that the true Platonic
tradition is one of non-dogmatic scepticism.’” The third is Middle Platonism,

which sought to restore the Academy to a Platonism defined by a particular

>! Tigerstedt (1977): 96-101.

>2 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism: 1. 220.

> Cicero, Academica: Liv.13-18, 1.xii.43-46, ILxxii.70 & ILxxxv.113.

>* For an account of the activities of the Academy in the later years of Plato’s
life and after his death see Guthrie (2001): 446-492.

» The thoroughgoing scepticism of the New Academy is evidenced by
Antiochus’ attack upon it, documented in Cicero’s Academica: 11.xiii-xviii.40-
60. For Cicero’s defence of it see 11.xx.64-105, especially I1.xxxi-xxxii.99-104.
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dogma that was characterised by Antiochus of Ascalon’s attempt to integrate

the principles propounded by Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics.™

During this period of six hundred years after Plato’s death, before the rise
of Neoplatonism, successive generations of Platonists not only disagreed
over what Plato’s doctrines were, but even argued vigorously over whether
Plato in fact held any doctrines at all.”’ Indeed, the single most unifying
factor throughout the history of the Academy was not any of Plato’s
purported doctrines, but a methodology of ‘argument on either side’ that is
regularly portrayed in the dialogues.”® It is this method that the members of
the New Academy, who were called the Academics or Sceptics, cultivated
on the grounds that Plato’s way of philosophising was not the building of
systems and the conveying of dogma, but the engagement through dialectic
in the activity of philosophia, i.e., the love of wisdom, as a way of life and
truth. Cicero records in his Academica the four arguments which the
Academics employed in order to justify this interpretation of Plato: nothing
is affirmed in the dialogues, there is much exploration of both sides of an

issue, everything is up for question, and nothing is declared as certain.’

Nevertheless, so persistent was the conviction that Plato must have had a

dogma that the search for his doctrines resumed in due course in the

% For the tenets of Antiochus’ dogmatism, which he attributes to the Old

Academy, see Cicero’s Academica: 1.v-xiii.19-33. His account, in fact, is
heavily laced with Stoic, let alone Aristotelian doctrines, as Cicero himself later
points out (II.xxii.69).

°7 For an example of the passion and vigour of this debate see Ibid. IL.vi.16-18.
>% Brittain (2001): 221. See especially chapters 4 and 5 for a detailed account of

one period of debate by Platonists over what constituted the correct ‘unity
thesis’ of Academic thought.
%9 Cicero, Academica: 1.xii.46.
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Academy, and later Platonists would even defend this conviction by

publishing such ‘patent fiction’ as the conspiracy-theory claim that

...the Academics were esoteric Platonists, who handed
down the secret doctrines of Platonism (which later
appeared openly in the work of Plotinus), but assumed a
‘front’ of universal scepticism to combat the threat of
Stoic materialism.®’

This verdict by Augustine, who was a Neoplatonist before his conversion to
Christianity, exudes the confidence of the ‘new Platonism’ founded by

Plotinus in the early 3" century CE.

Plotinus had become deeply disillusioned with the interpretation of Plato
that prevailed in the Alexandrian school, and went on to promulgate a
‘novel’ reading of Plato, after submitting himself to ten years of discipleship
under an Egyptian teacher, Ammonius Saccas. We know little of this sage,
who wrote nothing, but whose teachings we can vaguely discern in Plotinus’
monistic interpretation of Plato’s thought. However, Plotinus did not
consider his ‘novel’ reading novel to Plato, for he viewed his interpretation
as ‘a restoration of Plato’s own doctrine, which previous interpreters had
distorted’.®’ So inspiring was Plotinus’ ‘restoration’ that, by the time of the
Neoplatonists lamblichus and Proclus (fourth and fifth centuries CE), these
interpreters of Plato had come to use the dialogues primarily as the support

on which to drape their Plotinian visions of what Plato ‘meant to say.”*> And

% Brittain (2001): 222-223.
o1 Wallis (1995): 17.

62 A thorough examination of the early history of Platonic interpretation is

undertaken in Tarrant (2000). See Chapters 5-7 and especially pp. 213-215.
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in the Academy under the scholarchate of the Neoplatonists (fifth and sixth

centuries CE),

...the lecturer’s authority lay in the claim that the vision
that inspired Pythagoras, Plato, and others had been
recreated within his own spirit. The interpretation was
an interpretation of a vision rather than a text.”’

The Neoplatonic interpretation of Plato attracted much ancient support. It
was not only Plotinus who believed that his was the true understanding of
Plato’s thought. From the early 400s CE until its dissolution by the Emperor
Justinian in 529 CE, the Platonic Academy was headed by Neoplatonists.®*
Furthermore, throughout the Middle Ages ‘Platonism, whether in the East or in
the West, was actually Neoplatonism’, and continued largely to be so
throughout the Renaissance.®> And even today, there are modern commentators
who defend the Neoplatonic interpretation of Plato, notably Lloyd Gerson,
whose Aristotle and Other Platonists argues in great detail for the validity of
understanding not only Plato, but also Aristotle ‘through the prism’ of
Neoplatonism.

Gerson elsewhere notes that Neoplatonists ‘did not regard themselves as

innovators in any way’, and yet they were

... not so much interested in getting Plato ‘right’ as they
were in the philosophical position whose greatest
exponent happened to be Plato.”’

% Tbid.: 95-96.

6 Wallis (1995): 138.

% Tigerstedt (1974): 7 & 38.

% Gerson (2004): 22.

%7 For this and the other quotations in this paragraph see Gerson (2002): 1.
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For this reason, where there are gaps or inconsistencies in the dialogues, the
Neoplatonists gave much thought to what Plato could or would have said about
them. Gerson cites as a case in point the ‘single unambiguous reference to the
Idea of the Good in the Republic’. He argues that one can ‘choose to ignore’ its
implications, or one can do as the Neoplatonists did, and try to harmonise it
with the Philebus, the Parmenides and Aristotle’s testimony into a doctrine that
ultimately posits a single first principle, a doctrine that is ‘implied by’ Plato’s
thought. Gerson urges a decision upon us by citing Proclus’ observation that
ignoring gaps and inconsistencies in the dialogues constitutes our adopting a
philosophical position no less than the attempt to fill and harmonise them. But
apart from ignoring and harmonising, Gerson does not offer us other strategies
for resolving inconsistencies, and appears to hold the view that in the absence
of our spending °‘quality time with the Neoplatonists’, the gaps and
inconsistencies in Plato will condemn us to ‘an impossibly narrow view of
Platonism’.

This brief survey of the history of the Academy through to its endorsement
of Neoplatonism demonstrates three things: that an essential element of the
Platonic tradition has always been the debate over what Plato thought or must
have thought, that many of Plato’s heirs who lived closer to his lifetime than we
do attributed a variety of doctrines to him that extrapolate from the gaps and
inconsistencies in the dialogues, and that a significant portion of this

commentarial tradition denied that he promulgated any doctrine at all.
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Section 3. Aristotle’s Plato

One of the difficulties in finding a definitive interpretation of Plato that we
can use to resolve inconsistencies in the dialogues is that each interpreter is
inevitably influenced by his own ideas and philosophical interests, as he seeks
to arrive at an understanding of what Plato thought. A case in point is Plato’s
most famous student, Aristotle. For example, let us examine the way in which
he handles the controversy over how many first principles Plato thought there
were, for it demonstrates how careful we must be in elucidating the
presuppositions within a commentator’s strategy of interpretation. This cursory
examination will merely aim to show how the strategic tools that Aristotle uses
to analyse the evidence of Plato’s thought and synthesise out of this a Platonic
doctrine are, in part, responsible for the outcome. Hence, to assess fully
Aristotle’s formulation of Platonic doctrine, we must be cognisant of his tools
and evaluate the validity of their use.

In his Metaphysics 987°14-98815 Aristotle is setting out what his
predecessors postulated as the fundamental first principles (&pxai) of the
universe, and in particular, how many first principles each philosopher
postulated. He clearly states that he views Plato’s thought as entailing more

than one fundamental first principle.

As matter, the great and the small were principles; as
substance, the One (987°20-1).%®

Aristotle then argues that Plato distanced himself from Pythagorean doctrine by

% W. D. Ross’ translation in Barnes (1995): 1561.
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...positing a dyad and constructing the infinite out of
great and small, instead of treating the infinite as one
(987°25-6).%°

Aristotle then sums up his analysis of what he takes to be Plato’s thought,
classifying Plato as a dualist, for whom the universe is founded upon two first

principles or causes: the One and the Dyad of the great and small.

Plato, then, declared himself thus on the points in
question; it is evident from what has been said that he
has used only two causes, that of the essence and the
material cause (for the Forms are the cause of the
essence of all other things, and the One is the cause of
the essence of the Forms); and it is evident what the
underlying matter is, of which the Forms are predicated
in the case of sensible things, and the One in the case of
Forms, viz., that this is a dyad, the great and the small
(988°7-14).7

I quote this passage at length for two reasons. The first is to highlight the
contrast between Aristotle’s representation of what Plato thought as a dualism,

and that of the Neoplatonist Plotinus, which is a kind of monism.”" According

“Tbid.: 1561-1562.

" Ibid.: 1562.

"' Aristotle’s famous commentator, Alexander of Aphrodisias, in his
commentary on the Metaphysics confirms that Aristotle considered Plato to be a
dualist: ‘Plato made the One and the dyad principles of numbers and of all the
things that are, as Aristotle says in his treatise On the Good’. (The translation is
from Dooley (1989): 85.) Unfortunately, we do not have Aristotle’s treatise On
the Good to verify this. Furthermore, when Alexander considers a variant
reading of Aristotle’s text at Metaphysics 988°10-11 that would support a
monist interpretation of Plato, he regards it as without authority, being an
emendation by the Middle Platonist Eudorus. William Dooley reviews the
scholarship on this passage and concludes: ‘...in his commentary on the variant
reading, Alexander finds nothing in the altered text that goes counter to the
orthodox interpretation of Platonism presented in the text of Aristotle on which
he is commenting (Metaphy. 988°14), according to which Plato used two
causes, the One and matter.” (Author’s italics in Dooley (1989): 88-89, n. 187.)
For a discussion of Simplicius’ claim that Alexander, typically of the 2™
century CE, attributes three principles to Plato (the matter, the maker and the
paradigm, corresponding to the Receptacle, the Demiurge and the Forms), see
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to Plotinus’ reading of Plato, ‘the One is “all things and none of them’”’, and out
of itself it emanates all things, including matter.”> Matter is not ‘an
independently existing principle’.” It is clear that Plotinus, pace Aristotle, does
not read Plato as postulating the One as a principle that informs matter qua a
separate, independent principle. And again, it is clear that if we are to assess
these opposing representations of Plato’s thought, we need to know what tools
Aristotle and Plotinus used and to evaluate how validly they employed them.
We also need to be sensitive to any particular aims that philosophers may
have had in working up their commentaries on Plato. We shall look at the

question of Aristotle’s motives presently. As for Plotinus, he and the other early

Neoplatonists

... regarded themselves as Platonists pure and simple, in
the sense of expounding nothing not already present, at
least by implication, in Plato’s own teaching.””

By contrast, however, the later Neoplatonists make our assessment of their

commentaries more difficult by having the determined aim

... to show the presence of the same truths not merely in
Aristotle and the earlier Greek philosophers, but in
Homer, Hesiod and Greek mythology in general.””

Sharples (1995): 69 & 73-75. 1 shall argue only that Alexander took Plato to be
at least a dualist; clearly, if Simplicius is right, and Alexander attributed three
principles to Plato, a fortiori he attributed two principles to him.

2 Wallis (1995): 60-65.

" Ibid.: 50.

" Ibid.: 3.

7 Tbid.
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Plotinus, then, appears not to be disinclined to offer an account of Plato’s
principles that contradict Aristotle’s, although there is evidence that he did in
fact endeavour to reconcile Aristotelian with Platonic doctrine.”

It does, of course, seem bizarre in the extreme to use Plotinus’
understanding of Plato, 600 years after Plato’s death, to challenge the word of
Plato’s very able student, who attended the Academy for the last twenty years
of Plato’s life. We need to have good reason if we are to question the
veridicality of his representation of Plato’s thought. And this is the second
reason for quoting Aristotle above at length, for the passage shows how his
account of Plato is embedded in terms of hylomorphism and the language of
Aristotle’s four causes. This provides us with a clue to Aristotle’s strategy of
interpretation and the degree of its value as an accurate account of Plato’s
thought.

Aristotle is notorious for characterising the views of other philosophers
somewhat uncharitably, motivated as he is by his own project of sifting through
what his predecessors thought in order to formulate his own theories as
improvements upon theirs.”” His methodology at the beginning of some of his
inquiries is to collect ‘reputable opinions’ (#vdofa) attributed to his

predecessors, not in order to establish the historical accuracy of such

7® Frank De Haas argues, pace Wallis, that Plotinus’ On the genera of being
(Enneads V1.1-3 [41-3]) is an exploration of the Categories that results in a
‘decisive contribution to Plotinus’ Platonic ontology’. He concludes that
Porphyry’s commentaries on the Categories were intended to complement
Plotinus’ ‘project of integrating Aristotle’s philosophy into Platonism’. De
Haas (2001): 502 & 523.

7 For a study of the degree to which Aristotle’s philosophical style and his
dialectical strategy render him vulnerable to charges of misinterpretation of
Plato see Fine (1995).
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attributions, but in order to chart his own dialectical progress towards the true
account.”® Owing to his use of the reported views of his predecessors primarily
as landmarks on his own philosophical journey, many scholars agree that his
account of Plato ‘is often biased and misleading’; some believe that he actually
misunderstands Plato in places.”

This is not to say, of course, that Aristotle did not read his Plato very
carefully and with brilliant acuity. It would be quite wrong to suggest that he
did not ‘know his Plato’, whatever that might mean, as is attested by the
explicit and implicit references to the dialogues in his works. But at the same
time he was a true philosopher, for whom ‘while both are dear, it is right to
honour truth before [one’s friends]” (Nicomachean Ethics 1 1096*16-7). We can
expect from Aristotle, and indeed do get, an acutely critical view of Plato. It is
also not a valid criticism of Aristotle to fault his strategy of using his principles
of hylomorphism and the four causes to compare, contrast and classify the
doctrines of other philosophers. Danger does loom, however, when these
techniques of analysis are used to reconstruct what an author says according to
a conceptual framework that he did not propose.

Since historical accuracy was not Aristotle’s primary aim in recording what
his predecessors thought, the use of his own interpretative strategies to identify
and assess what they thought requires that we exercise great caution in reading

his accounts of them.® This brief examination of Aristotle’s account of Plato’s

" The first books of the De Anima and of the Nicomachean Ethics afford
classic demonstrations of Aristotle’s methodology.

7 Tigerstedt (1977): 82-83. See also Shorey (1968): 82.

% Tarrant examines how it was in Aristotle’s interests to attribute definite and
unequivocal doctrines to his predecessors. ‘Everything points to Aristotle's
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first principles not only demonstrates that interpreters ought to try to make their
strategies transparent and accountable for any distorting tendencies, but also
warns the readers of these interpreters to be mindful of the interpreters’
strategies when assessing their results. Fortunately, in the interpretation of
Plato’s doctrine, we appear to be ideally placed for the evaluation of competing
interpretations in the light of the evidence, since all that he wrote for
publication is extant; we lack no texts as we set out to verify or dispute

Aristotle’s or anyone else’s account of what Plato thought. *'

Section 4. The demise of Neoplatonism

It was just this issue regarding the authoritative status of Plato’s own
written work vis-a-vis his commentators that came to play the major role in the
demise in the eighteenth century of the Neoplatonist interpretation that had
prevailed since Plotinus’ day. The elevation of the dialogues to the position of
highest authority constituted the hermeneutic principle with which Protestant
theologians in the seventeenth century began to shake the foundations of
Neoplatonism, which had defined what Plato thought for over a thousand years.
They vigorously condemned core doctrines of Neoplatonism as anti-Christian,

and by resorting to Plato’s dialogues, the entire corpus of which had become

having avoided in depth exegesis of his predecessors, and to his need to
understand all of them within his own, often unsympathetic, conceptual
framework, a framework that could only take account of firmly fixed doctrine.’
Tarrant (2000): 44.

81 Cherniss (1980): 4.
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available in Europe only in the Renaissance, they argued that the anti-Christian
elements in Platonism had been imported through the eclecticism of centuries
of Neoplatonists, from the apostate Ammonius Saccas, Plotinus’ teacher, to
Marsilio Ficino, the High Priest of the Renaissance.*” In corroboration of this
Protestant thesis R. T. Wallis points out that Plotinus himself regarded his work
‘not as a totally fresh departure, but as a restoration of Plato’s own doctrine’,

and that much of what was ‘restored’ was in fact alien to Plato.

That many Neoplatonic doctrines had not been
explicitly propounded in the Platonic dialogues, but
were drawn from Aristotle and the Stoics, the
Neoplatonists themselves were well aware.*

Indeed, Porphyry, Plotinus’ student and compiler, praises him for being an
independent thinker who, while a Platonist, subtly mingles Stoic and
Aristotelian doctrines in his writings; for example, he claims that the Enneads
‘incorporate a condensation of Aristotle's Metaphysics’.** Furthermore, the
Neopythagoreans anticipated Plotinus’s doctrine in some of its most crucial
areas,” and it will always remain a mystery just how much of Plotinus’
monistic thought was inspired by his Egyptian teacher.*

The Protestant movement to liberate Plato from Neoplatonism and let him,

as it were, speak for himself culminated in the early eighteenth century in Jacob

82 Kriamer (1990): 16. See also the assessment of the seminal work of the
French Calvinist loannes Serranus and of ‘the father of modern ecclesiastical
historiography’ Johan Lorenz von Mosheim in Tigerstedt (1974): 39-42 & 55-
57. Ammonius had abjured his Christian faith when he came of age.

83 Wallis (1995): 17.

5 Porphyry, Vita Plotoni: 14.1-8. The translation is Wallis’, Ibid.

% For the possible influence of Moderatus and Numenius on Plotinus see Ibid.:
32-36.

% Ibid.: 38 & 48.
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Brucker’s scholarly demolition of the Neoplatonists as ‘pseudo-Platonists’ and
‘vain and foolish forgers of a most detestable and false philosophy’ that was
‘essentially un-Platonic’. *’ His rejection of the Neoplatonic interpretation of
Plato was so cogent that this became the orthodoxy in the monumental
encyclopaedias of the German and French Enlightenments.® Brucker set
himself the task of constructing Plato’s doctrine from the dialogues alone.
However, he found it impossible to find a system in them, and gave eight
reasons why he thought it could not be done.*” One of these reasons is the fact
that Plato never appears in the dialogues in propria persona to state his views;
another reason is that he weaves ambiguities and inconsistent subtleties
throughout the discussions; yet another is that these discussions often generate
contradictions by incorporating mutually incompatible ideas. These reasons,
however, did not deter the vast majority of Platonic scholars who insisted that
Plato, in as much as he was a philosopher of worth, must have had a system.”
But when they tried to find it within the dialogues, the obscurities, ambiguities,
gaps, contradictions and inconclusiveness subverted their attempts to identify a
unified doctrine, just as they had done for Brucker.”!

In spite of such difficulties, Platonic scholars persevered with their
conviction that Plato simply 4ad to have a systematic doctrine, and having
failed to find it in his written work, they devised a strategy by which they might

refer inconsistencies to an authority higher than the dialogues themselves. They

%7 Tigerstedt (1974): 58. See pp. 57-61 for an account of Brucker’s Critical
History of Philosophy from the First Beginnings of the World to our Times.

% In particular those published by Zedler and Diderot. Ibid.: 61-62.

% For the full list of these causes of Plato’s ‘obscurity’ see Ibid.: 59-60.

" Ibid.: 38, 60, 65, 67 & 69.

! Tigerstedt (1977): 15.
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pursued the hypothesis that the doctrines of Plato’s ‘real’ teaching lay ‘behind’
his dialogues in the form of ‘unwritten doctrines’ that Plato never committed to

writing.

Section 5. Plato’s ‘unwritten doctrines’

The hypothesis of the ‘unwritten doctrines’, first advanced in modern
times by Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann in the 1790s, proposes that Plato
had a system, but that he reserved it only for oral instruction within the
Academy, while the written word, in the form of the dialogues, was
intended for the wider public as protreptic and preparation for philosophy
proper.”” Tennemann justified his hypothesis by citing the Phaedrus and
Second and Seventh Letters, where Plato speaks of the limitations of the
written word.” Despite his deprecation of the philosophical value of the
dialogues as evidence of what Plato really thought, Tennemann sought,
with little success, to extrapolate Plato’s ‘oral teaching’ from them.

Other scholars since then have tried to make the hypothesis of the
‘unwritten doctrines’ more successful by enlisting passages in Aristotle and

later commentators on Plato that attribute to him certain metaphysical tenets

%2 Tigerstedt (1974): 66. The passage from Aristotle’s Metaphysics examined
above is one such example, where a doctrine of first principles, which appears
nowhere explicitly in the dialogues, might be attributed to Plato.

%3 See the next section for an examination of the claim that the Phaedrus and
the Epistles are evidence for a Platonic ‘oral teaching’.
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that do not appear to be propounded in his dialogues.”* Indeed, since 1959,
following the work of Hans Joachim Krdmer and Konrad Gaiser, the
Tiibingen School of Platonic interpretation has defended this hypothesis
and seeks to define the content of what its members believe was Plato’s
esoteric system of metaphysics.”” For this reason they have been called
‘Esotericists’.”® The Tiibingen School claims that the core of these
‘unwritten doctrines’ is a theory of principles that ‘serves as the ultimate
foundation that is beyond the theory of Ideas and includes them’, and
thereby ‘guarantees a higher degree of unity to Platonic philosophy’ than
can be found from reading the dialogues alone.”” These principles are the
One and Indefinite Duality, and as evidence for this theory of principles, the
School cites the mention of a public lecture ‘On the Good’ that Plato once
delivered in Athens,”® passages in Plato’s dialogues that may suggest such a

doctrine of principles, brief expositions in Aristotle (as we saw above), and

later commentators on how Plato viewed these principles in relation to the

%% For a brief and balanced survey of this controversial issue see Guthrie (2001):
418-442. There is an extensive collection of translations of ancient texts that
some modern commentators have used to reconstruct what the ‘unwritten
doctrines’ might have been in Appendix I of Findlay (1974): 413-454. Note,
however, Findlay’s unreserved reception of them as authoritative in
establishing ‘what Plato taught and thought’ (p. 415).

%> The initial impulse for the Tiibingen School was provided by Krimer (1959).
For a statement of the interpretative principles of the School, an account of its
progress, and a chronological bibliography of the first three decades of the
School’s work see Kramer (1990).

% E. N. Tigerstedt introduces the term ‘Esotericists’ in Tigerstedt (1977): 63.
His review of attempts in modern times to formulate Plato’s philosophy
receives the praise it deserves in Guthrie (2001): 418.

°7 Kramer (1990): 77. For a summary of the ‘unwritten doctrines’ see Guthrie
(2001): 426-442.

% Aristoxenus, Harmonics: 11.30-31. For an assessment of the contribution that
the lecture ‘On the Good’ makes towards the Tiibingen project see Gaiser
(1980).
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Ideas, numbers and the sensible world.” In this way a purported ‘oral
teaching’ is elevated to the position of a final court of appeal, and what
Plato wrote is denied ultimate authority as testimony for what Plato himself
believed to be the most fundamental truths. Whatever is taken from later
writers as reports of the purported ‘oral teaching’ achieves supremacy as the
key to understanding what the dialogues ‘only adumbrate’.'”

The vulnerability of such a method is that it goes about determining the
meaning ‘behind’ what an author wrote not by what se wrote, but by what
others thought and wrote about what he said. This vulnerability is especially
threatening in regard to the “‘unwritten doctrines’ of Plato, for an examination of
the written evidence for them soon shows how little there is to go on.'”' The
latitude that the Esotericist method affords its proponents for attributing
doctrine to Plato, that may not have been his doctrine at all, has been the
principal objection from the method’s many critics.

In the 1940s, even before the arrival of the Tiibingen School, the project of
locating Plato’s thought outside his dialogues was dealt a devastating broadside
through the consummate scholarship of Harold Cherniss, who argues that the
evidence outside Plato’s dialogues for his doctrine depends primarily upon only
two passages in Aristotle. He concludes that the discrepancy between what

Aristotle attributes to Plato’s thought and what we find in the dialogues is due

to Aristotle’s critical interpretation of Plato’s theory of Ideas, and that the

% For a collection of these passages, see Appendices II & III in Krimer (1990).
1% For a statement of the methodology that guides the Tiibingen School see
Ibid.: 41-42.

"' W. K. C. Guthrie’s glance at the evidence for these ‘unwritten doctrines’
shows how tenuous any claims in favour of their existence and content must be.
Guthrie (2001): 423-426.
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tendency in Aristotle to recast the thought of other philosophers according to
his own interpretative system is noticeable not only to the readers of Aristotle
today, but was a complaint levelled against him by Platonists even in his own
day.'"” So, when Aristotle and later commentators ascribe metaphysical tenets
to Plato which do not appear in the dialogues, it is wrong to account for this
discrepancy by hypothesising ‘unwritten doctrines’, and right to explain it by
acknowledging the influence upon Aristotle’s interpretation of Plato that results
from his preferred way of doing philosophy, viz., of imputing fixed doctrines to
his predecessors according to the structure of his own analysis, so that he can
then argue dialectically towards his systematic solutions.'*

Cherniss concludes that the dialogues are the only expression Plato ever
gave to his doctrine, and he also draws upon evidence of what Plato thought
‘doing philosophy’ really was. He argues that the uncertainties in Aristotle and
in Plato’s successors, Speusippus and Xenocrates, as to the content of any
official line of thought in the Academy, and the accounts we have of the
deliberately unstructured procedure of mathematical studies under Plato’s
leadership, prove that Plato did not proclaim a fixed doctrine of metaphysics
and natural philosophy, but led the Academy by encouraging, challenging and
guiding the enquiries of its members.'**

Cherniss’ demolition of the Esotericist hypothesis, like Brucker’s toppling
of the Neoplatonic interpretation of Plato two centuries earlier, turned the focus

of the attention of commentators onto the dialogues alone for the purpose of

192 Cherniss (1980): 14, 29 & 33. For his thorough examination of the evidence
see Cherniss (1962).

13 Cherniss (1980): 51.

"% Ibid.: 66-72.
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reconstructing Plato’s doctrine.'”

Nevertheless, many scholars thought that
Cherniss had overstated his case. W. K. C. Guthrie believed that Cherniss was
too harsh in accusing Aristotle of deliberately misrepresenting Plato’s
thought.'” Sir David Ross compared the dialogues with what Aristotle says
about Plato’s thought, and argued that such a comparison proves that Plato must
at least have given voice in the Academy to some ideas that were never
committed to writing.'”” Others agreed with this, but argued that it was wrong
to view such voiced ideas as tantamount to fixed doctrines, and that it is far
more likely that he discussed with his students views that were never, or
perhaps could never be, resolved.'*®

However, the stubborn recalcitrance of the dialogues alone to yield up a

single, coherent doctrine reinvigorated the search for a key to unlock their

defiant inconclusiveness and divulge a systematic doctrine, presumed to be

' The priority of the dialogues in Platonic interpretation even came to be

summoned to account for the source of those passages in Aristotle that had been
used to suggest the existence of ‘unwritten doctrines’. Kenneth Sayre provides
an analysis of the Philebus that seeks to locate in this dialogue all that Aristotle
will have needed as evidence for the metaphysical doctrines he ascribes to
Plato, thereby dispensing with any need for a hypothesis such as that of the
‘unwritten doctrines’. See Sayre (1983).

1% E.g., Guthrie (1957). He argues that any representation by one philosopher
of another’s thoughts will necessarily entail some measure of interpretation.
This fact, of course, goes a long way in accounting for the history of vigorous
debate in the tradition of Platonism.

7 Ross (1971): 149-151.

% E.g., Solmsen (1947): 167. He warns against our underestimating the
‘characteristic elasticity of Plato’s thought’. J. N. Findlay suggests ‘that the
Unwritten Dogmas referred to may have been mere opinions that Plato
expressed in conversation’ in Findlay (1974): 467. Gregory Vlastos reduces the
so-called ‘oral doctrine’ to theories that Plato ‘found attractive enough to merit
exposition and defense in oral argument but which he did not succeed in
working out fully and confidently enough to think them worthy of publication’
in Vlastos (1981): 398.

97



there in Plato’s mind and encrypted in his writings.'” In 1959, a decade and a
half after Cherniss’ assault on Esotericism, Hans Joachim Krdmer came to its
rescue by appealing to passages that Plato himself had written, which ‘by
reason of their explicitness, have an absolute pre-eminence’ in determining
whether or not Plato had ‘unwritten doctrines’.''’ The most explicit of these
passages are the Phaedrus 274b6-278e3 and the Seventh Letter 340b1-345¢3,
which discuss the limits of writing in respect of expressing the truth. He claims
that Plato’s own writings, let alone the writings of later commentators, prove
that he had a secret ‘oral teaching’ of a system of doctrine that was ‘rather

elastic and flexible’ and ‘open to amplification’.'"!

1% For an account of these attempts at reconciliation of doctrine see Tigerstedt

(1977): 14-16 & 52-62.
10 Kramer (1990): 55.
" Ibid.: 91.
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Section 6. The Phaedrus and the Seventh Epistle

If the Esotericists are right, then we cannot resolve all the inconsistencies in
Plato, such as the problem of Socratic wisdom, merely by studying his
dialogues. We must go beyond them in some way. But are they right to use
Plato’s own words, viz., in the Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter, to validate
their strategy as the one that is consonant with the author’s intention? A brief
examination of the evidence in these two works will show that they do not
support the Esotericist strategy.

First of all, Platonic scholars are fairly equally divided over the authenticity
of the Seventh Letter,'"” although the most thorough examination of this letter
concludes, albeit hesitantly, on historical and philosophical grounds that it

cannot have been authored by Plato.'"

Nevertheless, a large consensus has
emerged that accepts the Seventh Letter as either by Plato or by one of his
students who knew him very well.'"*

The Seventh Letter claims at 341c that Plato has never written about what
he is most interested in. What he is most interested in is described at 342a-b as
the fifth element in knowing anything, viz., the thing itself which is known and

truly is. The other four elements involve names, definitions, instances and the

knowledge that one has of the object. The author argues that one must grasp the

12 Guthrie (2001): 401.

3 Edelstein (1966). See pp. 166-9 for his admission of the elusiveness of any
answer regarding the Letter's authenticity. In the end ‘the divergent opinions
held concerning the genuineness of the Seventh Letter have had a decisive
bearing on the image one has had of Plato’ (p. 169), and one might add that the
converse is also true, a point which Solmsen develops in his dissenting review
in Solmsen (1969): 29 & 31.

"4 Guthrie (2001): 399.
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first four elements, before he can ever have knowledge of the fifth,'"> which
alone is what the mind seeks, for it is the true being of the thing, whereas the

other four elements are only its qualities.'

[A]nd it is by means of the examination of each of these
objects [of philosophical inquiry], comparing one with
another — names and definitions, visions and sense-
perceptions, — proving them by kindly proofs and
employing questionings and answerings that are void of
envy — it is by such means, and hardly so, that there
bursts out the light of intelligence and reason regarding
each object in the mind of him who uses every effort of
which mankind is capable.'”

The author points out that the examination and cross-examination of the first
four elements involve the use of language and the senses, and therefore the
knowledge of them is unstable, owing to the possibility for ambiguity and
distortion in the use of language and the senses. However, the knowledge of the
fifth element, the thing itself, being perfect and beyond variation, cannot be
expressed by writing, which uses the imperfect and variable instrument of
language.'"®

What we must not fail to notice here is that the author clearly points out that
the limitations in writing for expressing the truth apply equally to the written
word and to the spoken word. For he says that if someone truly knows
something, viz., the fifth element, the thing itself, and tries to explain it either

orally or in written form, ‘expounding his view by speech or writing or

15 Plato, Epistle VII, 342d8-¢2.

16 1bid., 343b6-c5.

"7 Ibid., 344b3-cl. Bury’s translation in Plato (1966).
8 Ibid.: 343b6-c5 & 344cl-8.
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answers’,''” he will easily be refuted by someone clever at arguing, and that this
is due not to any deficiency in the mind of the knower, but to the defectiveness
in the nature of the other four elements. As Kenneth Sayre puts it, the author is
asserting that ‘neither oral nor written language is capable of expressing the
grasp of being that stands at the end of philosophic inquiry’."*’ Far from the
Seventh Letter proving that Plato orally taught truths that he did not put in
writing, its evidence, as far as it is trustworthy, denies that he did.

Let us turn to the Phaedrus and see whether it proves the existence of
‘unwritten doctrines’. Toward the end of this dialogue Socrates remarks that
what is written can only remind one of what one already knows; it cannot
convey the knowledge itself with any clarity or certitude.'*' The reason he gives
is that written words are fixed and incapable of responding to inquiry into their
meaning, just as the portraits of real people resemble living beings, but in fact
are dead.'” Written words are the bastard brothers of their legitimate siblings,
where the latter are written not on paper, but in the soul, and are alive and can

defend themselves.'*

He concludes that the really important work in
philosophy resembles husbandry, where words with knowledge are planted like
seeds in the soul, but that this can happen only by means of the art of dialogue;

reading the written word cannot accomplish this.'** His point is that knowledge

does not come by reading one’s teacher’s words; it is planted, germinates,

19 rév eEnyoupevov &v Adyols 1 ypéuuaow f amokpiceow, Ibid., 343d4-5.
120 Sayre (1988): 97. See his essay for an examination of the import of the
Seventh Letter in respect of the authority of the dialogues.
121 Plato, Phaedrus, 275¢5-d2.
"* Ibid., 275d4-6.
2 Ibid., 276a1-9.
" Ibid., 276e4-7.
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blossoms and bears fruit only in the give and take of dialogue with one’s
teacher.

But by the same token, Socrates is saying that knowledge does not come by
hearing one’s teacher’s words, either. Indeed in Plato’s day, ‘reading’ just
meant listening to what was read out, whether in one’s own voice or in
someone else’s, and so Socrates’ point applies equally to reading written
doctrines and hearing oral doctrines.'”> His point is that neither of these
activities produces knowledge. His remarks from 276d to the end of the
dialogue make clear that the target of his condemnation is not just written
words, but also spoken words that constitute a fixed doctrine and that, like
Lysias’ speech about love with which the Phaedrus opens and closes, and
which Phaedrus is trying to learn by heart, do not offer the opportunity for
responding to questions and real teaching.'*

Therefore, the criticism of the written word in the Phaedrus is not proof that
Plato taught ‘unwritten doctrines’ that do not appear explicitly in his dialogues.
The point Socrates makes here is that true understanding cannot be conveyed
through books or lectures; it is only the process of question and answer in
dialogue with others that can bring about knowledge in the soul. Knowledge of

the truth of things cannot be fixed and then conveyed either orally or in writing.

125 Tigerstedt (1969): 10. See also Gilbert Ryle’s colourful reconstruction of the

use of Plato’s written work in the Academy during his lifetime: ‘Plato normally
composed his dialogues for oral delivery to audiences’, rather than for reading.
Ryle (1966): 32. Ryle’s inferences regarding Plato’s biographical details,
however, are highly speculative and elaborate a particular developmentalist

interpretation of the dialogues that is not widely endorsed.
126 plato, Phaedrus, 277¢5-9.
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The conclusion of the Phaedrus accords with the conclusion of the Seventh

Letter.

There does not exist, nor will there ever exist, any
treatise of mine dealing [with the subjects which I
seriously study]. For it does not at all admit of verbal
expression like other studies, but, as a result of
continued application to the subject itself and
communion therewith, it is brought to birth in the soul
on a sudden, as light that is kindled by a leaping spark,
and thereafter it nourishes itself.'*’

The author of the Seventh Letter does not say that this ‘light’ consists in
doctrines that can be spoken and conveyed from one person to another; indeed
he uses the image of light in denying that the truth that Plato ‘seriously studies’
can be spoken at all. Knowledge of truth is an ignition that bursts forth in the
souls of those who have associated for many years in the right way with others,
and there is even no requirement that these others, whether Plato or anyone
else, are already aflame with this knowledge.

Furthermore, as Christopher Gill points out, when Plato speaks elsewhere in
his dialogues about a more advanced analysis than that given in them, he

characterises this as

. taking place through a further exercise of the
methods displayed, and not through a dialectical
exercise of a substantively different kind.'**

That is to say, any ‘unwritten teachings’ would have been simply ‘another
expression of the dialectical “shared search”... rather than as the definitive

expression of this’, which explains why Aristotle cites the ‘unwritten doctrines’

27 Plato, Epistle VII, 341c4-d2. Bury’s translation in Plato (1966).
128 Gill (1993): 68.
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and the dialogues without any discrimination between them as to the relative
status of their authority.'*” It also explains why Aristotle, who for twenty years
would have had access to any ‘unwritten doctrines’, nevertheless writes that he
cannot be sure exactly what Plato meant at one point in the Timaeus."*" If there
really existed ‘unwritten doctrines’ that expressed what Plato ‘really thought’,
why did his most illustrious pupil not just ask Plato himself for clarification of
what he thought?

But knowledge of the truth, as Socrates characterises it in the Phaedrus, is
simply not like this. It cannot be fixed and conveyed either in books or speech.
And if the author of the Seventh Letter is to be believed, Plato did not believe
that knowledge about the subjects that he ‘seriously studied’ could be captured
and bound in this way. John Cooper offers a good rendition of this account of

the limitations of doctrine that is fixed either in speech or in writing.

Actual knowledge of the truth on any of these matters
requires a constant capacity to express and re-express it
in relation to varying circumstances and needs and in
response to new questions or challenges that may arise.
Knowledge is a limitless ability to interpret and
reinterpret itself—it cannot be set down exhaustively in
anylgingle set of formulas, for universal, once-for-all
use.

It is clear, then, that the Seventh Letter and the Phaedrus do not support the
Esotericists’ portrayal of Plato in the Academy as saying, but not writing, what
he really thought was the truth of the philosophical issues he studied. What

Plato himself says does not, pace the Esotericists, justify their strategy of

" Tbid.: 66 & 69.

39 For comment on Aristotle’s remarkable assertion in De Generatione et
Corruptione 329°8-24 see Cherniss (1980): 71-72.

131 Cooper (1997): xx.
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seeking to formulate ‘unwritten doctrines’ and then using them to resolve
inconsistencies in the dialogues. We are left with only the dialogues as the
arbiter of what Plato thought, and this leads us back to them, and to them alone,
to continue our search to devise some strategy or other for resolving
inconsistencies in them. We are barred from speculating about what Plato
‘really thought” about Socratic wisdom by referring to any suppositions we may
gather about ‘unwritten doctrines’. Any resolutions of inconsistency must be

found in the texts themselves.

Section 7. Stylometry and the chronological order of the dialogues

We saw earlier that ever since the Protestant onslaught upon Neoplatonism
in the mid-eighteenth century, interpreters of Plato turned to his written work
alone in search for his doctrine, except of course for those in the Esotericist
movement, which we just considered. But the identification of what Plato really
thought proved to be elusive. A major difficulty, as Brucker pointed out, is that
P