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“We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.”

T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding™

1 See T. S. ELIOT, Collected Poems 1909-1962, New York, Harcourt, Brace & New World, 1963, 207.
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ABSTRACT
The Unexamined Life on Trial. A Crucial Problem in Plato’s Writings
Hélder Telo

KEYWORDS: Plato, Socrates, philosophy, philosophical examination, life, Bioc, unexamined
life, wisdom, cooia, care, moig, happiness, evdayovia, d6&a, knowledge claim, view, belief,
gidog, ignorance, apadia, Ereyyoc, evoic, soul, yoym, truth, éAndewo, good, superlative good,
axpatela, tripartition, love of gain, love of honor, love of knowledge, gpilocooia, moAtteia,
illness, deformity, latent badness, latent misery.

The goal of this dissertation is to discuss the assertion that “the unexamined life is not
worth living” (Apology, 38a). We will start by considering how, according to the Apology,
such a life is marked by false knowledge claims, self-neglect, drowsiness and a merely
apparent happiness. Then, we will extent this analysis to the whole Platonic corpus, in order
to better understand the implications of this perspective. This extension will include four
moments.

First, we will analyze Plato’s conception of philosophical examination. Although it
may seem there is no unitary conception of examination in the corpus (especially because of
the difference between a negative and a positive kind of examination), we will see that
philosophical examination is always directed at views or beliefs. We all possess a complex
system of beliefs, and these beliefs may contain many errors and distortions, which are bound
to vitiate any positive examination. Consequently, we must first verify the beliefs we already
have, and only then can we search for new views.

Second, we must consider the inner constitution of our being (i.e., of our yuyn) and
see how it determines the general structure of each particular life (Biog). The yvyn has a
complex cognitive structure, and it is essentially marked by the pursuit of a superlative good.
A Biog is thus a system of practical tensions, directed at the superlative good, and based on
our views of the good and of how to attain it. Moreover, the yoyn is marked by three
constitutive drives (love of gain, love of honor, and love of knowledge — ¢gilocoeia), and
these drives try to control the pursuit of the good, are always in a particular relation of forces,
and also contaminate or transform each other — which means, among other things, that our
entire yoyn and our entire life are deeply marked by love of knowledge.

Third, we will describe the constitution of the unexamined life on the basis of the
structures previously identified. We will see that although there are many modalities of
unexamined life, they all have a similar constitution. They are characterized by the rule of a
non-philosophical drive and by a weak love of knowledge, and this in turn constitutes a
practical system and a cognitive system that are marked by many defects.

Fourth, we will reconsider Plato’s assertion in light of all that was seen. We will show
that the unexamined life is constitutively defective or bad because it is ruled by a drive that is
unfit to rule and its way of seeing things is severely distorted. This prevents the yvyn from
attaining the knowledge and the superlative good it desires. Hence, the unexamined life
should be rejected and we should devote ourselves to philosophical examination, in order to
attain truth and the superlative good. However, philosophical examination can have different
outcomes and it faces several risks. Thus, we will close with the discussion of whether or not
these variables may affect the imperative of philosophical examination and the rejection of
the unexamined life.



RESUMO
A vida ndo-examinada no banco dos réus. Um problema crucial nos escritos de Platédo
Hélder Telo

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Platdo, Socrates, filosofia, exame filoséfico, vida, Bioc, vida ndo-
examinada, sabedoria, cogia, cuidado, molc, felicidade, evdonpovia, d6&a, pretensdo de
saber, perspectiva, convicgdo, &idoc, ignorancia, duodia, #Aeyyoc, @volc, alma, wyoyy,
verdade, dAnOsia, bem, bem superlativo, dxpdrteta, tripartigdo, amor ao ganho, amor a honra,
amor ao saber, pihocooia, Tolteia, doenga, deformidade, mal latente, miséria latente.

O objectivo desta dissertacdo é discutir a declaracdo de que “a vida ndo-examinada
ndo é digna de ser vivida” (Apologia, 38a). Comecaremos por considerar 0 modo como na
Apologia tal vida esta associada a falsas pretensdes de saber, a auto-negligéncia, ao torpor e a
uma felicidade meramente aparente. Em seguida, alargaremos a analise a totalidade do
corpus platonicum, de modo a compreender melhor o que esta implicado em tal perspectiva.
Este alargamento inclui quatro momentos.

Em primeiro lugar, analisaremos a concepc¢do platonica de exame filos6fico. Embora
possa parecer que ndo ha uma concep¢do unitaria de exame no corpus (especialmente por
culpa da diferenca entre um tipo negativo e um tipo positivo de exame), veremos que 0
exame filos6fico tem sempre como objecto teses ou convicgdes. Em geral, todos possuimos
um complexo sistema de convicgdes e estas convicgbes podem conter muitos erros e
distorcdes, 0s quais acabam por viciar qualquer exame positivo. Logo, temos de comegar por
verificar as convicgles que ja temos, e sO entdo poderemos procurar novas teses.

Em segundo lugar, consideraremos a constitui¢cdo interna do nosso ser (i.e., da nossa
yoyn) e veremos o0 modo como ela determina a estrutura geral de qualquer vida em particular
(Biog). A wuyn tem uma estrutura cognitiva complexa e é essencialmente caracterizada pela
procura de um bem superlativo. Um Biog €, portanto, um sistema de tensdes préaticas dirigido
ao bem superlativo e baseado nas nossas convicgdes sobre o que € o bem e sobre como o
alcangar. Além disso, a yuyn define-se por ter trés pulsdes constitutivas: 0 amor ao ganho, o
amor a honra e 0 amor ao conhecimento (pilocogia). Estas pulsGes tentam controlar a
procura do bem, tém sempre uma determinada relacdo de forcas, e além disso contaminam-se
ou transformam-se mutuamente — o que significa, entre outras coisas, que toda a nossa yuyn e
toda a nossa vida estdo marcadas pelo amor ao conhecimento.

Em terceiro lugar, trataremos de descrever a constituigdo da vida ndo-examinada com
base nas estruturas previamente identificadas. Veremos que, apesar de haver muitas
modalidades diferentes de vida ndo-examinada, todas elas sdo todas caracterizadas pela
prevaléncia de uma pulsdo nado-filoséfica e por um fraco amor ao conhecimento — o que
constitui sempre um sistema pratico e um sistema cognitivo marcados por muitos defeitos.

Por fim, reconsideraremos o enunciado de Platdo a luz de tudo o que foi visto.
Mostraremos que a vida ndo-examinada é constitutivamente defeituosa ou de ma qualidade,
visto que é governada por uma pulsdo que ndo tem qualificacbes para governar e por ter uma
perspectiva gravemente distorcida. Isto impede a yoyn de alcangar o conhecimento e o bem
superlativo que ela deseja. Por conseguinte, a vida ndo-examinada deve ser rejeitada e
devemos consagrar-nos ao exame filosofico, com vista a alcangar a verdade e o bem
superlativo. Contudo, o exame filosofico pode ter diferentes resultados e enfrenta varios
riscos. Terminaremos por isso a analise com a discussdo do modo como estas variaveis
podem ou ndo afectar o imperativo de exame filoséfico e a rejeicdo da vida ndo-examinada.
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INTRODUCTION

“Der Geist einer Philosophie ist ihre Philosophie der Philosophie.”

F. Schlegel, Geist der Fichtischen Wissenschaftslehre?

1. The radicalism of Socrates’ assertion about the value of an unexamined life and the

problem of its meaning, foundations and validity

The problem to be discussed is raised by one of the most well-known assertions in the
Platonic corpus, often used as a slogan for philosophical activity in general. The Apology of
Socrates lets us know that “the unexamined life is not worth living for a human being”.? It is
not clear whether the historical Socrates ever said such words or whether they are a perfect
expression of his beliefs. Nevertheless, the assertion expresses in a compact and incisive
manner a perspective on human life that is at the center of Plato’s interpretation of the figure
of Socrates. It is patent throughout the Apology and the more Socratic moments of Plato’s
writings, but it is not confined to those moments. The entire Platonic corpus can be read as a
discussion of this assertion or as an extensive presentation of the case against the unexamined
life. The criticism of the unexamined life and the appeal to examine oneself, others and life in
general is a central moment of Plato’s thought.

It is important to bear in mind from the start that these words are not uttered in
ordinary circumstances. According to the Apology, Socrates is at risk of being sentenced to
death for his dedication to examining himself and the others around him. Many had come to
regard this form of constant examination as harmful to life and to the moig, and wanted to get
rid of it. Socrates, however, does not falter. Instead of abandoning his ways, he remains
faithful to the idea for which he lived and is ready to die for it. He also does not compromise.
He does not try to convince others that his activity is harmless and that they should tolerate a
certain degree of it in their lives. Instead, he turns his defense into a praise of his form of

% See F. SCHLEGEL, Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe, vol. 18, Miinchen/etc., Schéningh, 1963, 37.
® Ap. 38a5-6: “(...) 6 8¢ GveEétaotog Piog 00 Protdc avlpdne (...).” For now, we will follow T. West’s
translation of the passage (see T. WEST, Plato’s Apology of Socrates. An Interpretation, with a New
Translation, Ithaca/London, Cornell University Press, 1979), but later we will consider its wording and meaning
in more detail. See Chap. 3, Sect. 2.

1



examination (which we may call philosophical examination) and declares it the greatest good
for any human being.* At the same time, he counterattacks and reverses the accusation,
thereby turning his aroioyia into a kotmyopia. He opens a second trial — the trial of the
unexamined life. Instead of letting it be, he identifies, isolates and questions such a life. And
he does not stop here. He presses charges against it. The unexamined life is defective,
inferior, undesirable, something to be avoided. It stands in absolute need of philosophical
examination in order to overcome its defects and become a good life. Examination is thus an
absolute value or at least the source of all value. Socrates is fully convinced of it and
therefore he cannot compromise. He would rather die than accept a life deprived of
philosophical examination. And this has nothing to do with a personal taste. His
condemnation of the unexamined life is valid not only for all jurors and all Athenians of his
time, but for all human beings. Socrates’ words resonate through the ages and denounces all
those who fail to examine themselves.

It is true that Socrates assertion has been read in different ways. It is often watered
down and reduced to a call for more reflection, more critical thinking, and a more rational
life. Such a version is relatively easy to subscribe to. However, it overlooks the fact that
Socrates is saying more than that. He is making a radical claim, which he himself recognizes
as surprising and hard to believe.® As we will see, he is talking of an extreme form of
philosophical examination, which may consume one’s whole life (as it did his own), and
which we not only do not perform, but would hardly accept performing. But he says we must,
because without it life is not worth living. So one could borrow Callicles’ words in Gorgias
and say to Socrates that “(...) if you are in earnest, and these things you’re saying are really
true, won’t this human life of ours be turned upside down, and won’t everything we do
evidently be the opposite of what we should do?””® Socrates’ view in the Apology is indeed
counterintuitive and seems to be refuted by the facts. Many lead lives that are not dedicated
to philosophical examination and there seems to be no problem with that. By criticizing those

lives, Socrates can easily strike us as extremist, inflexible, intolerant and fanatic — even if we

* He says this precisely before passing judgment on the unexamined life. See 38a2-5: “(..) ToyxGvel péyiotov
ayafov dv avBpdT® TOVTO, £KAGTNG HEPOC TEPL APETHC TOVC AdYouC motsichon kai TV GAADV TEpl OV VEIC
€nod axovete dtoheyouévou Kol Epavtov kol GAlovg e€etdlovtog (...)” .
> See 38a6-8: “(...) tabta & &L frrov mMeioeohE ot Adyovtl T 8¢ Exel pév obtec, O &yd enut, & Gvope,
neibey 6& oV padiov.”
® Grg. 481c: “ei pév yap omovdalelc 1€ Kai ToyxGvel TodTo GANOT Svta G Aéyels, GAho Tt fi Hudv O Piog
avoTeTpoppévog v gin tov avipdnov kol mhvta T Evavtia mpdtTopsy, g Eoikev, fij 6 d&t;” | follow D. Zeyl’s
translation (see PCW).
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happen to have philosophical interests. A good life does not seem to depend exclusively (and
not even primarily) on the kind of examination Socrates had in mind.

But is it possible that Socrates knows something that we normally do not? Is there any
truth to what he says? What is really the value of an unexamined life? And what need do we
have for philosophical examination? This is the problem we must discuss. We must see what
exactly does Socrates mean, what are the grounds for his judgment and whether it is valid or
not. In other words, we must grab the Socrates of the Apology by the arm and force him to
render an account of his assertion. In fact, we will try to grab Plato by the arm and force the
Platonic corpus to render an account of this judgment of the unexamined life and of
philosophical examination. But before considering how we plan to approach the corpus, it is
important to develop a greater sensibility to the problem as such, to avoid handling it as a
distant and abstract question, that concerns only what some ancient philosopher said.

2. The relevance of the problem for human life

The problem concerning the value of the unexamined life and the need for
philosophical examination is far from being irrelevant. It affects us very closely. It is an
intimate problem of ours and we always have some relation to it (even if we hardly ever can
formulate it as such). In a sense, the problem of the unexamined life is actually at the center
of human life.” We can better understand it if we briefly consider some aspects of our
immediate understanding of the terms “life” and “examination”.

Life as we experience it is a domain that encompasses everything that appears to us,
but it has at its center a particular being that relates itself to itself, is interested in itself and
wants the best for itself. This being (which we could also call the self) is not a mere spectator
of his destiny. It must rather make its own path in life, and it is faced with many junctures or
crossroads. In other words, it has always many possibilities to choose from. It does not matter
here whether this choice is fully conscious and fully free or not. One must nevertheless define
one’s life at each step of the road, one must take a stance, and refusing to do so is already a

form of defining one’s life.

" The problem we will consider not only helps describe the kind of being that we are (namely, a being that is
fundamentally faced with this problem), but its solution also determines the kind of being that we should be or
what we should do with our life. In this sense, it is a fundamental problem of philosophical anthropology
understood not in its usual strict sense (corresponding to a very particular discipline founded in the 20th
century), but in the broadest sense possible, as the general consideration of the Kantian question “Was ist der
Mensch?”, which may well be the basis of all other philosophical disciplines (or at least it may strongly
influence them).

3



Now, any decision we make is determined by our views or beliefs, but these are not
infallible. They may contain many limitations, blind spots and distortions. In fact, we all
made the experience of discovering defects in our views when we were fully convinced of
them. This experience can in turn give rise to doubts and to the anticipation of further defects.
But we are not condemned to accept our cognitive defects or our doubts without being able to
do something about them. We can interrupt the regular course of life and dwell on things,
review them, question them, or put them to test. In short, we can examine them or examine
our views of them. We are aware of the possibility of examining things, we often embrace it
and we know it has a certain degree of efficiency. It allows us to accelerate discoveries that
would only be made later (perhaps at a much greater cost), or not at all. We can use it to
overcome perceived limitations of our way of seeing things or even to confirm that there is no
problem and we are seeing things correctly. Examination can thus help us make better
choices in life and live a better life.

However, while we are examining, we cannot do other things and move on with our
life. We cannot do everything at the same time, so if we examine, we end up losing other
possibilities. We have to choose and this is in fact a fundamental juncture. At each moment,
we must decide between acting based on our views or reviewing them. This applies both to
any particular situation and to the whole of our life. We must decide between living an
unexamined or an examined life, and in a way all other possibilities (all other junctures)
depend on this one. Before deciding what to do or what to choose, we must decide whether or
not we will examine our views of what can be done or how it can be done. If we do not
examine, then we proceed according to our views and may regret it. If we do decide to
examine, we may make a better choice or we may even end up redefining the practical
juncture we had before us. But we always have to decide one way or the other.

To be sure, we do not expressly think about this alternative at all times nor are we
usually aware of it as such. We tend not to think about it at all. But this does not mean we do
not decide anything. Our decision is automatic or tacit. We have something like a
predetermined strategy of examination, which is itself based on our own views. This strategy
establishes that we do not need to carry out all possible examinations. Usually we only need
to examine things when we are faced with strong doubts in an important matter and have time
to examine. Our examinations are very restricted and this means our views, as well as our life

in general, are mostly unexamined. We are concerned with many other things (namely, with



the practical junctures of life) and do not even think about whether we should examine
everything or not.

It is thus difficult to realize that we are always taking a stance on whether we will
examine or not and on whether we will live an unexamined life or not. However, even if we
become explicitly aware of it, it is still not guaranteed that we will regard it as a serious
problem and understand what is really at issue. We can conceive the terms of the alternative
in light of the beliefs we already have and never truly examine what these beliefs imply. In
other words, the problem can be posed and solved without ever leaving the unexamined life.
It is in fact highly probable that, when faced with the question, we will settle it quickly and
rashly, thereby solving all tension and difficulty it might involve.

Indeed, at first sight there seems to be no need of any intense form of examination.
Life works just fine and the usefulness of examining things is very limited. We may perhaps
recognize that it helped our personal development and the development of culture at some
points, but that is mostly in the past. Now we do not need it anymore. If we were to start
examining everything, it would only invade our life and prevent us from acting. More than
that, it could even attack our practical beliefs (i.e., the beliefs that guide our life) and the
meaning of everything. We could become entirely rudderless. But why should we put
everything in question? It seems better to limit examination to those particular circumstances
in which we have some important doubt (which is what we already do, anyway).

However, when we think like this, we probably assume that our practical beliefs are
fundamentally sound. Our life is meaningful, its meaning is firm, and it will not collapse by
itself. There is no serious defect that would call for a serious examination of our life and
everything in it. Additionally, even if there was some defect, it is not clear for us that
philosophical examination would bring a better life. It is not even clear it can produce any
result. It can very well be an endless process. So why should we fully dedicate ourselves to
it? For all the reasons just considered, an exacerbated form of examination seems rather
useless and even harmful.

However, we may question these reasons. Nothing guarantees that the most important
examinations are already made, that examination cannot bring something better, or that the
unexamined life is intrinsically meaningful and firm. The adoption of an unexamined life and
the rejection of philosophical examination may be based on naive and unexamined
assumptions about them. But the same may happen when we agree with Socrates, as we saw.

We may do it based on a naive understanding of the problem and of what is implied in his



view. In sum, the fact that we have an immediate view on the matter does not mean we have
solved it in a satisfactory manner — and it also does not mean that Plato does not have
anything important to teach us. Socrates may be saying something less innocuous than it
seems and his view may have the potential to unsettle our way of seeing things and our way
of living. Therefore, we should not immediately reject (or accept) his assertion. It is
important to dwell on it, try to find the best or strongest interpretation of it, and determine the
arguments that could justify it.®> We need to see how it can put us and our whole lives in
question. In other words, we need to examine Plato’s assertion in such a way that at the same
time we will be examining ourselves, our life and the role philosophy or philosophical
examination may play in it.

The importance of discussing the problem and considering Plato’s treatment of it is
thus a result of the problem’s importance for our life. We need to decide between examining
or going on with our life, and we will have to live with the consequences of what we decide.
When we realize what we should have done, it may already be too late to do it. Or we may
never discover it and lead a worthless life (even if we do not realize it). Given our interest in
ourselves and in our own life, we do not want to make the wrong choice. Hence, we need to
examine the question concerning the value of the unexamined life and of its opposite, for
only so can we make an informed decision and be sure that we are not missing anything

important.

3. Scope and itinerary of the investigation

In order to discuss Socrates’ assertion and the understanding of life it expresses we
will start by considering what is said in the Apology of Socrates about the value of the
unexamined life and the possible need for philosophical examination. Socrates’ assertion
represents the culmination of the arguments presented by Socrates during his three speeches
and its meaning becomes clearer when we consider it in its context. In interpreting the
Apology, we will not concern ourselves with the historical Socrates and with how faithful
Plato’s portrayal of him might be. We will simply consider the arguments put forward in the

text and their relevance for understanding the perspectives underlying Socrates’ assertion. As

® In other words, we need to apply the so-called “principle of charity” to it, and doing so is not just a matter of
being respectful or fair to Plato, but is also something we should do in our best interest. We need to find the
strongest arguments for Plato’s case, so that we may benefit as much from its discussion as we can.
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we will see, these arguments will provide us some important insights, but they also raise
many questions for which we find no sufficient answer in the Apology.

However, the problem concerning the value of the unexamined life is not confined to
this text, but rather pervades the entire Platonic corpus. It is particularly manifest in the
moments when Socrates’ trial is foreshadowed or when Plato presents the idea of an accurate
judgment of our life.° Yet, the question is present even when there is no explicit reference to
judging the value of a life. The corpus is indeed full of examinations that try to oppose the
general tendency of the unexamined life (which presupposes a certain appraisal of it) and
many of them are directly relevant for determining the essence and value both of the
unexamined life and of philosophical examination. The whole corpus can thus be read as a
discussion in many voices of unexamined life and its opposite, or as we could also say, it
presents a much longer version of the trial of the unexamined life. Throughout the texts many
relevant testimonies are introduced and discussed, and their interaction results in a much
more elaborate condemnation of the unexamined life and a much stronger appeal to
philosophical examination. Our task then is to collect and order the testimonies scattered
throughout the dialogues, in order to see in what way the unexamined life is not worth living,
according to Plato.

Thus, after considering the discussion of the problem in the Apology (Part I), we will
divide it in four groups of questions and consider them in turn. For each question we will try
to combine the relevant passages in the corpus and see what results from their combination.
In Part Il we will consider the conception of philosophical examination that is presented in
the corpus. There are several discussions of it and some of them very different from one
another, but we will try to organize them into a single project. In Part 111 we will determine
the basic structures of our being (or of our life), which are what enables both the unexamined
life and its opposite. In Part IV we will consider the unexamined life as such and see how it is
formed and what characterizes it. We will then have all the elements necessary to properly
discuss the meaning of Socrates’ assertion. So in Part V we will consider Plato’s appraisal of
the unexamined life and the Platonic arguments for the necessity (or for an imperative, as we

could also say) of philosophical examination.

® We find important references to Socrates’ trial in Grg. 486a-b, 521b ff., Rep. 517a and Tht. 172c ff. Moreover,
several dialogues take place immediately before, during or right after Socrates’ trial, and are thus intimately
connected with it. As for the idea of an accurate or perfect judgment of one’s life, Plato tends to present it in
mythological garments, as in Grg. 522e¢ ff., Rep. 614b ff., Phd. 113d ff., and Phdr. 248¢ ff. The most “rational”
discussion of it can be found in Republic IX (580a ff.). In general, the judge considers whether one led a just or
an unjust life, but as we will see, for Plato the difference between these two kinds of life is intimately connected
with the difference between a philosophical and a non-philosophical life.
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4. The elusiveness of Plato, the problematic status of every interpretation and the

hermeneutical decisions of the following inquiry

Our discussion of the question concerning the value of the unexamined life will make
constant reference to Plato, but this reference to Plato is far from being clear and
uncontroversial. It is never easy to determine an author and his thought, but in Plato’s case
the interpreters face additional difficulties, which render the task of determining his thought
almost (if not entirely) impossible. The Platonic corpus has a problematic status and it admits
of very different readings. Plato’s interpreters are thus required to decide for themselves how
the texts are to be read and their decisions are never entirely warranted by the texts. It is
important to be aware of this and so we will consider which features of Plato’s writings
render it so problematic and how this problematicity is reflected in the main currents of
secondary literature on Plato. Then, in light of this, we will be able to discuss the particular

decisions that shape the following inquiry and what status it claims for its results.

4.1. The labyrinth of the corpus

Let us start by considering the main features of Plato’s writings and the particular kind
of interpretative problems posed by them. The texts that compose the corpus are not essays or
treatises. They do not try to communicate the author’s course of inquiry and his findings as
honestly and clearly as possible. Plato rather hides himself and does not talk in his own
voice.® He writes dialogues in which he portrays different characters discussing among
themselves, examining different questions, putting forward different views and often refuting
them. But it is never clear how Plato relates to any of this. We do not know exactly what he
thought. We can only have an indirect access to his mind and this requires us to determine
how the dialogues and the characters therein are to be regarded.

One is naturally inclined to interpret the main speaker in each dialogue (i.e., the one
that controls and apparently wins the discussion) as a mouthpiece or spokesperson for Plato.
However, such an approach raises many issues. The main speaker is usually Socrates, but it is
difficult to determine whether the depictions of him in the dialogues are fully compatible with

each other or not. Then there is also the problem of how these depictions relate to the

% The only significant exception to this is probably the Seventh Letter (whose authenticity, however, has also
been doubted). In it we find some indications about his life and his thinking (some of which we will consider
below), but still it is very far from letting us understand what exactly his thought was.
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historical Socrates. And are they to be interpreted in reference to the historical figure or rather
in their own right? But putting all that aside, the Socrates depicted in the Platonic corpus is
not easy to pin down. He does not communicate his views in a direct and straightforward
manner. In many dialogues he cross-examines other characters and follows their lead. The
questions and arguments he makes are adapted to these other characters’ views, and are not
necessarily an expression of his beliefs. In fact, he is for the most part an ironical or
dissimulative character. He plays the fool and gives the impression he is hiding something.™*
But even when he puts forward views, he tends to add some sort of disclaimer. He says many
times that they are only provisional claims, and other times he says they are something he
heard from someone else, something he dreamt or the result of a sudden inspiration.** At
some points, he does seem to express views he is certain of, but he says that he will present
only a simplified version.'® As a result, it is never completely clear what he thinks. Moreover,

1 The value of Socratic eipmveia is itself a problem and has given rise to many discussions. But we will not
enter into that here. For more on the matter, as well as on the meaning of the words &ipdv and eipoveia, see O.
RIBBECK, Uber den Begriff des Eiron, Rheinisches Museum 31 (1876), 381-400; W. BUCHNER, Uber den
Begriff der Eironeia, Hermes 76 (1941), 339-358; R. SCHAERER, Le mécanisme de I’ironie dans ses rapports
avec la dialectique, Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 48 (1941), 181-209; P. PLASS, Philosophical
Anonymity and Irony in the Platonic Dialogues, American Journal of Philology 85 (1964), 254-278; Z.
PAVLOVSKIS, Aristotle, Horace, and the Ironic Man, Classical Philology 63 (1968), 22-41; E. BURGE, The
Irony of Socrates, Antichthon 3 (1969), 5-17; L. BERGSON, Eiron und Eironeia, Hermes 99 (1971), 409-422;
W. BODER, Die sokratische Ironie in den platonischen Frihdialogen, Amsterdam, Gruner, 1973; D. ROLOFF,
Platonische Ironie. Das Beispiel: Theaitetos, Heidelberg, Carl Winter, 1975; R. BURGER, Socratic Irony and
the Platonic Art of Writing, Southwestern Journal of Philosophy 9 (1978), 113-126; G. VLASTOS, Socratic
Irony, Classical Quarterly 37 (1987), 79-96; D. HYLAND, Taking the Longer Road. The Irony of Plato’s
Republic, Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 93 (1988), 317-335; S. KIERKEGAARD, The Concept of Irony.
With Continual Reference to Socrates, transl. by H. Hong & E. Hong, Princeton (NJ), Princeton University
Press, 1989 (original version: Om Begrebet Ironi med stadigt Hensyn til Socrates, Diss. Kopenhagen, 1841); P.
GOTTLIEB, The Complexity of Socratic Irony. A Note on Professor Vlastos’ Account, The Classical Quarterly
42 (1992), 278-279; M. GELLRICH, Socratic Magic. Enchantment, Irony, and Persuasion in Plato’s Dialogues,
The Classical World 87 (1994), 275-307; D. ROOCHNIK, Socratic Ignorance as Complex Irony. A Critique of
Gregory Vlastos, Arethusa 28 (1995), 39-52; J. GORDON, Against Vlastos on Complex lrony, Classical
Quarterly 46 (1996), 131-137; A. NEHAMAS, The Art of Living. Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault,
Berkeley, University of California Press, 1998, 19-98; I. VASILIOU, Conditional Irony in the Socratic
dialogues, Classical Quarterly 49 (1999), 456-72; D. BOUCHARD, L’ironie socratique, Laval théologique et
philosophique 57 (2001), 277-289; 1. VASILIOU, Socrates’ Reverse Irony, Classical Quarterly 52 (2002),
220-230; C. GRISWOLD, lIrony in the Platonic Dialogues, Philosophy and Literature 26 (2002), 84-106; J.
CONSTANCIO, Imagens e Concepcdes da Vida Humana em Platdo. Investigaces sobre bios e psyche, Diss.
Univ. Nova de Lisboa, 2005, 34ff.; M. MCCABE, Irony in the Soul. Should Plato’s Socrates be Sincere?, In: M.
TRAPP (ed.), Socrates, from Antiquity to the Enlightenment, Aldershot/etc., Ashgate, 2007, 17-32; D.
WOLFSFORF, The Irony of Socrates, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 65 (2007), 175-187; D.
LEIBOWITZ, The Ironic Defense of Socrates. Plato’s Apology, Cambridge/etc., Cambridge University Press,
2010; M. LANE, Reconsidering Socratic Irony, in D. MORRISON, (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
Socrates, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011, 237-259.

2To give a few examples: Socrates admits the provisional character of the inquiries in Men. 86d ff. and Phd.
107b; his views are attributed to a sudden blow of inspiration in Cra. 396d-e, 399a, 428c-d, and Phdr. 241e ff.;
he talks of insights that came from dreams in Chrm. 173a, Cra. 439c ff., Tht. 201d ff., and Phlb. 20b; he
presents views he heard from someone else in Men. 81a-b and Smp. 201d.

3 See e.g. Phdr. 246a and Rep. 506d-e.



to make matters worse, his whole character is mysterious and full of apparent
contradictions.™ It is not easy to comprehend why he does what he does and says what he
says. The Socrates of the dialogues is completely dtonov, both for the other characters and
for the reader.

These problems are less accentuated in the case of the other main speakers (namely,
the Visitor from Elea, Parmenides, Timaeus, Critias, the Athenian), though they are also
somewhat ironical or dissimulative, and the views they put forward are also sometimes
accompanied by disclaimers.™ But even if in some cases they present definite or settled
views, we still cannot be sure that these are the views held by Plato. Moreover, we may take
the views of the dominant speakers more seriously, but we cannot simply assume that all
other views put forward by the non-dominant figures in the dialogues are to be disregarded as
mere foils to the dominant views. They may very well contain important insights and we
should not promptly dismiss them. Consequently, Plato’s voice seems to become lost in a
complex choir of dissonant views. We cannot immediately identify what he thinks, and it is
perhaps best to try a different approach: instead of identifying Plato with any particular
character, we should shift our attention to the interplay of views — i.e., to the conversation
proper — and what results from it. We may then try to bring the different dialogues and their
different moments together, in order to see what they say as a whole.'® But such an endeavor

also faces many problems.

! There are many examples of this. For instance, he often declares he knows nothing (see e.g. Ap. 21d), and yet
he seems to have very strong beliefs. Moreover, he claims not to know what apet is (see e.g. Ap. 20b-c), but he
seems to be portrayed as its perfect embodiment. His behavior in general is often a source of
astonishment — especially the serene way in which he accepts his condemnation to death as a kind of “martyr” of
philosophical examination. In this respect, it is also important to bear in mind the explicit description of
Socrates’ strangeness (dtonia) made by Alcibiades in Smp. 215a ff.
1> Parmenides’ long discussions are only meant as exercises (see Prm. 135¢ ff.). Timaeus offers no more than a
plausible argument (eikdg Adyoc — cp. 29b-d). The Visitor in the Sophist and the Statesman presents many
different views on the same thing, though there seems to be some progress. It is also relevant that Socrates is
present in some of these dialogues as a mostly silent character, which suggests that something else could be said
or that the views put forward could perhaps be further examined. The Laws is perhaps the only exception, but
the nameless Athenian is also mysterious and it is not clear if he says all that he (or the author) thinks about the
matters at hand, or if he is only presenting a more popular version of his ideas.
'® This is not an easy task. One could say of it what Socrates said of Heraclitus’ book: it requires a Delian
swimmer in order to be fully understood. Cp. e.g. A. ADLER (ed.), Suidae Lexicon, vol. 3, Leipzig, Teubner,
1933 (re-ed. Stuttgart, Teubner, 1967), A.400. Hamann, referring to this remark of Socrates, further elaborates
the idea in his Sokratische Denkwirdigkeiten by saying: “Ein Zusammenflufl von Ideen und Empfindungen in
jener lebenden Elegie vom Philosophen machte desselben Satze vielleicht zu einer Menge kleiner Inseln, zu
deren Gemeinschaft Briicken und Fidhren der Methode fehlten.” See J. HAMANN, Samtliche Werke.
Historisch-kritische Ausgabe, edited by J. Nadler, vol. 2, Wien, Thomas-Morus-Presse im Verl. Herder, 1950,
61. The same applies to the Platonic corpus. The dialogues lack a specific order and so they are like an
archipelago of scattered islands with no communication between them.
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First, it is not clear that the dialogues themselves (the interplay of characters) are
something conclusive and not just a sample of possible philosophical examinations. The
portrayal of the conversations has indeed some important limitations, which render it rather
incomplete. The dialogues presented in the texts are only intermediary stations, with
provisional value. Whether fully fictional or not, they often refer to previous or subsequent
conversations that are not part of the corpus.’’” As for those conversations that are actually
depicted in the corpus, they are also far from being exhaustive. They contain argumentative
steps that are too quick or possibilities that are opened but not explored.*® In addition, some
of the dialogues are presented as narrations of past conversations, which puts the
conversation at a greater distance from us and raises the question about the reliability of the
narrator, since the distance thus introduced may also introduce involuntary (and even
voluntary) distortions.'® We must therefore ask ourselves if we can truly trust these narrations
and how faithful they are supposed to be.

To be sure, this is not enough to discredit the main views put forward in the texts, but
we also come upon serious difficulties when we try to pin down what these main views are,
since the corpus often provides views on the same topics that are inconsistent or even
contradictory with one another. This is particularly evident in the aporetic dialogues, where
all different attempts at answering a question are thwarted and one is invited to examine the
matter further, either by searching for new solutions or by reexamining the attempts made to
see if they might be corrected in some way. Something similar happens in the more positive
(and apparently doctrinal) dialogues, if we consider them all together, in a dialogue of

dialogues. We would hardly find a claim that is not contradicted somewhere else in the

7 Sometimes we catch the conversation underway (as it happens in the Philebus and the Meno) and other times
the characters allude to past conversations (as for instance when they talk about perplexities they have from past
examinations of the matter — see e.g. Hp. Ma. 286¢ ff., Phlb. 36e). In some cases, there are parts of the
conversation missing (as the discussion between Socrates, Aristophanes and Agathon at the end of the
Symposium or part of the conversation between Socrates and Hippocrates in the Protagoras — see 223c-d and
314c, respectively). As for the endings, they do not always coincide with a satisfactory resolution of the
problem. Sometimes the examination must be abruptly interrupted (as in the Lysis or even the Euthyphro) and
other times the text simply ends without following the conversation through to the end (see the finale of the
Philebus, or of the Statesman, where the giAdcogog is still to be defined). All this leads us to realize that what
we read in the corpus is intrinsically connected with a much vaster set of examinations of which the ones we
come in contact with are only a small fraction.
'8 In some cases, the text only provides a short version of an argument, which is promptly accepted or refused,
without developing it in full. Sometimes there is an explicit reference or an allusion to what is being left aside.
See e.g. Prt. 357b and Phlb. 33b-c. In other moments there is no reference at all — and it is up to the reader to
realize that something is missing and to find out what.
¥ Plato depicts such narrated conversations (which in some cases even took place many years before the
narration) in Lysis, Charmides, Euthydemus, Protagoras, Phaedo, Symposium, Republic, Theaetetus and
Parmenides.
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corpus. Some of these contradictions are easier to spot than others, but an attentive reader
would see how very different views (and often mutually exclusive) are simultaneously taken
as correct or plausible in different texts.”” We are thus required to examine the views in
conflict and see if they can be in some way conciliated and, if not, what their respective
strengths are. As a result, we cannot easily say what exactly is the corpus affirming.*

However, there is still more to be said. Aside from the inconsistencies, it also happens
that the questions and views presented in the texts often have an unclear or cryptic content.
There are several reasons for this. First, the characters (especially Socrates) often use images,
allegories and myths to explain their views and persuade their interlocutors, and this
introduces a great deal of imprecision.? In fact, the use of different registers of language
(colloquial, poetical, scientific, and so on) and the constant shift from one to the other renders
many discussions particularly hard to follow. Another source of difficulties and imprecision
is the fact that the corpus does not have a fixed terminology. The terms are often ambiguous
and may be understood in different ways, depending on the context and who is using them.
They are also frequently used as equivalents, without being clear if they coincide entirely or
not.?® However, even when the mode of presentation and the language are not problematic,
the views themselves may still be cryptic or insufficiently explained.

Apart from all this, there is also the problem that many of the arguments defended and
accepted during the discussions have a very questionable basis. Many arguments are based on
analogies, inductions, probabilities, common sense or the beliefs of one interlocutor. Other

arguments seem to misrepresent the views that are being examined and confirm or disprove

2 just to name a few examples (some of which we will discuss at a later stage): the soul is said to have parts in
Rep. 435d ff., but in Phaedo it is said to be simple or non-composite (see 78b ff.); according to Theaetetus,
when we are born, our soul is an empty receptacle (see 197e), but in Meno, Phaedo, Phaedrus and Timaeus we
are said to have recollections of things we saw before birth; in Crito, Socrates says he must either persuade or
obey the law (see 51b), but in the Apology he seems to imply that he would never obey a law that would prohibit
him from examining (cp. 29c ff.); in some texts (such as Cra. 430a ff., Rep. 509d ff., 596¢ ff., Sph. 234b ff.),
Socrates criticizes images, but he constantly employs them. Moreover, we find several different (and perhaps
incompatible) versions of the same “doctrine” (such as the doctrine of ideas, the doctrine of the parts of the soul,
the doctrine of axpacio) and some of these doctrines even seem (at least at first sight) to be incompatible with
one another (such as the so-called intellectualism and the tripartition of the soul). These are just a few examples
of the inconsistencies found throughout the texts, and their number increases if we consider not only the views
directly stated, but also their presuppositions and consequences.
2! Cicero expresses this by saying that in Plato’s books “(...) nihil affirmatur et in utramque partem multa
disseruntur, de omnibus quaeritur nihil certi dicitur (...).” See Academicorum reliquiae cum Lucullo, 1.12.46, in:
O. PLASBERG, M. Tulli Ciceronis Scripta gvae mansuervnt omnia, Fasc. 42, Leipzig, Teubner, 1922.
2 As Thomas Aquinas says, “(...) Plato habuit malum modum docendi. Omnia enim figurate dicit, et per
symbola docet: intendens aliud per verba, quam sonent ipsa verba (...)”. See A. PIROTTA (ed.), Sancti Thomae
Aquinatis In Aristotelis Librum de Anima Commentarium, Taurini, Marietti, 1925, 31 (liber I, lectio 8, 107).
% This does not necessarily mean that one needs a fully univocal language (which may well be an artificial and
unfruitful ideal) in order to be clear, but still one must be attentive to the ambiguity of the terms and try to
account for it.
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them too easily. At times the arguments seem to rest solely on the ambiguity of words and
give the impression of being nothing more than word-play. Plato’s writings are indeed full of
glaring fallacies, which are in many cases passed off as sound arguments and accepted by the
characters.?* These fallacies may be more or less conspicuous and they make any attentive
reader wonder whether they are the result of the author’s carelessness or incompetence, or
whether they rather serve any particular purpose. Be that as it may, they are particularly
disturbing and force us to reexamine all arguments that appear to be faulty, in order to see if
these arguments have some validity after all.”® In addition, the fact that some fallacies are
more evident should be enough to make us wary of possibility that there are other fallacies
which we do not immediately notice, and therefore we should consider everything that is
being said with increased attention.

All these features prevent us from immediately identifying Plato’s views. He is an
ironical or dissembling author, who withholds his views and leaves us to wonder what he
might have wanted to convey with such an elaborate and confusing play of perspectives. But
this is not all. Even if we are able to bring some order and clarity into this chaos, we still have
to come to grips with the criticism of the written word in the Phaedrus (274c ff.) and in the
Seventh Letter (341b ff.). These two passages share many common traits and even a cursory
reading of them lets us see how they undercut or disavow the corpus in its entirety, thereby
rendering it even more problematic.

In the Phaedrus, Socrates considers the value of writing by telling the story of its
invention by Theuth and the subsequent appraisal of its benefits and drawbacks by the King
of Egypt. This appraisal is then extended to all those who try to communicate knowledge or
wisdom (émotiun or cogia) by leaving writings behind. In the Seventh Letter Plato directly
denies having written a treatise (cOyypoua) about the subjects he studies and he also argues

4 Much has been written about this. See e.g. R. ROBINSON, Plato’s Consciousness of Fallacy, Mind 51 (1942),
97-114; M. COHEN, The Aporias in Plato’s Early Dialogues, Journal of the History of Ideas 23 (1962), 163-74;
R. SPRAGUE, Plato’s Use of Fallacy. A Study of the Euthydemus and Some Other Dialogues, London,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962; G. KLOSKO, Toward a Consistent Interpretation of the Protagoras, Archiv fur
Geschichte der Philosophie 61 (1979), 125-42; IDEM, Criteria of Fallacy and Sophistry for Use in the Analysis
of Platonic Dialogues, Classical Quarterly 33 (1983), 363-374; IDEM, Plato and the Morality of Fallacy,
American Journal of Philology 108 (1987), 612-26.
% These fallacies can be used to quickly refute or confirm some claim. The characters sometimes reject weaker
versions of claims that are defended — or at least play an important role — elsewhere (such as the definition of
coepocvvn as ta £avtod mpdrtewy, Which is promptly rejected in Charmides 161b ff., but is used as the
definition of justice, as well as the basis for the definition of coppocvvn, in the Republic — 430d ff.). Plato also
seems to use arguments that are very weak to establish something. But we should also not reject these claims too
quickly. We have to bear in mind the so-called “fallacy fallacy”, which assumes that some claim is wrong
simply because it was defended with the aid of a fallacy. But if a claim is correct and Plato used a fallacy to
defend it, then it is up to us to find the best arguments to prove it.
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that no one with knowledge would do so, since “it does not at all admit of verbal expression
like other studies”.?® In both cases, Plato speaks of serious subjects about which one is in
earnest (especially, what is just, fine, good).”” These subjects cannot be entrusted to writing
because the written word is unable to convey anything clear or certain, as is stressed in the
Phaedrus.”® In the Seventh Letter, besides talking about its unclearness, Plato goes further
and ascribes the unreliability of writing to the weakness of language (16 1@v Aoywv dobevig).
Aoyog is inaccurate and cannot communicate the essences of things, since it confuses their
essence with their inessential qualifications.?® To make matters worse, writing is lifeless (as a
painting), unalterable, unable to defend itself, silent when interrogated, and cannot choose
whom it talks to.® This makes it unable to teach others. If one relies on it, any doctrines will
be misunderstood, thereby giving rise either to an arrogant semblance of knowledge or to
unfair criticism.** Therefore one should never entrust serious matters to the written word. The
latter cannot convey the truth and is therefore no more than an amusement (or child’s play,
noudid).

If we believe this description, then it seems the entire Platonic corpus can be no more
than an amusement. It is nothing serious and should not be taken seriously. However, this is
not the whole story. These passages also suggest that there is something like a serious
doctrine, whose learning must nevertheless be something other than a direct reception of

teachings. ® It also raises the question of whether written texts (and the dialogues in

% See 341c: “oBkovv OV ye TEPL ADTAV E0TV GOYYpapLa 0VSE HATOTE YévTar: PNTOV Yo 00SaudS 0TV (G

Ara pabnupato (...).” T follow Bury’s translation, in PLATO, Timaeus, Critias, Cleitophon, Menexenus,

Epistles, transl. by R. Bury, Cambridge (MA)/London, Harvard University Press/William Heinemann, 1929.

2T Cp. Phdr. 276b-c, and especially Ep. VII, 344c: “810 &1 mdg avip omovdaiog 1@V dviov omovdaioy mépt

TOALOD SET L) Ypawag mote &v avBpdmolg gig BoOvov kol dmopiav KataPaAel. £vi o1 €k ToOTOV dEl YIyvdoKew

Aoy, Btav 18 Tig Tov cuyyplupaTa Yeypopuéva ite &v vopolg vouobétov eite év BALOIG TIGlY ETT’ 0DV, Og 0Dk

fv T00T® TobTo oToVdoioTaTa, siEp E0T” 0HTOC oTOLSAT0E, KEiTon 8 OV &V YMPY TH KOAASTN TV TOVTOL.”

% See 275¢: “00KODV O TENVIV OIOUEVOC &V YPALMAGT KATOMTELY, Kol o O TopadexOuevos Gc Tt capic Kai

BéPatov €k ypoppdtmv éodpevov, moAARg av evndeiog yépot kal Td dvtl Ty Appwvog povteiov dyvooi (...).”

% See 342a-343d, and in particular 342e-343a: “(...) Todto 00Y NTTOV EMYEPET TO TOTOV TL TEPL EKAGTOV SAODY

i 10 OV ékdoTov did 0 TV Aoywv dobevéc.” For more on this distinction, cp. Chap. 6, Sect. 2.1 below.

%0 See Phdr. 275d: “dewvov yap mov, & Doidpe, 00T Exel ypaen, kol O¢ aAndde Spotov {oypaeiq. kai yap T

gketvng €kyova €otnie pev dg LdvTa, av & avepn Ti, GEUVAOG TAVL G1yd. TADTOV 08 Kai ol Adyot- d0&aig pev av

A¢ TL epovodVTag aOTOVG AEYELY, Eav O€ Tt EpT TOV Aeyopuévev Bovddpevog pnabely, &v Tt onuaivel povov TadTov

dei.” Cp. also Ep. VII 343a: “&v &veka vodv &xov oddei¢ ToApnosl moté eic avtd Tévor té vevonuéva v’

avToD, Kol TadTa €ig dpetakivnTov, O o1 TAcYEL TA YEYPOUUEVA TOTOLS.”

%1 Cp. Phdr. 275a-b, 275e, and especially Ep. VII 341e-342a.

%2 See Phdr. 276¢: “ovk Gpa omovdi] adtd &v Hdatt Yphyet pédavt oneipov 1 KaAGov LeTd Adymv aduvitov

uév avtoic Adye Bondeiv, advuvatwv 8¢ ikavidg Tainof d1ddEot.” See also 276d-e, and especially 276d1-2: “aiia

TOVG UEV €V YPAUIOOL KATOVG, MG E01KE, Tatdldc yaptv omepel te Kol yphwet, dtav 8¢ ypaon (...).”

% In the Phaedrus, Plato talks of a different kind of Adyoc, which is written inside the soul of the learner and

thus alive. See 276a. The method to impart this Adyog is dwakextikr (the téyvn of conversation), as is said in

276e. But we must bear in mind that Plato is also very critical of the oral word and its ability to convey truth (cp.

e.g. Smp. 175d-e). Real teaching implies much study, effort and time. In the Seventh Letter, Plato says that “as a
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particular) are absolutely useless for learning. Or can they have an indirect usage? The
passages at issue do admit that written texts can be used as reminders, especially for old age —
since in this case knowledge is already present in the soul (having been acquired in the past),
though it is not immediately available.®* But more than that, these passages admit that
writings can help someone who follows in the same track (iyvoc) or “those that are able to
discover truth with but little instruction” (8vdeitic).® Texts can contain traces of truth or
instructions — some hints, glimpses, enigmas or prophecies that need interpretation. This is
perhaps what we can find in the Platonic corpus: some indications of Plato’s thought that still
need to be developed.*

However, it is not clear whether or not this is the right way of dealing with the corpus.
The application to the whole corpus of the passages that criticize the written word is
problematic — not only because they also seem to admit a positive usage of writing, but
especially because these passages are also part of the corpus and, as such, the criticism also
applies to them. They put themselves in question and are thus a particular instance of the liar
paradox. This does not mean we can simply dismiss them, but we cannot accept them at their
face value either. Consequently, we are left without clear instructions of how to deal with the
texts. We do not know the author’s views nor his intentions.>’

For all these reasons, we can understand why Plato was compared to an elusive swan

which the interpreters cannot catch.®® His writings are a confusing maze of which we do not

result of continued application to the subject itself and communion therewith, it [namely, the knowledge of the
subjects Plato studies] is brought to birth in the soul on a sudden, as light that is kindled by a leaping spark, and
thereafter it nourishes itself”. See 341c-d: “(...) ék MOAATIG cuvoLGiag Yryvouévng TTepl TO TPAYLO OVTO Kol TOD
ovlfv 8Eaipvng, olov amd mupdg TdcavTog sEapbEv edc, &v T Wuydi Yevouevov antd ovtd 1o Tpépet”. It
also requires a certain character or inner disposition (a yvyn mpoorfikovoa, as is said in Phdr. 276e), which
encompasses both intellectual and moral qualities. See in particular Ep. VII 343e-344b.
% See Phdr. 275d and 276d. In Letter VII, however, Plato says that even that would not be necessary (see
344d-e).
% See Phdr. 276d: “(...) ypayet (...) kol mavti 1@ TowTov frvog petidvt (...)”. See also Ep. VII 341e: “aA)’ obte
avOpdmoic yodpan v Emyeipnoty mepl adTdY Aeyouévny ayabov, €l uf ticv OAiyolg 0mdoot duvatol avevpelv
avtoi did opukpdg vdeiteng (...).”
% In this sense, we can appreciate the aptness of Antiphanes’ comparison of the Platonic writings to frozen
words, which can only be thawed and heard after a long time (i.e., after much examination). See PLUTARCH,
Quomodo quis suos in virtute sentiat profectus, in: F. BABBITT (ed.), Plutarch’s Moralia, vol. 1, Cambridge
(MA), Harvard University Press, 1927, 79a 1-8: “cuufaivel 6 10 100 Avipdvoug, 8 Tig £imev &mi T@V
[MAdTwvog cuvnBmv. 0 yap Avtipdavng éleye mailov &v Tvi mOAEL TAG PaVAg 0BVG Aeyopévag miyvocBot dud
yiyoc, €10’ otepov dviepévav drovey Bépoug & Tod yeipdvog Sieréydnoay: obtw &1 Hrd Adtwvog Een véoig
ovGY ETL AeYBEVTOV LOME OWE TOVS TOAAODE 0icOGvesBat YEPOVTOG YEVOUEVOLC,”
%" The problem is made worse by the fact that we do not know the author’s intentions behind writing the
dialogues — that is, whether they are meant to be ways of promoting or divulging philosophy, preparations for
philosophical studies, or even a sort of textbooks for the Academy.
* See L. WESTERINK (ed.), Olympiodorus. Commentary on the First Alcibiades of Plato, Amsterdam, North
Holland, 1956 (repr. Amsterdam, Hakkert, 1982), 2.156-162: “moAlovg toivuv £pactic avTod KOTAcTAoHS Kol
TAEIGTONC DPEAGOG, UEAMOV TELELTAY EVOmVIOV €106V OC KVKVOC YevOUevog amd SévSpou eic SévSpov
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have a map nor an overview.** We are lost in the middle of it, trying to find an exit. There is
no 660¢ Paciiikn to the meaning of the corpus. It is not clear what the writings are meant to
say — and still it is very hard to bring oneself to believe that they are no more than a vain
amusement (moudwd). There is always the suggestion of a different meaning, which lies
elsewhere, and we must exert ourselves, if we want to reach it. In this sense, the texts call for
and strongly stimulate interpretation or examination. ** They require a very particular
participation of the reader, who is called to decide how things are to be interpreted. We have
to take part in the dialogues and keep writing them. Although the same could in a way be said
of all interpretations, it applies in a greater degree to Plato, given the fact of how opaque he is

as an author and how indeterminate everything becomes as a result of this opaqueness.

4.2. The labyrinth of readings of Plato

The complexity of the Platonic corpus has given rise to innumerable interpretations.
Many of these are general interpretations of Plato’s thinking, others restrict themselves to
some text or problem — though they may still presuppose a certain understanding of the whole
and how the part they focus on relates to it. A full enumeration and systematization of the
manifold understandings of the Platonic corpus is very difficult and we will not undertake it
here. We will simply consider some of the main currents of interpretation, in order to see how
problematic the corpus can be. These currents have often been influenced by general

philosophical tendencies and they have all been object of much criticism, but we will leave

UETEPYETOL KOl TOTY TTOVOV TAEIGTOV TTopElye TOi¢ 1igvTaic. 0 Tippiog 0 Zokpatikog Ekpvey, 6t dAnmtog Eotal
T0lg pet’ avtov é€nyeicbot Poviopévolg avtdv: ievtaic yop €oikact ol EEnynral tag évvoiog TV apyainv
OnpdoBar mepdpevol, GANTTog 6¢ 0TV €MEldN Kol PLOKMG Kol NOKAOG Kol BgohoyIK®G Kol ATADG TOAAUYGDC
€oTiv  dkovew  T®V avToD, kafdmep kol TV Opnpov.” See also L. WESTERINK (ed.),
Anonymous — Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy, Amsterdam, North-Holland, 1962, 1.29-35.
% What is said about the course of a particular examination in the Euthydemus (291b7-c2) aptly describes what
happens when we try to interpret the whole corpus: “(...) évtadfa donep gic Aapfdpwvbov éunecodvieg, oidpevol
on énl téhet slvan, Tepkapyavieg Ty Gomep &v apyd Thg (Ntiosng dvepdvnuey Svieg kai Tod 1oov Sedpevor
6oovmep dte 1O TPpOTOV ElNTOdUEY.”
“% In other words, they lead us to perform something and not simply to receive ideas. In Kierkegaardian terms,
they are not a direct communication of contents, but rather a indirect communication of an art or a
competence — namely, the art of philosophical examination. They try to awaken us and mobilize us, and in this
sense Plato himself is also a sort of gadfly. For Kierkegaard’s notion of direct and indirect communication, see
in particular his notes for a course with the title “The Dialectic of Ethical and Ethical-Religious
Communication”, in: S. KIERKEGAARD, Journals and Papers, transl. by H. Hong and E. Hong, vol. 1,
Bloomington/London, Indiana University Press, 1967, 273-308 (VIII 2 B 79-89).
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those questions aside and see only the main strategies of interpretation and how much they
differ from each other.**

The different readings are often organized in main dichotomies, but there are also
attempts to find middle grounds or “third ways” that may combine the advantages of two
alternate readings. The major and oldest dichotomy in the study of Plato (and one that shows
just how ambiguous the corpus is) is the one between the skeptic and the dogmatic reading of
Plato. The skeptic reading inspired the New Academy, is reflected in Cicero’s interpretation
of Plato and has been revived in the last decades.** Based on the problems mentioned above,
this tradition holds that the Platonic corpus conveys no definite truth whatsoever. It is rather
supposed to show us our own ignorance and possibly help in one’s own search for the
truth — though it may also be interpreted as a defense of the argument that truth is
unattainable.

Plato’s studies, however, have been largely dominated by the dogmatic reading, which
defends that the texts put forward clear-cut doctrines and perhaps even a system of
knowledge. We find this conception already in Aristotle, who refers to the main views of the
dialogues simply as Plato’s views, and in other ancient authors (such as Alcinous — or
Albinus — and Diogenes Laertius).”® Since the 18th century there has been a revival of this
conception and many efforts were made to determine Plato’s doctrines. However, the elusive
nature of the corpus has caused many problems and has divided the dogmatic interpretation
into two camps. On the one hand, there are the unitarians, who defend that the corpus has
coherent and univocal doctrines, which constitute a single system.* But this does not square

easily with the disagreements we find through the texts and thus many adopted a

*! There have been several attempts to systematize the different currents of interpretation. For more detailed
analyses, see e.g. E. TIGERSTEDT, Interpreting Plato, Stockholm, Almqvist & Wiksell, 1977, G. REALE, Per
una nuova interpretazione di Platone alla luce delle “doctrine non scritte”, Milano, Bompiani, 20107 (Milano,
CUSL, 19841), 31-74; F. GONZALEZ, A Short History of Platonic Interpretation and the “Third Way”, in:
IDEM (ed.), The Third Way. New Directions in Platonic Studies, Lanham (MD)/London, Rowman & Littlefield,
1995, and G. PRESS, The State of the Question in the Study of Plato, The Southern Journal of Philosophy 34
(1996), 507-532.
“2 For more on the ancient skeptical interpretation of Plato, see e.g. E. TIGERSTEDT, op. cit., 103-105; H.
TARRANT, Scepticism or Platonism? The Philosophy of the Fourth Academy, Cambridge/etc., Cambridge
University Press, 1985; J. ANNAS, Plato the Sceptic, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, suppl. vol. (1992),
43-72. For recent skeptic readings of Plato, see for instance D. HYLAND, Finitude and Transcendence in the
Platonic Dialogues, Albany (NY), State University of New York Press, 1995; K. VOGT, Belief and Truth. A
Skeptic Reading of Plato, Oxford/etc., Oxford University Press, 2012.
* See e.g. P. LOUIS (ed.), Albinos — Epitomé, Paris, Belles Lettres, 1945, and DIOGENES LAERTIUS, Vitae
Philosophorum, Il (especially 111.52 ff.).
* For a defense of the unity of Plato’s thought, see in particular P. SHOREY, The Unity of Plato’s Thought,
Chicago, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1903, and IDEM, What Plato Said, Chicago, University of
Chicago Press, 1933.
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developmentalist approach, according to which Plato changed his mind and his views
throughout his philosophical career. One would be able to solve many of the inconsistencies
of the corpus by distinguishing between earlier works (in which Plato was more influenced
by Socrates), mature works (in which he distanced himself of Socrates’ views), and later
works (in which he became critical of his own mature views).* Plato’s biography and
especially the chronology of his works thus became very important, since they helped
determine the precise development of the doctrines. These, however, are very contested
issues. The knowledge of his life is vague and the order of the texts is very problematic.
Some scholars tried to solve the latter question once and for all by means of a stylometric
analysis, whose results have been largely accepted. But it has also been object of some
criticism, which once more raises the question of whether we can really determine the order
of the dialogues.*®

Another question that is particularly important in the context of the developmentalist
interpretation (though not only in this context) is the Socratic question. Who was the
historical Socrates, what were his thoughts and his character, and how faithful is Plato’s
portrayal of him, especially in the early works, which are supposed to be more strongly
influenced by the real Socrates? We cannot solve the question based on the Platonic corpus,
and though we find other portrayals of him in Aristophanes, Xenophon, and the fragments of
other Socratics, it is in no way easy to infer from these sources who Socrates was and how
faithful Plato’s version of him is.*” As a result, it is also difficult to determine what

distinguishes Socrates from Plato and what is specifically Platonic.

*® For examples of this kind of approach, see e.g. R. ROBINSON, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 1953; J. RAVEN, Plato’s Thought in the Making. A Study of the Development of his Metaphysics,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1965; J. GOULD, The Development of Plato’s Ethics, New York,
Russell & Russell, 1972; G. KLOSKO, The Development of Plato’s Political Theory, New York/etc., Methuen,
1986. The idea that Plato’s thought had several phases was originally associated with a genetic approach to
Plato’s writing, which was mainly concerned with Plato’s biography and how it related to his writings. For a
conspectus of such approach, cp. E. TIGERSTEDT, op. cit., 25-51.
*® Indeed, the results from stylometric studies of Plato are not entirely unanimous. There is a fixed point (the
Laws) and then some groups of texts that share similar aspects of style. The groups may be ordered in sequence,
but the whole analysis is based on several questionable assumptions. For a discussion of the method and for
criticisms of it, see e.g. H. THESLEFF, Studies in Platonic Chronology, Helsinki, Societas Scientiarum Fennica,
1982; IDEM, Platonic Chronology, Phronesis 34 (1989), 1-26; G. LEDGER, Re-Counting Plato. A Computer
Analysis of Plato’s Style, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1989; L. BRANDWOOD, The Chronology of
Plato’s Dialogues, Cambridge/etc., Cambridge University Press, 1990; J. HOWLAND, Re-reading Plato. The
Problem of Platonic Chronology, Phoenix 45 (1991), 189-214; D. NAILS, Platonic Chronology Reconsidered,
Bryn Mawr Classical Review 3 (1992), 314-27; C. KAHN, On Platonic chronology, in: J. ANNAS and C.
ROWE (eds.), New Perspectives on Plato, Modern and Ancient, Washington D.C., Center for Hellenic Studies,
2002, 93-127.
" Many attempts were made to determine the views and the way of being of the real Socrates, but the results
differ greatly. Interpreters often refer to Aristotle’ differentiation of Socrates and Plato, but it is not absolutely
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In sum, both the unitarian and developmentalist orientations are problematic and far
from being fully persuasive. This lead to some attempts at a conciliation, which talk neither
of a static system nor of a complete change of views, but rather of an unfolding or deepening
of some basic ideas and doctrines (although in doing so, these interpretations still assume that
the corpus has a dogmatic character). Other interpreters, in turn, have departed from the
dogmatic model and adopted a more skeptic approach, according to which the corpus does
not aim at conveying a system of doctrines. These approaches, however, vary greatly in the
way they interpret the corpus and in the results they achieve. Many of them still admit that
Plato had firm beliefs, doctrines and perhaps even a system — but it is not communicated in
the corpus (or at least not directly).

One of these interpretations was developed mainly by the so-called Tibingen school,
which holds that Plato had esoteric doctrines which he did not communicate in the corpus
(the unwritten doctrines or Gypaga d6ypato. mentioned by Aristotle), but were rather
transmitted by oral teaching.*® This makes the inconsistencies of the texts compatible with the
idea of a Platonic system, insofar as the system is not presented (just alluded to) in the written
texts. In fact, we find several passages in the corpus in which the characters (especially

Socrates) explicitly hold something back and there are also the passages in which Plato says

clear whether Aristotle is referring to the historical Socrates or the Socrates from early dialogues. The lines are
blurred and this allows some to see Plato’s portrayal as being very faithful and others to regard it as very
inaccurate. See e.g. S. KIERKEGAARD, The Concept of Irony. With Continual Reference to Socrates, transl.
by H. Hong & E. Hong, Princeton (NJ), Princeton University Press, 1989 (original version: Om Begrebet Ironi
med stadigt Hensyn til Socrates, Diss. Kopenhagen, 1841); H. MAIER, Sokrates. Sein Werk und seine
geschichtliche Stellung, Tubingen, Mohr 1913; J. BURNET, Greek Philosophy. Part I: Thales to Plato, London,
Macmillan, 1914, 126-192; A. TAYLOR, Socrates, Boston, Beacon Press, 1951; V. de
MAGALHAES-VILHENA, Le probléme de Socrate. Le Socrate historique et le Socrate de Platon, Paris,
Presses Universitaires de France, 1952; G. FIGAL, Sokrates, Miinchen, Beck, 1995. For a history of the Socratic
problem, see e.g. L.-A. DORION, The Rise and Fall of the Socratic Problem, in: D. MORRISON, The
Cambridge Companion to Socrates, Cambridge/etc., Cambridge University Press, 2011, 1-23.
“8 Cp. ARISTOTLE, Physica 209b14f. For some examples of this interpretation, belonging to or directly
connected with the Tiibingen school, see e.g. H. KRAMER, Arete bei Platon und Aristoteles. Zum Wesen und
zur Geschichte der platonischen Ontologie, Heidelberg, Winter, 1959; K. GAISER, Platons Ungeschriebene
Lehre, Stuttgart, Ernst Klett, 1963; H. KRAMER, Platone e i fondamenti della metafisica. Saggio sulla teoria
dei principi e sulle dottrine non scritte di Platone, trans. by Giovanni Reale, Milano, Vita e Pensiero, 1982; G.
REALE, Per una nuova interpretazione di Platone. Rilettura della metafisica dei grandi dialoghi alla luce delle
“Dottrine non scritte”, Milano, CUSL, 1984; T. SZLEZAK, Platon und die Schriftlichkeit der Philosophie.
Interpretationen zu den frihen und mittleren Dialogen, Berlin/New York, Walter de Gruyter, 1985; R. FERBER,
Die Unwissenheit des Philosophen oder warum hat Plato die “ungeschriebene Lehre” nicht geschrieben?,
Sankt Augustin, Academia, 1991; T. SZLEZAK, Das Bild des Dialektikers in Platons spéten Dialogen. Platon
und die Schriftlichkeit der Philosophie, Teil 11, Berlin/New York, De Gruyter, 2004. For other interpretations of
Plato’s unwritten doctrines, see for instance L. ROBIN, La théorie Platonicienne des idées et des nombres
d’apreés Aristote, Paris, Félix Alcan, 1908; J. FINDLAY, The Written and the Unwritten Doctrines, London,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974.
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that one should not write down the most serious things (t& omovdadtata).”® If we are to
understand Plato, we should then read his texts in light of these doctrines, which requires us
to reconstruct them. The attempts at reconstruction often use other sources. Aristotle provides
some indications as to what these doctrines might have them, whereas Plotinus and other
Neoplatonics have been read as a development of Plato’s hidden doctrines. Some interpreters
have also tried to use the corpus in this inquiry, insofar as some passages can be taken as
alluding to these doctrines.”® But the precise content of these doctrines is unclear.®® The
reconstructions are vague, their validity and interest is questionable, and some even contest
the existence of such doctrines. So it is doubtful whether the corpus should (or even could) be
read in light of them. Moreover, even if such doctrines existed and the dialogues were just
meant as protreptic or preparatory works, we could still read them by themselves and see
what we can learn from them. We are not forced to read them in reference to any unwritten
doctrines.

Another very important kind of interpretation of the dialogues is the one that pays
special attention to the literary form of the dialogues and in particular to their dramatic
context (the setting, the characters, the situation, and so on). Literary or poetical aspects of
the text had already played an important role in the old allegorical or figurative reading of the
dialogues, which was characteristic of Neoplatonic interpreters. It saw many elements in the
text as symbolic, meant to conceal the real meaning of the texts (i.e., Plato’s real doctrines)
from the public.®® In modern times, Schleiermacher was one of the first to call the attention to

how inseparable the form and the content of the dialogues are.*® This was developed by

* A good example of the characters withholding something are the already mentioned passages in which they
present shorter versions of some doctrines (such as the doctrine on the good in Rep. 506d ff. or the doctrine of
the soul in Phdr. 246a ff.), which suggest that the author had a best and more complete version. For the notion
of omovdaiotara, already mentioned above, see Ep. VII 344c. Also relevant here is the idea of things more
precious than those composed or written (tyudtepa dv cuvédnkev fj Eypaev), which appears in Phdr. 278d.
%0 A passage that has often been considered in this context is precisely the discussion of the good in the Republic
(see 506b ff.). But several other passages have been brought into connection with these doctrines, as can be seen
in the works mentioned above.
*1 The reconstructions often focus on the distinction between the one and the indefinite dyad, mentioned by
Aristotle, and then apply it to many domains. See Metaphysica 987a29 ff., 1080b24ff, and on the notion of
aopiotog dvdg, see e.g. W. ROSS, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, vol. 1, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1924, ad 9870b20.
Interpreters also relate this distinction of unity and dyad to Plato’s notion of the good, especially because Plato
seems to have identified it with the one in the public lecture “On the Good”. On this respect, see Aristoxenus’
report of what Aristotle used to say about the lecture, in R. da RIOS (ed.), Aristoxeni elementa harmonica,
Roma, Polygraphica, 1954, 39-40. However, nothing very clear can be said in these respects.
2 We find this kind of interpretation in Plotinus’ and Proclus’ readings of Plato, and their approach later
influenced Ficino and other Renaissance interpreters.
>3 Schleiermacher says in the introduction to his translation of Plato: “(...) so ist in ihr [sc. der Philosophie des
Platon] Form und Inhalt unzertrennlich, und jeder Saz nur an seinem Orte und in den Verbindungen und
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several authors, especially in the second half of the 20th century, in ways that greatly differ
from the old allegorical interpretation. The so-called “Chicago school” is perhaps the main
exponent of this orientation. Following Leo Strauss’ example, many interpreters focused their
attention on the dramatic aspects of the texts and what they can reveal about Plato’s
thought.>* This line of interpretation is also characterized by the idea that the texts have a
hidden or deeper meaning, which is not immediately accessible, and thus requires a very
refined hermeneutical analysis of all these elements. This does not necessarily imply that
Plato has definite doctrines. Such interpretations can also be skeptic or wholly unconcerned
with Plato’s doctrines as such. They can read each dialogue not as a disguised treatise, but
rather as a literary work in which different characters present different views, according to
different motivations, and whose interplay leaves open what exactly the solution to the
presented problems is.

Some interpreters have also defended that Plato’s writings do not put forward
doctrines, but rather try to point to something that is in itself ineffable or inexpressible. Some
talk of a non-propositional knowledge or understanding which has more of a practical
nature.> Others talk of an ineffable experience and develop a more mystic interpretation of
the corpus.®® These are just two examples of a kind of reading which is skeptic about the
possibility of expressing truth directly (in fact, it even declares it impossible), but still
believes the corpus communicates some kind of understanding or experience.

Other kinds of interpretation could be mentioned, especially in the domain of
post-modern interpretations of Plato, which are usually more concerned with bringing Plato
into a dialogue with contemporary thinking.>” But the different currents of interpretation

mentioned are enough to show how difficult it is to determine the best way to deal with

Begranzungen, wie ihn Platon aufgestellt hat, recht zu verstehen.” Cp. PLATON, Werke, transl. by F.
Schleiermacher, Part I, Vol. 1, Berlin, Realschulbuchhandlung, 1818% (1804"), 16.
> Cp. e.g. L. STRAUSS, On a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy, Social Research 13 (1946),
326-367; IDEM, The City and Man, Chicago, Rand MacNally, 1964, 50-138; S. ROSEN, Plato’s Symposium,
New Haven/etc., Yale University Press, 1968; J. SALLIS, Being and Logos. Reading the Platonic Dialogues,
Pittsburgh/etc., Duquesne University Press/etc., 1975; D. HYLAND, The Virtue of Philosophy. An
Interpretation of Plato’s Charmides, Athens (OH), Ohio University Press, 1981; S. ROSEN, Plato’ Sophist. The
Drama of Original and Image, New Haven/etc., Yale University Press, 1983; C. GRISWOLD, Self-Knowledge
in Plato’s Phaedrus, New Haven/London, Yale University Press, 1986.
% A good example of this is W. WIELAND, Platon und die Formen des Wissens, Géttingen, Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1982.
*® See e.g. C. SCHEFER, Platon und Apollo. Vom Logos ziiruck zum Mythos, Sankt Augustin, Academia,
1996; EADEM, Ein neuer Zugang zu Platon?, Hermes, 127 (1999), 422-436; EADEM, Platons unsagbare
Erfahrung. Ein anderer Zugang zu Platon, Basel, Schwabe, 2001.
> Plato has influenced several important contemporary philosophers and they in turn have influenced the way
Plato is read by many. On this matter, see e.g. C. ZUCKERT, Postmodern Platos. Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Gadamer, Strauss, Derrida, Chicago/London, The University of Chicago Press, 1996.
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Plato’s writings. In fact, they raise many important questions. To begin, what is the most
appropriate kind of reading? And what is the criterion to decide which one is best? Can such
a criterion be established? Is there really a best kind of reading? If so, what does that mean
for the other readings? Do they still have some interest? And what if no particular reading is
the best? The answer to such questions is difficult. But, as we saw, the texts come without an
instruction manual and do not allow us to decide how to read them. This means that none of
the above interpretations is fully justified or fully excluded by the corpus. Interpreters must
decide by themselves how they will proceed, based on criteria other than the texts. This does
not mean that one is completely free to do what one wants with the texts. Interpreters must
still be faithful to the indications given in the text, as well as to the immanent principles of
their own interpretation. But as to the principles of interpretation, the corpus offers a great
degree of leeway. It does not tell us what to do and it does not say how we can be faithful to

the texts. It rather forces us to decide how we interpret everything in it.

4.3. The procedure and status of the following interpretation

So how will we proceed in what follows? How will we discuss the problem
concerning the value of the unexamined life in light of the corpus? How can we best interpret
the problem in Plato’s own terms and the full potential of his claim?

Our approach will differ from the previously considered interpretations in several
important respects. We will not try to determine whether Plato was a dogmatist or a skeptic.
In fact, we will not be concerned with the status of Plato’s writings and how they relate to the
historical Socrates or to an oral teaching. We will also disregard any biographical question, as
well as the motivations and intentions behind the texts. Since the texts are not univocal, we
will not try to determine Plato’s beliefs and the best way to formulate them. We will thus not
consider whether there was some development in Plato’s views or not. Regardless of the
order of the dialogues and Plato’s beliefs at the time he wrote them, there are many
indications, many ideas and even a play of ideas — and this is what we will focus. More
precisely, we will consider the texts and the ideas expressed therein in light of a problem and
the questions directly associated with it. We will search for, collect and order any relevant
indications given in the texts. Some attention will be given to the context of each passage,
though such a synoptic approach necessarily implies loss of detail. We will try to determine

how the different indications given by the texts may complement each other. When they are
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in conflict with one another, we will try to conciliate them or at least determine the basis of
the conflict. This will allow us to pin down some general tendencies of the Platonic corpus,
which we will bring together and discuss, thereby producing a certain unification of the texts.

However, such a unity will not correspond to an absolutely defined system of
doctrines. It will contain inner tensions, elements that resist the general scheme, and some
important questions that are left undecided or unjustified. Moreover, the results we will arrive
at (and which will partially unify the texts) are not to be conceived as the reconstruction of a
body of beliefs the author tried to communicate to us, but they are rather the product of a
particular reflection concerning the indications he left behind in his writings. This reflection
is shaped by the choices of the interpreter (i.e., by a certain selection, ordering and
development of the passages and ideas in the corpus, as well as by the methodology discussed
below), and different choices could produce a different final result. Whether any of these
results correspond to Plato’s beliefs or not (or to what extent they do) cannot be decided with
certainty in virtue of all the difficulties considered above. We cannot be sure of what Plato
had in mind. But this is not all that matters. Even if we knew Plato’s own views and how
convinced he was of them, we could still use the corpus and the play of ideas therein as a
basis for new reflections, which would perhaps not be of historical or doxographical interest,
but would nonetheless be of philosophical interest, because they would allow us to think
about things and discover new ways of conceiving them. The corpus and its indications are in
all cases a catalyst for new perspectives, and the following interpretation is above all
concerned with the new perspectives we can arrive at with the help from the texts. In this
sense, it is a philosophical (and not an historical or doxographical) interpretation. So it must
be judged not by how plausible a reconstruction of Plato’s beliefs it puts forward, but by how
faithful it is to the indications found in the texts and how it is able to extract from them a
complex and plausible discussion of philosophical problems that concern us all. It will not
simply report what we find in the texts, but it will also not depart completely from them. It is
a philosophical reflection born from the contact with the Platonic corpus and it intends to
illuminate both what is said in the texts and who we as human beings are.

Finally, it is necessary to remark that some formulations in what follows may be
misleading. We will often talk of Plato and his conceptions, but “Plato” is to be regarded
simply as the author of the corpus or, more precisely, as the standpoint that corresponds to the
play of ideas in the texts. In other others, the name “Plato” and the qualification “Platonic”

will only refer to the indications that are found in the texts and also, in a secondary sense, to
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the development of these indications, which is the result of Plato’s writings and in this sense
can be attributed to him. We will talk of Plato’s conceptions, but not in the sense of
something the historical Plato would undeniably subscribe. As was said, the conceptions we

will consider are rather conceptions we can extract from Plato’s writings.

5. The relevance of the problem for the interpretation of the Platonic corpus and for the

definition of philosophy in general

The problem concerning the value of the unexamined life lies at the center of the
corpus. Many passages are more or less directly concerned with the relation between life and
philosophical examination, and in these passages the characters discuss what characterizes a
life that lacks examination, as well as what this examination can bring to life and how it can
change it. Moreover, even when it is not expressly discussed, Plato is still depicting people
that have different relations to philosophical examination. These relations affect the
characters’ lives in different ways and presuppose different views (which may be either naive
or already examined) about the importance of philosophical examination. Thus the problem
of the unexamined life is essential to understand not only the figure of Socrates as he is
presented in the corpus, but also all other characters and the play of thoughts that compose
the dialogues. In other words, Plato’s writings are not just a presentation of abstract views
about different subjects. They depict the examination that leads to these views and how this
examination relates to the lives of the characters. Plato is very mindful of philosophical
examination as the instrument and place of thought, and also of how this examination is
integrated in a particular life and determined by it. The examinations illustrated in the corpus
are thus associated with a reflection about life’s structure, what it needs and what role
philosophy plays therein. In other words, the concern with life and philosophy’s place in it is
not just one more aspect or view among others. It is not simply a matter of exhortation to
philosophy not directly connected with the other views. It is rather something that is at the
center of the corpus. All other problems and views are, either expressly or tacitly,
intrinsically connected with the problem we will discuss. Their content and relevance can
only be fully understood in light of this. Furthermore, many of these other problems and
views, despite not being directly referred to the structure of life and its need of philosophical
examination, give important contributions to the discussion of these questions. There is

indeed a reciprocal relation between the different parts, despite the fact that the problem we
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will tackle can be seen as a key to understanding what is happening at the corpus. Regardless
of whether this is the only or the best key, it is definitely an important angle through which
we can determine the whole.

The role of the problem in Plato can also be seen as an illustration of how important
the problem is for philosophy in general. It is not only one possible subject within a field of
studies, but it has very important consequences for the definition of that field of studies.
Indeed, philosophy requires an understanding of itself (what is often designated as
metaphilosophy or philosophy of philosophy) and such an understanding, in turn, defines its
procedure and results. But the essence of philosophy is far from being completely
self-evident. There can indeed be different metaphilosophies, and based on Plato (for whom
there was still no clear paradigm of what philosophy should be) we can understand something
essential for any metaphilosophical reflection. All philosophy is essentially defined by its
relation to life — and life itself is defined by how it needs philosophy. Both things are
constitutively entangled. Therefore, the question of the value of philosophy is a central
question of philosophy. It determines our relation to any philosophical content. Moreover, all
philosophical contents are themselves a part of life and somehow integrated in it. As a result,
their full definition also requires a definition of life’s structure (in which the need for
philosophy plays precisely a central role). In other words, both our relation to philosophical
reflections and the content of the latter presuppose an understanding of the problem that will
be discussed in the following. In fact, every particular kind of philosophy involves an
understanding (however tacit) of the importance of philosophy in general — and this raises the
question of what exactly the role of philosophy in life should be. This, in turn, is also decisive
to define what philosophy should be.*®

Finally, returning to what was said above about the importance of this problem for
what we might call “philosophical anthropology” (despite the ambiguity of the term, which is
often understood in a very strict sense), we can now understand the importance of

philosophical anthropology (as a reflection about what characterizes human life in general)

%8 This goes against the tendencies of much of contemporary metaphilosophical reflections, which usually focus
either on a history and comparison of philosophical methods or on a discussion of the adequate method. See e.g.
J. GILL, Metaphilosophy. An Introduction, Washington D.C., University Press of America, 1982; N.
RESCHER, Philosophical Dialectics. An Essay on Metaphilosophy, Albany, State University of New York
Press, 2006; T. WILLIAMSON, The Philosophy of Philosophy, Malden (MA)/etc., Blackwell, 2007; S.
OVERGAARD et al., An Introduction to Metaphilosophy, Cambridge/etc., Cambridge University Press, 2013;
N. RESCHER, Metaphilosophy. Philosophy in Philosophical Perspective, Lanham (MD)/etc., Lexington Books,
2014; N. JOLL, Contemporary Metaphilosophy, in: Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
http://www.iep.utm.edu/con-meta/, October 2015 (last consulted July 2017).
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within philosophy at large. Far from being a very confined domain of philosophy, its subject
matter plays a decisive role in the whole of philosophy. The fact that the definition of human
life (and of philosophy’s relation to it) is often neglected does not mean that it is not
important for philosophy. Rather, this means means that one is normally unaware of one’s
views on these matters, and philosophy’s self-understanding thus tends to be naive. We could
also say that philosophy tends to be unexamined, which in turn raises the question about the
value of an unexamined philosophy.

Although we will not directly tackle these metaphilosophical questions in what
follows, it is important to have in mind that the whole investigation has important

consequences for them.

6. Brief survey of the secondary literature on the problem

The problem concerning the value of the unexamined life and all the questions
involved therein have been object of considerable attention by the interpreters, and they have
been treated in many different manners. It is not easy to make a full survey of this literature,
given its extraordinary vastness and complexity. But a simplified version of it, considering
only some of its main tendencies, will allow us to understand that there are still significant
gaps.

To begin, there are several discussions of Socrates’ assertion in the Apology that leave
aside everything else that is said in the Apology or the Platonic corpus and just consider the
possible validity of the statement in itself.> In this case, the assertion is taken as a pretext for
one’s own reflection, and the resulting understanding of the problem is usually very different
from the one we find in the corpus. In contrast, other texts (especially philological
commentaries on the Apology) discuss the meaning of the statement, although without

discussing its grounds and validity.®® The philosophical commentaries of the Apology, in turn,

% See e.g. H. MESERVE, Editorial. The Examined Life, Journal of Religion and Health 2 (1963), 183-186; P.
DALTON, The Examined Life, Metaphilosophy 23 (1992), 159-171; G. BRADDOCK, The Examined Life,
Think 8 (2009), 41-46; J. FAMAKINWA, Is the Unexamined Life Worth Living or not?, Think 11 (2012),
97-103.
% One of the best considerations of the meaning of Socrates’ assertion is H. GOLDMAN, Reexamining the
“Examined Life” in Plato’s Apology of Socrates, Philosophical Forum 35 (2004), 1-33. The philological
commentaries also provide important indications about the meaning of the assertion, though for the most part
they tend not to say much on the matter. See in particular E. BLAKENEY, The Apology of Socrates, London,
The Scholartis Press, 1929, 156-157; S. SLINGS, Plato’s Apology of Socrates, Leiden/New York, Brill, 1994,
ad 38a5; M. STOKES, Plato — Apology of Socrates, Warminster, Aris & Phillips, 1997, ad 38a5-6.
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pay some attention to the grounds of the assertion.®* However, for the most part, they tend to
neglect it. They usually attempt to interpret the Apology as a whole and have therefore many
different concerns. Moreover, they often place their emphasis on other questions, such as the
relation between philosophy and politics, Socrates’ rhetorical strategies, the persuasiveness of
his arguments or the historical reasons for the process. This prevents them from discussing in
full what the structure of the unexamined life is and in what sense it lacks examination.

There are, however, some articles or book chapters that directly discuss Socrates’
views about the unexamined life and the need to examine. F. Gonzalez, for instance, presents
an interesting analysis of many points in the Apology that are directly related with Socrates’
assertion.%? R. Kraut considers the reasons for Socrates’ assertion in the broader framework
of the so-called earlier dialogues.®® M. McPherran discusses the nature of the duty to
philosophize, as it is outlined in the Apology. He tries to determine the relation between the
religious and rational reasons to examine in Socrates’ case, as well as whether the duty
applies to everyone or not.** The last question plays indeed an important role in secondary
literature, especially given the apparent contradiction between the Apology and the Republic
(where philosophical activity seems to be restricted to a single class). R. Kraut mentions this
and considers that Plato changed his views later on. R. Hackforth and S. Lublink also
discussed the question, with different results.®® These are indeed the main tendencies in
interpreting Socrates’ views about the value of the unexamined life and the importance of
philosophy. One often considers the relation between the Apology and other works and, in
doing so, the discussion seems to be confined either to the earlier dialogues or to the
problems of compatibility between the Apology and the Republic. In sum, the interpretations
are often dominated by the developmentalist view of Plato and this prevents scholars from
considering the relevance of later texts for understanding all that may be implied in Socrates’

assertion.

o See e.g. T. WEST, Plato’s Apology of Socrates. An Interpretation, with a New Translation, Ithaca/London,
Cornell University Press, 1979, 216-218; C. REEVE, Socrates in the Apology. An Essay on Plato’s Apology of
Socrates, Indianapolis/Cambridge, Hackett, 1989, 176-179.
%2 See F. GONZALEZ, Caring and Conversing About Virtue Every Day. Human Piety and Goodness in Plato’s
Apology, in: P. FAGAN & J. RUSSON (eds.), Reexamining Socrates in the Apology, Evanston (IL.),
Northwestern University Press, 2009, 117-167.
% See R. KRAUT, The Examined Life, in: S. AHBEL-RAPPE & R. KAMTEKAR (eds.), A Companion to
Socrates, Malden (MA)/etc., Blackwell Publishing, 2006.
% See M. MCPHERRAN, Socrates and the Duty to Philosophize, The Southern Journal of Philosophy 24
(1986), 541-560.
% See R. HACKFORTH, The éavetétaotoc Pioc in Plato, The Classical Review 59 (1945), 1-4; S. LUBLINK,
Who May Live the Examined Life? Plato’s Rejection of Socratic Practices in Republic VI, British Journal for
the History of Philosophy 19 (2011), 3-18.
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Of course, these discussions of the passage in the Apology can be complemented by
works on other topics of Plato’s writings that are closely related with it. The presentations of
the figure of Socrates, usually based on Plato’s earlier dialogues, often include some explicit
considerations on why he took philosophical examination to be so important — though they
tend to focus on other questions (such as Socrates’ philosophical method, his conception of
apetn, his intellectualism and the so-called eudaimonism).®® The broader discussions of
philosophy as a way of life also include important considerations about the meaningfulness of
such a life, in contrast with other ways of living (even though they normally do not consider
the constitutive defectiveness of all non-philosophical lives and how this is the basis for a sort
of “imperative” of philosophy).®’ In this context, the discussions about what constitutes a
good life are also relevant, since they discuss the role philosophy should play therein.®
Likewise, the works that consider the question of care and therapy must also consider the
limitations of our usual way of living, as well as what we must do to correct it and the role
that philosophical inquiry plays therein.®® Particularly significant are the texts that consider
the different sides of Socrates’ and Plato’s protreptics — though they tend to focus on the

rhetoric strategies for converting someone to philosophy and not so much on the rational

% There are many books on Socrates. In addition to those mentioned above, when we talked about the Socratic
question, see also e.g. H. MAIER, Sokrates. Sein Werk und seine geschichtliche Stellung, Tubingen, Mohr 1913
(re-ed. Aalen, Scientia Verlag, 1964); N. GULLEY, The Philosophy of Socrates, London/etc., Macmillan, 1968;
W. GUTHRIE, Socrates, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1971; G. SANTAS, Socrates, London,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979; T. BRICKHOUSE & N. SMITH, Plato’s Socrates. Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 1994.
%7 One of the most exhaustive works in this respect is M. SCHWARTZ, Der philosophische bios bei Platon. Zur
Einheit von philosophischem und gutem Leben, Freiburg/MUnchen, Alber, 2013. For the general discussion of
philosophy as a way of life, cp. P. HADOT, Exercices Spirituels Et Philosophie Antique, Paris, Etudes
Augustiniennes, 1981 (re-ed. Paris, Albin Michel, 2002); IDEM, Qu est-ce que la philosophie antique?, Paris,
Gallimard, 1995; A. NEHAMAS, The Art of Living. Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1998; P. HADOT, La Philosophie comme maniére de vivre. Entretiens avec
Jeannie Carlier et Arnold I. Davidson, Paris, Albin Michel, 2001; J. SELLARS, Art of Living. The Stoics on the
Nature and Function of Philosophy, London, Bristol Classical Press, 20092 (Aldershot/etc., Ashgate, 2003"); J.
COOPER, Pursuits of Wisdom. Six Ways of Life in Ancient Philosophy from Socrates to Plotinus,
Princeton/Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2012. For the application of this question to the Apology, see in
particular J. SELLARS, Plato’s Apology of Socrates. A Metaphilosophical Text, Philosophy and Literature 38
(2014), 433-445. For the comparison of ways of life in Plato and the Ancient thought in general, see e.g. A.-J.
FESTUGIERE, Les Trois Vies, in IDEM, Etudes de philosophie grecque, Paris, Vrin, 1971; R. JOLY, Le théme
philosophique des genres de vie dans I’antiquité classique, Bruxelles, Palais des Académies, 1956.
% See e.g. U. WOLF, Die Suche nach dem guten Leben. Platons Frithdialoge, Hamburg, Rowohlt Taschenbuch
Verlag, 1996; U. WOLF, Die Philosophie und die Frage nach dem guten Leben, Hamburg, Rowohlt
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1999.
% See, for instance, R. CUSHMAN, Therapeia. Plato’s Conception of Philosophy, Chapel Hill, University of
North Carolina Press, 1958; M. MOES, Plato’s Dialogue Form and the Care of the Soul, New York, Lang,
2000; M. FOUCAULT, L’herméneutique du sujet, Paris, Seuil, 2001; J. PATOCKA, Plato and Europe, transl.
by Petr Lom, Stanford (CA.), Stanford University Press, 2002; G. BALISTRERI, La terapeutica filosofica, Sul
paradigma platonico, Milano, Lampi di Stampa, 2004.
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arguments that present the need to do so.’ In fact, the question of why we need to
philosophize is often neglected. Many interpreters focus rather on philosophy’s
self-presentation, its practices and methods, as well as on the discussions about what is
knowledge and truth, rather than considering the importance of philosophy, knowledge and
truth for human life in general.” There are, however, some exceptions that discuss the human
need for knowledge and truth, often in relation with Nietzsche’s own conceptions about the
will to truth (Wille zur Wahrheit) and will to illusion (Wille zur Tauschung).”

All the questions just mentioned help determine the value of the unexamined life and
the need to examine and we find in works that study them many important indications for our

problem. However, we find no detailed description of the structure of the unexamined life as

0 See e.g. K. GAISER, Protreptik und Paranese bei Platon. Untersuchungen zur Form des platonischen
Dialogs, Stuttgart, Kohlhammer, 1959; A. FESTUGIERE, Les trois protreptiques de Platon. Euthydéme,
Phédon, Epinomis, Paris, Vrin, 1973; S. SLINGS, Plato — Clitophon. Cambridge, University Press, 1999, 58ff.;
J. COLLINS II, Exhortations to Philosophy. The Protreptics of Plato, Isocrates, and Aristotle, Oxford/etc.,
Oxford University Press, 2015.
™ In fact, there is much discussion about the self-presentation of philosophy in Antiquity (including the
discussions about the history and meaning of the word giocogia). See e.g. W. JAEGER, Die Griechen und das
philosophische Lebensideal, Zeitschrift fir philosophische Forschung 11 (1957), 481-496; W. BURKERT,
Platon oder Pythagoras? Zum Ursprung des Wortes “Philosophie”, Hermes 88 (1960), 159-177; A.-M.
MALINGREY, “Philosophia”. Etude d’un groupe de mots dans la littérature grecque des Présocratiques au IV®
siécle apreés J.-C., Paris, Librairie C. Klincksieck, 1961; R. JOLY, Platon ou Pythagore? Héraclide pontique fr.
87-88 Wehrli, Latomus 114 (1970), 137-142; C. MOORE, When “Philosopher” was a Bad Name. The Origins
of Philosophos, http://www.personal.psu.edu/crm21/philosophos.htm, March 2011 (last consulted July 2017).
Plato’s concept of philosophy has also been object of much discussion. Cp. for instance J. PIEPER, Uber den
Philosophie-Begriff Platons, Kdln, Opladen, Westdeutscher Verlag, 1955; E. MIRRI, Il concetto d